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JOHN WILLIES

DIARY

Prologue
This is the diary of an only child brought up in Brixton, London from
1917 onwards.
It is doubtful if the lack of siblings altered ones life - I had no conscience
of sadness from being the only one. Initially the activities of a war concentrated
attention from boredom.
My parents were seriously devoted to their church and I was invoked
into the same course thereby picking similar believers as school chums.
Such devotion lasted for many years. I was not interested in girls, leading
therefore to Fred Williams who had similar christian principles and a
misogomist. Although we decided to set up together running a poultry
farm there was no sexual attraction between us, it was purely our religious
belief that brought us together. Neither of us were happy with our home life
and like many young people after trying various avenues we both landed up
in the Air Force and eventually both married.
From a bachelor to being married and from a sincere christian to an
agnostic.
So in life we meet times when decisions have led in due course to
episodes we would not have anticipated.
Turning points in my life have been initiated by the meeting of Cyril
Hopper who enabled me to join the RAC and Bill Foley who enabled me to
be employed when I was redundant at 61 and continue employment until
70!
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1917-1925
How far back does your memory go? Memory is one of our most
treasured possessions which can either bring contented thoughts or the reverse.
When circumstances permit we can indulge in happy memories or endeavour
to forget our infamous experiences.
Most of our activities consist of the humdrum routine of living providing
us with a surfeit of stories which we delight in encapsulating to our associates.
We invariably enhance these anecdotes to ensure the recipient appreciates
the importance of the tale.
My earliest recollection takes me back to the age of three when I went
hand in hand with my father down some area steps in Lambeth to find
accommodation. This was No. 7 Aldebert Terrace, South Lambeth. A
lady came to the door who later turned out to be our landlady by the name
of Mrs. Bennet. Although I was unaware of it at the time our family had just
left Rye where I was born and my father had obtained employment with the
Metropolitan Water Board as a steam crane driver. His previous job had
been an engine driver on a small local railway in Rye.
There was a self-contained flat consisting of two rooms on the middle
floor and this was occupied by two spinsters who did dressmaking in the
front room. The flat on the top floor was taken by my family consisting of
Mum, Dad and myself. I learnt later in life that I had a brother who died
shortly after birth.
The ladies in the flat below frequently had a visitor who arrived in a
Rolls Royce and this was a client for their dressmaking business - so I had to
be quiet for a time.
The 1914 - 1918 war was ensuing at this time but I can only remember
two episodes one of which was to peep out of the basement window and to
see an airship ablaze in the sky. We all spent time in the basement during
air-raids. I can also remember my mother leaving me in a pushchair in
Battersea Park to run away and collect leaflets which were being dropped
from a Zeppelin. My mother was obviously interested in the subject matter
of the leaflet and I learnt over the years that she hated the Kaiser.
Aldebert Terrace connected Albert Square with the South Lambeth
Road and little traffic interrupted playing rounders or cricket in the street
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unless a policeman approached. In fact a policeman lived next door to us
and another lived in a top flat in Albert Square. Occasionally I went to tea
with this bobby who used to teach me conjuring tricks.

No. 7 Aldebert Terrace, South Lambeth, SW8
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An Italian had a small taxi business immediately opposite our house
and he would provide ball races from old engines for myself and other boys
to make scooters. The ball races took the place of wheels and although
they made rather a noise on the pavement the scooters cost very little.
These were superceded by more costly ones with spoked wheels and rubber
tyres but I never acquired this more costly model. I did possess an iron
hoop which was propelled by a small piece of iron with a hook at the end.
One ran with the hoop and could position it with some precision sometimes
to the consternation of shoppers in South Lambeth Road.
A useful tool to hit your friends on the head was the blown-up pigs
bladder on the end of a stick and a french letter having a small hole and filled
with water made a cheap water pistol. Then there was the spinning peg-top
made of boxwood which kept spinning by being constantly struck with a
piece of string on a stick. And in the road, rounders, hot rice and cricket
was often played with little interference from traffic but the sight of a policeman
would render a call of copper to put a temporary suspension on play.
Policemen were more friendly to us children possibly because it was part of
their job to escort us across the main roads after school. We could throw
snowballs at them when their backs were turned.
On Sunday mornings there was a stretch of Clapham Road presumably
measured out where one plain clothes policeman would stand unobtrusively
on the pavement at one end and wave his handkerchief to another at the far
end on the opposite side of the road when a motorist passed who might be
exceeding the speed limit. The second officer would examine his stop watch
and if it showed the motorist had been speeding a uniformed officer would
walk out and stop the motorist who would then be confronted with the
evidence from the other two and presumably charged. A cumbersome and
pedantic operation which I sometimes used to watch.
One favourite occupation was to cadge a lift by hanging on to the
tailboard of passing lorries to hitch a lift and it was not an uncommon sight
to see three or four children hanging on then crossing the road to get a lift
back.
An Italian Taxi proprietor across the road had a daughter about the
same age as myself and when I was about six my father caught me exposing
myself to her in our back alley. I was chased home and severely admonished
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with the power of God not having anything to do with boys who did such
things. My parents were strictly religious and attended Christ Church of
England in the Brixton Road, needless to say I had to attend the Sunday
School.
At the appropriate age I attended Hackford Road Elementary School
and only a few memories remain with me concerning those days. During
arithmetic lessons the form teacher, a Mr. Parker would walk up and down
between the desks playing his violin and I would often walk home with a boy
named Ernest Spirity. We would call in the local tuck shop and while the
proprietor was not looking Spirity would pinch an egg from an open bowl on
the counter - this egg would be thrown through an open window in Durand
Gardens on the way home. Later in life I met Spirity who had become a
signaller on the London Underground.
I can recollect going on a school outing from this school to the Empire
Exhibition at Wembley and the outstanding things which I recollect about
this exhibition were the enormity of the place. There was a Neverstop
railway with individual carriages running high above the road driven by a
varying pitch worm gear running at intervals in the middle of the track to lift
the carriages a little higher. At the stations the worm gear was of fine pitch
to slow the movement down so people could get on or off. Another
highlight was in a theatre with a sophisticated model of Zeebrugge harbour
on the stage. Model ships moved across the water searchlights displayed
and guns appeared to fire with explosions on land in an attempt to portray
the Attack on Zeebrugge. This was most impressive but when I came out
of the theatre with another boy we had lost the party and he began to cry. I
bought him an ice cream and when we arrived back at our school my ice
cream had melted in my satchel and ran down my leg. (Funny things to
remember).
About this time an Aunt Lucy MacDougal arrived in England with her
two sons Ian and William from South Georgia. Mr. MacDougal was a
Meteorological Observer employed by the Argentine Government on the
Island of South Georgia. The family lived in a wooden hut in which my two
cousins were born. There was no British Administration on the Island so
both births had to be registered when they arrived later in the Falkland
Island. Ian the elder of the two was the first British boy to be born on the
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island and neither had mixed with other children. They stayed with us in the
flat for a few weeks and I had rather a rough time being bitten, scratched
and pummelled. I learnt that when they arrived in Southampton and saw
someone with an umbrella they thought it was Ernest Shackeltons because
that was the only one they had seen before. I was not sorry when they were
both sent to a School at Bushy, Hertfordshire. Aunt Lucy was very nice
and I remember her taking me to a Burns Night doo at the Royal Albert
Hall.
I had another Aunt who was in service somewhere in Earls Court - this
was Aunt Hellen who could play the mandolin which she brought periodically
to play to us at home. She was in service for a Mr. and Mrs. Lempfert. Mr.
Lempfert worked in the Met. Office in Kingsway and Mrs. Lempfert taught
the violin at the Royal Academy of Music and ran the Virtuoso String Quartet
under the name of Miss Marjory Hayward which performed frequently on
the Wireless.
Mrs. Lempfert gave me a violin with a bow and case so my parents
arranged for lessons with a lady by the name of Miss Stout about a mile
away near Camberwell Road. I was then subjected to practising for half an
hour each day. I subsequently obtained three certificates and two prizes for
violin playing with the Trinity College of Music. Miss Stout also formed an
orchestra among her pupils and I recollect playing at a concert in Aid of St.
Dunstans at a Hall in the Old Kent Road. There were two occasions when
Mrs. Lempfert took me out to tea in her Talbot car after which we went to
the Royal Academy of Music and I became a pupil on whom Mrs. Lempfert
demonstrated teaching to her students.
Brixton was not an unpleasant place to live and the prominent
entertainment consisted of rides on the trams, visits to the Science and
Natural History Museums, the River Embankment, Brockwell Park and
Clapham Common.
My greatest attraction was a visit to the Science Museum which meant
travelling on the underground from Stockwell (which had moving stairs
installed!) to South Kensington then a fair walk through a subway. Entrance
to the museum was free and it contained a multitude of exhibits which could
be operated by oneself. Memories of those visits remain with me - what a
marvellous place.
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During the day one could travel all the way on one tram for twopence
and anywhere on the trams all over London for sixpence for the day (One
shilling for adults). This was specially interesting because the usual connection
between the North and South trams was by means of a tunnel from the
embankment, the first stop being Aldwych the next being Kingsway then
climb up to the open air. These were double-decker trams numbers 31, 33
and 35 and it was quite exciting to be upstairs right in the front. All other
trams in London North of the Thames had odd numbers and those South
of the Thames had even numbers. Then there was the Underground and
so far as I remember Stockwell was the first station to have moving stairs
and I, like others, would buy the cheapest ticket just to go up and down the
moving stairs.
The London fog was unique and at times bringing traffic to a halt and
an eerie silence. The intensity could prevent seeing objects more than three
feet ahead. It was necessary to wear a scarf over the mouth and feel the way
along the side of the pavement.
We did have an annual holiday staying in Yarmouth with my
grandmother who had seven cottages in St. Georges Road and these were
designated Withers Place with a plaque on the wall. My father had been
brought up in Yarmouth and at one time employed as a stoker on the
Revolving Tower. This was a lattice tower having a round observation
platform which ascended and revolved when it was at the top. One day it
stopped revolving and would not descend and my father had to give the
sightseers a firemans lift and carry them down.
The tower never revolved after that and was eventually dismantled
during the 1914-1918 war because it was a good landmark.
Initially we travelled to Yarmouth by train which used to stop at St.
Olives Station to pick up a pilot driver who would slowly take the train over
St. Olives bridge. At this crossing the river was only a few feet below the
train. After crossing, the pilot descended without stopping the train and
away it went to Southdown Station where we would get a horse and carriage
to St. Georges Road.
Later our journeys to Yarmouth were taken in coaches because they
were cheaper than the trains. These coaches were known as Busy Bee
Coaches and they were some of the first to incorporate a toilet and washroom

10

at the back.
It was always my job on the holiday to run down to the bakers before
breakfast to get the hot rolls. Other things that stick in my mind about the
holidays were helping the milkman in his pony and trap, helping the lady
with the deck chairs on the beach, going for coach rides and boat trips on
the broads.

1925 - 1935
It was now time to sit the eleven-plus exam. One of my classmates
passed to attend Christs Hospital School in Sussex, others to a school in
Streatham and myself to the Reay Central School which in reality concerned
itself with Commercial subjects such as Shorthand, Typing, Book-keeping
and Commerce.

Reay Central School, North Brixton
The Reay Central School was excellent inasmuch as the discipline was
good - not a scrap of paper or match in the playground and generally likeable
teachers. I was a bit of a rebel refusing to learn History (mostly dates) as I

11

thought it was useless so I achieved 5% in History, 100% for Algebra and
85% for Maths. I did quite well in Science which was mostly Physics. In
retrospect it appears the good marks reflected the way it was taught and the
likeability of the teacher.

