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The situation in Europe when Frank crashed in France. The Allies had liberated North Africa and were now turning their attention to Italy after the fall of Mussolini in July.
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Following success in North Africa and Sicily, the Allies planned to invade Italy in what would be the ﬁrst invasion of mainland Europe of the war. They knew German forces stationed in France would race south through the Alps to meet the invasion once it was launched. Frank was tasked with dropping heavy explosives to French guerrilla ﬁghters for them to blow up a tunnel that ran underneath the Alps. Success would block the Germans’ route and buy the Allied armies crucial time to secure a foothold in Italy.
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The ﬁrst few days of Frank’s escape following the crash. He managed to cross the French-Swiss border with the help of Colette Périès-Martinez, who pretended to be his lover. The original plan was to be expatriated from Lake Geneva at night by Sunderland ﬂying boat.
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The plans for expatriation from Lake Geneva fell through and so Frank travelled 1,200 miles southwest across France and Spain to safety in Gibraltar - largely by road and rail, although he trekked over the Pyrenees on foot.










Introduction


Frank Griffiths died in 1996, four years before I was born.


Although I never got to meet my great-grandfather, I have heard stories from his life so many times that I feel as though I know him. He is a family legend. A mythical presence whose crisp RAF uniform and daring flying exploits left a heavy impression on me as a boy.


My earliest memories are of my grandmother Tessa talking about her father around the kitchen table in Big House Farm, Carmarthenshire. Between mouthfuls of Sunday lunch, Granny would tell me how Frank used to fly so low, the belly of his aircraft would clip the trees, and when he went missing over Europe, she and her mother did not know whether he was alive or dead for three months.


It was this story that captured my imagination as a teenager. Frank’s three-month escape in the autumn of 1943 had the ingredients of a screenplay written by Lord Flashheart himself. The tale differs between the storytellers, however. Characters are confused, details forgotten and loose ends left untied. This is partly what inspired me to retrace Frank’s arduous escape: to find out exactly what happened. But there were other reasons.


My generation is the first one unable to hear their ancestors’ war stories first-hand. Our understanding of the Second World War is naturally shrinking. By recreating Frank’s journey and writing about it, I hoped to prevent his remarkable story from slipping into obscurity while paying homage to my childhood hero, one of the many incredible men and women who fought for the life we enjoy today.


The opportunity arose shortly before my twenty-second birthday. As a journalism master’s student at Cardiff University, I applied for a travel journalism bursary offered by the Worshipful Livery Company of Wales. My ambitious pitch was to retrace Frank’s 2,400-kilometre journey from the northern Alps to the Rock of Gibraltar, while tracking down as many descendants of his saviours as possible.


After graduating, a summer of planning ensued. Firstly, I re-read Frank’s own account of his escape that he wrote in 1981 in a short book called Winged Hours. It would be my bible for the journey. He also left an oral history with the Imperial War Museum and a plethora of other written testimonies.


Although a brilliant pilot, Frank was not an author. His book, exciting at times but often hilariously understated, suffers from the fallibility of memory. Written thirty-eight years after the events occurred, I can only guess what details were forgotten or misremembered.


Yet, Frank had a meticulous pilot’s brain and the parts of Winged Hours that I have been able to cross-reference are remarkably accurate. Others, as these pages will reveal, differ significantly from the memory of others involved.


The main narrative that follows is Frank’s escape. It is, in my opinion, the most likely course of his journey, generated from a mixture of his written testimony, and the stories passed down through the families of the people I met on my travels. Frank himself never discovered the full story, or what happened to everyone else. Thanks to the fog of war, the secrecy of the escape networks and the wide use of noms de guerre, no one ever will.


Although often difficult to believe, every event in this book did happen. It is all true. The only ‘colour’ added are some sections of dialogue to make the story flow. For ease, I have written this dialogue in English, despite much of it being spoken in Frank’s schoolboy French.


The second, smaller narrative in these pages is my retracing of his steps seventy-nine years later. Naturally, I could only be so faithful. I would not be crashing a plane into the Alps, but easyJetting into Geneva. There would be no Gestapo snapping at my heels, no amphetamines powering me over the Pyrenees and no jail cell with my name on it in Spain. I also had no wife and baby daughter motivating me to get back home. Many of the places where Frank was hidden – brothels, farm lofts, outhouses and chimneys – are gone, long since demolished or converted.


