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and nil those who sleep on the faraway hills of Korea. 
Lest we forget.




CONTENTS








	
Unit Conversions







	
Foreword







	
Prologue







	
Part One







	
Chapter 1 The boy in the porch







	
Chapter 2 Flight dreams







	
Chapter 3 The dream fulfilled







	
Chapter 4 Fledglings







	
Chapter 5 The Land of the Morning Calm







	
Chapter 6 Swift to Destroy







	
Chapter 7 Wings







	
Part Two







	
Chapter 8 Real fly boys







	
Chapter 9 The pilot and the princess







	
Chapter 10 Eight hours







	
Chapter 11 The front line







	
Chapter 12 The Korean Kid







	
Chapter 13 Cannon fodder







	
Chapter 14 Something worse in the wings







	
Chapter 15 The last flight of 316







	
Chapter 16 What are those medals for?







	
Part Three







	
Chapter 17 Ice cold top gun







	
Chapter 18 Out in the cold







	
Chapter 19 Dogs in a plane







	Chapter 20 The trouble with Ann Cherie





	
Chapter 21 Before the storm







	
Chapter 22 Blown away







	
Chapter 23 Fallout







	
Part Four







	
Chapter 24 Konfrontasi







	
Chapter 25 Fly Low, Land Short







	
Chapter 26 Billy the Broom Boy







	
Chapter 27 Return to the 38th parallel







	
Acknowledgements







	
Endnotes













UNIT CONVERSIONS




As far as is practical, the empirical units of measurement used in aviation in the 1950s and 1960s have been used in this book, particularly in reference to speed and altitude. Conversion factors for these measurements to metric units are provided below:


Speed:


1 mile per hour = 1.61 kilometres per hour


1 knot = 1.85 kilometres per hour


Mass:


1 pound = 0.45 kilograms


Length:


1 foot = 0.31 metres


1 yard = 0.91 metres


1 mile = 1609.34 metres




FOREWORD




To command a squadron, a commanding officer must lead and inspire the myriad of men and women who contribute to achieving the missions required of them in the name of the nation. But equally, a commanding officer will be inspired by all the members of a squadron as they give their all, be they aircrew, maintainers, logisticians or the various other support personnel.


For me, as the current commanding officer of 77 Squadron, my inspiration is not just limited to those who serve today, but also to all those who have been part of the "Double Sevens’ since its formation during World War II.


This book about Jim Kichenside is definitely a story of inspiration for not only me but also for all the members of my squadron. When asked to provide this foreword, I couldn’t readily recall the name Kichenside - we all know the names and the legends of past members of 77 Squadron like Cresswell, Spence, Drummond and Binskin. I am so grateful for having had the opportunity to learn about Jim Kichenside, and especially to Rochelle Nicholls for writing this book.


The story of Jim Kichenside is above all a story of resilience -starting from his days as a youth living in Sydney and questioning where his future would lie, through to becoming a key member of 77 Squadron flying Meteors as a sergeant pilot over Korea during that war. I was in awe when I read of Jim having flown 83 missions in just his first ten weeks in country - to be assigned his own aircraft, Meteor A77-316, by his CO, with the nose art "Korean Kid’ painted on it is a testament to how highly respected he was amongst his pilot peers and the rest of the unit.


But Jim’s story is much more than his experiences in the Korean War. Training as a fighter instructor on return from Korea and at the age of 22 he was amongst the highest graduates of his course. Following appointment as an officer and then promotion through the ranks to Squadron Leader, Jim then had the honour to command the RAAF Flight to the Antarctic throughout I960 - a tumultuous year for the Flight with the loss of a number of aircraft due to the savage conditions of the frozen continent.


The remainder of Jim’s amazing Air Force flying career included time back flying Sabre fighter aircraft with both 77 and 79 Squadrons in South East Asia, culminating as a Wing Commander with his appointment as the commanding officer of 38 Squadron flying Caribou aircraft. In this role, Jim was called upon to lead and inspire his squadron through a difficult period, which he did admirably.


There is so much more to Jim Kichenside’s story, including his life beyond the Air Force following his retirement at the age of 45, but I will leave that to the reader to explore for themselves through the pages of this marvellous book.


I am proud to be able to recommend this book on the life of Jim Kichenside - a man who lived up to the finest traditions of the Royal Australian Air Force. I look forward to Jim’s story being a source of inspiration to the members of 77 squadron. Then. Now. Always.


Wing Commander Jason Easthope


Commanding Officer 77 Squadron


Royal Australian Air Force


July 2020




PROLOGUE




From up here, he can see the very curve of the earth. It is a hazy blue and white arc blurring distantly into the inverted dark bowl of space. A rumpled blanket of dusty mountains stretches below, veined with small rivers and the cat-scratches of roads. Outside, it is minus-50 degrees Fahrenheit and clouds hang like white islands suspended in a frozen blue sea.