About this time Wireless was coming into its own and Dad bought a
Crystal Set with a pair of earphones. The Crystal was fitted at the end of
see more exam papers at end of book
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a glass tube about two inches long and the other end had a metal grip with a
small piece of coiled wire called a Catswhisker. A new Crystal would cost
about six pence. This was fitted on the top of a nice box which contained a
coil and terminals. One wore the headphones and fiddled with the Catswhisker
so that it touched the best place on the Crystal to receive a transmission.
Just after midnight when I was in bed we heard one of the first transmissions
from America, or so we were told. Between the talking one could hear the
sound of a bell which my mother said was the sound of bell-buoys being
picked up crossing the Atlantic! Like most people we graduated to a Valve
set with a horn loudspeaker (either made by Brown or Amplion) plus 2volt accumulator, a Grid-Bias battery and a 120 volt high tension. There
were also plug-in coils for the valve set and these would cost about two
shillings the various types giving different stations. The accumulator which
could be recharged cost over one pound, the high tension about ten shillings.
To receive any transmissions it was essential to have an aerial consisting of a
length of wire strung across the room near the ceiling and then a wire to a
gas pipe to act as an earth. The loudest station was London 2LO and if you
were lucky Paris. That was the highlight of my enjoyment at home vowing
with Dad to get the loudest reception.
I was keenly interested in Science, Maths and Typing at school but
book-keeping, shorthand, French and Commerce I found heavy going The
typing was taught as touch typing; the keyboard being covered and ones
fingers worked from a homing position.
I had two very good friends at school, Roger Pocock and Charles Hamley.
Roger lived with his younger brother and his aunt locally and Charles Hamley
lived in Dulwich Road at Brixton. At school Charles was given the job of
selling cakes at breaktime and I used to assist him. He came from an
undenominational religious family and was closely associated with a Mission
Hall in Dulwich which I periodically attended with him on Sundays.
When Charles Hamley left school he initially obtained a job in a Lawyers
Office in Lincolns Inn for two years and then a very interesting job in the
mineralogical department of the Natural History Museum at South
Kensington. Unfortunately he acquired Multiple Sclerosis and for four
years his Wife May Hamley drove him to and from the museum to work
until he became bedridden and died at the age of 53.
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While at school I was attending a Sunday school class each Sunday
afternoon at Christ Church North Brixton. There were two Sunday schools
attached to this church, one of which was connected with a Church of
England school about half a mile away. The Superintendents of these schools
were bachelors, one by the name of Moore who worked as a representative
for the Norwich Union and the other was a Mr. Bulow who worked in the
City.
Christ Church was a very low church with no altar or candles and had
an evangelical bias. You must be born again in this establishment or life
isnt worth living.
Being attached mainly to this church involved a number of activities
one of which was to proclaim Christ by means of shouting out biblical texts
for about fifteen minutes in Mowll Street adjacent to the Church just before
the Sunday evening service. I must admit I had a very loud voice. I joined
the Campaigners which is a Christian Youth Organisation inaugurated by
the Rev. Colin Kerr in Spitafields, London. The units consisted of Clans and
I wore a kilt. I became an Attainer which meant a leader of about 8 boys.
The organisation was similar to the Scouts and Guides but with a greater
Christian bias. I attended a Camp on the Isle of Wight with boys from
many other Clans.
When I was twelve I learnt that a boy by the name of Jack Knowles
would be attending my Sunday school class and also coming to the Reay
Central School. From then on I was infatuated by this boy - had he taken
Jesus as his Saviour and has he got a second birthday? Well I fell in love
with this boy although he had no affection for me at all. We had been on
Sunday school outings together and sometimes I would be enthralled to sit
next to him in church on Sunday evenings. In fact I loved this boy for about
seven years until we went our separate ways. I suppose it might have been
a strain on him although I went out of my way to respect his privacy but it
certainly was an emotional strain on me during the early part of my life.
Jack Knowles had no sisters, his father worked making artificial limbs at
Richmond and his mother did a bit of casual acting in the West End. Neither
were connected with the church. A number of people working in the acting
profession lived in Brixton at this time.
My musical ability had declined it being fairly obvious I could not make
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a living playing the violin.
When it came to leaving school the school-leavers would congregate
first thing in the morning with copies of the Daily Telegraph to search for
prospective jobs. Then phone for appointments and have a twopenny ride
on the tram to the City to attend an interview.
Interviews for office jobs were fairly plentiful. I went for one at Clapham
Common for Avon the scent people. This involved taking shorthand and
typing while sitting in front of a large office with numerous girls watching.
Needless to say I did not get that job. Another which I was offered was a
wine importers office near the Tower of London but my parents being strict
abstainers would not allow me to accept the job. The next was an importers
and exporters of scientific instruments viz: Adair Dutt & Co., Ltd. in Victoria
Street. I was interviewed by two very nice Indian gentlemen Messrs Dutt
and Dasgupta. I was offered 12s 6d a week. At the end of the first week
they paid me 15s 0d and I was no longer on trial. There was a certain
amount of anxiety on behalf of my parents worried that I was working for
coloured people but to me they were very nice. Mr. Dutt was the Managing
Director and seemed to have more time to be polite than Mr. Dasgupta who
was the Secretary and invariably busy. I used to answer the incoming calls
and operate a small switch-box, pack up a few small parcels of instruments,
keep the stamps, dash to the post office, make the tea and operate an
Addressograph machine. On Wednesday afternoons I would take Bills of
Lading to shipping offices in the City - that was the best day. The firm had
offices in Calcutta, Bombay and Madras and were agents for the German
firms of Carl Zeiss, Zeiss Ikon and Braun surgical instruments. There were
occasions when I had to meet and take German Reps to hotels while they
stayed in this Country. They were mainly interested in endeavouring to
persuade our Government to purchase a Zeiss Planetarium similar to those
already possessed by other Countries. They were successful years later.
At one time I was sent to the British Hanovia Quartz Lamp Company
to learn about their Ultra Violet lamps as Mr. Dutt thought I might like to
become a Salesman in such equipment but perhaps I was not persuasive
enough.
Eventually Adair Dutt & Co.,Ltd., was taken over by Carl Zeiss (London)
Ltd., and so the staff and equipment moved to Mortimer Street near Oxford
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Circus. Although Messrs. Dutt & Dasgupta remained we were under the
auspices of Carl Zeiss (London) Ltd., with a new boss by the name of Mr.
Degenhardt. In an adjacent office was a Mr. Peeling who was the Managing
Director of Zeiss Ikon. Here was a new discipline working from nine until
six and Saturdays until one. All the staff signed an attendance book with a
line drawn at nine oclock. Those who arrived late were interrogated by a
Miss Smythe who sat a little higher than the rest surveying all like a
headmistress.
Our office staff consisted of a junior clerk by the name of Shepherd
who used to vent his feelings on me quite often. However he eventually
joined the Air Force and I took his place in the office. It was not long before
he called in at the office in his uniform and made me envious of the leave
and pay conditions in the Air Force. This undoubtedly influenced me to
join later.
One of my jobs in the office was to keep card index records of the
scientific and surgical instruments held by the three Indian offices. This was
difficult to maintain up-to-date because of stock in transit and delay in invoicing
the various customers by the Indian offices. I think Mr. Dutt realized this
and took a laissez faire attitude but did not show it.
I was also involved in supplying Hospitals in the British Isles with surgical
instruments mostly made by B. Braun of Melsungen, Germany. These
consisted of Sphygmomanometers, Syringes and Plaster of Paris Bandages.
It was noticeable that after holiday weekends orders for bandages would be
prolific especially from King Georges Hospital, Ilford due to the accidents
on the Eastern Avenue which had not been open long.
I was assisted in the office by a nice shorthand typist by the name of
Dorothy Thrift who lived at Croydon.
I was a keen cyclist at this time and in 1932 had a bicycle made to my
specification which included Saxon-Bailey resilient forks and a derailleur
three speed gear. This was purchased through a local cycle stores for £12.10s
paid at 4s.6d per week.
Like many young people I used to cycle to work from Nansen Road,
Clapham to Mortimer Street, a distance of about 5 miles. Invariably I would
meet up with other cyclists and we would endeavour to race each other.
The snag for cyclists were the tram lines especially in wet weather. There
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was the middle line which allowed a shoe on the tram to pick up the current
- fortunately this was not wide enough to accept a 11² cycle tyre but the other
two lines were hazardous to cyclists.
I used to finish work at the office by 6pm and three nights a week
would attend the Battersea Polytechnic to study with a view to attaining
HNC in electrical engineering. However this only lasted for about 3 years
while I obtained some R.S.A. Certificates covering the electrical syllabus.
One other evening in the week I used to assist in a Youth Fellowship at the
Methodist Hall in Battersea. Initially there would be about 400 children
attending a cinema show and I would keep them entertained by monologues
etc., while the films were being changed, after which I ran the gymnasium for
those over 12. I also spent half an hour a week at the gymnasium in the
Polytechnic - this was an excellent gymnasium with all the apparatus necessary
whereas in the Methodist Hall we only had parallel bars, a pommel horse
and plenty of mats.
Sunday mornings I would cycle out into the country on my own leaving
about 7am and back for dinner at 1. My favourite area was Chertsey,
Ashtead and Ottershaw which were quiet country villages with little traffic. I
joined the Cyclists Touring Club which had three categories, The Hard
Riders, The Medium Riders and the Slow Riders. I tried the Medium
Riders but these turned out to be too slow for me as the chaps always
stopped at the brow of the hills to wait for the girls. The Slow Riders spent
more time at the pubs so I decided to tour on my own using the Clubs
handbook for bed and breakfast accommodation. Under this method I
cycled to Gt. Yarmouth stopping at Woodbridge en route. Then across
country to Diss and back to Clapham.
By this time I had palled up with a Fred Williams from a Campaigner
Clan in Peckham. Fred and I had similar interests - leaving school shortly
and not interested in girls. We used to meet frequently and both obtained
employment in offices in London.
Eventually we each purchased small motorcycles, I bought a Coventry
Eagle and Fred a Francis Barnet - these were small two-stroke engines using
a mixture of petrol and oil.
We filled the tank half full of petrol and then half a pint of oil mixing
these up with an egg whisk which we always carried. If oil got to the bottom
4
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of the tank it would clog the carburettor and then the plug. Eventually a
number of garages supplied petroil ready-mixed. We both had a good time
with these machines often meeting and camping at Ottershaw in Surrey.
Fred really wanted to get away from home and be independent. He
lived with his aunt and was not happy and although I lived with my parents
and they were religiously biassed they were often arguing which put me
against marriage. Fred and I decided to settle down together.
We later purchased a Raleigh combination motorcycle - it took us all
one Saturday afternoon to get it started. With this conveyance we used to
go camping at Ottershaw in Surrey - leaving the equipment with the farmer.
We had the whole field and camped the whole year round. We also
did a thousand mile trip round Devon and Cornwall on that combination,
calling in to inspect a poultry farm which was up for sale in Wimborne. We
thought we could make a living running a smallholding especially when the
owner was retiring and living next door willing to tell us the difference between
the cockerels and the hens.
During the following week I read in the Telegraph that poultry farming
was not paying so Fred and I disbanded that idea and decided to run a
London Taxi between us. We then learnt that a nine month course was
needed to obtain a licence from the London County Council. This course
entailed learning the area thoroughly and passing a test. We could not
afford to keep ourselves during this time so we decided to join the London
Fire Brigade. I got as far as the medical and then discovered I needed a
regimental number - not having previously been in the forces I did not have
such a number and this scotched such a job for both of us. Next we would
join the Air Force which is what we did. We both entered for training as
Flight Mechanics and we spent a time together at Henlow in Bedfordshire.
Fred acquired a Levis motorbike and he used to give me a lift to and from
London on weekends off.
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1935-39
The Air Force
Much to the consternation of my parents I joined the Air Force which
would get me away from them and give me a roof over my head. Furthermore
it seemed to offer travel and the possibility of learning a trade. There were
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various grades and trades available. For those already qualified there were
vacancies for Fitters, Armourers, Instrument Makers, Riggers, Photographers,
Wireless Operators, Cooks Clerks and Medical Staff. I could possibly have
enrolled as a Clerk but decided I would like some technical bent so enrolled
as a Mate under training as a Flight Mechanic. The rate of pay always
depended on ones Rank and trade so I had no option but to become an
Aircraftman 2nd Class receiving 2s.0d per day.
On the 18th November 1935 I went to West Drayton where I was
served with a notice of Six Years Regular Air Force Engagement and swore
an Oath of Attestation and given a shilling and a Bible. These formalities
seemed so awesome at the time and makes one wonder if it is really the right
thing to do.
Next it was a real Air Force base at Uxbridge with a secure perimeter
and guards on the gates! Accommodation in a large barrack room on the
2nd floor of one brick-built block. It was warm, sterile with all the basic
requirements. There were other buildings surrounding a very large parade
ground and a large Cookhouse where the recruits dined, a Naafi and a
Gymnasium.
Most of my time here was taken up with other recruits learning various
drill techniques on the parade ground under a drill Sergeant. There must
have been eight of these groups (squads) on parade at any one time with
Sergeants shouting different commands. Then progress was made by drilling
with rifles! There was a hangar in this Station and my squad was taken into
this for a lecture - Low and Behold - there was a real complete aeroplane a Hawker Hind I think. These notable things stick in ones memory.
Towards the end of the drill training there is the Commanding Officers
Inspection in which the smartest recruit was allotted to be The Stick Man.
For the rest of the day the Stick Man sits in the Orderly Room and acts as
a runner. There were two older Ex-Army men in my barrack room who
spent quite a time blanco-ing and polishing my kit and dolling up my backpack to such an extent I became The Stick Man for a day!
Pay day was fortnightly and it turned out only to be 6 days a week pay
as the seventh was retained for an airmans credit and to pay for his compulsory
hair cut. So I got 12 shillings a week generally spent in the Naafi. One was
not allowed out of the camp for the first two weeks. I have been on fatigues
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in the cookhouse and elsewhere and spent two days vaccine-sick due to
innoculations.
Six weeks at Uxbridge and I was posted to Manston in Kent with a
number of others to train as a Mate. At this stage we recruits always
thought of Mates as Gimmees so we would be useful when the tradesmen
said gimmee this and gimmee that. However, that was not so as during the
first two weeks at Manston I learnt sewing and doping. This entailed applying
and stitching Irish Linen to mainplanes then doping them. This was generally
done by Riggers but after two weeks those who were to become Flight
Mechanics concentrated on petrol engines. Two months at Manston also
involved marching, rifle practise and living in a hut with about 24 others.
Next posting was to Henlow in Bedfordshire to train as a Flight Mechanic.
This was a small aerodrome with a few hangars and extensive buildings used
for instructional purposes. The general accommodation for trainees consisted
of a large hutted complex. Discipline was more relaxed here - no rifles, and
dress was usually overalls and a beret.
The first four weeks meant standing at a workbench chiselling two
lumps of cast iron to form a square with a hexagonal hole through the centre
with the second piece formed into a hexagonal male to fit into and through
the first. There were lots of bloody fingers in the first few weeks but surprisingly
one could hit the chisel without looking after much practise. Then there
were engines to take to pieces, propellers to boss, generators, carburettors
and all the theory. This was a most interesting time and with a fine crowd of
chaps from all parts of the British Isles.
Here it was that I caught up with Fred Williams who had bought a
250cc Zenith motorcycle and when our free weekends coincided he would
take me to and from London on the pillion. One Sunday evening I went
along to a Methodist Chapel in Shefford. I had never been to this place
before but while waiting for the service to start I was approached by one of
the Sidesmen who asked me if I would give the sermon as the speaker had
not turned up. This I did without hesitation as I was familiar with such
work in Brixton.
The only time I ever got onto the actual aerodrome at Henlow was for
an Air Officer Commanding Parade. I estimated around 4,000 airmen
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were on the parade and the landing field was the only place large enough to
hold the event.
I never did see into the hangars because they were not used for the
trainees.
This was a time when there was a great expansion scheme taking place
in the Air Force.
Eight months at Henlow and I became a Flight Mechanic and an
Aircraftman first class so my pay increased to 2s. 9d per day. I then applied
for a Fitters Course and stayed at Henlow for another two months learning
more bench work.
No more training and I was posted with a number of others to Manston
aerodrome in Kent again but this time on a Squadron.
Being in a Squadron is like belonging to a family - there are the Officers,
the N.C.Os (Including the Warrant Officer) and the Erks of which I was
one. The Squadron was number 48 just being formed under the expansion
scheme. There must have been about 150 of us consisting of fitters, riggers,
armourers and wireless ops. divided into three flights.
Manston: There were two sides to this aerodrome, the Hutted side and
the buildings situated nearest to Manston Village. The Hutted side consisted
mostly of six lines of about 20 huts each designated A to F. There was a
reasonable size parade ground surrounded by the Naafi, the Cookhouse and
dining rooms and a large gymnasium or drill hall. When there were parades
they were held around the perimeter of the ground as it was said the centre
was unsafe due to subsidence. There were many permanent buildings in
the surrounding area such as the Administrative Block and Offices, a Church,
Hospital, Maintenance Depot, Squash Courts, Hangars for training, a Motor
Transport Section and the Commanding Officers House. The hangars
were used to train mechanics and riggers, mostly by civilian instructors and
the transport section similarly to train drivers.
Between the Hutted Side and the Village side came the airfield
bisected by a public road to Ramsgate. This was an extensive area of grass
the operational use of which was controlled from a small observation tower
situated just off the Margate Road adjacent to a hangar.
When I arrived this hangar was housing a Swordfish and Saro Cloud
amphibious plane. At that time there was some connection with the Fleet
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Air Arm and these planes.
The Village part of the aerodrome straddled the Ramsgate Road,
one side of which contained fuel tank reservoirs and a row of Officers Married
Quarters. There was a civilian garage on the road adjacent to a rough track
known as Coke Alley. This lead to a Fire Station open to the grass
aerodrome. Here were fairly large hangars with administration huts behind.
These hangars contained Vickers Virginias and a Handley Page Whitley
Aircraft being used at weekends only by 500 (County of Kent) Squadron
the first Special Reserve (part time) squadron to be allotted a squadron
number. This squadron was gradually being moved to Detling aerodrome
but used Manston airfield occasionally. Sometimes these Virginia planes
were fitted with platforms on the outer struts of the lower wings . On Empire
Air Days volunteers would be elicited to wear parachutes, stand on the
platforms and be released at about 2,500 feet. Although I put my name
down there were too many others before me. This left me with mixed
feelings. We used to light portable paraffin burners and place them in the

