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Prologue


My first love affair began early on the morning of 31 December 1946, a few days before my ninth birthday. It was with an aeroplane – one that has now entered the realms of legend – and was of such intensity that even today, like some incorrigible boulevardier giving the eye to every passing woman, I cannot resist looking up whenever I hear the clamour of engines overhead.


The plane was one of the old Empire flying boats and it took me and my family from Rose Bay, Sydney, to the Fiji Islands, where a new job awaited my father; after the rigours and separations of the war this was to be a fresh beginning. Shortly before dawn a motor launch carried us across the dark, calm water to our aircraft, riding at a buoy with its portholes lit. There were lights burning in the cockpit too, high on the upper deck where the captain, a grizzled, white-haired man, sat drinking tea with his officers.


As the launch driver cut the engine I noted the name Coriolanus painted on the Empire’s massive tugboat nose and, further back, the words ‘Qantas Empire Airways’; towards the tail were the registration letters VH-ABG. My mother, keeping her voice low, told us that Coriolanus, the subject of one of Shakespeare’s minor plays, had been a famous Roman warrior exiled for haughtiness. We drifted beneath a high, broad wing that hid the paling sky and fading stars. Our wash sucked lazily at the flared keel and giant portside float, secured to the wingtip by a cat’s cradle of wires and struts. Clambering through a low doorway with a curved lintel I sniffed a faint, heady tramp steamer aroma of coffee, grease, paraffin and candlenut which I took to be the smell of the sky itself.


The fuselage was divided, like a ship, into cabins, the one next to ours occupied by a tall, stooped Englishman in a tweed suit, so thin his body seemed to be made from wire; he was taken there by a crew member who called him Sir Brian and treated him with much deference. My father said the Englishman was the Governor of Fiji, returning from a private visit to Sydney, and the chap making the fuss was the ship’s clerk. The steward brought us barley sugar and, guessing accurately that we hadn’t flown before, said we should suck it during take-off to stop our ears popping.


Then, one by one, the four big supercharged Pegasus engines were started and the clerk hurried forward to the nose mooring hatch and hauled in the line. The Empire began to move, slowly and erratically, turning this way and that, the port float rising a few inches above the water as the wings tilted to starboard then, as they tilted back, splashing down again and cutting a huge creamy furrow in the surface. My father, who had spent the war near a US Navy base in the South Pacific and had daily seen PBY Catalina flying boats manoeuvring in front of his hospital, explained that the sea was too flat to get airborne. The pilot first had to roughen it artificially with his own wake, using the temporary disturbance to break the suction and prise the hull off the water and into the air.


Now, having created a respectable swell, the captain swung towards it and pushed his throttles open. We raced thunderously forward and a high foaming bow wave covered the lower deck portholes, filling the Empire’s interior with an eerie green light. Then the nose began to lift and the water level dropped down the windows like a venting tank. I watched the float throwing up a terrific curtain of spray which slowly subsided and ceased altogether as, with a scraping gravelly sound, the Empire finally rose clear and lumbered into a pink morning sky. I looked down amazed at the toy city, full of shadows and growing tinier by the minute, and marvelled at the fact that it contained millions of sleeping people no larger than sand grains. That extraordinary moment changed a number of my perceptions and made me think that God was perhaps not the good shepherd after all but, rather, a kind of entymologist, the manager and trainer of a giant flea circus.


We tracked up the broad, surf-edged beaches to Brisbane, landed there for fuel, then headed out over the Pacific to the French colony of New Caledonia where we spent the night and celebrated the new year in the French manner. (So did the crew who, next morning, turned up very late for the final leg to Fiji.) The flight may have been long and slow but I was never bored. My sister and I went to the galley after meals to help with the washing up, and on the second day ascended an oily metal ladder in the bows to meet the pilots. The flight deck, an airy glass pavilion, offered spectacular forward views that seemed bounded by the edge of the world itself. The pilots turned out to be stern, monosyllabic men, remote as windjammer captains. Then they impressed me deeply with their gruffness and the heavy responsibilities it implied, but now I realise they were probably just suffering from stupendous hangovers.


So it was not the pilots, but the Governor of Fiji who first told me about the provenance of the Coriolanus. He had taken me for a late afternoon swim at New Caledonia, looking thinner and more extraordinary than ever in his baggy woollen costume. I was already interested in Sir Brian because he had spent much of the flight knitting a maroon kettle holder and addressed both my father and me as ‘Frater’; my father was a doctor who had just been awarded an MBE by the King, and hearing him spoken to like a schoolboy was a novelty. We went to a beach close to where the Empire was moored and, while I scavenged in the shallows for bits of coral, he floated around on his back, pale and skinny as an ironing board, with his spectacles on and his long white feet sticking up in the air like matching marble tombstones.


Despite his age and great eminence I found him easy to chat to. He told me the Coriolanus had been built beside the River Medway in England, for Imperial Airways. He supposed the Australians had got their hands on it during the war. They couldn’t give it back because Imperial – which I vaguely took to be a department of the Royal Household – was, alas, no more. Our flight was the kind of thing one had to endure with RAF Transport Command, no frills, jolly spartan; and wistfully he harked back to the days when Imperial flew from London to Australia, the longest airline journey in the world, taking a couple of weeks and stopping at dozens of places en route. He spoke of great shiny biplanes, their interiors furnished in silks and satins, commanded by men who carried silver whistles for blowing at the ground staff, and who came back to take lunch at their own tables in the main cabin. Distinguished passengers like Mr Winston Churchill and Mr Noël Coward were invited to join them. At night the planes landed and everyone had dinner ashore before retiring. In the Middle East they even stopped at lonely desert forts guarded against marauding bedouin by armed Arab irregulars. Every flight was an adventure. Sir Brian said there had been nothing like the Imperial Eastbound service before and there never would be again, and he seemed very sorry about it.


Several years later, at boarding school in Australia, I came across a history of civil aviation in the school library and, idly leafing through it, found a map of Sir Brian’s London to Brisbane air route. Recalling his disembodied voice coming from the sea, I counted the stops, 35, and tested some of the names on my tongue: Brindisi, Alexandria, Baghdad and – the desert forts he had spoken of – Rutbah Wells and Sharjah. There was Gwadar in Baluchistan, Jodphur, Kanpur, Akyab and Rangoon, Alor Star in Malaya, the Indonesian towns of Batavia and Surabaya, and islands like Lombok, Sumba and Timor (the last-named famed for its dense sandalwood forests). To me this seemed not so much a commercial airline service as an extraordinarily discursive ramble of discovery.


My family continued to live in Fiji, where my father taught basic medicine, surgery and obstetrics to native students from all over the South Pacific (he conceived the idea of barefoot doctors long before Mao Tse-Tung did), and I always went home for the long summer vacation by plane. It was one of aviation’s Blue Riband runs, Sydney to Los Angeles via Fiji and Honolulu, operated by the very latest aircraft. Though I got off at the first stop I was privileged to ride in them all and, back at school, would drive my friends barmy reciting dimension and performance data like the rate of climb, service ceiling, payload, range and maximum ramp weight of a Douglas DC6-B. I knew all that stuff and dreamed of the day when I could use it to save lives, sitting perhaps in the passenger cabin of a Convair 440 Metropolitan as the distraught pilot burst in crying, ‘My mind has gone blank and we are in dire peril! Quick, somebody what is the stalling speed, with flaps up, of this particular make?’


My favourite planes then were the Lockheed Super Constellations operated by Qantas and the Boeing Stratocruisers of Pan American World Airways. The Super Connies had triple-finned tails and bodies lean as a greyhound’s, but were so noisy that conversing passengers often had to lip-read. Once I sat next to an American singer returning from an Australian tour who, yelling in my ear, said that her first performance, three days after arriving in Sydney, had been an unqualified disaster because, still deafened by the racket of the four 2,200 h.p. conventional Wright radials, she could barely hear the band.


The Stratocruiser, on the other hand, was quiet and unusually commodious, with a cosy little lounge at the foot of the staircase in its bulbous nose. It was in a Stratocruiser that I smoked my first cigar, first tasted hard liquor – a large bourbon bought by an amused, worldly woman from Washington DC who knew President Eisenhower – and first witnessed an adult committing a crime. Late one night, swinging open a toilet door left carelessly unlocked, I caught a much-decorated English brigadier red-handed in the act of stealing the soap, stuffing handfuls of miniature Lux cakes into his tunic pockets and telling me, puce-faced, to bugger off. One way or another these hours in the sky played a significant role in my growth and development.


Moving on to higher education I joined my university squadron and, as a reserve Pilot Officer in the RAAF, was poised to become Australia’s answer to Neville Duke, the legendary English test pilot whose many exploits included being the first Pom through the sound barrier. But, amazingly, instead of launching me at the stars they taught me sword drill and speed reading. Speed reading! When the crunch came, I protested, was I expected to give the advancing Ivans a thousand words a minute of War and Peace through a loud hailer? Well, I could certainly have a go, they said, but meanwhile the role they envisaged for me was in admin, not combat.


Later I did get some flying lessons but found myself constantly erring on the side of caution. This is a virtue in a pilot, of course, but not when his pre-flight instrument checks take so long that the instructor starts doing crosswords. Seated in a cockpit I saw a world filled with hazard. That seemingly innocent clump of cu-nim drifting in from the west might be harbouring a storm cell while a lone sparrow swooping by presaged the grim possibility of bird strikes. Seized, in short, by a deep-seated reluctance to leave the ground I decided that, in future, I would let less imaginative people do the flying while my role remained that of an observer.


I arrived in England – cheaply, by returning immigrant ship – married an air stewardess, set up house beneath the Heathrow glide path and went into journalism, a profession offering almost unrivalled opportunities for boarding aeroplanes at someone else’s expense. In the course of my career I’ve scrounged rides on everything from Concorde (on one of its first commercial flights) to an antique Sri Lankan De Havilland Rapide with such a leaky roof that, during the monsoon rains, passengers had to sit beneath raised umbrellas.