What remains are the people. While I could not visit many of the physical locations of Frank’s escape, I could meet the descendants of those who hid him. Some who, like me, had been told the story by their parents or grandparents a hundred times. Others who could remember what their grandmother’s forge was like, how its sooty chimney was just big enough to hide a man. Descendants whose memories held fresh details absent from Winged Hours, ranging from the contradictory to the tragic and the downright bizarre.


During these meetings, you would never have guessed we were talking about the events of eight decades ago. As I travelled across Europe, total strangers shook my hand, hugged me or cried in front of me. They bristled with pride, eyes wide and glistening, as I spoke about Frank and their ancestors. They told me it was their family’s greatest honour to help him, that they still attend remembrance ceremonies to commemorate this story. Eighty years, I learned, is not really that long.


Considering the stakes for their predecessors, it is no wonder our meetings held such poignancy. Without uniform and the protection of the Geneva Convention, the ordinary civilians of France and Spain who saved Frank were far more vulnerable than he ever was. If captured, he would spend the rest of the war in an officer’s quarters in a POW camp. The civilians, however, would be ripped from their homes and families, tortured and deported to concentration camps or, if they were lucky, shot.


Not speaking French, I thought finding these people would be difficult. But using the power of the internet, I was able to track down a descendant of almost every person who saved Frank, arranging to meet many of them in the very place their predecessors had hidden him.


And so, in October 2022, armed with a large rucksack, a map of the Pyrenees, my battered copy of Winged Hours and a headshot photo of Frank, I departed for Europe, seventy-nine years after my great-grandfather.


This is our story.


 


Adam Hart,


November 2024










Prologue


On a hot August evening in 1943, seven men strolled across an RAF airfield in rural Bedfordshire. The heat had gone out of the day and the summer air of England was refreshing, if a little heavy with anticipation. The airmen were walking towards their Halifax, a four-engine heavy bomber, but stopped when they heard the other Halifaxes of 138 Squadron. They watched them taxi into position, surge down the runway and rise into the amber sky.


Each aircraft faced an uncertain future flying over Hitler’s Europe, from the fjords of Norway to the foothills of the Pyrenees, and the plains of the low countries to high Alpine plateaus. Meanwhile beneath them, men and women of resistance groups were gathering with signal torches in hand, hiding themselves in hedges, dykes, cattle sheds and forests, where they listened for the sound of friendly engines.


The seven airmen clambered into their Halifax, O for Orange. At 9.40 p.m., the pilot, my great-grandfather Frank Griffiths, opened the throttle. The heavy bomber’s four engines roared, the aircraft surged forwards and forty seconds later, O for Orange parted from English soil. It was the first time the seven had flown together, but they understood their mission was essential. The lives of many hundreds of Allied soldiers could depend on their success. Failure would prolong the war.


O for Orange’s crew were of the highest class. With 199 combat missions, two Distinguished Flying Medals, and an average age of twenty-three, they combined experience with youthful fearlessness. Their number included a professional football player from Lancashire, a trainee dentist from the Isle of Skye, and two fathers-to-be from Devon and Essex. At thirty-one, Frank the skipper was the oldest onboard by five years. These men, drawn from different corners of the British Isles, were skilled operators chosen from the ranks of Bomber Command for the job.


After crossing the Normandy coast at 7,000 feet, O for Orange entered thick cloud. Rain pelted the aircraft as it cut across France and it looked like the mission might have to be aborted. Near Lyon, Frank watched a Lancaster – one of 140 raiding Milan – tumble from the sky, victim of German flak.


But as O for Orange slipped over the Massif Central and into the Rhône Valley, the cloud dispersed and the rain ceased. The operation was on. Identifying Lake Annecy, the skipper flew perilously low while his crew studied the moonlit fields of the Haute-Savoie for their reception party’s lights. Mountains loomed to the front and centre of the cockpit, their snowcapped peaks glowing white under the moon.


It was 2.30 a.m., but no matter how hard the crew searched, no lights flickered. The Halifax, which had been circling with little altitude for nearly ten minutes, was vulnerable. To cover up their activities Frank turned north over Annecy to drop leaflets on the city.


But they had not even cleared the city when the aircraft lurched to port. Glancing out of his cockpit, Frank watched the exhaust fumes of the outer port engine change to white before dying altogether.