The Health and Strength team at Manston
form of a Tee on the airfield for night flying. The Ansons at that time were
used mainly by the School of Air Navigation and their flights were lasting
about 3 to 4 hours. One crashed in an orchard near Maidstone and I went
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with others to guard the wreck. Unfortunately the occupants were killed
and I can well remember the smell of human remains.
Occasionally we were able to get flights when the kites needed air
testing and I would be winding up the undercarriage after take-off. One
pilot was more of a dare-devil and I was standing up behind him on this flight
when he said hang-on which I did while he did a barrel-roll twice - a most
unusual manouvre for a sedate Anson.
Other memories of Manston include a sad case of an armourer while
loading smoke bombs onto an Anson walked backwards into a revolving
propeller slicing off a portion of the back of his scull. I saw this happen and
administered first aid with others. He was immediately flown to a hospital
at Woolwich. I met this chap on an Empire Air Day at Manston. He had
been discharged from the Air Force and was now working in a glass factory!
We had learnt subsequently he was accident-prone.
The Anson aircraft had 30-gallon petrol tanks in the wings each side.
These were fairly easy to replace when faulty.
The Flight Commander of my flight had one of these fitted in his Bentley.
Needless to say he would be off at week-ends with a full tank. He was
eventually posted and cashiered. However another incident covered the
Station Commander, Group Captain Strugnal and a Flight Sergeant who
owned a shop in Ramsgate. One lunchtime all the roads to and from the
camp were closed by the Service Police and a quantity of goods were seized
as they were being driven from the camp. The outcome was the C.O. and
the Flight Sergeant were posted away and the shop changed hands.
Shortly after this it was intimated to me that two nominees would be
available if I wished to join the local Masons Lodge. I could not have been
able to afford the inaugural dinner and I was not keen to join such
organisations.
I purchased a car for £50 (paid for by instalments) from a garage on the
Margate Road. This was an Austin six-sixteen with leather upholstery. This
paid for itself as I used to take about four others to London and return at
weekends charging them five shillings a time. We were also free on
Wednesday afternoons and I earned a little more by taking pregnant wives
with their men-folk to a forces maternity hospital at Shorncliffe.
It might be thought that joining the Forces one would come up against
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a rough crowd of men - this was not so and I was associated with a variety in
Manston. I commence with one who we nicknamed The Phantom Bomber
because he was first of all an Armourer secondly he rarely mixed with the
others and at mealtimes he placed a stopwatch before him presumably to
count his chews per minute. He was tall and well mannered. Periodically on
Fridays I would give him a lift with others to London in my car and pick him
up to return on Sunday evenings. During these journeys he would not say a
word. His rendezvous was near Gypsy Hill but we never knew his exact
address. A number of us airmen formed a Health and Fitness Group and I
can recollect some of the members: Beech whose father ran a Dental Surgery
in Dover which he showed me one day with rows of teeth; Jimmy Meeks
who won the Kent Javelin throwing championship while I was there; Wren
who smoked a pipe; Ron Young who married a local girl; Paddy Morrissey
with a real Irish brogue who rolled his own; Roy Tinkler whose father was a
Church Army Officer and ran a Home in Horseferry Road, Westminster.
Tinkler really wished to become a Pilot and it was possible to apply if, as an
airman you possessed four educational certificates through the service. He
enrolled for these and each one would take about a years study. He completed
and passed two when the war started and both he and I applied and became
pilots.
The Nissen Huts in which we lived accommodated about 24 airmen.
At one end was a radio which failed at one time so I purchased one on H.P.
from Curries in Ramsgate and collected a penny a week from each of the
lads. One snag about the radio was that it was left switched on at night and
the first thing that often came on in the morning was the News in Norwegian.
A tune which was popular at the time was The Music goes Round and
Around and to me it is associated with Manston. Eventually the radio was
mine and I took it to my digs in Ramsgate.
Gun-Fire Tea available from the cookhouse just after Reveille for
anyone who wants it so in turn one of the lads would dash across with a
couple of mugs.
Wednesday afternoon was sports at least that was how it was allotted
and some of us did and some didnt.
Eventually I obtained permission to live out and so I lodged with
Mr.& Mrs. Hunt at 9 Duncan Road, Ramsgate. Mr. Hunt worked in a local
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florist. Mrs. Hunt did my laundry and cooked me rather generous meals.
They were both ardent members of the Salvation Army.
On the 15th February 1939 I organized a party of twelve airmen to
visit Betteshanger Colliery and made the following report for my own
satisfaction on my return: We all met at the main gates at 1400 hours
entering with a special pass.
The owners of the mine were Pearson, Dorman and Long Ltd.
2000 miners are employed here i.e. about 1000 on each shift. We entered at
1415 and came out at 1900 hours during which time we had been escorted
by three guides over the surface of the pit, in various engine rooms and
down the pit.
On the surface coal is washed sorted and distributed; air is
compressed; foul air is drawn from the shafts (and it comes out like smoke
into a pure country atmosphere).
Electricity is generated for the whole mine at 440 volts (power) and
220 volts (lighting) both being A.C. and 220 volts D.C. for charging the
batteries. Electricity is also generated for transmission to Sholden - a nearby
mine and a small village.
Water is obtained by drilling 400 feet down into chalk. Nearly all
the furnaces for heating the water are mechanically fed - there are no stokers.
The heat of the furnaces range from 1100° to 1700° C.
Steam is used to supply as much of the power as possible including
lifting the cages up and down the shaft. The cables lifting the cages are of
High Tensile Steel at 250 tons breaking strain and cost £1,250 each. Besides
these specifications they must be renewed every 31 years. Miners lamps
are electric with NiFe batteries. Each miner has his own lamp with a number
coinciding with the number on a brass disc supplied to him. The disc is
exchanged for the lamp on entering the mine so in the lamp room it can be
seen from the discs who is down the mine at any one time. The cages have
two decks and will carry 35 men or 15 tons of coal. In ascending or
descending, the cages attain 60 miles per hour and the depth of the shaft
here is 2,150 feet. At the bottom of the shaft emerge 11 roads in different
directions. The length of the roads range from 3 to 11 miles. Two sets of
rails run alongside each road each with a wire hawser to draw the trucks.
The entrance to each road has an air lock with two sets of double
2
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doors. Numerous rooms are set off for use as offices and workshops near
the base of the main shaft.
There are small holes periodically along the sides of each road for
miners to shelter when trucks are passing. Moving trucks can be stopped
anywhere by joining two wires which are on the side of the wall.
Machinery underground is either operated by electricity or compressed
air at 100 lbs per sq. ins.
At the end of the roads blasting takes place frequently on account of
the hard rock found near the coal seam. The height of a seam varies from
2 to 12 feet. Royalties have to be paid to the owner of the land above when
coal is extracted at the rate of sixpence per ton! The temperature at the end
of the road I visited was 100° F.
A shift last for 11 hours but when the time taken to reach the work and
return to the surface a man only works about 51 hours with 20 minutes
break. As the attitude of work is usually very awkward and would give any
normal person cramp within the first hour, the 51 hours of work is none too
short. An ingenious system of bathing is used when men come off shift.
Men leave their dirty clothes on entering the bathhouse, bathe and proceed
to the exit to pick up their clean clothes which they left when they arrived for
work.
The majority of men at this mine emanate from South Wales or the
North of England. Coal mining is a skilled job as I was told it takes about
two or three years to learn the methods of picking various types of coal.
Thirty skilled surveyors are employed at this mine and this surveying is
totally different from surface work.
Very few accidents have occurred in this mine and there has never been
an explosion here. I was told there was a plentiful supply of coal in this area
for many years.
I emerged from the colliery at 7pm dirty, hungry and thirsty.
It was necessary to attend the church parade about once a month at
Manston and to avoid going to the camp for the parade I would pay Paddy
Morrissey half a crown to do my parade. Although he was a Catholic it kept
him in smokes.
On Sundays I would often attend Anath Hall run by the Plymouth
Brethren where I had an insight into their beliefs.
4