They fly in a silence that is more ominous than the clamour of battle. He is alone in his cockpit, deep in enemy territory. It is a bloody nuisance to take a piss once he is suited up, so he never drinks on the day of a mission. Now his mouth and throat are dry and his tongue sticks to the roof of his mouth. The port wing and tail of the leader are bright in his peripheral vision, long white contrails flowing past him like pennants. The great engines whining at his elbows are the only sounds - that, and the rasp of his own breath inside the sweat-damp leather mask.


The radio squawks - ‘Target, boys!’


His stomach plummets as they all roll and veer and swoop, sixteen deadly silver eagles.


The barracks are a handful of squat buildings, a blip on the edge of a dirty town, but he knows they are thick with enemy: they are in the rooms like rats, in the trees like possums, and in the earth like wombats. Steel barrels of automatic weapons thrust through the slits of windows - they are preparing to fight the dragon’s breath of air power with their antique guns. But the enemy also have heavy bullets. He imagines each one as a distinct entity, engraved in their odd crooked characters with a destination - wing, tail, tank - and with somebody’s name: it might be his name today.


As he and the other silver fliers fall upon the target, tracer fire erupts like fireworks, those jagged bullets tearing past his face, which is protected only by the flimsy membrane of the canopy. He sees some as though in slow motion, black streaks in the flawless blue air. The radio explodes with voices. Jets are rolling away, pulling up, covering those still driving hard for the ground at close to the speed of sound. And that is his job - to hold the stick forward and hold his breath against the agony of the dive and never lift his eyes. His gaze locks onto an outbuilding which might be an ammo store. His thumb goes down. He barely glimpses the contrail of the rockets, or the upsurge of dust and smoke; he is already roaring away in a sweep of wings and jet exhaust as a steep hill rears up before him.


‘That one’s bust - one for you, Jimmy.’


Then the flash. He sees it beside him in the sky, like a new and blinding sun born of a violent mating between tracer fire and aircraft belly.


‘That’s a hit - he’s taken a hit!’


A bright flamingo tail of pink and orange fire fills the whole sky. Some said later they had seen the white flower of a parachute.


The fifteen survivors stayed, orbiting through the flak as RAAF Meteor A77-316 went down, calling despairingly until the plane hit the ground and exploded.
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CHAPTER 1










THE BOY IN THE PORCH




He who would learn to fly one day must first learn to stand and 
walk and run and climb and dance; one cannot fly into flying.


— Friedrich Nietzsche


46 Roseby Street


Marrickville, Sydney


July 27, 1940



Drip.


Pause.


Drip, drip.



The boy scrunched up into a ball and hauled the blanket over his head. He could not sleep: the rain was too loud in the dark and the roof was leaking, sploshing onto a spot in the exact centre of his bed. The flimsy gauze enclosing the porch did nothing to muffle the noisy symphony of frogs and crickets in the yard. And now the blanket was hot and scratchy over his face. It smelled of Sundays -of the same yellow soap his mother scrubbed his hair with before church, where Nola and Jo whispered and wriggled and kicked their feet against the pews. The boy would soon be ten – too old to fidget through the sermons.


Ten. Not just soon – tomorrow! This was the other reason he could not fall asleep. He wished he had a wristwatch. What if midnight had passed and it was already his birthday? What if there was a bicycle waiting for him in the hall? A red one – a bright red one with a silver bell on the handle and a shiny brown leather seat. His whole body suddenly clenched with agonised longing. A bike...Any bike would be good, even if it was made from scrap steel held together with old wire. But a new bike...a new red bike...


The boy threw back the blanket and gulped a lungful of air, the night moist on his hot face. He would check the clock in the kitchen. And then take one little peek into the hall. He had swung his legs over the side of the cot and his bare feet were on the damp floorboards when another sound reached his ears above the dark drumming of rain.


The voices were muffled, as they always were. He knew his mother and father did not want to be overheard, but in this shoebox of a house, nothing was ever private. The boy sat very still, holding his breath in the dark. There was a sudden crescendo, then the sharp slam of a door and no more voices – only rain and crickets and frogs. He lay back down on his damp woollen blankets in the dark. Of course, there would be no red bike in the hall.


* * *


Roseby Street in Marrickville was working class. It was home to carpenters and postmen and greengrocers – even a preacher. A mighty mansion had once stood there, by the Cooks River in Sydney’s inner west, complete with sandstone ramparts, marble busts, and exotic animals grazing its lawns. But in 1940, the great folly of The Warren was gone, subsumed by the tide of an ever-expanding city1. There were no millionaires left in Roseby Street: just rows of washing and backyard veggie beds and an SP bookie around the corner.