My most frightening flight was in as ancient, ill-maintained Ilyushin of CAAC, the Chinese airline, soon after the end of the Cultural Revolution. We flew from Shanghai to White Cloud Airport, Canton, through a nocturnal storm of such ferocity that the co-pilot, a heavy-set, gap-toothed woman wearing dirty tennis shoes, suffered a kind of breakdown. As the plane bucked across a black sky exploding with lightning and riven by wild, gusting winds we saw her weeping with her hands pressed to her eyes and heard the loud, harsh voices of her exasperated male colleagues urging her to settle down and pull her weight. My most exhilarating flight, on the other hand, was aboard a Phantom of the Royal Navy’s 892 Squadron, taking part in a mock dogfight over the North Sea. For the ninety minutes I was up the world simply stopped making sense, and the familiar points of reference – sea, sun, sky – became a whirling kaleidoscope of pale colours and spinning lights. We concluded the exercise by sinking down to 200 feet and idling along at 250 knots while the pilot, an affable young lieutenant known to his colleagues as Nutty, explained that his Phantom, lacking guns, was vulnerable when all its missiles had been fired. ‘In that situation,’ he had said, ‘there is only one thing we can do.’


‘And what’s that?’ I asked.


‘We go up.’


There was a roar as he ignited the afterburners, and a bang in the back like an elephant’s kick. The noise, vibration and power were almost indescribable; rammed into my seat it seemed that, if we did not slow down soon, we were going to burst clean out of the atmosphere. The altimeter was spinning like a top when, 18 seconds later, we levelled off at 25,000 feet, leaving me with the kind of wild, whooping high you probably get on the Cresta Run.


In terms of civil flying my preference is for small planes, powered by propellers. They go low enough to let you see the passing landscape and, like country trains, place their passengers in a position of social intimacy. There can be a curious intensity about these brief relationships, especially in bad weather, a sense of shared lives and destinies: the stranger in the neighbouring seat, knowing he will never see you again, may tell you things about himself that, in the normal course of events, would be reserved for the confessional. I take great pleasure in travelling like this and, one warm summer afternoon a while back, accidentally stumbled on an idea that enabled me to pursue it in a wholly unexpected way.


Passing the unattended desk of a colleague at the Observer I noticed a volume, the size of a large telephone directory, called the ABC World Airways Guide. I picked it up and found it contained timetables for every scheduled flight on earth. Leafing slowly through it I noted the departure details of the Rocky Mountain Airways services out of Steamboat Springs (SBS), Colorado, and the flight times of Air Ecosse Twin Otters operating from Carlisle (CAX) to Aberdeen (ABZ). There was information about getting to Galapagos Island (GPS) – you catch a Transportes Aereos Nacionales Ecuatoriana 727 from Guayaquil (GYE) – and Pickle Lake, Ontario (YPL), reached by direct flight from Thunder Bay (YQT). I learned of a Grumman Mallard amphibious seaplane going from Nassau (NAS) to Palm Beach (PBI) belonging to an airline called Chalks, and a daily Antonov AN24 propjet of Aeroflot connecting Samarkand (SKD) with Tashkent (TAS). Then my eye fell on the entry for Surabaya (SUB) from where, early each morning, a Hawker Siddeley 748 flew to Kupang (KOE). Those names, I recalled, had been on the Indonesian sector of the old Imperial Airways route, and I began wondering which of the other original stops still had operational airfields. I racked my brains to remember the map I had pored over in the school library. Paris had been on it and so had Brindisi. Could you fly to Brindisi today? I looked it up. There were two daily Aero Transporti Italiani DC9 services from Rome, departing at 1710 and 2135.


The name Sharjah swam into my head. Was there still an airfield there? There was. But what had been the stop after Sharjah? I got out an atlas and tracked east to Gwadar on the Baluchistan coast. Gwadar rang a bell, but it seemed unlikely that such a remote, desolate spot would still have a working aerodrome. I thumbed through the ABC Guide and, with mounting excitement, found that Gwadar (GWD) offered regular Fokker Friendship services to Jiwani, Muscat, Panjgur, Pasni, Turbat and Karachi. The Imperial route had gone from Gwadar to Karachi and, half a century later, the sector was still intact! An idea had begun to take root.


I rang a friendly contact at the press office of British Airways, Imperial’s direct heirs and successors. Please, could he possibly lay his hands on the route map of Imperial’s original service out to Australia?


‘In those days,’ he said, ‘they probably just scratched runes in the dust with a twig. But let me talk to Ron Wilson in Archives. I’ll call you back.’


When he did so his voice was suddenly full of interest. ‘I’ve got a book here,’ he said, ‘with your map in it. Extraordinary! The flight took two weeks! They stopped all down the line, and at some very rum places. I’ll send it over by messenger, but Ron says to guard it with your life. It’s long out of print and very valuable.’


Two hours later the book arrived. I found the map, opened the ABC Guide and started checking the original stops against existing operational airfields. I found, to my astonishment, that of the 35 old waypoints only two, Gaza and Rutbah Wells, had closed, together with a handful of Australian bush strips used for emergency refuelling.


I went to see my editor and reminded him I had sabbatical leave due in a few months.


‘What are you going to do?’ he asked. ‘Paint the house?’


I told him what I had in mind then, aware that these dozens of interconnecting flights strung halfway round the world would need a schedule as intricately plotted as a mathematical equation, called a travel agent acquaintance who liked to boast he could never resist a genuine challenge. When I explained what I wanted there was a long silence.


‘You must be joking,’ he said.


I promised I wasn’t, and invited him to come and talk about it over a bottle or two of the very best champagne.
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From London to Athens
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I


Appropriately, it was an aeroplane that woke me. It went thundering down the Heathrow glide path several hours before dawn, probably some vintage 707 freighter built back in the days before jet engines began to outrage the fashionable sensibilities of everyone within earshot. It woke a thrush as well which, out in the dark garden, began to sing. Rain pattered on the windows. A fitful February wind stirred the trees, stripping off the last of the old year’s leaves. I lay listening to the untroubled voice of the thrush and thought again about my journey, trying once more to visualize the route I was about to travel. But all I could see was the sky itself, and the way it would grow steadily hotter and paler the further east we went, filled – I didn’t doubt – with all kinds of weather; at this time of year, down beyond the intertropical front, there were likely to be cloud formations unimaginable in Europe, their vast, turbulent interiors rocked by forces able to break the backs of eagles. I imagined getting caught in one, booming with thunder and full of gaudy fire, aboard some small, ageing aeroplane buckling from metal fatigue and flown by a pilot with a severe personality disorder. Then it occurred to me that the first Brisbane-bound passengers, also waking early on the day of departure, may have felt a similar kind of pessimism as they pondered a string of distant landfalls with names so obscure they probably couldn’t even pronounce them. To them, as to me now, Australia must never have seemed so far away.


The world I had elected to travel through was much changed. New borders – even new countries – had appeared, old borders had been tightened or redefined. At most, foreign journalists were banned or restricted; it had taken three months to get my visas and even now I still awaited decisions from Kuwait, Dubai and Burma. (Oman had already refused me outright, so I would have to slip in there without one.) Anybody using local air services to get down the Imperial route today would find himself, periodically, obliged to deviate from the original track.


Like the Imperial passengers, I planned to travel during the day and put up in hotels at night. But they set off knowing they were flying the flag that held sovereignty over much of the territory through which they would pass. That, I thought, must have been immensely reassuring. All I had were a lot of last-minute worries, a closely typed seven-page itinerary and a booklet of tickets which, my exhausted travel agent said, was probably the largest ever issued on British Airways coupons. It was as thick as a paperback and he planned to write to the Guinness Book of Records about it.


The alarm clock said 4.30. My first flight, BA 304 to Paris, left Heathrow in three hours precisely. Wondering what sort of shape I would be in when I next slept in my own bed I got up, went to the kitchen and put the kettle on. Raindrops still spilled down the window, falling from a heavy, bruise-coloured overcast that seemed locked in just above the rooftops. A lone car, tyres whining on the wet road, accelerated away up Richmond Hill. The thrush abruptly ceased its lovely solo prelude to the day and stuck its head back under its wing.


I took my wife some tea. ‘How do you feel?’ she asked.


‘A bit edgy.’


She listened to the wind. ‘Tonight you’ll be sleeping beside the Adriatic, tomorrow the Nile. Imagine being away from all this.’


Her words, intended to offer comfort, merely served to remind me that on the night after that I would be sleeping in Baghdad where, according to unconfirmed reports, the Iranians were launching rocket strikes. Feeling decidedly gloomy I went to make coffee for my son. He sipped it sleepily and we chatted. In six weeks – just a few hours after my plane was due home again from Brisbane – he was to be confirmed at St Paul’s Cathedral. My schedule didn’t allow for much margin of error. He told me not to worry; it was no big deal. I promised to do everything possible to be there then went to get ready. As I shaved the first of the day’s 747s came over, the pathfinder for the incoming long-haul wave that regularly rattles the breakfast crockery along a broad corridor running between Heathrow and the river, their engines as much a south-west London morning sound as the clink of milk bottles on the doorstep. I drank a last cup of coffee in the living room, staring at the objects in it with the intensity of a prospective purchaser. They were part of the familiar, reassuring furniture of my life, and I memorised precisely the way everything looked before going out and closing the door behind me.


It was time to go. My wife would drive me to Heathrow. My son said goodbye with far more grace and dignity than I could muster. There was little traffic at that hour. On the M4 we passed a hearse with two laughing men in it and, parked on the hard shoulder, a broken-down brewery lorry. In the east the sky was assuming the colour of rare beef, suffusing the low, swirling cloud with a flushed, feverish pink. A Qantas 747 swung by on finals, its 18 wheels hanging from metal stanchions the length of lamp posts, bulbous snout cleaving through the murk like a ship’s bow. I stared at it, trying to come to terms with the fact that it had probably crossed the Australian coast only 23 hours before; by the time I reached that same point, homeward-bound, the garden would be awash with daffodils. We turned off the motorway on to the airport sliproad. Two weeks earlier I had come out of hospital after minor surgery. It had left me little time to get fit and I envied the single-minded way Sir Samuel Hoare, Secretary of State for Air in 1926, prepared to become the first man to fly to India as a passenger, embarking on his friend ‘Sir Philip Sassoon’s court at Trent upon a training of intensive tennis’.


We entered the Heathrow tunnel, passing beneath a giant poster of Concorde, and drew up at Terminal One. During the drive we chatted about domestic matters. Our conversation had been ordinary and comforting. Now my wife simply told me to take care of myself and not worry about anything. She would meet me at Terminal Three on my return. Then she smiled, kissed me and drove off. She had made it a normal airport delivery, the prosaic start to any old journey, and I was grateful to her. I went indoors and presented my half-inch-thick book of tickets at a check-in desk. The clerk frowned at them. She had green eyes flecked with yellow. ‘Are you a group?’ she asked.