2

2

27

I also assisted the East Cliff Scouts which was an independent Troup
run by a Commander Hewlett. He was an ex naval commander and at the
time was the chief Coastguard for the area between Sheppey and South
Foreland. I was at one of the summer Scout camps at Bladbean (near
Elham) when Commander Hewlett sent a semaphore signal from across the
valley that we must strike camp as war seemed inevitable and all service
personnel were being recalled. That was to be the end of the camping and
the end of the East Cliff Scouts.

Ramsgates East Cliff Scouts, 1938

September 3rd 1939
I can vividly recollect standing with a group outside the Naafi at Manston
listening to loudspeakers which had been rigged up, and hearing Big Ben
strike the hour of eleven and Mr. Chamberlain the then Prime Minister
solemnly declare that war with Germany had been declared.
The next day we loaded lorries with as much equipment as possible and
took it to Ramsgate goods yard where a special passenger/goods train had
been prepared. Myself with a few others maintained an armed guard over
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this train during the night. Next morning the sirens wailed and we like many
others anticipated German aircraft coming over to bomb us but the all-clear
sounded and nothing happened.
All the office equipment, tools and spares had been loaded and with the
personnel the train departed Ramsgate on a long continuous journey to
Barry in South Wales where everything was off-loaded and taken to St.
Athan aerodrome about 7 miles away.
St. Athan: 4/9/39
After a 36 hour journey in one train with packed lunches to Barry in
South Wales the personnel embarked on lorries for St. Athan. Here were
three-storey brick built barrack blocks - a huge gymnasium, a large parade
ground and a small grass landing field. On the perimeter of the parade
ground were bell tents which had been erected for us. They were not new
and some of them leaked. It was soon realised that we could not abide
these for long because during the first week all the lorries from Manston
arrived and their training on the parade ground at night was intolerable. So
the tents came down and all the personnel moved into the massive gymnasium
sleeping on boards raised about 4 inches from the floor. It was the largest
doss-house I had seen and it paid to wake early in the morning to avail
oneself of a wash-basin and toilet. I can recollect queues for each of the two
inoculations everybody must have.
Only about four Ansons came to St. Athan as 48 squadron seemed to
be abandoned, some of which went to Canada in conjunction with the School
of Air Navigation.
The war was now on and tight security was maintained around the
base. As part of my guard duties I slept out under the stars a couple of
nights adjacent to a farm which was within the base. The local people were
very hospitable - supplying us airmen with food and drinks ad lib. Rations
had not started at this point. Then the news of a British liner the Athenia
evacuating children to Canada was sunk by a submarine in the Atlantic with
the loss of 850 children. This news prompted me to apply to become a pilot
at a time when the R.A.F. were considering even ground staff to transfer.
So with six others I applied and four of us were accepted including Roy
Tinkler who had studied for the past two years to achieve his goal.
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By this time I had become a Corporal probably due to the Expansion
Scheme which had started early in 1939 and recruits attached to our unit.
Eventually I was sent to West Drayton for a medical examination to
see if I was fit for Aircrew.
When this was confirmed I was posted to
Paignton, Devon to join others who had volunteered for aircrew duties.
These were mostly R.A.F. Volunteer Reserves from civvy street but there
was a nucleus of us old timers. This was where a white flash in our berries
had to be worn and we earned a nickname of The Purity Boys.
Accommodation was in a number of local commandeered hotels and training
consisted of drill and marching on an allotted car park in the town watched
by the locals in the morning and transport to a large college outside Paignton
in the afternoon for general education and navigation.
There was quite a bit of free time here and one day Roy Tinkler and I
hired a boat and went fishing. Neither of us had fished before but we
continually landed herrings as fast as we could. Roy and I were invited by
some gentleman to see his collection of timepieces. The house was called
Tempis Fugit and adjacent to the harbour. We were shown a history of
clocks, watches and other methods of timekeeping in nearly every room in
the house - a most unique display.
Having been reminded of all the R.A.F. drills but without rifles this
time, I was posted to Ansty aerodrome near Coventry.
This was a civilian flying school changed to training pilots for the R.A.F.
Training was on Tiger Moths and the average time needed to fly solo was 41
hours.
What is most important on the first solo is never lose sight of the
airfield, as Ansty is on the outskirts of Coventry and generally invoking an
industrial haze and sometimes barrage balloons tethered in the centre of the
town. Four of the pupils on my course never returned - they either got lost
or ran out of fuel and crashed sometimes miles away. Most of the pupils
were young members of the R.A.F.Volunteer Reserve from civvy street and
regulars like myself which included a Sergeant Clerk, and a Corporal Rigger
from the Isle of Man. It was here that I learnt all the usual aerobatics, forced
landings, engine failures etc. With the exception of the forced landings all
these were carried out visually and then blind with a hood over the cockpit.
I can vividly remember flying upside down without the hood and just hanging
4
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on the safety straps endeavouring to keep the Coventry chimneys below the
nose of the plane.
I was at Ansty during the Coventry Blitz and spent a couple of nights in
an air raid shelter to avoid the shrapnel.
On the 14th November 1940 an air raid took place from 7.30pm until
6.20am the next morning. Here is a report from a volunteer rescue worker
who went into the town that afternoon:
 Most of the centre of the town was practically in ruins, although not
flat to the ground but hardly a building with a roof and most of the remaining
buildings consisted of upright walls with holes here and there. The casualties
which were estimated to be well over a thousand had been cleared away but
fires were burning in many parts of the town and these could not be dealt
with due to lack of water. Even sewage water was used to the last drop for
fire-fighting. Water was cut off in villages for miles around so that every pint
was available. Fire Brigades from many of the large towns in the Midlands
were sent to the scene but they outnumbered the supply of men and water.
Volunteers from all walks of life were helping in the fire-fighting. Refugees
were gathering belongings and fleeing to the outskirts of the town and to the
surrounding villages for safety and shelter. Injured people were wandering
around swathed in bandages and doing whatever they could to help. Cars
were easy victims of bomb holes and craters, which could not be seen by
drivers as darkness descended. Furthermore shortly after dark the sirens
wailed once again and what people remained quickly made for those shelters
which were still habitable. Fortunately rain fell early that evening which
relieved the overworked fire brigades by helping to subdue the fires. Three
much needed necessities viz: water, food and sanitation were conspicuous
by their absence.
On passing out at Ansty I was given a Pilots Log Book and wings to
embellish my uniform and the white flash removed from my cap. This is
where I became a Sergeant Pilot.
Roy Tinkler was posted to a flying training school and was eventually
flying Mosquitos.
Sergeant Wray (an ex-orderly room clerk) and I went to Bassingbourne
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to learn to fly twin-engined planes and we learnt on Airspeed Oxfords and
Ansons. Wray and I shared a room in a Nissen Hut and although it
contained a small stove the coke fumes were not acceptable so he and I took
turns in climbing into the headquarters boiler room fuel bunker at night and
collecting a sack full of anthracite. We used to store this in the wardrobe.
Flying at night around that area during the war necessitated avoiding
the dummy landing sites lit by paraffin flares to mislead the enemy planes.
If our own airfield was bombed or disabled we operated from a satellite
drome at Docking in Norfolk.
The next posting was to Brize Norton to learn to fly Wellingtons.
These were like flying bedsteads with all the geodetic bodywork visible inside
and just covered with a skin. In fact there was a bed inside in which I used
to lie while another pupil was having his turn at circuits and bumps. I used
to watch a pocket altimeter and invariably could tell when the aircraft was
about to bump.
There was at this station a tall square building the inside of which we
climbed onto a platform containing a bombsight. Right below on the ground
was projected a slowly moving picture of that which might be seen from an
aircraft. From this we learnt bomb-aiming and were assessed accordingly.
There was also the well known Link Trainer in which we had to accomplish
many manoeuvres.
At this station I held a series of classes for Waafs to learn shorthand. I
could have been paid for this but although I filled up the necessary forms
these were lost in a crash and never submitted.
At this point I purchased a mobile caravan with the intention of keeping
it near any R.A.F. station to which I might be posted. I kept it in a field at
Carterton and stayed in it occasionally, eventually selling it when it was clear
that the war never allowed airmen to stay in one place long enough.
It was about this time I decided to embark on a hobby of repairing
watches, the equipment needed was minimum and easily carried around to
wherever I might get posted. I was encouraged in this by another Sergeant
Pilot who already indulged in this useful pastime. He put me in touch with
trade suppliers in Clerkenwell and I acquired spare mainsprings, hairsprings,
collets, buttons and staves etc.
Having completed the various courses at Brize Norton I was posted to
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Reykjavik, Iceland. I went to Iceland with a contingent of army and air force
personnel in a fairly small ship from Glasgow. I slept on narrow bunks
somewhere below decks and it was so hot and a very rough crossing I
periodically went on deck to get some air and prevent seasickness to which
I have never been susceptible.