The boys of Roseby Street were mostly urchins in ill-fitting hand-me-downs: children of the Depression who were now children of World War II. They competed fiercely over bottletops and marbles, and begged (or pinched) sugared buns from Kirkland’s Bakery up the road. Because almost nobody in Roseby Street had money for a car, the bumpy asphalt became a racing strip for their billycarts, chalked boldly across with the lines of cricket and hopscotch. And a mile or two’s walk along the nearby river, brown and muddy and flat, was Mascot Aerodrome. In 1940, there were Tiger Moths daubed khaki and green swooping in and out, training young Australian pilots for the skies of war2. It was just the place for a boy who craved adventure: or escape.


[image: #image]


Built from local sandstone and featuring more than 30 rooms and an impressive art collection, The Warren was built in Marrickville by Sydney business magnate Thomas Holt around 1865. The name derived from the rabbits Holt bred for hunting in the grounds. The mansion was demolished after World War I to create a housing estate for returned service personnel [Illustrated Sydney News, 17 March 1870 p.361; courtesy of the State Library of New South Wales, TNI 15].


James Kichenside dreamed of escape. When he was born on July 28, 1930, his hometown of Sydney was in freefall under the weight of a worldwide financial crisis. The fallout from World War I had stalled the British economy, meaning drastic cuts to imports of Australian wheat and wool: by 1930, the value of Australian grain and fibre exports had halved. The Australian government was forced to take large loans from London to maintain vital public infrastructure projects and services. On October 22, 1929, the Scullin Labor government took power after a year of labour unrest, pledging to protect Australian wages and working conditions, despite the nation’s five-and-a-half millionpound deficit. But just seven days later, panicked sellers on the New York Stock Exchange traded nearly sixteen million shares in a single day – four times the normal volume – heralding the worst economic crisis since the Panic of 18933.


James Charles Kichenside was his parents’ Depression baby. He was named James for his maternal grandfather, James Rutherford, and Charles for his own father. Rutherford, a toiling sharefarmer from the north coast of New South Wales, was so delighted at the tribute that he took a train to spend the Christmas of 1930 in Marrickville with his little namesake. But soon after his arrival at the Kichenside house at 27 Roseby Street, tragedy struck. Rutherford collapsed of a massive heart attack on Christmas Eve, and died on the floor in the arms of his daughter, Dulcie4.


Before the 1929 crash, the suburb of Marrickville, just 6 kilometres from Sydney’s centre, had been a hub of light industry, its factories churning out blankets and bricks and bathtubs5. By 1932, however, the national unemployment rate had skyrocketed from around five per cent to almost twenty per cent6. In Marrickville, brick-making operations were shut down and the big General Motors automotive plant on Carrington Road closed as car sales crashed by ninety-five per cent7. Men sweated in hopeless queues in search of a day’s work. Some foremen simply flung ‘job tickets’ into the air to be snatched up by the quickest and fittest. Vicious fights over these tickets left many injured, but those who did manage to snare one were often then thrust into back-breaking working conditions for little pay. The pervading sense of powerlessness and despair of the Great Depression drove Australian suicide rates to unprecedented levels.


The Kichensides were initially fortunate. Charles clung to his job as a telegraphist at the General Post Office in the city, so his family were not among the 60,000 men, women and children dependent on the paltry welfare payment known as the ‘susso’. But in May 1931, at risk of defaulting on a spiralling foreign debt, the Federal Government and the six Australian states agreed to a twenty per cent reduction in expenditure and increased taxation. Wages were slashed and working hours increased from forty-four to forty-eight hours per week. The profession of telegraphy came under additional threat from the commercial advent of the telephone and teleprinter8. Postal workers had already taken a ten per cent wage cut under the Scullin government’s Financial Emergency Act (1931-1933)9 and in 1933, Charles Kichenside’s position at the GPO was abolished10.
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Families evicted from their homes, their possessions around their feet, were a tragically common sight on the streets of Sydney during the Great Depression. In 1933, Charles Kichenside lost his job at the General Post Office and his family were forced to leave their home in Roseby Street, Marrickville [photographer Sam Hood, Alamy, image ID: DY1002]



The Kichensides had to leave their cottage at 27 Roseby Street and move into a cheap apartment in nearby Day Street. That building also housed a butcher’s shop which masqueraded as an illegal bookmaker (although when cornered by authorities, the butcher protested that he ‘only did it to oblige his customers’)11. Pretty, ladylike Dulcie Kichenside was mortified. However, the Kichensides’ tenure here was short-lived. In 1934, Charles scrambled back into a job at the GPO, and they moved hastily away from Day Street into a house around the corner on Illawarra Road12.
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James Kichenside (left), aged 4, and his elder sister Valda, aged 9, in 1934, around the time their father lost his job during the Great Depression [Kichenside family collection].