‘No.’


‘You’ll get your boarding pass at the gate.’


I thanked her and headed for Immigration. There was no reason to hang about in the main concourse, a cavernous clearing house from which the designers had rigorously suppressed all traces of the country to which it was a major gateway. I had, to all intents and purposes, left England already. At the Security counter my bag was X-rayed and a tall, bony man subjected me to a meticulous body search, his hands flickering steadily down my person, finally clasping my ankles to see if I had pistols stuck in my socks. Then he straightened and thanked me with a warmth that suggested he had derived a measure of inspiration from our meeting. He wore a chocolate-brown bandsman’s uniform and had smudges of shaving soap in his ears.


An electronic flight indicator board showed that BA 406 to Amsterdam was boarding, together with the early morning services to Rome and Frankfurt. Then a crimson arrow began to flash beside BA 304 Paris and up came the legend ‘Check In At Gate 38’, instantly confirmed by the bland, enamelled voice of the terminal’s lady announcer. Reached along a moving rubber walkway springy as turf underfoot, Gate 38 was a large embarkation lounge with a desk at the entrance manned by two chattering girls, one of whom was named Sophie. Sophie frowned at my tickets.


‘Are you a group?’


‘No,’ I said.


Her friend said, ‘Where you going, then?’


‘Brisbane. But I’m stopping off at a few places on the way.’


‘Just about every street corner, by the look of it,’ Sophie remarked.


‘Cheaper to do it by hang-glider,’ said her friend, and laughed.


I claimed my boarding pass and walked into the lounge where perhaps a hundred people were perched upon the blue, green and brown seating. The silence was absolute. There was a bar, buffet and duty-free shop – ‘Save £8.05!’ advised a sign proclaiming a sale of Ivoire Eau de Toilette and Glen Grant Malt Whisky – but no business was being done and the attendant sat in a trancelike state, eyes closed and head bowed. A Tristar with the letters KH on its nose pulled up to the windows and halted only a few feet from where I sat, the whine of its engines muffled by the sound-proofed glass. Then the engines were switched off and the Tristar fell silent too, an interesting addition to the room’s fixtures and fittings. The two pilots completed their checklist, slipped on their jackets and left the illuminated flight deck.


The Imperial Airways passengers bound for Australia had gone not from Heathrow but from Croydon, the world’s first custom-built airport and Imperial’s home base, 300 acres of gently sloping grassland set beside Purley Way deep in the suburbs of south London. In summer it was carpeted with yellow buttercups, on moonlit autumn nights the staff would sneak out and pick mushrooms. Passengers for Australia, attended by a uniformed page boy, were brought here in a charabanc from the. airline’s new terminal at Victoria. There everyone had been asked to mount the scales (the 100-kilo, or 221-pound, personal allowance included a customer’s own body weight) before receiving a route map, a set of headed inflight notepaper and envelopes, and a comprehensively illustrated introductory booklet to air travel. At Croydon they were met by the station superintendent resplendent in white gloves and a blue uniform who conducted them into the glass-domed art deco booking hall.


While waiting for the first flight of their 13,000 mile odyssey – the legendary Silver Wing service to Paris, departing punctually at 12.30 – they could examine a veneered pillar set with ticking clocks giving the time at each of Imperial’s overseas destinations, or the giant North East Europe weather map, updated every hour by staff from the Met Office. The hall was lined by the polished counters of Imperial and the aerodrome’s other regular users – Air France, SABENA, Swiss Air, Deutsche Luft Hansa (whose manager always farewelled his aircraft with an extravagant Nazi salute) and Koninklijke Luchtvaart Maatschappij, or KLM. On the counters stood exquisite scale models of the aircraft each line flew: Farman Goliaths, Wibaults, Fokkers, Junkers, Savoia Marchettis, Douglas DC2s, Fiats and, most alluring of all, the great silver Handley Page 42 Heracles class biplanes, one of which our passengers would shortly be boarding. First, though, they could wander to the windows and look out over the grassy acres of the aerodrome itself. The Pyrotechnic Store, Croydon’s sunshine recorder mounted on its roof, stood padlocked at a safe remove, filled with rockets fired by the Duty Officer on foggy nights. Nearby was the Compass Swinging Base, a heavy wooden turntable pushed by twenty men and, away to the right, the site of the famous Plough Lane level crossing where, in the early days, a one-armed official bearing a red flag – the missing arm had been amputated by a whirling mahogany propeller – halted the traffic to allow the bellowing old biplanes of Imperial’s predecessors, Instone, Handley Page and Daimler, to taxi through. (It was Daimler who appointed the world’s first flight attendants, 14-year-old lads chosen for their smallness and known as cabin boys. They had been specially trained at the Savoy and wore page boy uniforms – tight trousers and monkey-jackets studded with gilt buttons – but remained seated during the flights.)


Now, back at the Gate 38 embarkation lounge, we were called. Sophie and her friend stationed themselves at the head of the covered boarding jetty, still conversing animatedly as they collected our passes. They remembered me. ‘For hang-gliding you always have to find a hill and jump off the top,’ said Sophie, and giggled. ‘Into the wind,’ added her friend. ‘Prevailing,’ said Sophie. I gave them a frosty smile and stepped into the Tristar’s cabin. It was large, airy and cheerful, decorated with a giant Emmett cartoon of an aviator, scarfed and goggled, at the controls of a preposterous flying machine fashioned from bits of discarded plumbing.


I had arranged to visit the flight deck and, after I had claimed my seat, a blonde stewardess with a nice contralto voice offered to take me there. On the way she told me that Theyre Lee-Elliott, the artist who designed Imperial’s legendary Speedbird logo, later inherited by BOAC and afterwards going supersonic on Concorde’s nose, lived in a flat above her. ‘The original Speedbird drawing is now in the Victoria and Albert Museum,’ she said. ‘Mr Lee-Elliott’s an old man now, but still as active as ever. Did you know he once played table tennis for England?’ I did not. Her name was Miss Crowe.


She opened the flight deck door and ushered me in. Captain Peter Strange was a youthful-looking man with thick fair hair. He shook hands and introduced me to Michael Ahmed, his co-pilot, and Peter Wells, the flight engineer. They were as affable as if I had come to lunch. Captain Strange, who wore a short-sleeved white shirt and a £10 digital watch possibly borrowed from his son, invited me to squeeze into the jump seat located directly behind him. Mr Wells, with a grizzled grey beard, gold-rimmed spectacles and the manner of the senior common room, helped me into a harness secured about the waist, chest and shoulders. The cabin was as cramped as a diving bell.


‘Coffee?’ enquired Captain Strange.


I said yes, lovely, and Miss Crowe hurried off to fetch it.


A harassed Ramp Controller in a crimson cap popped his head in and announced that the Tristar was ready for departure. Captain Strange, who had been telling me that the Paris run was boring but mercifully brief, nodded and thanked him. ‘We do Paris and back again tomorrow, but then we’re off to Athens for a night stop, a rather more interesting job of work. Start up number two, please.’


As Mr Wells and Mr Ahmed, a young, dark-featured man in a pale grey sweater, got the engine going, Miss Crowe brought my coffee. All around us other aircraft were also preparing to leave. Captain Strange, frowning, noted the time and wondered aloud where the hell our tractor was. He picked up the telephone, punched the button for the public address system and told the passengers there would be a slight delay. When he had finished I reminded him that, from a spot nearby – Hounslow – the world’s first daily international air service had been launched on 25 August 1919. It was bound for Paris too, a converted De Havilland bomber flown by Bill Lawford, a burly, amiable man who loved Wagner, and carried a passenger named George Stevenson-Reece, together with a cargo of newspapers, leather, grouse and several tubs of Devonshire cream. Mr Stevenson-Reece returned with Mr Lawford and, on landing at Hounslow, was sick into his hat.


Captain Strange nodded abstractedly. The historic nature of the Paris run did not alter the fact that he still had no tractor. It began to rain. I drank my coffee and thought of Imperial’s Australia-bound passengers boarding their Handley Page 42 at Croydon. The four Bristol Jupiter air-cooled radial engines were being started as they emerged from the terminal and stepped through a canvas tunnel, known as the crocodile, into the aft saloon of the most sumptuously appointed airliner ever built. Only eight were made, at a cost of £20,000 each, three for the Indian service – the long-range Eastern, or Hannibal class, which our passengers would travel on from Cairo to Karachi – and five of the 38-seat short-range Western, or Heracles class intended to exploit the destination where the real profits lay: Paris. Despite its tortoise-like progress through the sky (rivals jeered at its built-in headwinds and its inability to exceed much more than 100 knots; in adverse weather the flight to Le Bourget could take over three and a half hours, and trains going the same way passed the HP 42 with ease), the flying public was bewitched. Long accustomed to regarding each trip as an endurance test from which they emerged deafened, ill and oil-smeared, they were now offered an aircraft that invoked the idea of a winged Cunarder and majestically emphasized Britain’s own somewhat immodest perception of itself.


The prototype made its first public appearance at the 1931 Parliamentary Garden Party, held on a balmy summer’s afternoon at the Hanworth Flying Club. The rapturous reception accorded it by an anonymous MP seems to have been pretty characteristic. ‘Walking out of the Clubhouse on to the terrace,’ he wrote, ‘I saw a sight which made me rub my eyes. There, out on the Aerodrome, towering over the other aircraft which had assembled for the Parliamentary Garden Party, stood Hannibal, the world’s largest airliner.’ He hastened aboard. ‘The two cabins have large windows, curtained with choice silks, set in tastefully panelled walls. There are soft shaded lights, big chintz-covered armchairs into which one sinks luxuriously, soft carpets on the floors, and flowers on tables in front of every seat – truly a veritable revolution in aircraft interiors.’


The aspect of the revolution he liked best, however, he saved till last. ‘And the bar!’ he exalted. ‘I suppose it was owing to our licensing laws that it was locked, but from what I saw of the bottles behind the grill, to say nothing of the cups and saucers, plates and knives, the steward in attendance will be able to give a very efficient service.’