1941
With the Air Force stationed at Reykavik which is the Capital of Iceland
and living in one of the many Nissen Huts of which there were plenty. No
brick-built buildings outside the Towns because the ground was somewhat
spongy peat. If a lorry went past the floor shook. Only oil lamps in my hut.
Under the circumstances this made the repairing of watches difficult but not
impossible.
Reykjavik was a most interesting town with shops stocked with many
things such as food (mostly tinned), watches, radios, cameras and beautiful
fresh fish. There existed a certain amount of anti-British feeling among the
Icelanders and I witnessed this when I went to a local cinema which produced
an acclamation as Hitler was depicted during the news and a noticeable
hissing when the British were shown. However I must say the welcome I
received from Icelandic Scouts and the local Salvation Army was extremely
friendly.
Due to the propaganda and influx of Nazi Youth Leaders the people
were 30% pro German. There was a German Gliding Club and Youth
Sports Arena run by the Germans!
I wrote in my diary: This is a land of delicate fish and most beautiful
women and girls. possibly because most of the females and boys had fair
hair - possibly attributed to the lack of sunlight? The large and well-built
port of Reykjavik is constantly full of English and American shipping. Little
food is grown on the Island as the subsoil is mostly Muskeg (spongy peat)
mixed with red larva dust along the south coast.
Religions existed for Roman Catholics, Seventh Day Adventists, Christian
Scientists, Anglican, Salvationists and Methodists. The recent Service Clubs
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were Toc H., Salvation Army, Catholic Church House, Y.M.C.A. and Sailors
Home.
I was now attached to a Squadron and allotted to a crew.
I became a second pilot to a Flight sergeant Lister who was the captain.
The crew consisted of two navigators and three Wireless Operators who
were also Air Gunners. The Wireless Operators also operated the radar in
turn for 20 minutes at a time. These aircraft known locally as Sticklebacks
as they were fitted with about 6 masts in line above the fuselage each having
small V.H.F. aerials. These could pick up a small craft on the surface of the
sea at about a distance of 5 to 8 miles depending on the state of the sea. The
patrols were 8 to 10 hours mostly at night to carry out square or rectangular
searches for submarines. The Wellingtons had front and rear gun turrets
manned by the wireless operators who were not on the radar. There were
also two depth charges in the bomb-bay.
No radio communication was allowed except around the base so deadreckoning navigation was checked by sextant and I must say it was invariably
excellent. In fact the Navigator has to be alert all the time on these trips
whereas the pilots can usually have a nap when the autopilot is set. The
auto-pilots on the Wellingtons were Sperry and although good they did not
come up to the Minneapolis-Honeywell fitted to the Liberators as I found
later.
During my stay our aircrew went on a bus to visit a hydro power station
housing three massive generators, two of which were of Swiss manufacture
and one German. On this site the crew indulged in swimming in a large
outdoor pool containing warm steaming water from the local bore holes.
Most of the buildings in Reykjavik were heated by water from the Geysers
which was piped across country to the Town. The pipes were fairly large,
insulated and covered in concrete.
After a period of operation it was time for the Squadron to be deployed
elsewhere so we loaded our belongings on to a Wimpey (nickname for the
Wellington) and had to wait for a good weather report to fly back to Limavady
in Northern Ireland. There were seven crew - either Sergeants or Flight
Sergeants and a Pilot Officer purely as a passenger. This flight was somewhat
eventful loaded with a depth charge in case we encountered a submarine on
the way back. The weather was quite reasonable and this was a daylight
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flight on December 11th 1941.
On the journey the first episode was that a piece of cowling fell off the
starboard engine and the captain left it to me as an ex-fitter whether or not
it was safe to proceed or turn back. The remainder looked as if it would hold
so we went on. Then the radar operator picked up a blip which we homed
on and it turned out to be a dead whale floating on the surface with its inside
exposed. By this time the wind had changed to a head wind contrary to our
forecast given when we left.
The weather deteriorated with cloud down to about 200 feet and about
this time the Generator failed so the electrics were switched off to conserve
current. On occasions we could see the Irish coast but it was too risky to fly
between the two mountains to enter Loch Foyle.
It was now dusk with cloud base about 200 feet the captain decided to
climb above the cloud - about 3,000 feet and head for the mainland (Scotland
in this case). We were in the dark except for our hand torches as the aircraft
batteries had succumbed. We all wore May Wests and these had torches
and whistles. It was decided we would have to jump so we put our parachutes
handy (they had all been piled at the back as usual).
The fuel indicators were electric and useless - we could not let the
depth charge go because it would have meant opening the bomb bay doors
and these were electrically operated.
One of our wireless operators was an Australian and he connected
some of the low-tension cells (The radio was a Marconi ... made possibly by
Ecko in Southend) sufficiently to light the valves and send a Mayday distress
call. This was acknowledged by some ground station who offered us a
Q.D.M. (Course to steer) to Montrose aerodrome. This was just outside
Glasgow and impossible for us to reach. They had located our position that
we were over the Western Isles and suggested we try to land on a strip of
concrete on Islay where they would provide some illumination. We received
a Q.D.M. to Islay and saw the concrete lit by the headlamps of two vehicles
- these turned out to be ambulances from Port Ellen. None of us were
strapped in - it was not general practise - but standing or sitting in our usual
positions. I was standing beside the captain and after two attempts he crashed
the plane on this concrete. It was instinctive that we all scrambled out of the
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The crashed Wellington, Islay, Scotland, 1941

emergency exits and onto the ground as the plane caught fire and we were
driven away by the ambulances to what I think must have been a small
hospital in Port Ellen.
I seem to be the worst off from this accident needing four stitches in my
head, but we all needed heat treatment for our bruises. The aircraft was
completely destroyed by the fire but the depth charge was unscathed about
six feet from the fuselage between the mainplane and tailplane. The crew
lost all their kit and belongings. When I subsequently put in a claim for a
typewriter, various watches and personal possessions I had lost, it turned out
that the only member that could be reimbursed for loss was the passenger
because he was an officer! We stayed in Port Ellen for four days waiting
for a boat to the mainland after which we enjoyed fourteen days leave.

1942
Instructions were received by our Captain, Flight Sergeant Lister for
the crew to assemble at Kemble in Gloucestershire and pick up a new
Wellington and take it to Malta via Gibraltar. When we arrived at Kemble
we were accommodated in a large country house in its own grounds which
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had been taken over by the R.A.F. It was clear from Kemble Aerodrome
that the kite would not be ready for at least a week so we all scooted off for
more unofficial leave. This went on for just over a month during which time
we always left two of the crew to liaise with Kemble drome and keep in
touch as to when the kite would be ready.
Eventually we collected the brand new Stickleback Wellington
(nicknamed because of six radar masts mounted in line along the roof), with
all new gear such as Sextant, Stop watches, Very Pistol, Flares etc. As we
flew along the North coast of Cornwall I can remember thinking that might
be the last time I would see England. Landing at Gibraltar was not easy
because of the short runway and we were not permitted to fly over Spanish
territory. Staying here for three days gave an opportunity to swim in the
warm waters of the Med.
We could only fly to Malta at night because the Italian Air Force would
have shot us down during daylight, so we were somewhat apprehensive as to
whether we would find the small Island at night. Nevertheless we did find
the Island completely dark and by arrangement called up Darky on R.T.
and on came two searchlights bowing towards the landing place. I should
point out that all R.A.F. aircraft had been fitted with an I.F.F. gadget which
responded from a ground transmission that these planes were friendly. The
I.F.F. stood for Interrogator Friend or Foe. Almost immediately limited
landing lights came on and we touched down at Luqa. We had been briefed
to stand off South of the Island if an air raid was taking place but fortunately
it was clear at this time. The aircraft was escorted to an isolated spot by
following a lighted jeep; we unloaded and were taken to an underground
office.
Our accommodation was in The Poor House - a large concrete building
about five miles from the Luqa aerodrome. This was a rambling place in its
own grounds with an army sentry outside. There was a dining room plus all
the usual bare facilities - two of us shared a room - no windows - mosquito
nets on wooden beds with bugs for company. The air-raid shelters were of
necessity very close as these needed frequent use most nights.
When we arrived the Island was in dire straits - a large number of ships
had been lost on a recent convoy from Gibraltar. One of the ships (The
Breconshire) lay on its side just near the entrance to Kalafrana harbour.
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The Navy cut a hole in its side and extracted tins of food plus clothes. The
labels had come off all the tins so it was a guess what? situation when they
were opened. A large consignment of boots were also salvaged but the stitching
did not last. Victory kitchens were opened in the towns for civilians.
There were two serviceable Hurricanes left and the enemy had between
500 and 600 Junkers and Stukas just across the water carrying out daylight
raids of 100 to 200 with little opposition. There were plenty of rumours
that the Island was about to be invaded.
In April the Royal Navy withdrew its ships and submarines from Malta
under the cover of darkness - to save losing them should the invasion take
place - of course this was demoralizing for the population. On the 15th
April Churchill conferred a decoration of The George Cross to the Island.
At the same time 47 Spitfires were loaded onto the Aircraft Carrier Wasp in
the Clyde which sailed down to 35 miles north of Algiers from where they all
took off unarmed (to save fuel) and flew to Malta. 46 arrived safely. Shelters
for aircraft consisted of kerosene tins filled with sand and placed in an alcove
formation but with no other cover - some were accommodated in natural
caves. Next day they were bombed and within two days only eight were
serviceable. On the 9th May 64 Spits left the Clyde in a similar manner
and arrived safely. The Luftwaffe tried to destroy these but failed by losing
many of their aircraft and this reduced the large numbers they had previously
used.
Malta: Extracted from my diary written at the time:
Nearly one hundred percent of the population are Roman Catholics
and spend enormous sums of money on their churches which are well attended
on Sunday mornings immediately followed by Bingo run by the priests in the
streets. The Governor was General Dubhe - a Plymouth Brethren and for
some unaccountable reason pro-Maltese!
Maltese boys mature at a very early age and from 4 or 5 openly
smoke any cigarettes they can scrounge. Many of them speak pidgin English
and go to work at the age of 12. The average family has about seven
children. Contraceptives are too costly for the poorer classes.

