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Prologue



It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness... we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way.


Charles Dickens wrote those opening words to A Tale of Two Cities in 1859. He was writing about the French Revolution. His words – ‘best of times’ and ‘worst of times’ – are also perfect to describe the very different experiences of two men who were caught up in the cataclysm of World War II: rear gunner Joe Shuttleworth and his pilot, Tom Blackham. In the maelstrom of the Hitler war, one would, indeed, have the best of times; the other would have the worst of times.


On the night of the last big Berlin raid in 1944, a team of Luftwaffe men in a nightfighter had set out from Rostock after Joe and Tom. The Luftwaffe men did not know who the Royal Air Force men were – only that they wanted to kill them.


The German crew were a whisker away from success. With Joe’s injury, the war was over for him. After five terrifying, life threatening trips over the heavily guarded German capital of Berlin, he had more than done his bit for the war effort. Later, other Luftwaffe men would try to kill Tom, but then, curiously, they would go beyond the call of any imaginable duty to save his life.


World War II was a vicious, pitiless business. It is surprising, but also heartening, that there was still some honour, decency and humanity alive in isolated pockets.


For Joe, the war would give him comradeship, the crucial feeling of having ‘done your bit’ and a wife. He travelled the world and saw wonderful things that he would not otherwise have seen. There was no airman who would have ‘the best of times’ more than Joe Shuttleworth.


Without a doubt, though, there was no airman who would suffer ‘the worst of times’ more than Tom Blackham. He was destined to find out why dropping bombs on Hitler’s Reich was a good idea. He would experience the full septic horror of what Nazidom had to offer.


The men who flew in Bomber Command, such as Joe and Tom, had a particular self-image. They saw themselves as ordinary blokes faced with a job that had to be done. It was a simple proposition of cause and effect; they had merely, in a very routine way, volunteered to go and do it. It was poor etiquette after the war for ‘civvies’ (civilians) to call them ‘heroes’, as this would only invite a cocktail of embarrassment, irritation and scorn.


Those of us in later generations cannot accept this view of the world. To us, who they helped save from Hitler’s dystopian nightmare, the risks that the Royal Air Force crews faced preclude them from the name ‘ordinary blokes’. Ordinary blokes do not cheerfully accept the risk of being shot down in flames. Ordinary blokes do not accept the risk of being dead by tomorrow morning. Ordinary blokes do not run the risk of being hideously disfigured, but left suffering for decades.


Many of these men would protest, ‘It was always the other bloke who was going to be shot!’ But still, every raid offered a substantial chance of death, or worse. In their hearts, they knew this, even if their minds suppressed it.


No fewer than 125,000 of them flew on Royal Air Force operations. Of these, 75,000 were killed, wounded, or taken prisoner. It is sad to think that almost all of their stories were lost ... this book contains two that were not.



Lest we forget!



Jeff Steel
Melbourne, Australia – 2021
















PART 1
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JOE’S STORY







1




Over the Baltic Sea (16 February 1944 – 0100 hours)


‘Enemy coast ahead, skipper.’


‘Thanks, bomb aimer. What’s our position, navigator?’


‘Five minutes from the coast of Germany, skipper. We’ll pass Rostock to the west.’


The four Merlin engines droned on over the Baltic Sea with a deafening roar, making it difficult to hear the skipper’s orders, even through earphones.


An order crackled down the intercom in Blackie’s Scottish lilt. ‘Gunners, keep your wits about you. The Herrenvolk are bound to be gunning for us.’


Hitler’s Reich was creaking and crumbling but was by no means defeated. At this stage, his empire was no longer the roaring lion of 1940, but more a wounded, desperate, yet still very deadly snake.


In my fifth operation over Germany, we were on our way to Berlin in a Lancaster heavy bomber. Berlin was guarded with a 50 kilometre cordon of deadly 88-mm flak guns and countless nightfighters. Berlin – the ‘Big City’, as we called it – was infamous for being the worst trip the Royal Air Force could take on. Since all of my trips had been to Berlin, my life expectancy was less than most. Still, ‘most’ did not have a good life expectancy either, so there were no complaints. There was a war on and a job to be done. Anyway, it was always the other chap who was going to get ‘the chop’. That’s what we told ourselves.


‘Any sign of activity, gunners?’


‘Not a thing, skipper,’ said Ridd, running his mid-upper guns left and right.


I swung my own rear turret with its four Browning .303 machine guns left and right, then left again. The sight of the huge armada in the sky was a stirring sight. I could not count the bombers, but there were so many that it seemed that you could walk from one aircraft to the other, as far as the furthest horizon in the moonlight. We learned later that there were 891 bombers heading for Berlin that night. I did not know it at the time, but that raid carried the heaviest load of bombs in military history up to that point.