This was not the first scrape the skipper had been in. He called up his flight engineer, certain it was petrol trouble, fixable by switching over the fuel tanks. But he received no reply. He called again. More silence.


Frank ordered his despatcher to jettison their load and weighed up his options. He wanted to be near water in case of a forced landing. That meant Lake Geneva twenty-five miles north in the safety of neutral Switzerland, or Lake Annecy which, although only a few miles behind him, was firmly in occupied France.


The skipper bellowed for his flight engineer to contact him as scenarios raced through his mind. Three engines might be enough to coast to Switzerland, thought Frank, so he set course for Lake Geneva, his leg aching from applying right rudder.


But with a terrible shudder, the Halifax’s inner port engine conked out and the aircraft jerked violently. O for Orange locked herself in a permanent left-hand turn, and what little altitude she had began to dwindle. Buildings leaped up below each wing. A church spire whizzed past, its tiles twinkling in the starlight.


The skipper wracked his mind for a solution. Parachuting was impossible: the aircraft was travelling at 90mph and with less than a hundred feet of altitude. They’d be obliterated before even pulling the ripcord.


With the smell of burning petrol thick in the air, he ordered the crew to crash stations and screamed at the flight engineer to change the fuel tanks. The second pilot, who’d been wrestling furiously with the escape hatch, finally succeeded in jettisoning it.


But it was only a matter of seconds now. He gripped the yoke hard and braced for the terrible impact he knew was coming but could do nothing about.


The flight engineer’s voice finally crackled over the radio.


‘Okay, skipper, you’re on one and three tanks now.’


Petrol surged through the fuel lines. The ground drew closer.










Chapter 1


From Dropout to RAF Ace


Frank Cromwell Griffiths was born on 1 May 1912, the same month the Royal Flying Corps was founded. Although the youngest of four siblings, Frank was essentially an only child. His brother Leonard was eleven when he was born, and his sisters Constance and Winifred nine and eight. He spent his early years wandering rural Cheshire, sometimes barefooted, often lost, and always in defiance of his mother’s rules. This was the age of insular village life, before the motorcar shrank Britain.


Although born in England on the northern tip of the Wirral, Frank was a proud Welshman. His family hailed from Denbighshire in North Wales, and it was here they returned in 1920 after Frank’s father had made enough money through his building company. Frank, aged eight, was taught to shoot, ride a horse and hunt a pack of hounds in a privileged, outdoor upbringing.


The same year the Griffiths returned to North Wales, Frank was sent to board at Mostyn House School on the banks of the Dee Estuary. Although intelligent, Frank cared little for the classroom. Sailing had become the first of his many obsessions. As a member of the school’s ‘wet bobs’ club, Frank and his friends spent their weekends sailing to remote spots along the North Wales coast where they built dens, lit fires and dreamed of never going back to school.


However, in 1926, when he was fourteen, the sailing-obsessed Frank was dispatched to Radley College in Oxfordshire, hundreds of miles from his beloved Dee. Little survived from his time there, apart from his accent which morphed from Wirral/Welsh hybrid to English public-school boy. Like most who have come through the boarding system, Frank learned how to fit in amongst a new crowd, when to keep his head down, and how to get away with breaking the rules.


It was adventures in the summer holidays that Frank lived for. In the summer of 1928, he and his friend Jack McQuade hiked ninety-two miles in four days across Snowdonia leading a pony called At Last. The Welsh Cob pulled a ramshackle caravan that Frank had made for the boys to sleep in. Averaging twenty-three miles a day and eight sausages a night, the boys returned home happy and exhausted, their feet coated in tar where their shoe soles had given out.


Frank had just started lower sixth when the Wall Street Crash happened. His father’s building company went bankrupt, Radley’s school fees went unpaid, and Frank returned home. For his final year of education, he was sent to Kinmel School in North Wales where, on account of his charm, he became head boy. Kinmel taught practical skills instead of the traditional academia, like a modern-day technical college, instilling Frank with a practicality that made him a lifelong ‘tinkerer’.


Apart from sailing, hunting and adventure, Frank Griffiths still had no idea what he wanted to do when he left Kinmel. He decided to live on his boat Olive, a 23-foot ‘Morecambe type’ shrimper. After building a cabin on deck, Frank and his dog took to the water in September 1931. Much to his family’s disapproval, he spent the next six years sailing around North Wales, sleeping on remote beaches and fishing. He was a young adult living a fourteen-year-old boy’s dream, a vagabond sailor seeking a different path.