38

Extract from The Malta Times dated 12th June 1942:
That Malta has lagged behind in education is acknowledged by all and
there is no room for further neglect on this matter of vital importance. We
must at all costs check and not add by the score to the number of illiterants.
It is acknowledged that large numbers of our school-age children are
either left to loiter idly in the streets or they are giving up themselves to
manual labour at an early age. Quite a good number of boys are working in
shelters and in the removal of debris; very young boys are seen collecting
fares in passenger buses; others engaged in loading and unloading bulky
goods on trucks. In these days of enlightenment, child labour is to be
ruthlessly stamped out. Apart from his tender physique that is apt to suffer
there is also the moral side which is not to be overlooked. These young boys
who have been bereft of any education and are therefore lacking in intellectual,
social and moral teachings, are very prone to squander their earned money
in gambling and drinking. Accommodation for school children has been
rendered extremely difficult; many shools have been blasted out of existence;
some others were requisitioned by the Military Authorities or handed over
to the Civil Government for other purposes.
The enemy was Italy just 70 miles across the water and air-raids were a
nightly occurrence at this time. The sirens would sound and very quickly
word went round as to how many on the plot? It might be 50 or 100 plus
- info from the Control centre. The bombing was mostly on Valletta, Sleima
and indescrimate. The drome would get hit but our aircraft were generally
kept in or near caves and well scattered. The main purpose of my squadron
was to intercept shipping carrying arms and supplies to North Africa and we
would only do that at night using radar. Obviously we could not take off
during air-raids. We would fly over to Taranto and/or Brindisi and drop
bombs on any suspect shipping heading south. These ships often travelled
in a convoy of about 5 and our radar operator could invariably tell which
ships were carrying war supplies from the type of blip he was getting. This
was where the new radar came into its own. On one trip we should have
gone round Sicily to Palermo but there was such a violent storm tending to
shake the aircraft to bits that we turned back. We did get chased back with
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an Italian fighter on our tail once but he did not fire possibly knowing we had
a gunner in our rear turret.
The disadvantage in operating under these conditions was that we had
little food or sleep. Two slices of bread per day with some horrible soup,
sometimes meat which was either local goat or horse. The local inhabitants
were not much better off. The Island had little soil so food needed to be
imported. Supplies of goats milk, potatoes, fruit and vegetables periodically
came over in small boats at night from the adjacent Island of Gozo.
At this time Malta belonged to Britain and needed to be fed and
defended. Food could only be imported by convoys of ships travelling from
the West in the Meditteranean.
In April 1942 a convoy of five ships reached Malta with great difficulty.
This feat was due mainly to the British Navy. The convoy entered Valletta
harbour with Junkers 87s relentlessly dive-bombing the ships while in the
harbour. No attempt was made to unload the freight as the Maltese were
asking for too much money. The Governor would not allow the ships to be
touched by service personnel who were literally anxious to do the job. This
went on for three days during which time Jerry planes were shot down by
Ack-Ack and our own fighters. On the third day all the ships had been sunk
in the harbour including one destroyer. For this bad administration the
Governor was shortly afterwards relieved of his post and replaced by Lord
Gort.
The conditions on the Island when Gort took over were as follows:
The food situation was very acute. There was a shortage of every kind of
article consumable and otherwise, causing very high prices and many black
markets. On the 10th June Lord Gort instructed the police to raid all the
black market racketeers and in the first raid they obtained one ship-load of
food, anticipating that further raids would produce five ship-loads.
An extract from my diary at this time mentions a British Convoy
expecting to arrive at the week-end of 14th June 1942. It originally consisted
of six merchant ships from Gibraltar and ten merchant ships from Alexandria
to arrive one day later. Both these convoys were accompanied by an Aircraft
Carrier, a Battleship and numerous Destroyers. To counter this the Italian
Fleet did come out and waited in the harbour at Pantellaria. The Gibraltar
convoy was dive-bombed while the escorts engaged the Italian fleet off
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Pantellaria. This resulted in four of the six merchant ships being sunk, two
of our Destroyers lost, and one Battleship and one Destroyer of the enemy
lost. Of the Alexandria Convoy we lost 3 merchant vessels and the remainder
going into Torbruk which were lost to us a day or two later when Torbruk
was captured.
Between June and July conditions were becoming acute. No more food
came in other than the two ships from the last convoy. Milk or eggs were
not allowed for adults. Milk powder would be allowed in August. Children
under nine and expectant mothers were allowed two thirds of a pint of milk
per day. Civilians were allowed three eighths of a Ratal (about 12oz.) of
bread per day. Service personnel had 9oz as 2oz. was allowed for cooking
and one oz. for waste!! That is we were supposed to get 9oz and this turned
out to be two rounds of bread. All this meant very long queues for the
civilians. Potatoes came on the market at very high prices as few are grown
on the Island because soil is scarce.
Eventually all restaurants were closed and Victory Kitchens opened
where registered families could eat communally. There was only one place
where the services were allowed to eat in the town and this required a pass
which would be stamped to record the meal. On account of the food
centres long queues always formed for meals and Jerry knew this was the
time to attack when personnel would not be in their readiness. The enemy
was bombing sometimes during the day and less at night.
One morning towards the end of July our Beauforts attacked a
Convoy off Sicily. Three Beauforts were lost, two going into the sea the
crew of one being picked up by our own rescue services. The other crew
were picked from the sea by an Italian destroyer in which they received a
good feed, plenty of refreshments and naval officers beds.
They were landed at Corfu although they did not realise it but overheard
the name of Taranto. They were then escorted to a Cant.Z506 seaplane,
and after being airborne for half an hour they overpowed the crew and
ordered the pilot - next stop - Malta, doing their own navigation and pilotage
but this was unsuccessful so the Italian pilot carried on to Malta. Before
reaching Malta they were fired at by Spitfires but as they did not return the
fire but made a motion to alight on the sea, the Spitfires circled and followed
them into Malta. Here they were met by a high speed launch and the
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seaplane and crew captured. Next evening the crew gave their first hand
account of the occurrence on the stage at the local camp talent concert.
On the 14th August an American oil tanker the Ohio was considerably
damaged while approaching the Island from Gibraltar to such an extent it
became immobile but by lashing a Destroyer either side it was brought into
Valletta Harbour. This had started out with 12,000 tons of kerosene but I
am unaware how much was left when it arrived. Much of the fuel on the
Island was stored in churches.
16th September 1942: (Diary)
Things are very much the same regarding food inspite of the fact that a
large convoy of sixteen ships left Gibraltar in the middle of August but only
four got into Malta, losing one aircraft carrier, one cruiser and two destroyers.
The milk powder issue is now being rationed but it is totally insufficient.
Fresh goats milk is available on the black market. Officially there is no milk,
potatoes, eggs or meat now but they can all be obtained in exchange for
kerosene, petrol, bread, soap, cigarettes, cotton or any other scarce
commodities. Money is of little value.
Things are very slack as far as operations are concerned. Everyday I go
up to the crew room about 1730 hours to hang around with 20 or 30 other
aircrew waiting for a detail at 1900 hours to learn if we are off altogether,
released to the mess or standbye in the office until midnight. If there has
been no air-raid I get up about 0730 hours, go down to breakfast for what
its worth, chat with the lads, sunbathe on the roof (a lovely flat roof), tiffin at
12.45 hours (two rounds of bread and soup), might get a gary (horse and
cabby) into Valletta or Sliema.
For some reason unexplained to us we, i.e. my captain and crew are
given a weeks holiday in a hotel in Sliema. This was restful and the swimming
was enjoyable. There appears to be a shortage of fuel on the Island so flights
are conserved.
23rd September 1942:
For the past four nights we have flown three times doing altogether 17
hours. I am really tired and my eyes ache therefore very thankful that we
are released for at least one good nights sleep.
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3rd October 1942:
A Mosquito came in from England yesterday and with it the daily papers
of that day (Friday). It was quite a novelty to read an up-to-date paper - even
those a day or two old. It made one feel that England was only a short
distance away. The two crew of the Mosquito were going back today - it
only takes about three hours - and the Sergeant Observer would be at his
base at 6pm tonight when he intended going to a Waafs Dance - this
seemed peculiar to us as there are no Waafs in Malta.
In the first week of October we learnt that Kesselring decided to destroy
Malta. He had assembled 200 Stukas just across the water and we had
about 130 Spitfires a few Beaufighters and 6 Wellingtons.
On the 10th October the Stuka raids started and we thought the Island
would be invaded but by 19th October most of the Stukas had been lost
thanks to our Spitfire pilots.
This tiffin time I get unofficial gen that our crew is going back to
Blighty via the East. I turn out all my surplus to lighten my kitbag. Next day
our crew were told that we were going home via Cairo and that we could
either go by submarine to Alexandria in two days time from the harbour or
wait until there was a kite going to Egypt. There was no hesitation from
our crew that we certainly did not fancy a submarine - we would wait. The
truth of our repatriation did not dawn on me until we were told not to report
for operations that night. However the next day we were told that the Air
Officer Commanding was insisting on 350 hours operations and we would
not be eligible. Our crew was to have an interview with the Group Captain
tomorrow to ascertain our condition. At 0930 hours on my birthday we are
interviewed by the Group Captain and he asks us how we feel about going
back. I am really noticing the effect of conditions here. One lacks fats,
carbohydrates and starch. I am feeling listless and unless I go flying and get
an extra meal I dont feel like doing anything. There is no bread today and
I hate these days. Tomorrow I must think about opening the emergency
ration tin. On the 8th October we had to see the Senior Medical Officer to
assess our present state. Next day we learnt he had put in a report to get us
off the Island due to our physical state.
Our crew at this stage consisted of Flight Sergeant Lister as Captain,
myself as Second Pilot, Flight Sergeant Hewitt the Navigator and Sergeants
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Sandy and Ellis - Wireless/Radar/Gunners. At last we will travel on the next
kite to Cairo, then round the Cape to the U.K.
18th October 1942:
A Dakota and a Liberator are expected in tomorrow. The Dakota did
not get in but the Liberator did and we reported with our limited belongings
to G shelter at 1700 hours. There was an interesting raid on when we left
the office for G shelter - vapour trails were making weird patterns in the
sky over the sea. The all-clear went after arriving at the shelter. We were
weighed with our luggage as did all the passengers including one army General
and a Major General. The pilot was an Australian Flying Officer. We were
driven out to the Lib. in a bus (age about 40), and all the luggage attended to
by ground-staff. This Liberator had been converted to take sitting people in
the bomb-bay. A row of metal shelving each side with a gangway in the
centre. The air-raid warning went again when half the passengers were
inside but as the plot report was only six it was decided to continue loading.
When the engines started a snag arose - a Spitfire had pranged on the runway - switch off and wait.
The passengers included women and children and we sat huddled in
the semi-darkness just waiting. Suddenly the air was rent with bangs of ackack, whistles and bombs falling all around us with our aircraft shuddering. I
thought of all the extra fuel this kite had been adapted to carry and imagined
it would catch fire any minute. We could not easily get out of the one hatch
at the end. Well most of the noises subsided and some-one poked their
head through the hatch requesting us all to get out. All of us then ran across
rough ground to the entrance to a cave as bullets whissed above our heads
from a Beaufighter in flames about 50 yards away. The whole area was lit
up by fires on the ground and flares in the air. The effect of the Beaufighter
with its armaments bursting was quite startling. When the all-clear sounded
Group Captain LeMay drove out to the cave and arranged for all the
passengers to be taken to G shelter while the Liberator was inspected. It
was given a few patched repairs to the wings and an extra hours fuel for
tactical reasons. Within an hour we were driven back to the plane, loaded
with the passengers sitting facing each other, the runway cleared and with
much anxiety we took off.
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12th October 1942 - 1944
It was quite a relief when the plane touched down sometime in the early
morning - but where? This was Landing Ground 224 - about 24 miles
from Cairo. It was still dark when we were shepherded into a long lit
marquee equipped with tables and benches. Sometimes organisation excels
itself - within no time everyone was partaking of eggs, bacon. sausages, tomatoes etc., plus bread, butter and marmalade. What a beautiful taste food has
to the mouth after being deprived of it for so long. Next my crew plus other
service personnel were taken to Cairo by lorry. I stayed in the King Georges
Homes that night and spent the next day visiting Cairo and the pyramids.
Another night at the Homes when most of the crew got drunk and the
following morning reporting to the Headquarters or Middle East Forces,
R.A.F., to be told that we should be on the way home in a fortnight.
We were then sent to Helwan to stay in brick-built barrack blocks.
This was reasonably acceptable as it was easy to get to Cairo about 30 miles
away on the diesel trains running frequently. Much time and money was
spent by me in the city. This is a Moslem country although there are a few
little Christian groups such as those working in King Georges Homes and
there is an English Church which I visited. Here is an excerpt from my diary
of the day:
These people (the Moslems) worship Allah five times a day anywhere
they happen to be. The clothes worn are long white dresses like a nightdress
plus a Fez for the men and a black hood known as a yashmak for the
women. Women carry their babies on their shoulders or in their arms
sometimes breast feeding them while walking along. There are few privations,
men or women squatting to excretiate anywhere in public. Footwear is
scarce. The Egytians are more honest than the Maltese and they will work
better too. The Sudanese are by far the best, i.e. they are honest, good
workers and always happy.
Two of our crew left Helwan after three weeks and myself a week later
catching them both up at Kastfereit which was a Personnel Transit Camp
on the West side of the Great Bitter Lake, about 25 miles north of Port
Suez. We expected to leave here within a few days if not at once. However,
it is typically Air Force not knowing what will happen from one day to the
next. We are waiting for a boat and the rumours that pass round are
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innumerable. Over a thousand troups arrived here from the U.K. for postings
in the Middle East and shortly after a crowd of American troops arrived.