Below us was a thick carpet of cloud. We had the skies to ourselves, or so it seemed.


It was my turn to give a report to the skipper.


‘Rear gunner to skipper. Nothing here either, Blackie.’


‘Well, keep your eyes...’
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Without warning the world went suddenly dark and my head hurt. At least, my head was trying to hurt, but there was a lot of confusion.


Why did it suddenly go dark? It had been light. Now, it was light. There was light everywhere. You couldn’t have light in a Lancaster bomber, or the nightfighters would see you from miles away.


Oh, God! My head really hurt now. I could get my left eye open, but not the right. That must have been something to do with the confusion.


I felt like I should have been hurting, but instead, there was a warmth. They must have given me something. Had they given me morphine? Who were they? Why was I suddenly in the light?


‘Bed eight is waking up,’ said a female voice. This made no sense. You couldn’t have female voices in a bomber over Germany.


‘Let’s have a look at him,’ said a comforting and caring male voice.


There was a white coat. People were speaking English, but only a second ago, I was over Germany.


‘What?’


‘OK, old chap, just relax. We’ll look after you.’


He checked my pulse. I was in and out of consciousness, but he probably did some other checks.


‘Move him out in the morning, first thing.’


I must have fallen back asleep, or into that half-awake, halfasleep state that I had originally found myself in.


I did not know what was happening. It was clear that a catastrophe of some kind had happened, but where were Blackie and the crew? I was on my own in a hospital bed.


A nurse told me I was back at my home base of Skellingthorpe Bomber Station in the English Midlands. How had that happened? How the heck could I be back in Lincolnshire? It was only seconds ago that we were flying over the German coast and lining up for a bombing run to Berlin. I could not understand what was happening.
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Perhaps I should start at the beginning.


I had always been keen on flying. It thrilled me from my earliest days, growing up in Queensland. The skies were so blue there – nothing like the thin grey light and carpets of cloud that hung over Britain, Holland and Germany.


My family home at Sherwood was close to Archerfield Airport, some ten kilometres south of the city of Brisbane. There was another big house just outside Sherwood, which served as a navigation point for aircraft coming into the airport. Pilots would use it as a landmark to line up their final approach on the runway. To young boys of the area, that big house was like a Christmas gift. We all grew up watching aircraft turning as they flew over it and landed. This was followed by other aircraft taking off. Aviation, then, was more of an art than the science that it has become. There was a sense of romance about it. It was spellbinding.


The regular passenger flights in and out of Brisbane were enough to whet the appetite of a young man’s fancy. Still, whether it was an obsession, compulsion, or vocation, an inner voice spoke to me loudly and clearly. If it seemed like a slice of good fortune that some people actually got to fly in those propeller-driven aircraft, it must be pure heaven to actually fly them and I wanted to be a part of it.
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In 1934 came the seminal event: the MacRobertson Air Race. This event was not just big, it was huge in its conception, operation and public enthusiasm. The idea had come from the Lord Mayor of Melbourne Sir Harold Gengoult Smith, who had proposed it as a celebration to mark the centenary of the founding of the city of Melbourne. Sir MacPherson Robertson had donated a prize of £10,000, on the condition that the race bore the name of his confectionary company.


Some 20 competitors left the Royal Air Force base at Mildenhall in Suffolk, in the Eastern counties of the United Kingdom. The first to fly over Flemington Racecourse in Melbourne would be the winner. The aircraft were typically British in the uncanny mixture of excellence and eccentricity in their design, with Granville R6s, Fairey Puss Moths and Lambert Monocoupes being some of the entries. Relative to later progress, this represents aviation back in Saxon or Norman times, but in the mid-thirties, this was the cutting edge of the most exciting technology of the age.


For us in Brisbane, the interest rose to extreme heights as we tracked their progress on Movietone News at the cinema. The intrepid aviators passed through Baghdad in the British Mandated Territory of Iraq. Then, they progressed to Allahabad in the northern part of British India. The next stop was Singapore in the Federated Malay States. The final leg was through Darwin and Charleville in Australia. Every stop was within British territory. This gave ample evidence that the British Empire was one on which the sun never set — not that we needed evidence in those days.


Eventually, the strange but impressive squadrons of aircraft came to Archerfield. I actually saw them as they arrived and departed. It was a breath-taking moment; one I will never forget! There was just no doubt about it. Aviation was beguiling in the extreme. Nothing on earth was that exciting.