* * *


Despite the many upheavals of the Depression, it was afterwards that the crunch came for the Kichenside family.


By 1936, with devaluation of the Australian pound and restoration of international trading links, the Australian economy was on a slow path to recovery. Charles Kichenside even had a little money put aside. He was growing weary, however, of the claustrophobia of industrial Marrickville. Watching his children – James, now six years old, Valda, eleven, and new baby Nola – play on grubby asphalt while his wife Dulcie talked longingly of the green fields of her youth on the north coast, he wanted something brighter and cleaner for them. But his conscience warred with the thought of leaving Marrickville. His widowed mother, Ellen (Nellie) Kichenside, still lived around the corner at 46 Roseby Street and he visited her every day – he could not so easily abandon the old lady. But with his ear to the world at his telegraphist’s station, Charles knew there was affordable land and pretty houses available on the northern outskirts of the city. It would mean a long commute every day, but by 1936, he had decided. He and Dulcie took the children out of the industrial fug and rented a house in Beecroft, seventeen miles away.


‘The house in Beecroft’ was to become a sorrowful mantra in the Kichenside household: a phrase reserved for bitter sotto voce arguments and stolen moments of longing and despair.


Despite Charles’ conscience, the move to Beecroft was initially a welcome therapy for his years of sacrifice and endurance. His father, master stonemason William Kichenside, had been blinded in an industrial accident in 1899, when Charles was five years old; by the time he turned twelve, the family was nearly destitute and Charles left school to try to support his parents13. He rose from errand boy to telegraphist with the national postal service, and when William died in 1918, Charles continued diligently caring for his mother. He was twenty-nine years old before he left home to accept a promotion at Lismore, on the New South Wales north coast. It was here he married Dulcie Rutherford, the daughter of a local farmer, in 1924, bringing his new bride back to Marrickville to again be near his mother.


Charles had once dreamed of becoming a florist, and in 1936, Beecroft was a tranquil enclave of genteel houses with private tennis courts and the lush gardens he loved14. Charles and Dulcie’s fourth child, Joan, was born not long after the move. Dulcie learned to play golf and tennis. The children played in an enormous grassy yard overlooking peaceful orchards and farmland. And their house on Boronia Avenue rang with laughter and ease and comfort.


However, after two years, Charles’ guilt over his mother resurfaced. Although his children visited Nellie during their school vacations, the old lady was lonely. Dulcie contended it would be simplest to just bring Nellie to them in Beecroft. But Charles could not take the old lady out of her marital home. He proposed using some of their savings to renovate and extend his mother’s Marrickville cottage to create space for them all to live together there.


Dulcie wept and stormed, but Charles, with one of his rare bursts of implacability, was adamant. A taxi truck came wheezing along Boronia Avenue and stopped outside number 29. All of their furniture and books and clothes and pillows and toys were piled into it. They went back. And something in Charles and Dulcie’s marriage broke.
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James Kichenside (rear) pictured with his younger sisters Joan (front left) and Nola (right) in 1938. The family had spent two years in Sydney’s tranquil northern suburbs before returning in 1938 to live with James’ grandmother in Marrickville [Kichenside family collection].



* * *


Nellie Kichenside’s cottage at 46 Roseby Street, barely two bedrooms and a kitchen, groaned dreadfully with the admission of another six residents. The impact was perhaps greatest on eight-year-old James.


Charles brought men in to build on a new bedroom and extra living space, and the family’s modest savings disappeared into a maw of joists, nails, paint and plaster. But shoe-horning seven people into the cottage in comfort remained a physical impossibility. Nellie, as matriarch and house owner, had the bedroom with the fireplace off the kitchen. Charles and Dulcie squeezed into the tiny front room. Nola, aged five, three-year-old Joan, and teenage Valda bunked in the new bedroom at the back of the house. However, there was nowhere for young James but the back porch.


Desperate to save the last of his money and sanity, Charles sent the costly tradesmen away and enlisted a neighbour, Frederick ‘Rowly’ Rowlands, to enclose the veranda for his son. The World War I veteran was an amateur carpenter and used old windows and plastic sheeting to create James’ bedroom. But when it rained, the whole construct leaked, and any breeze made it shiver with draughts. The boy had no privacy and nowhere quiet to study. Anyone wanting to use the outhouse had to pass through this makeshift bedroom. And at night, his parents’ voices, sometimes raised but mostly cold and acrimonious, invaded his dreams through the thin walls. As the shadow of World War II descended on Sydney and the de Havilland Moths looped over the aerodrome, James Kichenside lay awake and dreamed of flying away.




CHAPTER 2










FLIGHT DREAMS




It may be hard for an egg to turn into a bird: it would be a jolly 
sight harder for it to learn to fly while remaining an egg.