With these two drafts the camp became very congested. The accommodation
was in an enormous number of bell tents on the desert sand with marquees
for dining and administration. This is where I experienced a kind of desert
storm with visiblity about 100 yards and sand in everything. The Y.M.C.A.
and Naffi were crammed full every night.
The Americans are a mass crowd going about in herds seemingly lost
for something to do. Some will stand around a piano trying to sing to the
music whereas the English are individually sitting reading, writing or playing
cards. However the American troops are much better built than ourselves.
At this camp we go on parade at 0730 and 1330 to learn if theres any gen
regarding movement. Naturally everybody is annoyed because there is no
boat. There are four in my bell tent including a Cockney. Three evenings
I went to the pictures but gained little entertainment value. Most days I go
swimming in the Bitter Lake from 0830 to 1230 with some of the others.
This is swimming in the nude and I am getting lovely and brown all over.
On a Sunday evening I went to a Social Hour at the Y.M.C.A. to listen to
some classical music and a discussion.
The food is poor on this camp - mostly tinned and the bread has
weavils. Tinned porridge is the best. No electricity on this camp - paraffin
and petrol pressure lamps but no lights in the tents. Washing and washingup is with cold water from a stand-pipe. After two weeks in this camp we
leave on a lorry at 11.20 for Port Taufiq on the southern end of the Suez
Canal.
Delayed because the lorry runs out of petrol we embark on the New
Amsterdam (36,209 tons) at 1335. This was a very clean Dutch ship. I
was put in a second class cabin - originally designed for two passengers but
now fitted out with bunks and able to take eleven with the use of one bath
and two washbowls. The other ranks had only 7 bowls for 200 men.
The food was good and clean although for some a little more would
have been acceptable. There were three meals a day each being undertaken
in three shifts. Breakfast at 0800, Dinner 1200 and Tea at 1700 hours.
There was also a mug of tea and two biscuits for senior N.C.Os. at 1530
hours.
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The ship sailed at 0620 hours on a Monday morning. Emergency
stations were practised at 0930 hours daily. There were loudspeaker notices
and music periodically. Wet and dry Canteens were opened during the day.
There were eighteen Petty Officers and Leading Seamen in transit to a
training camp in South Africa to become commissioned officers. It was to
these that I was assigned as schoolmaster en voyage. So I arranged two
lectures a day for them except on Sundays. I taught them about the Compass
and Navigation and got one of our Observers to amplify on the Navigation
and other speakers to talk on interesting subjects. At the end of the voyage
these lads had collected 25 shillings for a little gift they couldnt buy so they
gave me the money. This ship would have been quite a target for the enemy
so there was always complete black-out at night and a continuous look-out
for the sign of a submarine even in the Indian Ocean. I remember sunbathing
on deck when we were traversing the equator - no ceremony on this ship.
Next port of call was Diego Suarez (Northern tip of Madagascar) to
pick up 4000 African troops, coloured and otherwise. The catering for the
original 3000 troops was perfect and when the extra 4000 personnel embarked
the service carried on in the same orderly manner without a hitch.
As the ship entered the harbour at Durban it was welcomed with hooters,
syrens and whistles and one of the most prominent features was the Mayoress
singing songs through a magaphone. She was the wife of a millionaire and a
member of the S.A.W.V.S. and always sang to the troops arriving in Durban.
The South African troops had a Civic reception which very few relished
because they had to march ceremoniously through the town and back to the
ship taking three hours within sight of their relatives and friends.
Myself with other personnel who were U.K. bound were transported to
a Transit Camp at Clarewood just outside Durban. From here I had the
opportunity of going to see a Mr. Holden who had recently come to live in
South Africa. I had met his two sons in Cirencester. I was also introduced
to a Mr. & Mrs. H. Dunnett from Toc H. headquarters in London who was
travelling to a Talbot House in Palestine.
Durban appeared quite a pleasant town with good shops, beautiful
buildings and good residential areas. Everywhere was nicely spread out and
clean - trolley buses - no trams.
Service personnel were transported free except between the hours of 4
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and 6pm. The town seemed very cosmopolitan with far too many troops.
The public houses were closed at 7.30pm because of previous trouble yet
even then the town seemed full of drunks. The hospitality shown to the
service men was very good although not so good as it had been due to a few
of the men taking advantage of it.
The food was excellent in the Camp and cheap in Durban.
An extract from my diary says: Since the beginning of the war I have
not seen another place where there was so much good clean and varied
food. South Africa is at the moment a land flowing with milk and honey.
Plenty of sugar, milk, butter, jams of all descriptions, nuts, oranges, peaches,
eggs and meat.
After three days in Durban I boarded a train with 64 other Airmen
bound for Cape Town. I shared a six-berth compartment with four other
sergeants. It was Thursday 10th December 1942 and after a spasmodic
nights sleep I woke to find we had stopped at Ladysmith. The train consisted
of four carriages allotted to Servicemen and other carriages for freight and a
few civilians possibly government officials - I cannot recollect any coloured
people on the train. The train stopped at request halts and the main stations
were Bethlehem, Bloemfontein, Kimberley. All the stations carry notices of
their height above sea level and the distances from Durban and Cape Town.
Ladysmith was 4,000 feet above sea level. We had 9 hours freedom while
the train stopped at De Aar during the day. Here was a chance to look
around the town and study the living conditions. De Aar had a population
of about 4,000 whites and possibly 4,000 natives or coloured. The coloured
people lived in shanty conditions on the edge of the town to which we were
advised not to go. Industry was mostly sheep farming and railway workers.
The town is 4,000feet above sea level and very hot in the afternoon when
most people take a siesta. The prices in the shops were normal even for
gold which came from the Kimberley mines not too far away.
It was here I purchased a platinum ring for Dorrit with the anticipation
of marrying if and when I got back to the U.K.
I met a widow from Wales living in a little cottage on her own. Her
husband had worked in the Kimberley mines. She told me quite a bit about
the town and of course asked about Wales which she would like to visit
again. I had Xmas cards from her for a number of years after.
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The first meal - breakfast on Friday was certainly novel and very good,
taken while crossing the Plains of the Karoo, which gradually changed to
beautiful scenery and mountains. The train attained a height of 6,000 feet
and gradually descended on the approach to Cape Town.
The food supplied while travelling was excellent for the whole of the
trip which lasted 3 days and 3 nights.
Our party wasted little time in Cape Town before being sent out to a
suburb called Retreat where there was the newest and latest style camp I
have ever seen. A very large Naafi and a hall to accommodate 3,000 troops
and a similar Y.M.C.A. next door built by the Government with a cinema
and stage. I can still recollect sitting down to the first meal here which was
high tea with lashings of meat, bread, butter and jam.
The suburbs of Cape Town were the prettiest I have seen anywhere beautiful bungalows and houses with superb foliage and palm trees with the
Table mountain behind. I think Cape Town was better in some ways than
Durban; the buildings and shops were more numerous and compact and
items were a little cheaper. It was here that I called into the Salvation Army
and they were short of a base drummer the following morning for their
church parade - would I play the drum? An initiation the night before
found me supporting this heavy thing on my belly along the roads in Cape
Town banging away to keep everybody in step and giving the double bang to
end it all!
After four days in Cape Town I boarded the 22,000 Dutch liner Johan
van Oldenbarnvelt. Only 95 R.A.F. Sergeants were on this ship and another
Flight Sergeant besides myself. Most of the Sergeants were young Observers
having finished training in South Africa and I was put in charge of the lot
under the auspices of a Squadron Leader. He was a regular officer and quite
a good disciplinarian. I managed to share a cabin with the only other Flight
Sergeant on board and we turned this into the office when a few hundred
more R.A.F. came aboard. I did quite a bit of clerical work on the S/Ldrs
portable Remington typewriter. Similar to my last trip I get a cold during the
first stages and nearly lose my voice, then I develope a swollen ankle
(sometimes known as deck foot due to the movement of the ship and the
narrow rungs on the ladders). This takes a few days to clear. We are now
travelling north in the Atlantic and the ship has to travel well away from the
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coast in an endeavour to avoid U-boats. There is a strict black out and I
arrange a roster for two men to traverse the ship during the dark hours to
ensure compliance. Of course there is emergency drill as this was considered
a hazardous journey. The ship maintained a continuous high speed and one
beautiful morning we found ourselves anchored in Freemantle harbour. No
movement of troops here - just for fuel and chandlery. Sometime during the
night the ship left and we never saw land until we entered Liverpool.
Early January 1943:
Landing at Liverpool was somewhat complicated being a lone pilot
without a crew meant reporting to the R.T.O. and waiting for instructions.
While I was in Malta I had learnt that a bomb had fallen on the house next
door to where my parents were living. This had damaged both houses but
my mother and father had been in the Morrison shelter - they were shaken
but not hurt so I went to visit them in 9, Alfriston Road, just off Clapham
Common where they were renting a house. So I then went to Bexleyheath
where Dorrit was staying with her sister Mary and I made arrangements to
marry Dorrit as soon as possible due to forces requirements being so uncertain.
This was to be at a Congregational Church in Bexleyheath and so on
Friday 29th January 1943 we were married and without any other formalities
walked down Bexley High Street to a Cafe for a meal. We said goodbye to
Dorrits Sister Mary and brother-in-law Charles (Witnesses to the wedding)
and went to town where we booked for two nights at the Strand Palace
Hotel.
Next day I received a telegram to report to Turnberry in Ayrshire.
This was a single airstrip on the golf course by the shore. There were only
Wellingtons here which were adapted to carry torpedoes. Here I became a
captain and instructor to a second pilot who was learning to drop torpedos
against ships. The kites were equipped with an infra-red camera in the nose
and a small pocket Ikonta (German!) camera hooked just behind the pilot.
Both cameras were connected to the bomb release on the control column.
When this was actuated both camera shutters would take a picture. The
camera in the nose fitted with infra-red film, would take a picture of two
heaters on a target ship and the Ikonta (fitted with a flash) photographed all
the instruments on the aircrafts dashboard. Both films would then be
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developed en site and assessed by two Waaf Officers as to whether or not a
hit with a torpedo would have been successful.
These kites were fitted with Radio altimeters and were quite reliable
and accurate. The height required for dropping the torps was 60 feet
(above the sea). Practise was initially during the hours of daylight with two
target ships patrolling about four miles off the coast. We lost four kites in
one night due to the flat calm of the sea and the moon. Losing height from
2,000 to 60 feet in a few miles is no easy matter at night when the calm sea
looks just like the sky.
I think the whole time I was at Turnberry I never flew above 2,000 feet.
One could not easily get lost because the island of Ailsa Craig sticks well out
of the water about 10 miles off the coast. There was ample opportunity to
fly along the coast and closely take a look at any ships in the area. There was
only one runway parallel to the beach and no flying control facilities so as we
were the only ones flying it was controlled from our squadron office. I
returned to the empty office one afternoon and took a telephone call from a
complainant in Girvan that one of our aircraft was flying dangerously low
over the beach. I promised that the pilot would be reprimanded in due
course. It had obviously been me, but nothing more was heard.
Dorrit, my wife came to stay for a while in Girvan while I was there and
I was able to show her inside a Wellington - I dont think she was terribly
impressed - some remark about everything tied up with string! The Officer
in charge of this training unit was an Australian Squadron Leader Wiggins.
He called me into the office one day and said Curley (although I was a
Warrant Officer I was always called Curley) Im going to recommend you
for a commission - how would you view that? Well it looked like a drop in
pay because a Pilot Officers pay was less than that of a Warrant Officer and
the Officers Mess fees were higher than the Sergeants Mess charges. On
this Station it didnt matter a lot because conditions for Officers were not
much greater than those I was already enjoying. Under the circumstances
a special arrangement was made that I would get a Pilot Officers pay plus
sixpence per day extra. So the offer was accepted subject to an interview in
Edinburgh.
On the 1st October 1943 I was posted to 1674 Heavy Conversion
Unit at Aldergrove near Belfast. Here I became familiar with flying Liberators
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- What a difference - these were American aircraft and much more substantial
than Wimpeys. Although they were four-engined they seemed much quieter
than the Wellington - the seats and walls were padded. I became proficient
in the various activities these kites could perform such as three-engine flying,
Air-to Air firing (done by the Air gunners in the turrets), Bomb-aiming
(done by the navigator), Blind approach etc. The libs had a MinneapolisHonneywell Auto-Pilot which was more sophisticated than the Sperry AutoPilot on the Wellington. At Aldergrove I also did 5 hours on the Link
Trainer for Lorenze approach and other blind flying. The American system
of flying on a beam seems too easy. It was said that nearly every airport has
its own coded beam in America and the pilot just tunes in to his destination
beam and arrives - of course there are other technical co-ordinates that have
to be considered. A war being on in this hemisphere no such assistance
could be available.
20th November I got a lift in a Lancaster (what a noisy aeroplane) to
Abbotinch (Glasgow) and stayed in digs in Edinburgh. Fully dressed in W.Os
uniform I went to an R.A.F. Office and was interviewed for a Commission
on Monday 22nd November. This was quite an informal affair mostly going
over my past service.
10th December 1943 posted to Balleykelly, Northern Ireland to No.
53 squadron. Next day my commission to Pilot Officer was confirmed. I
was given a chit to travel to Moss Bros. in London. This was where I
noticed a difference by being an officer and coming from the ranks. I was
measured and fitted out with a Greatcoat, Tunic and slacks, Raincoat, Peak
Cap, Wings, 3 Van Heusen Shirts and collars, 4 pair of socks and a Tie, the
total bill amounting to £35 8s 8d. The bill dated 15th December 1943 - just
in time for Christmas! I returned to Ballykelly but did no flying. This
squadron was equipped with Libs. and their complement of crews. On the
21st December I was flown to Dyce, Near Aberdeen. Here I did a Blind
Approach Training Course by flying Airspeed Oxfords. These were twinengined aircraft similar to Ansons. The course was coupled with a complete
Link Trainer program. This meant I spent Christmas in Aberdeen during
which time I was able to attend a circus being staged in a large theatre. I
took some photos of some of the acts. Aberdeen: A very