But life on Olive was not cushy. In the winters, Frank moored up in the Liverpool Docks and worked for his uncle TJ’s business maintaining pubs across Liverpool. ‘It was a wonderful six years,’ Frank later wrote. ‘TJ was a tough boss and I was his lowest paid employee, despite being his nephew. I dropped any pretence of being publicly educated, imitated the Liverpudlian accent a little and survived. I got to know the hardest Liverpudlians, their weaknesses and their amazing sense of humour.’


Frank also used the natural world to supplement his income. On Olive, he caught shrimp and ray and sold them in Liverpool’s markets, while many dawns were spent shooting ducks and geese in the Dee Estuary before selling them to the butchers.


While his Radley chums settled down across London and the south-east, Frank learned to live with men at the other end of the social spectrum, eking out a meagre existence in the docks. Hardship was commonplace and women were banned from entering.


He recalled, ‘The police were always around asking questions of the old salts who lived on the other boats as caretakers, usually if they’d seen anyone nicking anything from their boat; when often the caretaker had pawned it himself. But we didn’t pinch each other’s belongings and an unusual camaraderie existed among the occupants of the dock.’


Like Christopher McCandless, the young middle-class American who hitchhiked to Alaska to live in the wild, Frank possessed the particular trait that has made many young men with comfortable lives seek a life on the fringe of society.


Danger was never far away. One Sunday in September 1934, Frank was trawling three miles off the mouth of the Dee, when, hauling up his net and forgetting to put the engine in neutral, he was knocked clean overboard by Olive’s boom. Floundering in the water, he managed to grab the trawl rope as it was dragged past him. He tried pulling himself back to the boat, but the force of the propeller slipstream was like a millrace against him and his boots were dragging him down.


The Olive had six hours of fuel and was heading for Dublin. Exhausted from clinging to the rope and being battered by waves, Frank was beginning to accept his fate when suddenly he stood up. He was three miles from land, but by some miracle Olive had grounded herself on a submerged sandbank, where she was being drowned by the breaking surf.


‘At last I got to her,’ Frank related, ‘clambered over the side, knocked the engine into neutral, dropped the sail and took my boots off. I hauled up the net and to my surprise, it was filled with highly valuable ray! But I’d had enough fishing for one day.’


Frank loved his nomadic, vagabond existence and the freedom that living on a boat afforded someone with perpetually itchy feet. But something was missing from his life on Olive and he knew he could not continue this lifestyle forever. The unusualness of his six years’ ‘adrift’ is hard to overstate, however, as gap years did not exist in the 1930s.


Frank’s ‘Liverpool days’ came to an end in 1936, when he was twenty-four. His sister Constance had recently married a farmer from the Isle of Man and Frank wanted to visit them. Flights to the island had just started, so he booked one.


‘We roared into the air from Speke Aerodrome in a three-engine Spartan Cruiser,’ Frank recalled, ‘and the ground disappeared in a couple of minutes as we climbed through murky cloud. Then we burst through the “clag” into the dazzling sunshine. The sky was a brilliant blue and the white woolly stratus cloud drifted below us. I was spellbound. This is what I wanted to do – fly! On the way back to Liverpool I saw a poster of an airman in topee [sun helmet] and shorts, standing under a palm tree with a biplane in the background. The poster said: “Join the Royal Air Force and see the World.” So I did.’


Training began in Tiger Moths on 8 June 1936 at RAF Desford, Leicestershire. Frank was a natural. He went solo on 24 June after twelve hours in the air. On his second solo, he performed a loop out of sheer joy – an illegal manoeuvre that earned him an ‘absolute rocketing’ on landing. You can almost sense the reluctance of his instructors as they noted ‘above average’ in his logbooks, often caveated with comments about ‘overconfidence’.


By August, the trainees had been moved to RAF Grantham to learn aerobatics in a Hart. For the first time, Frank struggled. The slow roll had him ‘completely foxed’, and he vomited at least twenty times, fretting he might lose his career to airsickness. Sheer bloody-mindedness got him through. He passed out of training on 5 December 1936. His instructor wrote in his logbook: ‘Inclined to be overconfident.’