I had been lucky enough to meet the last of the HP 42 commanders. Patrick Tweedie, a former Senior Captain and Master Pilot of Imperial Airways, still lived in the house overlooking the site of the old Croydon aerodrome that he had occupied since joining the company in the early 1930s. Here he raised his son and his daughter Jill, the distinguished writer who, as a little girl, used to hang on the garden gate and wave to her father as he went roaring overhead on his way to Le Bourget and the City of Light. Captain Tweedie, a tall, handsome, straight-backed old Scotsman with a razor-sharp memory, regularly flew the Silver Wing, and, unlike Captain Strange, who was expected to report an hour prior to departure, he rolled up a mere 45 minutes beforehand, went to the Captains’ Room (sparsely furnished with a map table, a few battered armchairs and a row of steel lockers), glanced through the latest ‘Notices to Airmen’ then took his flight case from his locker. It contained a set of European route maps, a CDC – course and distance calculator – a Douglas protractor, a notebook, pencils and a pair of Zeiss sunglasses, bought specially for the Cairo to Karachi run on which, periodically, he was rostered.


After visits to the Met Office and the Air Traffic Control people, with whom he filed his flight plan, he walked out to his aircraft and climbed the steps to the flight deck. The engineer already had the Jupiters (two mounted on the lower mainplanes, two on the upper) fired up and running and, as Captain Tweedie entered, he would be standing behind the pilots’ seats, scanning the instruments. On the port side of the cabin sat the wireless operator, holder of a special Post Office licence, headphones on and the valves of his Marconi equipment glowing as he exchanged test signals with the Tower. The pilots sat side-by-side 21 feet above the ground, the four engine throttles mounted on a pedestal between them. Also located on the pedestal was a big pneumatic lever able to brake the two non-retractable undercarriage wheels simultaneously or separately; the ‘cheese-cutter’ for adjusting fore and aft trim lay to hand nearby.


‘The flight controls,’ Captain Tweedie recalled, ‘consisted of the control column with a rotatable 20-inch diameter wheel fixed to it, and a pair of huge rudder pedals; the designers must have thought we pilots had feet like elephants. None of the controls were power-operated as they are today. The elevator and rudder surfaces were about 90 feet from the cockpit, the aileron surfaces in the top wings about 110 feet apart – she had a wingspan of 130 feet – and all connected to the cockpit controls by an extraordinarily complicated system of wires, chains, cranks and pulleys. Flying the aircraft in severe turbulence was gruelling manual work. You wore gloves, took off your tunic and loosened your shirt and tie; when you’d come through it you felt as though you’d just rowed the Boat Race course. But despite that, and having wings that flexed a distance of eight feet at the tips in bad weather, it was a beautifully stable aircraft to fly, as strong and safe as houses. No passenger was ever hurt in an HP 42, and I managed to fly 400,000 miles in them without even scratching the paint!’


After the traffic clerk had brought the ship’s papers for signature Captain Tweedie opened the hatch in the flight deck roof, stood and popped his head out for a look around. From a mast behind fluttered the Civil Air Ensign and Royal Mail pennant. When the Tower’s big station clock said 12.30 precisely he blew two long blasts on his silver command whistle. The station superintendent standing to attention on the apron far below threw him a formal departure salute while uniformed ground staff hauled away the chocks, oak slabs the size of execution blocks. Captain Tweedie resumed his seat and pushed open the throttles. As the giant plane trundled away over the grass the First Officer scrambled out through the hatch to lower, retrieve and fold the flags. (Occasionally pilots would forget and, when airborne, receive frantic messages from the Tower warning that their streaming banners were about to foul the huge four-bladed propellers.) Then the First Officer snapped the hatch shut and prepared to assist his commander with the take-off, both men watching the Tower for the green Aldis lamp which, fitted with a telescopic sight, was trained directly at their windscreen. When it flashed they were cleared to roll.


On the flight deck of the Tristar, meanwhile, our own departure was still being delayed by the lack of a tractor. Captain Strange, growing fretful at the delay, abruptly straightened up and pointed. I looked and saw a huge, squat Hunzlitt tug approaching, puffing clouds of blue smoke. But was it coming for us? The crew watched anxiously, as though willing a passing taxi to respond to their cries on a wet day. They suddenly relaxed. It swung in underneath, locked on to our nosewheel and pushed us clear of the ramp before racing off to attend to someone else. For a few moments we just sat there, starting up the remaining engines and running down the items on the checklist, the brief questions and responses bouncing back and forth like echoes. London Ground Control told Mr Ahmed we could taxi. Captain Strange took hold of the half-moon steering wheel and gently eased the three throttles forward. With a brief roar we began to move, trundling slowly out towards Runway 28 Right. The rain had stopped but the surface was slick and shiny, the light opaque as buttermilk.


We joined the morning rush hour traffic queuing at the threshold of 28 Right. Mr Ahmed tested the rudder pedals and pushed and pulled the control column while Mr Wells checked the alarm systems. The tiny cabin reverberated to the clamour of warning hooters as Captain Strange told me that his father, also a pilot, had flown for BOAC. ‘He was based at Heathrow in the post-war days when the terminal was just a few army-surplus tents and a couple of red telephone boxes beside a muddy field. Imperial became BOAC back in 1940 so he was too young to have flown those wonderful old Handley Page biplanes.’ He broke off to resume his checklist, inquiring about the status of the flaps and flight instruments.


The instruments were okay, the flaps set at 40 degrees.


We had arrived at the runway threshold. The plane ahead, a little Air France Fokker jet, was in position and ready to go. Hot vapour boiled from its engines. Its nose dipped in a brief curtsy then away it thundered, laying down plumes of smoke and spray to confound the next in line. Captain Strange followed him on to the runway, confirmed that the radar and transponder were functioning, finished his coffee and said, ‘We shall perform take-off, gentlemen.’


Mr Ahmed carried out final visual checks of the battery of dials and instruments as Mr Wells leant forward and prepared to grasp the throttles. Captain Strange was making last-minute adjustments to his seat which momentarily jammed. Unexpectedly, he reprimanded it in the high, crazed voice of Little Minnie Bannister from the Goon Show – the one who was always falling down wells – and, for a moment, there was merriment on the flight deck. Then he pushed the throttles forward and, with Mr Wells holding them in place, the Tristar began to move. Mr Ahmed punched his stopwatch and watched the airspeed needle. ‘Eighty knots,’ he said as we bellowed along the runway. Then he said, ‘VI, rotate,’ and Captain Strange drew the control column back. We soared into the air, climbing away over an arid landscape of roundabouts, gunmetal ponds and industrial estates as the after take-off checklist was called and answered.


‘Speedbird 304, climb to 6,000 feet, no speed restrictions,’ said the Controller on the Heathrow Departure Frequency.


‘Roger, Speedbird 304 is cleared to climb to 6,000 feet,’ Mr Ahmed acknowledged.


Staines, Datchet and Windsor passed beneath us unseen. We were now bumping up to our cruising height through thick oatmeal cloud which Captain Strange identified as alto-stratus. ‘It might even be hiding a bit of alto-cumulus,’ he added judiciously. Then he dipped into the Ship’s Library beside his seat and extracted a slim volume entitled Aerodrome Booklet – Charles de Gaulle. ‘We approach Paris over Merue and then Creil,’ he said, ‘where he’ll give us a steer and get us into a nice orderly queue for landing.’


As he began boning up on the runways, taxiways and procedures awaiting him at the other end, I contrasted the manner in which Captain Strange and Captain Tweedie went about their tasks. The Tristar skipper remained unseen by his passengers, his only manifestation a cheery, disembodied voice issuing periodically from the speakers. The Imperial commander, however, was expected to show a very high profile. After he had satisfied himself his aircraft was shipshape and safely on course Captain Tweedie climbed from his seat. ‘I would tell my FO I was going aft for lunch and some socialising, and ask him to let me know when we were approaching Paris. Then I squared myself up and opened the door into the front passenger saloon. The accommodation was the most elegant I have ever seen. Passengers sat in truly luxurious armchairs, four to a table, while our two stewards, in starched white jackets, served them a piping-hot four-course meal. On each table there was spotless napery, sterling silver cutlery and a silver cruet, the blue and white company china, crystal wine glasses, a pretty red-shaded lamp and a silver vase containing fresh flowers. My rounds always took me through the front saloon and midships corridor into the aft saloon and on into the vestibule by the entrance door. On the way I would check for any irregularities – thick oil streaks on the engine cowlings, the setting of the fuel distribution cocks, unusual sounds or vibrations. In the vestibule I zipped open a panel and looked into the extreme tail end of the aircraft, at the flying control cables to the rudder and elevator.’


Then he went to talk to his passengers, starting in the aft saloon which was carpeted and curtained in pink, with pink-toned ceiling lights. Tables and chairs were a silvery blue, the latter upholstered in flowered yellow chintz; there were flower inlays in the polished blue laminate bulkheads. The forward saloon had sky blue carpets and curtains, and wood laminate bulkheads inlaid with classical designs. At the front of each cabin, beside the clock and altimeter, was a brass plate inscribed with the commander’s name, so Captain Tweedie’s leisurely progress back through the saloons took on the aura of a royal progress as he was greeted on all sides, his hand shaken, his autograph requested, his opinion sought on this and that. The Imperial pilots were public figures, notables in their own right, with loyal bands of fans and followers. H. G. Wells was such a fan of Captain Tweedie’s that, when booking his seat, he always asked for him by name. Once, as they lunched together in the rear saloon (Captain Tweedie always stuck to smoked salmon with brown bread and butter, and a glass of Spa water) the novelist explained why: ‘I would rather choose the same surgeon to operate on me again if he had successfully operated on me in the past!’


Among Captain Tweedie’s other luncheon companions were Mr Winston Churchill, Mr Anthony Eden, Mrs Barbara Hutton, Mr Gordon Selfridge and Princess Marina of Kent (the Duke was also at the table, but fast asleep) who, they discovered, had attended the same small English school in Athens as Captain Tweedie’s wife. The Imperial Silver Wing was, quite simply, the most celebrated and glamorous air service in the world. It was also the slowest, but nobody seemed to mind. Freeman Wills Croft wrote a best-seller about it – The 12.30 From Croydon – while Agatha Christie in Death in the Clouds contrived to have her victim murdered on the return flight. Its regulars included the Mountbattens, Charlie Chaplin, Douglas Fairbanks, Fred Astaire, Marie Lloyd, King Faisal, the King and Queen of the Belgians and, thrice weekly, a handful of passengers booked all the way through to Brisbane.