– C.S. Lewis



While his glimpses of airplanes through the fence at Mascot aerodrome fed James Kichenside’s fantasies of a life beyond Roseby Street, the simple plywood and cloth flying machines also stoked another fire within his young soul: the craving for adventure.
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Established as a private aerodrome in 1919 and acquired by the Commonwealth government in 1923, Mascot Aerodrome played host to some of the great pioneers of early Australian aviation. The site was within walking distance of James Kichenside’s home in Marrickville in the 1930s [Alamy, image ID: PA670J]



As he and his mates crowded up to the barrier to watch the seemingly frail aircraft lifting so coolly into the air, James watched them spiral out of sight and wondered what far-flung destinations they might be roaring toward. Mascot was a place of infinite possibility, and one which had seen its share of great aviation moments. Ross and Keith Smith had landed their Vickers Vimy at the aerodrome in 1920 to celebrate winning the great air race from London to Darwin1. Charles Kingsford Smith – after whom the airfield was re-christened in 1936 – had taken off from Mascot with Charles Ulm in 1927 to circumnavigate Australia in a Bristol Tourer, and returned in triumph ten days later2. Aviatrix Nancy Bird enrolled at Kingsford Smith’s flying school at Mascot in 1932, aged just seventeen, and two years later became the youngest Australian woman to hold a pilot’s licence3.
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Sir Charles Kingsford Smith (left), with Charles Ulm (right), Harry Lyon and James Warner, completed the first crossing of the Pacific Ocean by air in 1928. In 1936, the Mascot Aerodrome was renamed Sydney Kingsford Smith Airport in his honour [Charles T.P Ulm collection of historical aviation photographs, ca. 1920-1934, image ID: FL1052943. Courtesy of the Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales].



[image: #image]


In 1935, at 19 years of age, Nancy Bird became the youngest Australian woman to gain a commercial pilot’s licence. She took her first flying lesson with Sir Charles Kingsford Smith at Mascot aerodrome in August 1933 [Alamy, image ID: DY0G41].



Pilot’s licence...those were magical words. The local lads all had dreams of what they would do if they had one: fly to school every day suggested one wag. Fly all the way to the North Pole, enthused another. But for the Marrickville boys, the cost of flying lessons and earning that precious licence – more than two hundred pounds, more than most of their fathers earned in a whole year – meant the dream had little more substance than the wispy white clouds streaking the blue sky above their heads.


But the outbreak of war brought yet more aircraft to Mascot to feed their fascination, and for some, like James Kichenside, the dream simply refused to fade.


In the late 1930s, Australia had seemed on the cusp of a new era of stability and achievement following the trials of the Great Depression. Assisted immigration from Britain was reintroduced, a direct radiotelephone link established between Canberra and Washington DC, and the 1938 British Empire Games were held in Sydney with Australia leading the medal tally. Robert Gordon Menzies became Prime Minister in 1939 after the sudden death of Joseph Lyons. But Menzies was in power for just four months when, on September 3, 1939, Australia followed Britain in declaring war on Germany following its invasion of Poland. World War II had begun.


Suddenly there were soldiers in Sydney’s streets – infantrymen in khaki, sailors in cocked hats, and airmen in smart navy blue. American accents mingled with the broad Australian, and shouts about Japan and Nazism echoed from newsboys on street corners. There were ration books and blackouts and air raid drills. The 1942 national austerity campaigned urged all Australians to tighten their belts: to consume less, make do, and, according to new Prime Minister John Curtin, ‘strip every luxurious impulse’4. James’ mother Dulcie concocted pies and stews from cheap cuts of meat and blemished vegetables, squeezed a few chickens into the tiny back yard and grew beans on a trellis against the fence. She took a job in a local store as thousands of men enlisted and women joined the war effort on the home front. But Dulcie also determinedly kept up appearances, curling her dark hair and rouging her cheeks before any outing. She refused to give up her beloved golf and her pretty white sports skirts and shoes. Her son watched her grimly hanging on to her dreams and standards, and clung equally grimly to his own.


With his job in communications, Charles Kichenside had a protected role exempted from service. He still took the train every day to the massive sandstone edifice of the General Post Office, and James went with him on Saturdays, earning pennies by delivering telegrams. Sydney was taking the threat of Japanese attack extremely seriously, and the GPO was partially encased in timber cladding, with loudspeakers mounted on the faςade and the clock tower dismantled to make the building less distinctive5. Charles was an air raid warden too: a very important job, even if he was not in khaki. James was proud of his father, who, when he was the same age as James was now, had been financially supporting his entire family. James could not help knowing how the disastrous renovations at Roseby Street had hurt his father, and why then he could not have the bike he wanted, or his sisters the ballet and piano lessons they hankered after: and why flying lessons were out of the question. It was a confusing sensation for the boy, with his admiration for his father tainted by the unrest at home, and his guilty attraction to the dark-blue airmen’s uniforms while he trudged the streets delivering telegrams.
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The General Post Office in Martin Place, Sydney, pictured in c. 1901. The Victorian Italian Renaissance style building was constructed over 25 years from 1866 and is now listed on New South Wales and Commonwealth heritage registers. The GPO served as the headquarters of Australia Post until 1996 [City of Sydney Archives, image ID: A-00018719].