Movietone News completed the story for us in the cinema, showing the squadrons in glorious black-and-white moving pictures with sound as they passed over Flemington Racecourse, landed at Laverton, then followed the triumphant parade down Bourke Street in Melbourne. Scott and Black, who piloted the winning De Havilland DH88 Comet Racer, had reduced the flight time from London to Melbourne from 162 hours to 71 hours. Their aircraft still exists in a collection in Bedford in the midlands of the UK. By a resonance of fate, it is called the Shuttleworth Collection – maybe some anthropologist can find some aviation thing in the Shuttleworth DNA. The complete record of the aircraft in this dramatic air race is given in Appendix 1 of this book.
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The memory of that day even eclipsed that fabulous, epoch-making day when Amy Johnson, who was world famous as a female pilot, arrived in Brisbane in a De Havilland Moth, having flown all the way from England. A woman flying from England to Australia – this bordered on science fiction. The world of aviation was just endlessly fascinating and exciting.


Shortly afterwards, a big day in my early life dawned with excitement, adrenaline and heart-thumping anticipation. I got my first flight – a joyride around Brisbane. It was brilliant... breath-taking... seductive! The speed down the runway. That lighter than air feeling at take-off. The sight of Brisbane and the sea from 4000 feet. We even banked around that big house that they used for navigation. It was so tiny from the air!


Then, my father had an unusual experience on a flight up to Townsville in a Stinson, an American passenger aircraft of the day. The memorable part of this trip was that the pilot, presumably running out of fuel, actually landed on the beach just outside of Townsville. There was no great drama about it. The pilot said, ‘You’d better all get out quick – the tide’s coming in!’


My dad and the other passengers filed down the stairway and onto the sand in good order. The pilot taxied the aircraft out of the reach of the incoming tide. If that happened these days, there would be a huge fuss in the media, the pilot would probably be investigated for months and we would all receive counselling for post-traumatic stress disorder. But in those days, they just got off the beach, took a bus into Townsville, and went about their business.
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Amusing though this was, there was a darker side to the world, which no-one could avoid. In those days of the mid to late thirties, everyone in Brisbane was increasingly talking ‘war’. At the cinema, Movietone News now showed German tanks rolling into Czechoslovakia. The footage of the evil opera of Hitler’s Nuremberg rallies was terrifying. It seemed that every radio news bulletin and newspaper headline had to do with Hitler and his endless posturing, ranting and screaming.


When ‘the balloon went up’, it was not even a surprise. Neville Chamberlain declared war on Germany on Sunday 3 September 1939, at 1115 British Standard Time.


It was evening in Sherwood. We had been alerted that the Australian Prime Minister, Robert Menzies, was to make an important announcement in the late evening. There was tension in the air as a voice-over paved the way for the Prime Minister. My family all gathered together and sighed in resignation along with every other family across Australia at what we knew was coming.


Over the radio, we heard a rustle of papers.


‘Fellow Australians, it is my melancholy duty to inform you officially that in consequence of a persistence by Germany in her invasion of Poland, Great Britain has declared war upon her and that, as a result, Australia is also at war.’


And with no formal cabinet discussion or resolution, the whole bloody catastrophe that had been waiting to drop onto the world for years did so, quietly, quickly and irrevocably.
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What happened next was quite strange. Years of priming over the radio and cinema meant that everyone was psychologically prepared for war. Young men across Australia volunteered for the armed forces in a tidal wave of slouch hats and impeccably pressed uniforms. That irresistible tidal wave was made up of patriotic fervour, a hate for Hitler and the Nazis and a feeling that ‘we’re in a war and in a war, young men join up’. I don’t think there was any soul searching. You just joined up like all of your friends did. In my case, I resolved that I would when I was old enough. At that time, to my frustration, I was still two years too young.


The immediate fear was that this new war would be another dreadful trench war, as World War I had been. This was a fear that everyone knew only too well. Throughout the twenties and thirties, everyday life in Australia had been scarred by the memories of the thousands who never came back from Gallipoli, the Somme and the other obscene killing fields in Europe. The depraved butchery of trench warfare had scarred the psyche of a generation. Mind you, this still did not stop young men volunteering for more of the same! It might be something to do with testosterone and an appalling lack of risk-awareness.


And then, all that happened was nothing. Absolutely nothing happened. Not for seven months from September 1939. Hitler and Stalin had both invaded Poland and the Baltic states, wherever they may be, but in Brisbane, we had no idea about any of that.
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Then, in May of the next year, it all started. The Germans defeated the British and French in devastating form in 1940. They were booted out of Europe via Dunkirk. Then, the Battle of Britain began.