Although talented, the RAF was not particularly interested in Frank. He was awarded a short-service commission by King Edward VIII during his short reign. TEMPORARY was stamped in large letters across the top right corner. Frank remembered, ‘It was painfully obvious that unless there was a war, my services would not be required.’


Yet fortunately for Frank, war loomed. He was posted to 62 Squadron, who were training new pilots to fly twin-engine Blenheim bombers.


It was a dream come true. War had given him a chance.


 


There was only one problem. In August 1939, with Britain on the cusp of war with Germany, 62 Squadron were ordered to Malaya (present-day Malaysia) to shore up the Empire in the Far East.


Frank was standing underneath the wing of his Blenheim in the middle of the Iraqi desert when war was declared on 3 September 1939. He was roughly halfway through 62 Squadron’s epic journey to Malaya, a trip that took twenty-four days, eighteen stops and forty-seven hours of flying.


For Frank, it was flying 6,500 miles in the wrong direction. ‘In a fit of patriotism,’ he wrote, ‘each of us surreptitiously applied for repatriation to the UK so that we could take part in the war. We were all turned down.’


With Japan not yet in the war, Frank and his 62 Squadron colleagues spent many happy weeks in Malaya sailing up the Strait of Malacca, climbing coconut trees and trying water skiing. But like most young men who had spent hours being trained for a job, Frank wanted to fight.


In early 1940, after just four months in Malaya, Frank’s wish to return home came true, but not in the way he wanted. An old back injury flared up leaving him unable to walk, let alone fly. It had happened years earlier in training, when he volunteered to test an experimental parachute with no experience of parachuting. He was strapped to the wing tip of a Virginia biplane in a chair and told to pull the ripcord when the pilot ‘throttled back’ at 2,000 feet. He ‘crumpled up’ on landing as briefed, but on tarmac. It took twenty minutes before he could stand up. The damage was done.


The injury’s return meant Frank could no longer fly. He wrote: ‘This seemed the worst moment of my life. Classified unfit for duties, being sent to England and leaving 62 squadron and my friends after three years.’ The Malaya jolly was over. Frank sailed home from Singapore on 29 April 1940.


By the time Frank’s ship docked in Weymouth a month later, Hitler’s forces had swept into north-eastern France, and more than 300,000 Allied soldiers were being evacuated from Dunkirk. As his ship approached the south coast on 1 June, Frank’s first glimpse of Britain in ten months would have been one of chaos, as a flotilla of ships and small boats ferried thousands of troops back across the English Channel.


Frank was sent to RAF Hospital Torquay to be fixed. ‘Here my fate was decided in more ways than one,’ he wrote. He met a woman.


‘One morning I was hobbling down the staircase and noticed a WAAF [a member of the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force] bending over and dusting the stairs, the same way any man notices a woman doing such things. She turned to look at me and something went “zing”. She had a round face, high cheekbones, blue eyes and brown hair wound tightly around her head. This was the woman I wanted to be the mother of my children.’


Ruth Fuller was achingly beautiful. She was six years younger than Frank, had flawless bone structure and perfect, pale skin. She was from London, wore stylish clothes, light make-up and knew about fashion. At the outbreak of war, she and her sister Daphne had joined the WAAF mostly because they liked the uniform. They had been posted to Torquay to help run the medical facility.


Ruth’s memory of meeting Frank differed somewhat. ‘Frank met me – or saw me – many times sweeping the vast staircase. I didn’t notice him. The place was full of young officers, but all in a state of repair.’


Frank began a series of deep therapy X-rays for his inflamed vertebrae. The treatment was working, and soon he was able to take Ruth on their first date, a sailing trip on the River Dart. The pair were joined by Ruth’s sister Daphne and a friend Frank had made in hospital, Stuart Robertson. A fellow Blenheim pilot, Robertson had been strafing a German train in the Low Countries when he received a 9mm bullet in the backside.


Through June and July, the Fuller sisters stuffed their gas-mask bags with sandals and skirts and headed out on the Dart with Frank and Stuart. As they romanced in the Devonian sunshine, Luftwaffe planes droned overhead. The Battle of Britain had begun and Hitler was preparing to invade England.


In October 1940, after four months’ treatment, Frank was passed fit for flying. ‘The repair must have been good for it gave me another 4,000 hours of flying,’ he recalled, ‘and let me carry on doing the things I love most: skiing, sailing and riding.’