Aboard the Tristar we were approaching Worthing, climbing through 15,000 feet over a thick cover of woolly grey cloud. I mentally said goodbye to England as Captain Strange picked up his telephone once again and told the passengers we were about to cross the coast and head out over the Channel. Then he gave them the Paris weather. ‘There was a bit of drizzle earlier,’ he said, ‘but they report that it’s cleared up now, though it’s still overcast. And it’s slightly warmer than London, 41 degrees as opposed to 39 back at Heathrow. Because of our delay there we should land at 10.40 local time, about ten minutes adrift.’ He reminded them that Paris was one hour ahead of London, said he hoped they were enjoying breakfast and replaced the phone.


I decided I’d better go and have my own, while it was still available. I returned to my seat and Miss Crowe brought me a continental breakfast on a tray. ‘Just yell if you want more hot rolls,’ she said, before bustling off with her pots of tea and coffee. ‘We’ve got yonks in the oven.’


It wasn’t bad, as airline breakfasts go, but not a patch on the one available on the 08.30 HP 42 to Paris – fresh grapefruit, shredded wheat or grape nuts, cold galantine of veal, sausages and tomatoes or a full mixed grill. In the early days of Imperial, when Paris was still served by thundering three-engined Argosies with open cockpits, the stewards were expected to buy the provisions themselves. First thing each morning they went shopping in Croydon market for eggs, fruit, bread and salad. Then they caught a bus back to the aerodrome where, at a small stove and sink in the Accounts Section, they prepared the salads, hardboiled the eggs and filled Thermos flasks with coffee and tea. But not everyone appreciated their efforts. The Armenian millionaire Nubar Gulbenkian, a Paris regular, always brought his own supplies and primus stove, and a valet who was dispatched to the ship’s galley to prepare a light lunch of consommé and creamed chicken.


After Miss Crowe had removed my tray – the crew, she said, would have their breakfast in a cafeteria at Charles de Gaulle – I smoked a cigarette, recalling that I wouldn’t have been allowed to do so aboard an HP 42. Imperial took their slogan, ‘Safety First’, very seriously and were at great pains to minimize all fire risks; any passenger caught ignoring the smoking ban faced a fine of £200 and six months in prison. But the only person ever prosecuted, a male who gave his address as White’s Club, St James’s Street, and who, despite repeated remonstrations by the captain (the stewards were even snatching burning cigarettes from his mouth) smoked his way doggedly right across the Channel, was fined a mere £10 with three guineas costs at Croydon Police Court. Now, not knowing where we were, I returned to the flight deck to find out. ‘We crossed the French coast at Dieppe about three minutes ago,’ said Captain Strange. ‘Should be starting down any time now.’


He asked about my journey. I showed him the original Imperial route map, which he studied for some time. ‘I think that’s the way I’d like to have done it,’ he said, reflectively. ‘Working every day, stopping at night for dinner, a few drinks and a good sleep, really getting to know your passengers. For a pilot it must have been a marvellous life. And the flying would have been a hell of a lot more fun than it is these days.’


A brisk, bossy woman speaking barely comprehensible English told us to commence our descent.


‘Here we go,’ said Captain Strange, taking us sedately down through cloud with the colour and consistency of woodsmoke. Then France appeared, a prospect of grassy fields, little copses and country roads swimming in a thin, watery light. ‘We’ve got a river,’ announced Captain Strange, peering ahead, ‘but what I’m actually looking for is a large spire.’ He glanced at the letdown chart lying open in his lap. ‘An … edifice.’


The bossy lady ordered us down another 3,000 feet. We continued closing on Paris, passing over a ploughed field, the earth dark as bitter chocolate, being worked by a lone red tractor. A big elm stood in a corner and a flight of white birds whirled beneath us and settled on its bare branches. We seemed to be trailing a small occluded front behind us; aft of the wing I saw it sweeping across the tractor and the tree, obscuring them in dense rain. The lady in the Tower was now talking to a Pakistani. He couldn’t understand her, nor she him; their incomprehension was mutual and profound. ‘Say again! Say again!’ they entreated each other. Captain Strange, flying manually, eye on his glide slope indicator, said, ‘We’re lined up with the runway. It should appear dead ahead any minute now. Gear down.’


‘Gear down,’ said Mr Wells. There was a muffled thump below.


‘Coming up to the marker,’ Mr Ahmed warned.


We were on finals. The pre-landing checklist had been called, the coffee cups stowed away. We burst through a flapping, gauzy curtain of cloud and there, directly ahead, was Runway 27, its high-intensity white centreline lights running almost to the horizon, straight as a Roman road. We sank towards it at 160 knots. ‘Flaps thirty-three,’ said Captain Strange.


‘Thirty-three flaps.’ Mr Ahmed pushed a lever.


Then, abruptly, Captain Strange straightened. ‘I don’t believe it!’ he exclaimed, voice filled with astonishment. ‘Go round, please, go round! Gear up!’ He banged the throttles forward; the engines, murmuring away at the back, grew thunderous and the noSe swung past the horizon as we began a hard climb. ‘Flaps to ten, please. There’s an aircraft sitting there, just where we’re supposed to be touching down.’


I saw it only briefly, a toy plane dwarfed by the expanse of runway along which, in a markedly leisurely manner, it was starting to move. Then it was lost to me as Captain Strange hauled the Tristar into a steep right turn. We scrambled up into the shadowy pavilion of raincloud we had brought with us and a new controller took charge, speaking urgently in precise, accurate English. ‘Stay on this frequency, Speedbird 304. We’ll start your finals again as soon as we’ve dealt with the Russian.’


‘Want to do a bit of flying?’ Captain Strange asked, talking, alas, to Mr Ahmed, not me. ‘I’d better explain to the passengers. Okay? You have control.’


Picking up the phone he reported that an aircraft was having problems down on the runway, thus obliging us to make an unscheduled circuit of field. He spoke casually, as though emergency overshoots were run-of-the-mill. There had, however, been perceptible tension on the flight deck, and I sensed that mine had not been the only pulse to quicken. When he had taken back the controls I asked how often it happened. ‘Once in a blue moon.’ He smiled. ‘Still, we’ve managed to get your trip off to an interesting start.’


Our new controller got us into position for a fresh attempt. ‘You may descend now to join the glide slope,’ he said.


‘Roger,’ said Captain Strange, giving the runway threshold a good hard look. But it was deserted; the rogue aircraft had left and could be seen climbing away to the east, threading plumes of dark smoke through the clouds like clumsy stitches in a rumpled pile of pillows. ‘Flaps to twenty-two.’ As we began to sink earthwards the disquiet was still palpable. ‘Flaps to thirty-three, please.’


‘Flaps to thirty-three,’ said Mr Ahmed. An emergency hooter sounded and was promptly stifled by Mr Wells. We drifted in towards the bright red and white lights of the touchdown zone. The rain had eased. ‘One hundred feet,’ Mr Ahmed reported and then, with scarcely a bump, we were down. Mr Wells hauled at the throttles to engage reverse thrust and we coasted, bellowing and shuddering, to a halt. Three crows rose from the grass as we approached the low, surreal space age terminal, and flapped away towards a parked Air France Concorde; one settled on its roof. We lumbered over a motorway signposted PARIS LILLE and drew up beside a man in worn blue dungarees standing with his arms full of old railway sleepers.


‘Are those the chocks?’ I asked.


Captain Strange said, ‘Unless he’s flogging firewood,’ and switched off the engines. One of the local British Airways ground staff hurried on to the flight deck. ‘My goodness!’ he exclaimed.


‘The bloody idiot!’ said Captain Strange. ‘Was it Aeroflot? We had to overshoot.’


‘Yes, Aeroflot. An Ilyushin.’


‘The Tower gave him a real roasting,’ said Mr Ahmed, with a grin. ‘His language got extremely fruity.’


It was time to go ashore. I thanked them and they wished me luck. The passenger cabins were empty. Miss Crowe, someone’s discarded Guardian tucked beneath her arm, stood chatting to a colleague who sat knitting a yellow shawl.


‘They’ve all gone,’ said Miss.Crowe. ‘Isn’t the silence wonderful?’


Walking through the covered jetty I thought of Captain Tweedie approaching Le Bourget aboard the HP 42, summoned back to the flight deck by his Wireless Operator when the Eiffel Tower hove into sight, signing a few more menus as he made his way forward to take the landing. Le Bourget, the premier airport of France, was a stretch of greensward like Croydon. Sometimes there was a bit of horseplay during the turnaround. Once Captain Tweedie found, hanging in the aircraft’s braced box tail, a swinging perch with a toy cockatoo on it, put there by German pilots from Luft Hansa.


‘Rome, s’il vous plaît,’ I said to the man on the gate.


‘Alitalia?’


‘Oui.’


‘Satellite Six.’


‘Excusez moi?’


‘Satellite Six.’


He pointed, throwing out an arm like a cop directing rush hour traffic and, pondering this inter-galactic directive, I set off to catch my next flight.


II


A small blonde girl, painfully thin, issued my boarding pass and admitted me to the Satellite Six departure lounge. It was dirty and unswept, but I had it to myself and I looked out over the plateau on which the airport stood, 7,670 acres of empty farmland between the Seine and the Marne near the agricultural hamlet of Roissy-en-France. A distant wood lined the horizon like a fringe of stubble. Out there the sky was dark and menacing, but overhead it was clear enough to flood the airfield with a luminous, honey-coloured light that could almost be stirred with a spoon. There were no aircraft visible. Nothing moved anywhere.


A woman entered and seated herself nearby. She had white hair and a white angora cardigan and, twinkling at me through blue-rimmed bifocals, said she was heading for Rome to flee the Wisconsin winter. She had been spending $95 a month on heating bills. Then, a couple of days ago, she had paid out a small fortune for a snow blower to clear the three-foot drifts in her yard. But, while using it for the first time, there had been a bang and a lot of black smoke, and it had suddenly stopped blowing snow. The dealer, when he finally showed up, accused her of blowing rocks instead and bad-temperedly took it away in his pick-up for repairs. Early next morning her roof fell in. She found a blizzard raging in her lounge and, retrieving a bottle of bourbon from the liquor cabinet, fixed herself a drink and went back to bed in a part of the house that was still intact. At daylight she called her brother in Rome and told him she was coming over. Her granddaughter drove her to O’Hare Airport in Chicago but, on a freeway just outside the city, they were caught in a multiple pile-up caused by black ice. By jumping on the bumpers she managed to free the car, though it was not in good shape. At the airport the ticket clerk said her passport was out of date, and her granddaughter began to cry. At the Passport Office in town she was obliged to shout some at the officials, who were reluctant to issue the document in a hurry. Returning to the airport her granddaughter had to be urged, despite the treacherous conditions, to ignore the speed restrictions. By now the girl was showing definite signs of hysteria. She missed the Rome plane – just – but caught the Paris one instead. It was a good flight, with a nice chicken dinner and everything but, halfway through the movie, the 747 was struck by lightning.