We followed it in Australia through radio, the newspapers and Movietone News at the cinema. Australia was certainly on Britain’s side, but it was all a long way away. It is crucial to this story to understand that Australians still felt a loyalty and kinship to the mother country. It is true that my generation no longer referred to the UK as ‘home’, but the affinity for King and Country was still very much there. Forty Thousand Horsemen, a famous propaganda film of the day, said, ‘The Tommies’ fight is our fight.’ Most Australians would have agreed with that. A more authentic word might have been ‘Pommies’, rather than ‘Tommies’, as even in 1940, the ravage of political correctness was rearing its ugly head.


Several of my friends had applied to join the Air Force. In a blaze of sheer envy, I wanted the same. The feeling, which was very positive within me, only became more deep-rooted and all-pervasive as time wore on. To make my envy scream like an aero-engine on take-off, my friend Roger had a pilot’s licence. He would take an aircraft out and buzz down in a power dive over his family home in a spirit of unbridled exuberance. After each of these exploits, his mother would drive over to the airfield and pick him up in the car. Roger was typical of many young men of the day: he had a pilot’s licence but could not drive a car.
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Then came February 1941. Australian troops were in North Africa. The Luftwaffe was bombing London every night. The Italians were attacking Greece and the British and Australians were going to sort them out. This was just not something you could stay out of. There was a problem.


I was 19 years old, so needed my parents’ consent to join up. They were dead against me volunteering, presumably because they did not want me killed, gassed, or worse as per the war of 1914 to 1918. Still, I had an ace up my sleeve and played it.


‘If I volunteer for the Air Force, I won’t have to fight in the trenches.’


You beauty! It took some lobbying and deft diplomatic footwork, but they eventually agreed! I duly sent off the application form, complete with that vital parental countersignature.
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Then, once again, nothing happened. Singapore fell in February of 1942 and the war did not seem so far away. But still, nothing happened.


I had now waited months without hearing anything. This was due to the deluge of volunteers to join the forces, as well as the fact that the military command could only process the queue ‘in due course’, as officialdom is fond of putting it.


Here I was, actually volunteering to help King and Country, but Mr Menzies was ignoring me and Mr Churchill presumably had other things to worry about.


My real agenda was to pilot an aircraft. This was my once-in-a-lifetime chance to learn how to do it, whilst a grateful government footed the bill. But for the time being, I was just kicking my heels and achieving nothing in particular.
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But then, the golden morning dawned and the letter came! Out of the blue in May 1942, I was told to report to Initial Training School.


I was quite clear in my mind: I wanted to join the aircrew. Like everyone who volunteered for aircrew, I wanted to be a pilot. I could see myself with that blue uniform with the wings attached to it. The thought of moving a flying machine through the clouds and over the countryside was thrilling. It was attractive – no, more than that, it was captivating. It transported you to another state of being.


It is also worth remembering that the pilot brevet on the uniform was not just a badge of technical proficiency, but an enormous status symbol as well. The way girls flocked to men with that pilot brevet was wonderful to behold! Indeed, that whole testosterone issue was one that had many facets.


I would have been quite happy for a posting to Europe, because that offered a lot of excitement and adventure, but at this stage, I had really not decided where my future as a pilot would take me.
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We spent three months at Initial Training School in Sandgate, Queensland. We learned all about doing drills (which were not immediately useful to aircrew) and aeronautics (which were). They also drilled us in all the other basic skills, attitudes and acceptance of military discipline required by servicemen.


I was, at least, now in the Royal Australian Air Force and wearing the blue uniform.


One sad episode will always remain in my mind, though. We had an American pilot on the base, who impressed us hugely with his aerobatics. One day, he was flying his Aerocobra just metres above the waves, to the admiration of those of us who were watching him. We were transported with his sheer brilliance, bravado and wonderful control over the aircraft. But then, the water caught his wingtip. It was just a small splash at first. Then, we saw a sickening bigger splash. The laws of dynamics took over and the aircraft cart-wheeled. In a second, it was reduced to a pile of scrap. The water was shallow, so we all swam out to try to help him, but the violence of the crash had snapped his spinal cord and killed him outright.


From then on, the commanding officer issued an order forbidding aerobatics, with survivors who tried it to face a serious charge.


The main reason for the Initial Training School curriculum was evaluation. Was a man fit and keen enough to join the aircrews, or was he not? I really wanted to be. I yearned for it.


We were tested on all the various aptitudes that a pilot might need. The evaluation also included a medical evaluation, which I passed easily enough.


Then came the bad news.


‘Sorry, old chap. Your eyesight is just not up to scratch for a pilot. Sorry and all that. Next!’