On 16 November, Frank received a new and fascinating posting. The flying would be dangerous, secretive and highly challenging. It would be the most important work of his life.


With 900 hours flying on thirteen different aircraft, Frank’s skills and experience were desperately needed across the RAF as it expanded rapidly in late 1940. Fighter Command, fresh from victory in the Battle of Britain, was recruiting heavily to replace the pilot losses it had incurred repelling the Luftwaffe. Bomber Command, the most natural fit for Frank, badly needed more aircrews to escalate its campaign over Europe. Coastal Command, who had the vital job of escorting shipping across the Atlantic and deterring German U-Boats, was also operating at maximum capacity.


Despite the dire need for experienced pilots across the board, Frank had been selected for an even more crucial job. He was to become a test pilot in the Telecommunications Research Establishment (TRE).


Based at RAF Christchurch near Bournemouth, the TRE was a truly cutting-edge organisation. It existed to keep the upper hand over the Luftwaffe, and it did this by pioneering, testing and perfecting aviation technology. Radar, for example, was a product of the TRE. The early warning system had played a crucial role in the RAF’s success during the Battle of Britain.


Christchurch was unlike any other RAF Station: it was dominated by civilians. Britain’s leading brains had gathered here – physicists, engineers, mathematicians, academics, cryptographers and chemists – united in a mission to beat the Luftwaffe. And amongst this epicentre of innovation were twenty-or-so pilots, guinea pigs to test the boffins’ experimental equipment. They would not only test whether the scientists’ inventions worked, but judge if an average airman could operate it.


These pilots represented a handpicked elite, chosen for the job on account of their skill, technical knowledge and ability to work with civilians. With 4,000 pilots in Bomber Command and another 1,000 in Fighter Command to choose from, these men were the crème de la crème of Britain’s aviators.


Frank arrived at RAF Christchurch on 16 November 1940. ‘There were 1,000 men and women employed at TRE, from boffins to bottle washers. It was a most unusual station. We RAF found some of our new colleagues very strange in dress and manner, and at times mirth-provoking, but we had great respect and admiration for them.’


The next morning, Frank completed his first sortie as a test pilot. The boffin accompanying him was testing airborne radar because ground radar, the type in operation for the Battle of Britain, had a range of only sixty to eighty miles. If successful, airborne radar would be fitted to all RAF fighters, meaning the benefits of radar could be harnessed anywhere a fighter could reach.


‘I was surprised to find my passenger, who was wearing his helmet the wrong way round, had never flown before and had received absolutely no instruction regarding flight preparation, use of parachute, etc.,’ related Frank. ‘Yet he was mad keen to get airborne and test his so-called “breadboard”. As the flight proceeded, the colour drained from his face and eventually he was sick over his breadboard, which short-circuited and started a small fire. This was extinguished and obviously, we returned to base.’


Despite the humorous first outing, this secretive, unglamourous job far from the frontlines contributed far more to winning the war than an average fighter or bomber pilot.


Months after arriving, Frank personally tested the first airborne radar with Robert Watson-Watt, aka ‘the father of radar’, on board. Through winter 1940 and spring 1941, he helped to develop groundbreaking navigational aids such as Gee and Rebecca/Eureka, which vastly improved bombing accuracy and navigation, particularly at night or in poor weather. As the war progressed, these aids became ever more important to the RAF’s strategic bombing campaign and, ultimately, the breaking of the German war machine.


As Churchill said: ‘The effects of our bombing were seen in the very crumbling of the German economy. The destruction of the German industrial machine and the decimation of the enemy’s transport and communications systems were vital to our strategy.’


Frank enjoyed the TRE’s streamlined, anti-bureaucratic nature and the fact that with so many civilians around, rank and uniform meant little. His logbooks reveal how test-piloting allowed ample opportunity for individualism and, when necessary, encouraged pilots to ask questions and contribute to the research. There was never a dull moment and Frank would have known he was contributing to the war effort without having to be shot at by German flak.


When he was not test-piloting, Frank spent much of his spare time with Ruth, who had been posted from Torquay to Christchurch. Their romance continued on the Dorset coast and one day in the late spring of 1941, nine months after meeting, Frank proposed.