I stared at her.


‘Dustin Hoffman was in it,’ she said.


‘The plane?’


She chuckled. ‘No, honey, the movie.’


There was a sudden, explosive roar outside and a Washington-bound Concorde in the ghostly all-white livery of Air France hurtled by on its take-off run. The angled droop-snout was horizontal to the ground, the fuselage pointed steeply into the sky and, as we watched, it was launched and climbing like a projectile. We saw its lanky, ponderous undercarriage snap into the slender underbelly and then, curving away to the west, it vanished into the haze, taking its harsh, reverberating sonic footprint with it.


My friend was awed. She had never seen Concorde before. ‘My, oh my,’ she murmured and, leaving her gazing after it, I went to ask the undernourished girl at the check-in desk in what direction Le Bourget lay. She pointed to the southwest. ‘That way,’ she said. ‘About 10 or 11 kilometres, I think. But Le Bourget is nothing now.’


Today it is used by executive aircraft, army trooping flights and small third-level airlines. The last time I had called there was aboard a tiny, buzzing Beechcraft of Air Champagne en route to Rheims (where, when the engines were switched off, I heard nightingales singing in the vineyards). On my first visit a dozen years earlier Le Bourget had still been a recognized international airport, though its ornate public rooms looked sad and shabby, like a grand hotel in a dying resort. I had caught an Air Lanka 707 to Colombo, flown by a young Frenchman with oily, shoulder-length hair and dark glasses worn at midnight against – he claimed – the brightness of the moon.


Before it was downgraded Le Bourget had been a place of unimaginable excitement and glamour. It was from here that many of the great pioneering services to Africa and the Orient had departed, and it was here too that the exhausted Lindbergh, his Atlantic ordeal behind him, had been mobbed on touchdown by 300,000 rapturous people on the night of 21 May 1927. But an Imperial Airways publicity item, issued five years later, was decidedly offhand. ‘It presents the usual bustle of a French airport,’ the author reported. ‘More colour, more varied uniforms than its counterpart at Croydon.’ Then he cunningly emphasized its tiresome foreign aspects by assuring Imperial passengers that they wouldn’t be troubled by them. ‘You have no tipping to do; no gesticulating French porters to contend with; no effort to remember the French for “You are charging me too much” or “I have nothing to declare”; Imperial Airways has English staff at all its stations and it is their duty to make your path smooth.’


The company was perhaps pained by the fact that, in many respects, Le Bourget was more progressive than Croydon. Gone were the days when passengers scrambled ashore on duckboards laid across the viscous winter mud. Now, in the 1930s, it had one of the most sophisticated lighting systems in existence – as well as the usual boundary lights, beacons and illuminated wind direction indicators, it boasted a unique 13,000-foot sodium-lit approach track – and the largest terminal in the world, an imposing 200-metre-long structure with a protruding central section that looked like the bridge of a multi-winged flying boat. But the first Australia-bound passengers landing at the field found themselves grounded by Mussolini, who had temporarily withdrawn overflying rights to foreigners. Obliged to travel to southern Italy by train, they rode a Pullman bus to the Hotel Ambassadors where a senior Imperial executive welcomed them, having hurried across from Airways Terminus, the company’s elegant, marble-columned office on the Rue des Italiens (Telegrams: Flying Paris). Then, after dinner, he returned to cry, ‘All aboard for the Empire Routes!’ and deliver them to the Gare de Lyon and their sleeping compartments on the Paris-Brindisi wagon-lits. After a restful night they ate a breakfast of rolls, black cherry jam and grapes while trundling along the shores of Lake Geneva, paused briefly for a crew change beside the Lago Maggiore – baskets of fresh peaches were available on the platform for a lira – and rolled on to Milan for lunch. This was taken at a hotel, which also provided them with hot baths. They returned to the train, now designated the Valigia delle Indie, and embarked for Brindisi, reached at 8 o’clock the following morning. Passengers had breakfast at the Grande Albergo Internazionale (where I planned to spend the night) before boarding the Imperial pinnace which sped them, one later wrote, ‘through the water past some Italian battleships and a number of Italian naval seaplanes to the Imperial Airways station, where our various documents were passed in a few seconds and we set out for the flying boat itself.’


Satellite Six was starting to fill with Rome travellers. Out on the runway there was the sudden bellow of reverse thrust being applied to some very big turbofans, and moments later an Airbus A300 with the, red, white and forest-green isosceles triangles of Alitalia on its tail lumbered towards us, dipping as the pilot touched the brakes and brought it to a halt beside the departure lounge. The name Botticelli was inscribed on its nose. Fifty or sixty passengers streamed ashore, followed by the captain, a real matinée idol in a beautifully cut dark uniform. He strolled among us, stretching his legs, his aftershave scenting the air with a bouquet of rare spices. My Wisconsin friend caught his eye and was favoured with a faint smile. He got a pleased beam back.


The London-bound Tristar taxied past on its way back to the runway and I stifled a pang of homesickness. The crew were returning to their families, friends and gardens, to the National Health Service, good Sunday papers and pure, potable water. I turned my attention to the parked Airbus. Designed and built by a seven-nation committee of Europeans, it was a sturdy, handsome aeroplane, with a stylishly Old World look to it, the two giant underwing engine pods slung as rakishly low as the chassis of a vintage Bentley (though a PIA Airbus skipper was later to tell me, over lunch in Karachi, that they were a bloody nuisance down there, sucking up every foreign body on the runway like a pair of Hoovers).


As I stood contemplating its British advanced technology wings with their West German spoilers and French airbrakes, the Tristar raced by and lifted off. Wistfully I watched it bank away to the right as Captain Strange and Mr Ahmed set course for Dieppe and home, and then the Botticelli’s commander sauntered back to his ship and we were asked to go aboard too.


I passed through the Spanish door and was shown to my seat by an amiable young steward with long curly hair and a tangled black beard. My neighbour, already installed and strapped in, was tall and skinny, with greying temples and a face like a rabbit. The engines started and, as we lumbered across the Paris to Brussels autoroute and out towards the runway, the PA system clicked on and a breezy male voice welcomed us aboard AZ 335, the Airbus service to Rome under the command of Mr Da Lucca. Our flight time would be one hour and 35 minutes. Lunch would be served. We swung on to Runway 27 and halted. Then Mr Da Lucca opened his throttles and released the Messier-Hispano-Bugatti-Liebherr-Dowty disc brakes and away we went, surging down only a third of the length of 27 before soaring skywards with a minimum of noise and fuss. Down below were the massive blowers of the Turboclair fog dispersal system, set along the threshold like underground gun emplacements and able, in two minutes flat, to drill an 800-metre-long operational corridor into the most intractable overcast.


As we climbed through the North Europe cloud cover, humming electric motors scrtwjacked the giant flaps back into the wings for our high speed cruise to Italy. Of the earth there was no sign. All we saw was the sun-dappled topside of the alto-stratus which almost certainly had a lowering underside that was raining on France. A stewardess approached with the drinks trolley. My neighbour, who had endured the take-off with closed eyes and hands clasped tightly in his lap, asked for gin. She handed him a Gilbeys miniature and he held up two fingers.


‘Due,’ he said.


Waving away the ice, he emptied both bottles into the glass, leaving room for only a splash of tonic. He downed it like water, sighed and, suddenly turning to me like someone ignored too long at a dinner party, said he felt about flying the way most people feel about incoming nuclear rocketry; the gin eased the terror; talking helped too. A Roman in the wine trade, he had been travelling on business, buying the French ’83s, a good year, perhaps a remarkable one thanks to the miraculous summer. The clarets, despite August storms in the Bordeaux region, would be excellent, and so would the Burgundies. ‘But the best, I think, will be the Alsace. That will be a great wine, perhaps as good as the 1976, the year the vines got the noble rot. What a complaint! It withers the grapes, the sugar is heavy as honey, the wine has such body!’


As we raced along the Loire valley – ‘Down there the ’83 Sancerre will have finesse, a touch of acidity, it will be excellent!’ – closing fast on Lyon, the steward with the long hair and uncombed beard, now wearing a smart, mustard-coloured jacket, distributed lunch in Dayglo orange boxes. ‘It is maybe a little difficult to open,’ he said. We soon saw what he meant. The boxes appeared to be made from heavy-duty industrial plastic and sealed by Alitalia’s Security Division. My neighbour pondered his like a safe-cracker and then with a small grunt, applied pressure with his thumbs and snapped up the lid. Then he said ‘Permesso’, reached over and opened mine as well. We examined our respective meals without enthusiasm. Each box contained a couple of slices of cold meat, two olives, a peeled egg, a quarter bottle of unlabelled red wine, a container of Vittel mineral water, a small cake, a roll, wrapped biscuits labelled Cracker Doriano and a segment of Bel Paese cheese. He unscrewed the bottle and sniffed.


‘Chianti,’ he said. ‘It will not thrill you.’


During coffee Mont Blanc came up fast on the starboard quarter. On its bright midwinter flank a tiny skier left tracks like a needle drawn across icing. My friend told me that his son, aged 16, was displaying a worrying interest in Marxism; visions of the neighbourhood chapter of the Red Brigade turning up at the apartment for coffee and cakes were starting to haunt his wife. Then the gin began to wear off and he fell silent again. I looked, without success, for the railway line that would have taken our Brindisi-bound travellers south, then settled down to work on my notes.


Soon the cloud began to disperse. It became gauzily transparent and then broke into small, milky clumps, all floating at a uniform level, like puffs of smoke from an ack-ack battery. I reckoned we must be somewhere south of Pisa when, out to the right, there was a sustained rippling flash and the western horizon suddenly filled with the glitter of the Mediterranean, flat and glassy under a hot afternoon sun. The steward distributed forms for the Declaration of Currency, Securities and Negotiable Instruments (to be completed by travellers importing more than a million lire) which said ‘Welcome to Italy!’ on the top in five languages.