That was a disappointment. At breakfast that morning, my hopes and aspirations had been as high as the new Sydney Harbour Bridge, but by lunchtime, they more resembled the ruins of Pompeii.


I knew I also could not be a navigator, because those jobs went to people who were good at maths, as did the bomb aimer jobs. Nevertheless, there were consolation prizes available.
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After a short time though, my posting came through. It was not a great thrill, but it was not too bad either.


I was sent up to Maryborough to Number 3 Wireless and Air Gunners’ School. I would train both as a wireless operator and air gunner.


In the early part of the war, from 1939 to 1942, the Royal Air Force had relied on twin engine bombers, such as Wellingtons, Whitleys and Hampdens, with their five or six-man crews. However, in the white heat of the bomber war, these passed quickly into obsolescence, as the ‘heavies’ replaced them: the four engine Stirlings, Lancasters and Halifaxes, with seven-man crews. This increased the Royal Air Force’s strike capability enormously, but also created a severe shortage of crew skills. To bridge the changeover, they needed lots of men with dual qualifications, who could act either as wireless operators or air gunners. These men would wear a ‘WAG’ (wireless operator and air gunner) half brevet on their uniform.


The Morse tests began. Initially, we had to send messages at four words per minute. The trainer allowed us just one mistake. Then, we had to increase our speed. You would pass the course when you got to ten words a minute with one mistake.


Darn! I just missed it. It was another blow, but not a devastating one. The overall failure rate for students of Morse code in the Royal Air Force was 60%, so at least I was in good company!


It was then decreed that I would instead be a gunner and wear the ‘AG’ (air gunner) half brevet. It wasn’t as prestigious as pilot’s wings, but any aircrew brevet was still very acceptable. It set you apart from the ‘penguins’: airmen who didn’t fly. I would still achieve part of my ambition to fly and be ‘doing my bit’ for the war effort, which was extremely important during those dark days.
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The British base of Singapore, which was such a redoubt of the British Empire in the MacRobertson Air Race days, had fallen to the Japanese. Japanese armies were working their way across the Pacific to invade Australia. Terrible things had happened and were still happening somewhere about Australia’s northern horizons. The Japs were known to be cruel, vicious, and heartless, and were to be thrown back by any means – fair or foul.


Meanwhile, the Air Force moved me to Evans Head in New South Wales, and life went on more or less as before, Japanese threat or not. On the home front, the war was starting to have its inevitable effect. The Australian Government had imposed rationing on beef and pork, although you could still buy offal, such as kidneys or lambs fries.


As a gunner, I learned how to set up, assemble and fire a ‘go-gun’, as we called them. Officially, these were known as Vickers K .303 machine guns.


The aircraft that we trained on were three-man light bombers, Fairey Battles. These Battles had a number of honours to their name. A Battle had had the first aerial victory in World War II and our instructors were proud to tell us that the first Royal Air Force Victoria Crosses of the war were awarded to a Fairey Battle crew (though they forgot to mention that they were posthumous). The Battle was also the first aircraft to be equipped with the Rolls-Royce Merlin engine, a wonderful engine with which I would renew my acquaintanceship later in Lancasters.


The Fairey Battle, however, had proved to be a death trap in combat, when put up against the Germans’ Messerschmitts and Focke Wulfs. It had also performed appallingly during the Battle of France. Mercifully, it was retired from combat operations before any more plunged to earth in flames, taking their three-man crew screaming to earth with them.


Still, for us training in the New South Wales sunshine, where there were no Luftwaffe pilots after us, the Fairey Battles were wonderful! I sat at the back of the long cockpit, open to the elements, with the ‘go-gun’ pointing upwards and backwards. The pilot would take off in conjunction with another Fairey Battle, which acted as a target tug. The target was a long fabric sleeve called a drogue, which was pulled through the air using an extremely long cable. My job was to fire at the drogue and register as many hits as possible, whilst preferably missing the tug. The bullets contained a payload of paint, so that hits could be identified back on the ground and analysed.


Candidate air gunners had to achieve very high hit rates to be accepted for aircrew. This was now my last chance. I had to pass, or I would not make it into the aircrew.


I bettered the standard with relative ease, which was rather odd. Hitting the target with a high hit rate required excellent eyesight – if anything, greater than that required by a pilot. I am sure the Royal Australian Air Force’s opticians knew what they were doing, but it does make me wonder why I could not be a pilot.


Throughout it all, we were young men going through an adventure and rather enjoying the experience. Whilst you knew that, in a general sense, war could be a risky business, you always thought that anything life-threatening or otherwise unpleasant was always going to happen to someone else.