* * *


In 1942, Singapore and New Guinea fell to the advancing Japanese, and the war finally reached Australia. Broome and Darwin were assailed from the air, and in May 1942, Japanese midget submarines attacked Sydney Harbour. Twelve-year-old James began to change. He had always been a clever child – while at school in Beecroft, he had been promoted from second up to third class, and in his last two years of junior school at Marrickville West, he competed enthusiastically, despite conceding a year in age to most of his classmates. But when he completed his final primary year, in 1941, the headmaster sent a letter to the boy’s parents advising to keep him back a year before starting high school: to let him mature a little more before the rigors of senior education.


James’ hot pride was stung. He protested furiously at the prospect of repeating a year he had sailed through academically. His mother hesitated, but his father, seeing a growing jut in the boy’s chin and a new steel in his eyes, conceded. So James went on to Kogarah High School unimpeded, graduating twenty-eighth of 160 in his Intermediate Certificate class and earning a place at Sydney Technical High School in Paddington for his final two years of education. He was even made a prefect at both schools, despite openly admitting a growing preference for sport over study.
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Sydney Technical High School First XI cricket team, 1947. James Kichenside (front row, second from right) had captained the Second XI to a premiership in 1945 at age 15, and been promoted to the First XI as a talented pace bowler [Kichenside family collection].



With prefect badges on his blazers, James Kichenside’s burgeoning leadership talents were clear on the sports field too. As atomic bombs fell on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, he captained the Sydney Technical High Second XI cricket team to the High Schools’ premiership. In 1947, he was promoted to the First XI as a promising medium-fast bowler. Charles Kichenside, who had been a handy amateur cricketer himself, vowed never to chastise the boy again for practising his bowling against the front wall of the house. Perhaps cricket was the boy’s ticket out of the greyness of suburban life.


But Charles also wanted to see James finish school well. He supported his son’s subject choices of mathematics, English, physics, and chemistry – even French – hoping it would it would lead to a secure, well-paying job such as his own at the GPO. But the boy’s health faltered as he neared the crucial final examinations. He was riven with discomfort from wisdom teeth which refused to emerge properly. And the crowded house and his draughty bedroom meant quiet and peace for serious study was virtually unobtainable. The result – he did not receive a matriculation certificate.


Back in 1938, as his parents warred over leaving the house in Beecroft, James had been excited at the prospect of moving back to Marrickville to live with his beloved grandmother. Now, when it was raining into his bedroom or he made Saturday afternoon walks to the airfield fence, he vowed again to escape, to make something of himself – to somehow spread his wings and fly.




CHAPTER 3










THE DREAM FULFILLED




No one should negotiate their dreams. 
Dreams must be free to fly high.


- Jesse Jackson



Options seemed limited for a boy leaving school without a matriculation certificate in 1947. War-time prime minister John Curtin and his successor Ben Chifley’s command economy had driven Australian unemployment to record lows, and with a queue of returned servicemen crowding into jobs before him, the boy seemed destined for difficult times1. But James Kichenside – who now liked to be known as Jim – was, like his father, resourceful, energetic and proud. He caddied at the local golf course, ran deliveries for the local butcher, and at night, carried trays of ice-cream at the Hoyts Marrickville cinema. When the big spenders came in to the theatre with their flash girlfriends, Jim always seemed to get their tips. He was clean-cut and deferential, but with a puckish twinkle in his eye that instinctively drew people to him.


Jim was also a great favourite with his uncle, Edwin ‘Ted’ Boyter, who had married Dulcie’s sister Eileen and lived at Woodburn on the New South Wales north coast. Dulcie had been the ninth of her father James Rutherford’s eleven children, and when she was just six years old, her mother had died while giving birth, leaving little Dulcie to be raised by her elder sisters. Dulcie and Eileen had always been close and, before World War II broke out, Dulcie would take her children to spend every summer on the Boyter farm. While the Kichensides had little spare cash, Ted Boyter had made big money in dairying: by the mid-1930s, he owned three farms and was conspicuous in sleepy Woodburn for the big shiny American car he drove. His only son, Jack, was a strapping lad who appeared destined to follow in his father’s footsteps – a good student, Boy Scout, and President of the Woodburn Junior Farmers club. When World War II came, twenty-two year-old Jack became Lance-Sergeant Boyter, combat instructor with the 41st Australian Infantry Battalion AIF2. But when he returned to the farm in 1945, it was with the shock announcement that he would not be staying – he intended to join the police force in the dirty metropolis of Sydney.