Their wedding, held on Saturday, 30 August 1941, involved a short service in the Christchurch village church with no choir and no bells (as bells ringing would have signalled a German invasion). Afterwards, the newlyweds left in a canvas-topped Austin 7 for their bungalow, the first of thirty-six homes they were to live in together. In it their friends had laid on buns and tea, but the wedding cake, though it looked real, was made of cardboard.


After the tea party they drove to Swanage for their honeymoon, stopping to climb Corfe Castle and let the kippers tied to the car exhaust get cold. ‘We went to our hotel and handed in our ration coupons for a rather lonely dinner,’ Ruth recalled, ‘where we chose bread or pudding. We went for a walk after dinner, then bed.’


On Sunday they drove back home. ‘We should have had the next day to ourselves, if for no other reason than to get to know each other!’ said Ruth. It had been a typical wartime wedding – married Saturday, honeymoon Sunday, work Monday.


 


By May 1942, Frank and Ruth had spent the best part of a year living at RAF Christchurch. But British top brass had realised how vulnerable the airfield’s position was on England’s south coast. So, the TRE was relocated to RAF Defford, near Malvern in Worcestershire. On 25 May, Frank flew a Hudson to Defford with Christchurch’s twelve hens on board. To his surprise, all laid eggs on the journey thanks to the reduced atmospheric pressure.


It was a timely move. The Luftwaffe bombed Christchurch a week later. German intelligence documents retrieved after the war revealed: ‘We never thought the British would be stupid enough to have such a valuable base so close to France.’


Although he may not have looked it as he surveyed RAF Defford for the first time, clambering out of his Hudson with an armful of fresh eggs, Frank was one of the RAF’s most valuable pilots, perhaps one of the most versatile in the world.


In eighteen months test-piloting at Christchurch, Frank had flown 442 sorties in more than fifty types of aircraft, including Lancasters, Spitfires, Hurricanes and Stirlings. He had taken his total flying time to 1,502 hours, which at the time was more than Douglas Bader and Leonard Cheshire, two of the RAF’s most famous pilots, albeit in less hazardous circumstances. His ability to get on with everyone had made him a lynchpin between RAF types and the scientists, who knew nothing of military tradition.


But there was no time for self-congratulation at the cutting edge of aviation. Frank and his colleagues were immediately reengaged in their next project – Oboe. This bomb-aiming system, tested by Frank over the summer of 1942, used two radar stations to track an aircraft and pinpoint the location it should drop its bombs.


Oboe helped birth the RAF’s famous ‘Pathfinder Squadrons’. It was their job to locate bombing targets and drop flares on them before the main force arrived. With Oboe onboard, the Pathfinders achieved unprecedented accuracy. In August 1942, when the Pathfinders formed, just 25 per cent of RAF bombers got within three miles of their target. By 1945 that number had risen to 95 per cent, largely thanks to Oboe.


In the autumn of 1942, Frank was moved from Oboe to a new, more pressing project, the development of depth charges to counter the German U-boat menace. The Battle of the Atlantic was reaching its zenith as ‘wolf packs’ of German submarines pounded Allied shipping on the arduous journey from America to Britain. Coastal Command needed better means of fighting back. For Frank, this meant piloting flying boats like the Walrus, Sea Otter and Catalina over the Irish Sea, an area he knew well from sailing along the North Wales coast and in the Dee Estuary.


It was his most enjoyable work to date. One day, he was flying a Walrus over the mouth of the Dee when he recognised a trawler from his days in the Liverpool Docks. Fancying some fresh fish, Frank landed his Walrus alongside the vessel, fastened a rope and bought three buckets of fish from the skipper, pouring them into the bilges of his aircraft as he had nowhere else to put them. The dying fish were still flapping when he landed at Malvern hours later.


Later that winter, Frank was carrying out trials on Loch Foyle in Northern Ireland when his Walrus was approached by a man in a rowing boat offering eggs. He negotiated the sale of 432 eggs, which the man rowed ashore and duly brought back to him. The process was repeated for days afterwards, to the delight of the personnel at RAF Ballykelly.


Frank and Ruth’s first child, Tessa, arrived on 30 December 1942. She seemed to have little effect on her father’s daredevil spirit. Still flying mostly over the Irish Sea, Frank often used Anglesey, an island off the north-west coast of Wales, as a navigational aid. But he also used it for entertainment, specifically the bridge connecting it to mainland Wales over the Menai Strait. If the tide was low and the conditions good, Frank would bring his Walrus in line with the Menai Strait, descend to a hair-raising altitude and thunder below the magnificent Menai Bridge, through a clearance of 100 feet. Of course, there was a war on and silly bravado like this was deeply frowned upon. But for Frank, life was not worth living without it.