[image: ]


After a couple of months, my posting came through. Yes! I was accepted for aircrew as a gunner. That was good.


I got my ‘AG’ half brevet to sew onto my uniform, which was even better.


Best of all, I was posted to the United Kingdom and was to report for transport by ship in a few days’ time. The adventure was beginning!




2




The Klipfontein and Union Pacific Railroad


The Klipfontein was a 10,000 ton armed freighter of the Holland Afrika Line. It had been commandeered by the United States War Shipping Administration and converted for use as a troop ship.


We were trained aircrews, on our way and heading for the war zone. This was immediately obvious! On the quayside in Brisbane, it came to our notice that the ship was armed with twin 120 millimetre guns. Quite how much of a fight we would have put up against a Japanese battleship remains unclear. What were our chances of hitting a Jap aircraft if it attacked us? Probably, no-one asked the question because they didn’t want to hear the answer. As always, we believed it was someone else who was going to shot, bombed, or torpedoed, so I do not recall us dwelling on it unduly.


We put to sea late on a lovely Queensland afternoon. We had all seen the newsreels of ships departing with Imperial pomp and ceremony for the abattoirs of World War I, with weeping mothers, streamers and merry choruses of ‘Waltzing Matilda’.


This time though, sadly, there were no brass bands or distressed but proud relatives to see us off. Perhaps the awful realities of World War I had dampened any enthusiasm for jollities in the second lot. Also, there was a war on, meaning our departure had to be discreet – secret, in fact. We could not tip off any sinister German or Japanese agents that we were on our way.
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Brisbane was soon behind us. Queensland too was behind us after some days, as we found our way into the Pacific Ocean. It took us 19 days to travel from Brisbane to San Francisco. We didn’t see land in all that time.


The officers didn’t organise anything for us. I was to discover that this was how the Air Force worked with its aircrews. If you were not ‘on ops’, you were often just left to fend for yourself. This suited me – in fact, all of us – wonderfully.


We spent some of our time chatting with the American troops on board, who were very nice blokes. Hearing them talk about their world, it all sounded very glamorous to us from rural Queensland. It’s interesting though how, in later life, you remember the small things – for example, that the Americans gave us some of their soap. Our soap was like a block of wood, with a lather to match, whereas theirs was actually formulated for use in salt water, so was much better. They were very happy to share it with us.


There were also lots of copies of a great American magazine called the Saturday Evening Post to read. This had fiction, non-fiction, cartoons and features. The artwork on the covers was wonderful and to this day, it remains one of the best magazines that I ever came across.


Some of the airmen would play cards. Games such as poker and blackjack were popular. Others would do physical jerks. We also spent a lot of time sunbaking and I got a fabulous tan.


On board the Klipfontein, the officers received first and second-class cabins, which were very civilised, if not a little cramped. However, the accommodation was not so civilised for the rest of us. There were probably 500 or 600 testosterone-fuelled young men of ‘other ranks’ (non-officers) on the ship. We were billeted in hammocks down in the hold of the ship, which was like living in an overfilled sardine can. The hammocks were arranged three high, within a dark, dingy hold that stank with the perfume of unwashed bodies, cigarette smoke and occasional seasickness.


As we moved into tropical areas, it wasn’t just uncomfortable, but also stiflingly hot and humid. Like many others, I gave up on the official accommodation and took my bedroll to sleep on the deck. Sometimes, I was splattered by the green Pacific Ocean blasting over the deck but on the whole, it was very pleasant. This was also a good idea, because if we were hit by a Japanese torpedo, those of us on deck would be first into the lifeboats.


Also, in the middle of the night on deck, I caught occasional sight of some mythical creatures who were rumoured to be aboard the ship. They were American nurses, who were very distinctive in their crisp, white uniforms. The skipper had clearly ordered them to stay in their quarters, since a bevy of a dozen or so females in a ship full of testosterone-charged young men constituted a threat. The skipper had doubtlessly seen the popular pre-war movie Mutiny on the Bounty, where Captain Bligh’s crew mutinied due to their attachment to members of the other sex. Our skipper was not going to let that sort of thing bring his ship to grief, thank you very much!


For the majority of the trip, the weather was lovely. We really enjoyed the blue Pacific, gorgeous sunny weather and whole adventure of being together as a band of young men heading out to exciting times.


As with any body of servicemen though, there was a lot of griping. In our case, it usually had to do with the food. This mainly consisted of canned beans or spaghetti and canned fruit, when many of the lads were used to steak and eggs for breakfast. They were very vocal when it was not served up!
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After 19 days, we saw land on the horizon. That was a relief, because it was starting to feel as if we would never see land again. Also, for the last two days, the weather turned against us and we experienced what it was like to be thrown around an ocean.