Jack’s decision devastated Ted Boyter. While his daughter Marie was a handy lass who worked hard on the farm, Ted was desperate to hand his agricultural enterprise on to a male relative. He had taken a great fancy to young Jim during the summers the boy spent at the farm, and now wrote to Dulcie offering to put the boy through agricultural college with a view to joining Ted at the dairy. The lures were all there. The Boyter family were wealthy, established and respected. Jim would receive a first-class education and a guaranteed future. But Dulcie did not miss the stricken look that flashed through the boy’s eyes when the proposal was put to him. He lowered his head, then looked up at her with a burning gaze, half proud, half pleading. ‘Money isn’t everything, Mother,’ he said. ‘I’d rather be broke and happy than do something that makes me miserable.’


Dulcie decided not to tell Charles that.


* * *


While confident he did not want to be a dairy farmer, and despite the school guidance counsellor noting the boy’s ‘strong drive to succeed’ on his final report, Jim Kichenside left school in 1947 with little idea of what to do next.


He toyed with the idea of going to night school to redo his Matriculation, then answered an advertisement for a trainee accountant with the Saywell companies in the city. The Saywell family, originally from Nottinghamshire, England, had prospered in Australia from investments in mining, wine, tramways and real estate3. Jim got the job and took it with typical doggedness, going to night school four times a week and hanging on a train strap to the office every day.


One of his daily tasks at Saywells was preparing a brief on stock exchange trends from the financial columns in the newspapers. Tuesday, April 26, 1949, was an ordinary day, but on that day, this menial office chore was to change his life.


Jim permitted himself a peep at the back pages of the Sydney Morning Herald as he trawled through share prices and bond options. Among the accounts of South Sydney trouncing Manly Warringah in rugby league and Roman Step winning the Handicap at Randwick, was a small advertisement featuring a picture of a fresh-faced pilot4.


‘Think you'd make a flier?’


Jim sat very still. He could not move or take his eyes from the boy in the flying suit grinning up out of the paper. The stylised lad looked no older than himself. A real, actual, genuine boy pilot.


‘Fly with the RAAF! Aircrew Trainees Wanted!’


Heart beating like a hammer, the boy glanced around the office to see if anyone was watching. He dared not tear the advertisement from the page, but he took a pencil, wiped his sweating palms on his trousers, and, very quietly, began to copy the advertisement onto a ledger pad. Then he folded the page over and over into a tiny square and shoved it deep into his trouser pocket.


He was a disciplined boy, and he did not look at the tightly folded note again until he had alighted from the train that evening at Tempe Station. Again, he cast a guilty glance around the crowds as he reached into his pocket and fingered the precious paper. He left the station for the short twilight walk home, crossed the cricket field without a glance, then broke into a run, satchel bouncing against his hip and his stiff collar threatening to choke him.


Tonight, he did not go home. He ran all the way up the hill to nearby Richardson’s Lookout, where he flung himself, panting, upon his favourite bench. It was a clear evening and across the murky river, Mascot Aerodrome spread out before him, its runways like a great map of a new world. He finally pulled the paper from his pocket and smoothed it across his knee, re-read the words he had already committed to memory:


‘Here is your opportunity to win your wings and take off on a new career —in the air! If you are between 18 and 23, and fit, apply now for selection as trainee Pilot or Navigator.’


[image: #image]


Royal Air Force pilot Douglas Bader lost both legs in a flying accident in 1931. He returned to fly with the RAF in 1939 and was credited with more than 22 aerial victories in World War II [Alamy, image ID: B4TD6B].



‘Win your wings...’ He tasted the words like wine. The old litany of the names of legendary pilots began to roll through his head like tickertape: Charles Kingsford Smith, Bert Hinkler, Charles Ulm. And the fighter aces his father had read aloud about from the papers during the war: Douglas Bader, who had flown in the Battle of Britain with two prosthetic legs; Clive Caldwell, who’d come out of the war with more kills than any other Australian airman...


‘If selected you will be able to make flying your career under the most attractive conditions — liberal scale of pay and allowances, free uniforms, accommodation, medical and dental care, and all the regular benefits of the RAAF.’


Darkness was beginning to drift down. The sinking sun made the distant wings of the planes shine. He tasted the words again: liberal...free...attractive...benefits...The boy had never blamed his parents for the discomforts of the Roseby Street years, but he had never silenced the inner monologue that told him one day he would leave. He walked home in time for dinner, and in the regular confusion, nobody noticed his unusual silence.