A quarter of an hour later Mr Da Lucca snapped up his airbrakes and we began a steep, juddering descent over rounded hills, each standing beside its sickle-shaped pool of shadow. He brought us in along the beach, the breaking surf beneath one wing, stands of gnarled grey trees under the other, and then banked gently inland, sinking fast over farms, fields, empty tree-lined roads, a deserted canal with reeds growing by its banks. The Botticelli whistled across the threshold of 34 Right at Leonardo da Vinci Airport and, soon afterwards, we were boarding a rickety green bus that took us to an echoing hall where solemn, silent queues inched patiently forward, like penitents lining up for confession. The Immigration Officer glanced at my passport, snapped it shut, tossed it back and waved me through. He was heavy and morose, with chins like a bloodhound, and he gave off a faint but discernible smell of smoked hams.


The internal flights left from a ground-level concourse not unlike the premises of a large bus station. Having checked in and claimed my boarding pass for the 1710 service to Brindisi, I went looking for somewhere to cash a traveller’s cheque. Eventually, beside the Arrivals Gates, I found a tiny branch of the Banco di Spirito Santo, a windowed cubicle containing a single clerk. There was a short queue, which I joined. Two young Arabs fell in behind me. Each wore a stained brown jellaba and shiny lace-up shoes without socks. They were bony and unshaven, and displayed a strong family resemblance; both had their eyes set close together, giving them an appearance of great cunning. When I reached the front of the queue the clerk announced, ‘You are the last. After you I will go home.’ He frowned at the Arabs. ‘Closed,’ he said.


The Arabs gave him their sly, foxy look.


‘Closed! Fermé! Geschlossen!’ snapped the clerk, but the Arabs stood their ground and examined him calmly.


‘Are you brothers?’ I asked them, to break the impasse.


They briefly turned their attention to me, but did not reply.


‘I think they are brothers,’ I said to the clerk.


He sighed, took my cheque and began counting out gaudy lire notes. ‘This is my last lira so now I will knock off,’ he confided. ‘I do not feel too well. I must work very, very much and my health is not good. You know? I don’t sleep, I don’t eat, there is no energy.’


I could see that all this work had taken its toll, and told him so. He brightened perceptibly but just then one of the Arabs reached past, placed a $100 bill on the counter and tapped it with a sinewy brown fingers. ‘Lira,’ he said.


The clerk abruptly stopped counting my money. He stared at the note and then at the brothers. His pallor was replaced by a bright mottled pink which reached right up to his receding hairline. ‘Closed!’ he shouted, throwing up his hands. The chair on which he sat ran on well-oiled castors, and the abruptness of his gesture caused it to shoot forward and fetch his knees up against the counter with a crack like a rifle shot. He cried out but managed to steady himself, sitting bowed and clutching his kneecaps. ‘You must just wait a minute,’ he gasped.


‘Are you all right?’


‘I have very, very much pain.’


Behind me there were some small, unobtrusive noises, like the creaking of hinges and, turning, I found the brothers registering amusement. One tapped the $100 bill again. ‘Lira!’ he said.


Slowly the clerk straightened up. There were beads of sweat on his forehead. ‘I do not think I have broken the bones.’ He stood cautiously and tested his legs. ‘They are okay,’ he announced. He picked up my money, counted it again and handed it over. Then he glanced at the $100 bill, crooked his finger and beckoned the Arabs towards him. ‘I cannot change that,’ he said, slowly, ‘because I have not enough lire’


‘Lira!’ said the first Arab.


‘Lira! Lira!’ said his brother.


‘No lire,’ said the clerk. ‘Lire finished. Finito. Fertig.’ He yanked open a drawer and, with a flourish, revealed his day’s trawl of currencies. ‘You want Swiss francs? D-marks? Escudos? You want yen?’ He gave them a terrible glare. ‘You want Zambian kwachas!’


The brothers gave up. They retrieved their note and wandered away, looking disconsolate, while I went and got a beer – ‘Una bira! Una bira!’ sang the barman, sliding a can of Heineken towards me and gesturing operatically towards a small, mean-looking colleague at the cash desk, ‘pay your money over herea!’ – and took it off to my departure gate. Only yards away a DC9 sporting the broad blue fuselage stripe of Aero Traspof ti Italiani, the Naples-based internal airline,, sat humming like a kettle. A dozen people were boarding, including a very old man in a beret and worn black suit who angrily shook off the hand of a ground hostess helping him up the stairs. The engines howled and the DC9 went bowling away across the tarmac, the rudder swinging from side to side as the pilots tested it against their checklist. A notice by the gate said it was going to Palermo.


There was dirty weather coming in from the sea, dark cumulonimbus skyscrapers bursting with rain and licked by wicked little tongues of lightning. The first Brindisi-bound passengers trooped in, men with shiny briefcases and coats draped elegantly across their shoulders. More arrived, and the atmosphere became increasingly clubby; greetings were called, hands shaken and drinks fetched; the departures hall began to ring with talk and laughter as the Brindisi men exchanged tales of their Roman adventures.


Outside it was growing dark. There was a rumble of thunder and, seconds later, a monsoonal downpour began drumming on the tarmac, falling so hard that it vaporized on impact and formed a mist which lay, opaque as marsh gas, several inches above the ground; an approaching DC9 taxied towards us as though coming through a car wash. Indoors the party was now in full swing and, when the flight was called, people were slow to respond. A pair of ground hostesses entered and began working their charges like sheep dogs, breaking up the groups, cutting out the ringleaders, herding everyone towards the door. They led the passengers; still talking, on to a bus, then sent it off across the tarmac at very high speed.


Far out on the perimeter of Leonardo da Vinci we halted by the stern of a lone ATI DC9 standing with its ground support system going and its windows lit. The passengers, briefcases held over their heads, sheltered beneath the T-shaped tailplane before forming into single file and pelting up the built-in airstairs. At the foot of the steps a tiny Fiat Topolino painted in Alitalia livery was parked, its wipers going, its sole occupant a strikingly beautiful girl with long auburn hair and an orange walkie-talkie. Two of the men waiting beneath the tail bowed low in her direction. She laughed and flashed her headlights. The men blew kisses then scrambled aboard too.


A pair of stewards built like nightclub bouncers got everyone into their seats, directing some, manhandling others. The talking went on. I found myself in the very last row and, all the way up the plane, could see hands gesturing and fluttering to emphasize this point or that. My neighbour was a fair-haired, monosyllabic Ulsterman who drank from a can of Carlsberg; when he had finished it he placed it in his bag and took out another.


A steward blew into the public address system then announced a 15-minute delay ‘for air traffic control reasons’. None of the passengers paid any attention but, peering out the window, I saw that Leonardo da Vinci was flooded. A Caravelle from a Swiss charter firm taxied by and left a wash like a flying boat, while the courses of vehicles moving around the apron could be charted from their long wakes. Eventually the two Pratt & Whitney turbofans, set in pods only a foot or two aft of our seats, erupted into life. The steward closed the door sealing off the stairwell with a bang and the clamour dropped to a purposeful hum. We began to move. At the threshold of 34 Right we held briefly while an old 707, trailing plumes of dark smoke, gurgled in through the rain and splashed down like a duck on a pond.


The setting sun broke through the overcast and Fiumicino’s 3,500 acres seemed, momentarily, to be awash with molten metal. Then we were off, racing down that glittering runway and climbing over a dark, boisterous sea as the hydraulically driven Menasco undercarriage came up with a series of muffled thumps. The DC9 lurched and yawed through ragged cloud, but the passengers, oblivious to the wild ride, talked on, their hands still weaving and fluttering right up the plane. The stewards sat down, picked up copies of Corriere delta Sera and began reading. There would clearly be no food, drink or service available during our 65 minutes aloft.


But then a voice said, ‘Do you fancy a lager?’ and I turned to find my neighbour holding out a can of Carlsberg. I thanked him and took it. With a final violent manoeuvre we broke free of the cloud and rose into a delicate pink evening sky. Low on the western horizon, far beyond Sardinia, the sun was an iridescent smudge. We cruised serenely through the calm, cold air as the Ulsterman, his manner formal, told me that his name was Mr Pilbeam and that he was a driver of heavy duty goods vehicles. We toasted Italy, the fine evening and his new job at a petro-chemical works near Brindisi. ‘There are lots of Brits there,’ he said, ‘and the money’s very good. I haven’t worked in Belfast since 1977, when I had a job at Harland & Wolff, like my dad and grandad before me. My grandad even worked on the Titanic.’ He was proud of that fact and talked about the doomed liner with a kind of quiet intensity, listing for me some of the extravagant accoutrements of Edwardian privilege that old Mr Pilbeam had helped pack into its massive hull – the Aubusson tapestries, marble drinking fountains, lacquered brass telephones, gold fruit tymbals, even a solid silver duck press.
 

‘They launched it down pitchpine slipways,’ he said, ‘lubricated with tallow and train oil and the prayers of the whole community.’


We were now high over the Apennines, an occasional snowy ridge visible in the failing light, heading for the eastern seaboard along which the train carrying the Australia-bound passengers would have approached Brindisi, halting first at Bari and Monopoli. In the crypt of a Bari church, only a kilometre from the station but unseen by them, was a silver casket containing the bones of St Nicholas of Myra – better known as Father Christmas – stolen from a tomb in Asia Minor by Bari sailors delivering a shipment of wheat to Antioch in 1087.1 glanced at my watch; 20 minutes to go. The DC9 bucked occasionally as plumes of wind sheared off the mountains then began descending through a moonless night, passing across docks where container ships were unloading, turning over the sea, lining up with the main runway of Papola Casale field and, eventually, coming to rest beside a small, square terminal, brightly floodlit. On the tarmac Mr Pilbeam suddenly paused and said, ‘Hang on, I promised to get a shot of the plane for the kids.’ He produced an Instamatic and the flashlight flared. A blue-uniformed carabiniero shouted ‘Che cosa?’ and sprang from the shadow of the wing, attempting to wrestle the camera from him. Mr Pilbeam, badly shaken, apologized and was allowed, after an angry warning, to keep it. I found a rattling Fiat taxi driven by an elderly, bow-legged man with a gaudy postcard of the Madonna glued beside the meter. He told me there had been bad storms in Brindisi. I said there was a big storm in Rome just two hours earlier. He shrugged; what went on in Rome was of no interest to him.