As we hurried to the rails on deck and searched the horizon, there it was – land! First, we saw a long line of dark woods to port, then a lot of colourful houses on the coast to starboard.


At night, the coast disappeared as we sailed along the California coast. Due to wartime conditions, the American authorities had imposed a ‘brown-out’ to make the coastline invisible to any marauding Japanese warships. The lesson of Pearl Harbour had been a hard way to learn but was not forgotten.


Next morning found us sailing into the wide approaches of San Francisco Bay. We saw several American troop carriers sailing out and heading into the South Pacific. The ships were huge and seemed to have thousands of men on board. I suppose they were going to the Philippines and New Guinea and all the other places to which General MacArthur was going in order to sort out the Japs. Such was the reputation of Japanese bestiality that we just hoped they would kill as many of the evil little sods as possible.


Then, as we came closer to the city of San Francisco itself, we were all so impressed with the sight. It was a lovely looking place. As we got closer, we saw that the trees in the woods were absolutely massive. The houses, as we came closer, looked more and more charming. Then, we came around the headland and saw the Golden Gate Bridge. We were going to sail right under it. As we came around the point, we saw the city to starboard.


As we pulled slowly down the harbour, we lined the rails and looked forward to the time we would spend in that wonderful city. Imagine, the sights to see, people to meet and the girls! The girls!


Someone pointed out an island with a large building on it that looked like a castle. This was Alcatraz Island, which was still a working prison at that time. Al Capone had been a resident, though had, by this time, moved on. The people in the prison must have looked down on our ship with terrible envy. I can actually claim to have been looked at by Machine Gun Kelly and also Robert Stroud, the Birdman of Alcatraz, whose story would later be made into a film starring Burt Lancaster. Thankfully, there were bars between us, so I didn’t meet any of them in the flesh.


The ship stopped right underneath the stern gaze of Alcatraz, with its fortress-like buildings and distinctive water tower. The engines stopped. We anchored. Nothing happened. We just sat there, looking at the wonderful skyline of San Francisco and wishing we could be there. And that, of course, was part of the mental torture of Alcatraz. A man could be in there for 30 years, looking at San Francisco just a few hundred metres away, but not be able to go there. For us, a 24 hour delay was bad enough.
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Eventually, the engines started with a cough and a rumble! At last!


Then came the bombshell. We would not be stopping at San Francisco. We were to proceed to Oakland on the north of San Francisco Bay, where a train was waiting for us.


So, we bid goodbye to the Klipfontein, which had been our home for three weeks. Taking one last fond look across the bay to San Francisco, we embarked on a Union Pacific special troop train to take us across the United States.
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Compared to the small trains in Queensland, this train was enormous! At the front was a huge black locomotive, which looked twice the size of the railway locomotives that we saw back home.


After the Klipfontein, the accommodation seemed luxurious. The carriages were enormous too, and very comfortable, with bunks for us to sleep on. This was just as well, because the journey was going to take a week or so. We even had attendants who would come around the sleeping cars to let the bunks down and arrange the bedding when it was time to turn in.


Leaving the Bay Area behind, we headed up through the high sierras towards Sacramento. Someone pointed out that that was where the Pony Express used to go before the railways were built. We had seen it in the pictures and now, we were in that country ourselves. We were in America – the America of Hollywood, cowboy films and film stars.


The scenery was breathtaking, with mountains all around, clear fast-running rivers and miles and miles of forest. The forest was very different to what we had seen in Australia. We were used to gum trees, but these were pines and redwoods – millions of them. And there, to cap it all off, were the snow-capped peaks of the even higher sierras. They were so high and so beautiful with their snowy caps, even though it was May. It was the first time I had seen snow.


As we got higher, we saw snow along the side of the railway track. For someone from a sub-tropical climate, this was a thrill! Like the Pony Express, skyscrapers and the Saturday Evening Post, that was something that we did not have back home in Queensland. It was all so fascinating!


So far, Adolf Hitler’s war had given me a privileged existence, got me into flying and brought me to this beautiful land. And, to top it all off, I had my ‘AG’ brevet on my tunic! I knew – we all knew – that the war was going to be a serious – and probably deadly – business, but so far, it had really been an enjoyable experience. 
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The first main stop was at Sacramento to change locomotives. To our surprise and delight, there was a welcoming party of several dozen people waiting for us, who came down to wish us well. They gave us books to read, food parcels and any other bits and pieces that they could think of. Others felt that as we were going to Britain, which was a major war zone at the time, they would just let us know that they supported us.