[image: #image]


Flying Curtiss P-40 Tomahawks and Kittyhawks in North Africa and the Pacific, RAAF air ace Clive Caldwell shot down more than 28 enemy aircraft during World War II [image ID: FL1712955, courtesy of the Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales].



The next day, he went to see ‘Mister Tom’ Saywell to hand in his notice. He told the old man he had a dream to be a fighter pilot. The old man looked at the eager young face across the shiny mahogany desktop, then extended a wiry hand and said, ‘We’ll be sorry to lose you, son, but you have my blessing.’


It was then that the boy concluded he ought to tell his parents what he’d done.


Their reactions were not what he expected. His mother, normally so passionate, consented almost at once, but his mild-mannered father leapt out of his armchair like he’d sat on a porcupine. ‘What you’ve got to think about, son, is security!’ he barked. ‘Saywells – it’s a job for life! You’ll have money, a nice house, steak for supper every night if you want it!’


But the boy could not stop himself. ‘And when I’m 65, IT1 get a gold watch then die a year later?’ he retorted. ‘That’s not what I want out of life, Dad. I have a dream – and I don’t want to regret not following it.’


It was a blow, but not a fatal one. Charles shot back immediately, ‘You’re not 21 yet -1 won’t sign anything. You’re making a big mistake, going for the glamour of the uniform.’


The boy’s denial was immediate, although behind his back, he guiltily crossed his fingers. He had seen the way men (and women) stopped in the street to shake the hands of the boys in blue during the war, to admire them like they were winged demigods.


That night, the boy lay on his cot in the dark and waited for the voices to filter through the walls, sure there would be a new pitch in the rancour. But the door opened softly and Nola came padding onto the porch in her long nightgown. His bed springs creaked as she perched on the edge.


Are you here to holler at me?’ he said gruffly. He knew she would have heard every word of the earlier row – the neighbours up the street probably had too.


‘Silly.’ She tweaked his big toe through the blankets, making him squirm. ‘Anyway, sssh.’ Her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘I just came to say: whatever you do, don’t get killed, alright?’


‘Huh?’


‘Just stay alive, okay? If you die, you’ll break Mother’s heart.’ And she was gone.


* * *


There were 1200 applicants from all over Australia for the RAAF No. 4 Training Course in 1949. The boy kept a poker face at home, but his insides were churning. The application forms had asked only for an Intermediate pass, but he was sure his lack of a Matric would count against him. He had been a prefect throughout high school, and a premiership-winning cricket captain – would that help? Then, what if his father would not sign his application? And the question that churned in him worst of all – he had never set foot near a real aircraft: would that be the killer blow?


It was not. Dulcie persuaded Charles to sign the papers, and on July 12, 1949, Jim was invited to the RAAF base at Bradfield Park in north Sydney for two days of IQ tests, physical aptitude trials, interviews and medicals5. The result came in the form of a yellow telegram, like the many he had delivered as a child.


‘Selected — depart in 10 days — notify acceptance immediately.’


The boy would never know, but the assessors had scrawled in big letters across his papers, ‘Good type – LOOK!’6


There was a muted dinner at home to celebrate. Jim kept catching Nola’s eye across the crowded table; his father said almost nothing.


The train to Melbourne from Sydney’s Central Station had dozens of other recruits on board, all travelling second class. The boy had never been so far from home before. They all slept where they sat, and shared bags of candy and packets of sandwiches and tall stories.


At Spencer Street station in the heart of Melbourne, there was no time to gape at the grand buildings and crowds. There were three-tonne trucks with canvas covers waiting outside the station, and the young men were all bundled into the backs for the journey to the flight training school at Point Cook. The boy nudged the lad beside him in the fusty darkness and murmured, ‘What are they trying to do, hide us from the enemy or stop us from changing our minds?’




CHAPTER 4










FLEDGLINGS




Every take-off is optional. Every landing is mandatory.


- Pilot’s adage


No. 1 Flying Training School


RAAF Base Point Cook, Victoria


January 1950



‘Switch on!’


It was a bull’s roar, right behind his head. Heart hammering, he reached up and flicked the little toggle up; in its leather and sheepskin flying glove, his hand felt heavy as lead.


Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the instructor wave his own gloved hand nonchalantly at his assistant, who stepped in and neatly swung the prop. The engine sputtered and growled to life. The whole floor of the plane was vibrating with the sound; through the leather helmet, his ears were full of noise. The boy wondered how such a small, cheerful-looking machine could make so much racket.


Then the chocks were jerked away and they were moving. His heart leapt up into his throat – with the plane’s nose tilted up, he could see nothing out the front but sky and distant treetops. God, if he hit something before they even took off He knew all the other lads were watching – some of them already had years of flying experience, and he felt the weight of that like a stone in his stomach.
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