Trees flickered in the headlights as we approached the city where the Appian Way ended, and where the poet Virgil, arriving from Greece in the year 19 BC, aged 51, fell ill and, despite the best efforts of the Brindisi physicians, slipped into a coma and died. The route to the Internazionale lay along slippery, rain-slicked cobbled streets which led, eventually, to the Via Regina Margherita. As I climbed out of the Fiat I sniffed the tang of salt and heard the soft splash of the tide against the sea wall. Before me, touched faintly with starlight, was the dark expanse of the Seno di Levante, the bay from which the Crusaders sailed for the Holy Land – the fountain where they watered their horses before embarkation is flowing still – and from which, heading in the same general direction, the flying boats had taken off.


The Internazionale occupied a prime waterfront position but inside there were shadows and a stale, musty smell. The lobby was baronial, its ceiling high and vaulted, the walls cluttered with prints and paintings, the floor with a plantation of potted trees and shrubs.


The reception clerk said he remembered the Imperial passengers. They had embarked from a point just acrosss the road – a familiar sight during his childhood. ‘The little blue bus of Imperial Airways picked them up at the main station on the Piazzale Crispi, and brought them here for a full continental breakfast. Then they travelled by launch across to the Customs House Quay and, when they had completed the formalities, out to their plane.’


I went to the empty dining room, reflecting that often the passengers were personally welcomed at the Internazionale by the pilot himself. ‘We were received by the captain of our flying boat, whose name is Bailey,’ wrote Mr W. D. H. McCullough, ‘who has got a little red short beard, and who wears his cap on one side and is known throughout the service as Captain Kettle. He showed us where to leave our luggage, where to wash, and explained that breakfast was waiting for us.’


I ate a solitary dinner of pasta and mussels, then lamb roasted in herbs; with the lamb I had a strong red zagarese wine. The waiter was white-haired and devout, and knew nothing about the flying boats. He told me, though, that the relics of St Nicholas at Bari floated in a manna which was discharged, miraculously, from the bones themselves; until a century ago the monks had ladled it into silver buckets and offered it to the pilgrims to drink. Then he brought me a dish of figs and almonds, and a glass of smoky cold malmsey wine from the vineyards of Gallipoli, a township lying on the far side of the Salentine Plain.


Later I went to the bar. On the walls there were sepia prints of old steamers with sharp stems and tall funnels tied up by the city. Four noisy, assertive Americans were playing poker. A wizened Italian in a smart tweed suit told me it was hard to avoid Americans in Brindisi. ‘They are in oil, construction, the military. They have a big intelligence base, top secret, for listening to Soviet and Eastern Europe radio traffic, also the Middle East.’


He smiled when I told him what I was doing in Brindisi. ‘As a small boy I would gather with my friends to watch the passengers embark on the launch. For us they seemed so exotic – off to India, off to the ends of the earth. The men had their sun helmets for the tropics, the women wore hats and white gloves and cotton dresses, just as if they were going to the rates. Once an Indian prince gave me a sovereign for running back to the dining room here to fetch a cigarette case he had left on the table; it was made of tortoiseshell and gold. He was a small man in a suit and a cloth cap, like a plumber, but his servant wore a turban and a beautiful jacket of green silk, and at first I thought he was the maharajah.’


I bought my friend a chilled white wine and soda. He said, ‘One of the Imperial Scipios was set on fire and sank here in the harbour. Did you know that? The man who did it worked for the railways as a ticket collector. He was a dedicated Fascist, a bit crazy, and some English passengers on his train had been making jokes about Mussolini.’


Later I went to my room and got out my bound volumes of the Imperial Airways Gazette, seeking an account of a Brindisi departure written by Major the Hon. R. F. Carnegie in 1932. When the launch had tied up beside the Scipio – the world’s first four-engined passenger aircraft – the travellers scrambled up a small ladder into the ship. ‘Here I give the information from a polished brass plate in the saloon. “Four-engined boat sea-plane Sylvanus built by Short Brothers, launched April 1931.” The cruising speed is 105 miles per hour and she develops over 2,000 HP. The saloon is very roomy, with comfortable armchairs for sixteen passengers and instrument dials giving such information as time, speed and height. “All aboard!” cries the steward, the door is shut and we start to taxi. Presently we get into a grand rush, the hull ploughs deeper into the green wave, a wall of water surges up over the windows and one realizes the immense horse power which will soon lift fourteen tons high in the air.’ Major Carnegie waxed lyrical about the views from 1,000 feet, but neglected to mention that the steward’s first duty, once aloft, was to uncork the clarets so that they could breathe unhurriedly before lunch.


I noted that, in 1932, the Imperial manager for Italy caught the train up to Rome for an audience with the Pope – ‘the first occasion,’ bragged the Gazette, ‘on which a representative of a foreign air transport company had been received by His Holiness.’ He presented the Pontiff with a photograph album bound in white pergamint paper and stamped with the Papal arms containing pictures of ‘the Company’s aircraft and places of interest on the Empire routes’, and was much gratified by ‘the Pope’s great pleasure in the Photographs and interest in the work being done by Imperial Airways’. I cleaned my teeth and got into bed. Rain pattered on the window, just as it had done when I had awoken that morning in London. I rolled over like a stricken ship and, thinking of home, was asleep within seconds.


III


There were no scheduled air services from Brindisi to Athens, the next Imperial port of call, so I had to return to Rome. The taxi back to the airport was ordered for 5.30 a.m. The Internazionale did not provide breakfast at that hour, not even coffee, but an American engineer also up early for the Rome plane had stayed at the hotel for several weeks and knew how to work the espresso machine.


‘They keep it in the bar, and using it can get you excommunicated,’ he said, ‘so we’ll need to go in under very deep cover.’ We drank several cupfuls while he told me, in a low voice, that he had been working on a new petro-chemical plant, and was now returning to Philadelphia with his family and his dog. ‘Are you sorry to be leaving Brindisi?’ I asked. He shrugged. ‘As you see, I am dry-eyed and in good spirits.’ But his departure was an emotional one nevertheless, the sleepy reception clerk leading an ebullient young bull mastiff out to the taxi, embracing the engineer, kissing his wife and children. Then he saw me off too, pausing to look over the dark harbour and sniff the sharp air. ‘It will be a nice day,’ he announced, and shook my hand warmly. ‘Goodbye, Signore Imperiale.’


The terminal at Papola Casale field was thronged with young navy pilots drinking coffee at the bar; they wore dark blue flying suits studded with zips and pockets, and had the self-absorbed looks of athletes about to come under starter’s orders. One of them cried ‘Andiamo!’ and, with a brisk rattle of crockery, they put down their cups and trooped out into the grey dawn.


As we walked across the tarmac to our DC9 I heard the high, anguished yelping of a dog. The Philadelphia engineer and his son, a good-looking, bespectacled boy of about 14, had urged their bull mastiff into a lightweight plastic cage and were now hoisting it into the aircraft’s hold. The boy seemed close to tears and his father, leading him away, slipped an arm across his shoulders to comfort him. I went aboard and found myself seated next to a thin, sparrowlike American with rimless glasses and a bony nose who responded to my greeting with a curt nod. The terminal flood-lighting was switched off as we began taxiing towards an opaque, foggy horizon. A steward warned us on the PA that photography was strictly prohibited, and I soon saw why. Parked discreetly behind clumps of windblown trees were a dozen military jets painted in dun camouflage. As we trundled by the young pilots were clambering into the two-man cockpits and pulling on their visored helmets. I asked my neighbour if he knew what kind of planes they were. He looked up from his Newsweek and said, ‘That information is supposed to be classified.’ A moment later a steward came around, distributing the Rome morning papers, so I asked him instead. ‘Aermacchi trainers,’ he said cheerily. ‘Also used as ground attack fighters. Very fast, very good. The Argentine Navy flies them. So does my cousin.’ He moved on, unaware that my neighbour was staring venomously at his back. The Aermacchi pilots were starting up their Rolls-Royce Viper engines and waiting for us to vacate the air space so that they could get aloft and play with the various fixtures and fittings – Zuni rockets, Matra Magic missiles, anti-runway bombs and so on – that they carted about on their underwing hardpoints.


The DC9 rose through a dense sea mist that left trails of water droplets streaming across the windows. By the time the seatbelt sign was switched off we were riding high above a sea of white cloud through which the occasional snow-capped peak protruded, pink in the early sun. But something funny was going on above southern Italy that lovely morning; the seatbelt sign came on again as mysterious, conflicting currents began spilling across the sky, making the plane lurch and skid with such abandon that my neighbour eventually muttered ‘Jesus!’ and put his magazine down. When he glanced across to see how I was taking the punishment I asked if he worked in Brindisi.


He said, ‘Could be.’


‘With the military?’


‘Why do you ask?’


‘Just curiosity.’


‘People who ask too many questions can land themselves in trouble.’


‘What kind of trouble?’


‘They can get arrested.’


I stared at him. ‘Arrested?’


‘No problem. We have security guys at da Vinci. It just needs a word.’


‘Blimey,’ I said.


The jet began skipping like a flat stone on water, creaking each time it bounced. I hung on to my armrests, imagining myself making mailbags in Rome’s piously named Queen of Heaven prison or, more likely, weaving straw bottle wrappings for the Italian chianti industry. Then some hidden force caught us under the tail and rushed us forward in a nose-down mode; adjustments were made on the flight deck and we continued our headlong progress in a nose-up mode instead. My neighbour’s complexion, I noted, had grown waxen.


‘Goddam fucking aeroplanes,’ he said, suddenly.


We now seemed to be following a trajectory like that described by a motorcycle stunt rider leaping a row of buses. It ended with a thump and a kind of sideways skid.


‘I think I’m going to be sick,’ he announced.


His forehead was beaded with perspiration and he began swallowing convulsively.


‘Arrest the pilot,’ I said.


He went ‘Uuurggh!’ and, making a surprisingly loud noise for someone with such a small ribcage, evacuated his breakfast into a paper bag. The stench began to make me feel queasy too, while a couple of middle-aged women across the aisle pulled faces and passed each other an eau-de-cologne bottle, quickly and surreptitiously, like a hip flask.


Then, all at once, we were in calm air again, flying straight and level. A steward, summoned by a peal of bells from the rear smoking section, took the bag away while my neighbour lay back in his seat, eyes closed, looking corpsed. I became aware of the bull mastiff barking wildly down in the hold. Then the cloud thinned and scattered and I gazed down at a prospect of stony hills etched with a tracery of weathered tracks. Away to the right mist lay in the hollows of the frozen mountains like pools of milk, to the left a high solitary tower teetered on the lip of a precipice; no track led to the tower, not even a bridle path for mules.
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