Once again, we all felt that the Americans were capable of a lot of kindness. As on the Klipfontein, there seemed to be no limit to the feeling of friendship and generosity between allies.


I thought America was a lovely country. The people were very good to us and made us feel very welcome. There were a surprising number of people that we met at the railway stations, who had sons and daughters in Australia and they couldn’t do enough for us. Someone or other did note, with a curious smile, that the goodhearted Americans made such a fuss of us that any secrecy that we wanted to maintain was heroically compromised. Any sinister German or Japanese agent within a hundred miles would have been aware of our presence and would send a message home that we were on our way.


There was no rationing in America either, which was wonderful! You could get hold of anything you wanted. There was no blackout either, although we would encounter this soon enough.
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The stop at Salt Lake City was also memorable. We were only there for an hour, but the engine driver (or ‘engineer’, in American-speak) let us climb up into the cab and have a look around at all the gauges, pipes, levers, handles and valves necessary to bring one of these huge beasts into motion. A cynic might have wondered if the eyesight requirements to drive such a huge locomotive were as stringent as those to pilot one of the Royal Air Force’s warplanes.


As an extra treat, we got ice cream. Then, we piled back onto the train and off we went.
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We passed through the endless flat expanse of the prairies. We had seen this on cowboy and Indian films, though it never occurred to us as possible that we would ever get to be there.


‘What state are we in?’ was a frequent question. The answer might be ‘Wyoming’. ‘But we were in Wyoming yesterday as well!’ The United States was a big country.


Crossing the stupendous width of the Mississippi River brought back memories of reading Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn. The country did not seem to have changed much since Mark Twain’s day, either. Some of the rural areas of the United States had living standards that were very bad by Australian standards, which was quite surprising given the ‘land of milk and honey’ propaganda that Hollywood poured out week by week.
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Our journey took us through Chicago. I would imagine that we looked out for gangsters, but really, that era had passed by the time our train chugged through.


New York was coming closer now. Passing down the Hudson River, we marvelled once again at the scenery. We saw the hideous castellated shape of Sing-Sing Prison, which we had heard of in the gangster movies.


Shortly after, we passed under the George Washington Bridge. There, in all its glory, was New York City on the left-hand side of the train.


We learned that we were not to stop off here either. Instead, we carried on to a timber barracked camp outside Boston, which was called Stanmore Park.
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Then came the good news! We were to get a week’s leave, which meant trips into New York for sightseeing.


I had seen a lot of photographs and film clips of the Empire State Building, Chrysler Building and all the other skyscrapers. In real life though, they were much more dramatic, more real, more imposing: they took your breath away.


Times Square was sensational in daylight, but we looked forward to seeing the dazzling light show at night. Then came the surprise! New York was actually blacked out at night. The war was coming closer – or, more accurately, we were coming closer to the war.


The blackout in New York was not as protection against bombers, which did not have the range for an attack. Rather, there had been many reports of German U-boats off the coast of the United States. A lit-up New York offered a great aid to the German Navy’s navigation. Therefore, it was kept dark.
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The Queen Elizabeth


Some days later, back in New York, we found our ship to take us to the United Kingdom.


You could have knocked us down with a proverbial feather. It was the Queen Elizabeth, the world’s biggest liner. It sailed without escort. Its top speed of 28 knots meant that any U-boat had very little chance of sinking it, since these smaller boats had a top surface speed of barely half of that of the Queen Elizabeth.


Still, had we come under the gaze of the German battleship Tirpitz, or the ‘three ugly sisters’ – the battle cruisers Scharnhorst, Gneisenau and Prinz Eugen – we would have been a sitting duck. We could only hope that someone in the Admiralty knew where these monsters lurked and that they were not within a hundred – or a thousand – miles of us. The other German naval behemoth, the Bismarck, was at the bottom of the ocean where it belonged by now. In fact, we would pass just a couple of hundred metres above its final resting place.


The Queen Elizabeth was decked out in wartime grey paint, to hide it on the seas from the eyes of the Germans’ long range Condor reconnaissance aircraft. These would pass our location and bearing on to the U-boat captains, every one of which would love to go down in history as having sunk us. In this drab get-up, she wasn’t at her best, but she was still a very, very impressive ship.


We filed up the gangplank onto this huge monster of a ship. It was truly awe-inspiring.


Things got even better! Some of us were selected by some unknown military process to do watches. A petty officer took me to my position high above the bridge, where we had to watch out for any German U-boat activity, unidentified aircraft (especially those Condors) and anything else that might be a danger to the thousands of men who were on board.
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