In April 1943, the depth-charge trials finished. Frank returned to Malvern, where he was soon awarded the Air Force Cross, a gallantry medal for non-operational flying. It was a reward for accumulating a staggering 1,842 hours of flying on nearly sixty aircraft, the Dakota, Mosquito and B-17 Flying Fortress being the most recent. He had a proven track record of testing some of the biggest aviation breakthroughs of the war.


Frank’s personal success mirrored that of the Allies. The last six months had seen the tide turn against Axis forces. In North Africa, Montgomery had reversed British fortunes at El Alamein, driving Rommel’s forces west. Pearl Harbor had finally brought the United States into the war, and on the Eastern Front, Germans were being killed ‘unit by unit’ around Stalingrad. After years of German ascendancy, momentum was finally shifting.


Aged thirty, and with a four-month-old at home, Frank could have remained at Malvern as a test pilot and spent the rest of the war in relative safety. But something drove him down a different, more perilous path.


‘I’d been in Singapore for the start of the war and I didn’t get back home until after Dunkirk,’ he remembered. ‘Then I’d been working as a test pilot, so I thought it time I got cracking operationally. So I applied to join a Squadron.’


Perhaps it was a fear of missing out. Maybe it was a desire to fight. Either way, Frank chose to go to war.


He was going operational.










Chapter 2


O For Orange


Given his versatility, Frank could have applied to be posted to any of the famous RAF squadrons, but his heart had settled on a highly unusual outfit based at a small airfield in rural Bedfordshire.


No one in Malvern knew what went on there, only that it was a ‘bit odd’. Rumour had it that you could not land there during certain phases of the moon. If you did, you had to sign the Official Secret Acts and were not allowed to leave until operations were concluded. Frank, who had tested some of their highly specialised aircraft, heard that they were involved in cloak-and-dagger operations requiring low-level night flying.


Frank arrived at his new base on 21 April 1943. The boggy, overgrown airfield, dotted with barns, sheds and machinery, looked like a working farm. Jasper Maskelyne, a famous magician in the 1930s and a leading member of Britain’s deception campaign in the Second World War, had designed it this way to conceal it from German reconnaissance. Hedgerows were painted across the runways, for example.


Even after Frank joined the base, he struggled to get anyone to tell him what he was going to do at this mysterious farm-cum-airfield. Little did he know, as with all new recruits, that he had begun a week’s close observation by the authorities for his personal habits, his alcohol use and his likelihood to blab secrets. All personnel knew the rule of leaving new recruits in the dark until the station commander considered them ‘safe bets’.


There were very few airmen around for Frank to question anyway. Most of his new colleagues left for operations at about 9 p.m., only returning at 3 or 4 a.m. Exhausted from tense, dangerous sorties into occupied Europe, the crews slept most of the morning, rising at midday to eat. Then it was straight into briefings for the coming night’s mission.


Finally, after a week, Frank was summoned to the station commander’s office to swear an oath of secrecy. Group Captain Edward Fielden, captain of the King’s Flight in peacetime, explained that if he broke it he would be instantly dismissed, court-martialled and possibly imprisoned. Then he told him what went on at RAF Tempsford.


Tempsford was home to 138 and 161 Squadrons, two top-secret, elite outfits engaged in clandestine warfare. They owed their existence to the Special Operations Executive (SOE), another secret British organisation formed in June 1940 to conduct espionage, reconnaissance and sabotage in occupied Europe. Churchill had ordered the SOE to ‘set Europe ablaze’, believing resistance to occupation would tie up German resources, undermine morale and ‘rot the buggers from within’.


The SOE, nicknamed ‘the ministry of ungentlemanly warfare’, did this by supplying resistance fighters in Europe with weapons, money and supplies to conduct guerilla warfare. They also infiltrated highly trained spies to recruit more partisans, teach them sabotage and espionage, and when D-Day came, lead them in battle alongside the Allies’ conventional forces. These spies were often accompanied by a radio operator (referred to as a ‘pianist’), who could organise for more supplies to be dropped to their resistance unit at a pre-arranged location.
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