52

c
Liberator Squadron 53, Iceland
5th January 1944:
Posted to St. Eval in Cornwall to join 53 squadron with Liberators. From
here I flew out into the Atlantic doing anti-submarine patrols. These varied
in length from 10 to 14 hours mostly at night. I also acquired a regular crew
here, the second pilot being Pilot Officer Morley and the navigators F/Lt.
Haisell and F/O. Moore plus four Wireless/Radar Operators who were also
Air Gunners and an Engineer. Fitted beneath the port wing on these Libs
was a searchlight (known as a Leigh Light after Group Captain Leigh - the
designer), remotely operated by the navigator lying prone in the nose of the
aircraft. The idea was that we would home on a blip showing on the radar
and turn on the searchlight to verify the object. Our height above the sea
would be about 200 feet. If it was a submarine we would drop a depthcharge.
Of course the submarines which would normally be on the surface at
night to charge their batteries could sense us approaching by their own
listening device and then submerge on our approach. This could happen
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up to 20 miles away so we then drop a flame float on the water at a spot
where we estimated the sub to be. We would circle round and drop five
listening devices in the shape of fingers on ones hand. When these devices
hit the sea they would deploy a microphone attached by wires to its transmitter.
Transmissions from the device could be picked up in the aircraft. There
were five of these devices each using a different frequency and by listening to
these transmissions in turn any noise from a submarine would give away its
approximate position and course. We then had to drop a depth charge to
intercept the sub. An immediate search in the area might reveal debris on
the surface in which case we could photograph this by firing off a magnesium
flare from a Very pistol which was permanently fitted in the top of the
fuselage, at the same time setting the camera operating. The camera was
fitted below the fuselage with a 45°mirror so we would fly low over the
subject to be photographed.
The operation using the five submerged transmitters was known under
the code-name of High Tea. Although I used it once we never saw any
debris and we were never informed as to whether we had sunk a submarine.
I recollect that at the time it was with mixed feelings as to whether we had
been successful or not.
Stooging out in the Atlantic for hours was no random operation. Our
intelligence department had their reasons for us covering an area which
might be a square or rectangular search. If our radar would detect anything
up to 60 miles away we would fly courses to cover 30 miles each side.
Detection distance would depend upon the sea return (which is the mush
on the middle of the screen) and this depended on the state of the sea at the
time. The navigators were working continuously telling me which course to
steer to carry out the exercise. Radio was not allowed and towards the end
of the search the navigator would get an astro fix. This would enable us to
make a good landfall on the approach to G.B. which was often Bishops
Rock Light-house. If St. Eval was covered in mist we might land at Chivenor
along the north Cornwall coast or St. Davids in Wales and return to St. Eval
later.
Accommodation for aircrew was shared between various hotels in the
vicinity of Newquay and I was in Trevelgue at Porth. I was able to erect a
tent in the grounds for a week so that Gerald King from Kingston-on-
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Thames could come and stay. Newquay was very acceptable for bathing
from the beach - lovely sands. I spent quite a time with children in a National
Childrens Home at Pentire.
I flew numerous sorties out into the Atlantic from St. Eval and occasionaly
landing at Ballykelly, Beaulieu, Nutts Corner, or Chivenor depending on the
weather. On the last sortie we diverted permanently to Reykjavik (with all
our gear). Once more into the Nissen Huts for accommodation although
we flew on Sorties from an American controlled base at Geck. This had
one runway at the end of which were rocks and the sea. The Leigh searchlights
were taken off to give us a longer safe range covering 11 to 12 hours. For
some time we carried two depth charges instead of one.
About this time the weather closed in with the huts at Geck being
completely covered in snow to such an extent we temporarily lost an airman
travelling from his hut to the canteen. We formed a search party and he
was found two hours later over the other side of the camp. I did quite a few
trips from Geck until the 18th November when one engine cut on take-off.
This is not a healthy thing to happen with seven ton of petrol and two depth
charges on board. I got to about 200 feet with the three engines but on
banking to make a turn the engine recovered. It became apparent that level
flight would only be maintained with the remaining three engines still revving
on full boost to maintain 200 feet. I circled the drome while being in constant
touch with the American control tower. I went over the end of the runway
dropping the unarmed depth charges into the sea. (One was recovered
later).
Neither myself or my second pilot had remembered to put the
undercarriage down and with hindsight this may not have been a bad thing
as I belly-landed the aircraft it slid three quarters of the length of the runway
before stopping. Following up behind were two fire-engines and an ambulance
- typical American efficiency. The runway was covered with ice and it is
doubtful whether or not we could have stopped short if the wheels had been
down. This landing did damage two propellers and the undercarriage. Myself
and the crew were flown to Reykjavik later that night.
Of course there was an enquiry - I got called in to see Group Captain
Harris and had a telling off with the following endorsement in my Log Book:
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After taking off in Liberator EW.297 on November 18th 1944 one
engine cut. Through faulty manipulation of the feathering switch for that
engine the airscrew continued to `windmill. Through this the aircraft was
unable to maintain height and the captain carried out a belly landing which
caused considerable damage to the aircraft. The A.O.C. Iceland has ordered
that the captain, F/O. Withers log book shall be endorsed
`CARELESSNESS.
HQICE/C6079/29/Air dated Dec.2nd. 1944 refers.
Dec. 10.1944
(signed) R.H.Harris G/C.
It was later found that a metal flap in the air intake was loose and under
normal conditions choked the engine but when the aircraft slightly banked it
fell clear. Four fitters were flown out from U.K. with spares and the Lib.
was repaired and flying again within three weeks.
Within a few days I was carrying out antisub. patrols again from Reykjavik
but the depth charges were replaced with a homing torpedo entitled The
Pig - probably because it looked like a pig. This was top secret and only
kept at Reykjavik. When it was taken out to the plane it had to be covered
up and loaded secretly (the Icelanders were not considered our allies). I was
given a revolver and ammunition to guard the thing should we land elsewhere.
The Pig contained a sonic homing device with a propeller in the rear - the
snag was that it would only travel at four knots so it was intended to drop it
ahead of a submarine for interception. After a twelve hour trip with the Pig
I was diverted to Tain (Ross-shire near Wick) and we landed in a snowstorm.
I think we were the last kite to land in the U.K. that night - many other
places had closed down. We locked the aircraft up and my crew and I took
it in turn with the revolver to guard The Pig. That was the 13th January
1945 and we were there for five days because of the weather. I tried to get
away on the 18th but after three hours landed at Wick with engine trouble.
Left Wick for Leuchars to get the engine sorted. On 31st January left
Leuchars and did a 111 hour sortie and landed back at Reykjavik and that
was the last I saw of The Pig.
On the 25th April I received a telegram from Dorrit to say a son had
been born so I set the wheels in motion to get away to see both of them. On
the 2nd May I got a lift in a York (large noisy aeroplane) with 8 others to
4

56

Prestwick. From here I was able to travel down to Madison Crescent to
surprise Dorrit while she was bathing our first baby - Tony. I then had
about two weeks leave during which time Dorrit & I moved much of our
gear into a couple of rooms in a bungalow in Cumberland Drive - not far
from her sisters in Madison Crescent.
Extract from Daily Routine Orders: 28.5.45
No. 53 Squadron Royal Air Force, Serial No. 35 Headquarters, Iceland
Date... 28.5.45 Personnel Occurrence Report (R.A.F. Officers Item Rank
Name Number Branch. Date Nature of occurrence C TEMPORARY
DUTY (7) F/O Withers, 53685 GD-RAF 22.5.45 Left Geck.am.22.5.45
arrived Tain pm same date.SORS 23.5.45 arrived Geck pm same date.TORS.
26.5.45 Diverted from Ops. Auth.A.O.H.Q. L BIRTH (18) F/O Withers,
53685 GD-RAF 25.4.45 Born to the wife of the marginally named officer
on date stated, a son, Tony. Auth: Birth Certificate No.E.C.9196 (28) F/O
Withers, 53685 GD-RAF 22.5.45 Ceases to draw servants allowance, w.e.f.
from date stated. 23.5.45 Ceases to draw Field Allowance w.e.f. date
stated.Auth:O.C.Unit (29) F/O Withers, 53685 GD-RAF 25.5.45
Authorised to draw Field and Servants Allowance w.e.f. date stated. Auth:
O.C.Unit.
I continued in Iceland carrying out anti-sub. flying jobs including a
Met flight and often landing in the U.K. On one occasion I had to take
two passengers and mail to Prestwick. Upon arrival the weather was such
that I had flown under 1000 feet over the Irish Sea as I knew the area well
from the time I flew Wellingtons from Turnberry. Asking for landing
instructions at Prestwick I was told to fly at 8,000 feet and wait instructions
- I was number 11 in the Stack. There was no way I could stooge up to
8,000 feet and wait - I could see the area and the drome so landed immediately,
unloaded and was off again this time with permission and to Ballykelly.
June 1st 1945 with all our crew and two passengers we packed all our
gear and left Iceland for Brawdy in South-west Wales. We did not attempt
any anti-sub exercise on this trip. Next day we left Brawdy for St. Davids
with just my second pilot and two crew.
During the next few days and nights I had my usual second pilot Fl/Sgt.

57

Lawrence and Navigators plus four Wireless Ops/Air Gunners. The Libs
were fitted with Leigh Lights and we carried two depth charges. Initially we
operated in daylight flying low covering visually the area between Belle Isle
and the French West coast just outside St. Nazaire. We anticipated being
fired at but there was no enemy action. The W/Ops were in the gun turrets
and the Navigators only had to ensure we were well clear of Brest. We only
had two trips like this then it was night ops again. This time we did have a
specific area to operate and in conjunction with other aircraft from our
squadron at the same time. The object was to cover the whole area of the
entrance to the English Channel between Lands End and Brest in an
endeavour to prevent submarines getting through.
On the first of these sorties I homed on a radar blip and approached it
at a height of about 200 feet - the navigator (lying in the nose) switched on
the searchlight and the object appeared to be a large funnel emanating smoke.
We were only a few miles off the French coast so it might have been a local
fishing boat - identification was difficult flying at 180 knots and the searchlight
is on the object for a very short time. However, we did not wish to depth
charge a fishing boat so we used the Very pistol and took photos. I saw
these photos later and the intelligence bods told me it was the schnorkel of
a submarine - that is the breathing funnel used by subs so they can remain
submerged and charge their batteries.
The next night another Lib from our squadron attacked and sunk a
sub to the east of our search area - it might have been the one we saw.
Returning to base at dawn that day I saw a multitude of ships of all sizes
travelling east close to the English coast. There were large ships and small
ships - I had never seen anything like it - one could have thought there was
a regatta somewhere. We had not been briefed on this at all - in fact our
operations for the last few days could not be entered in our log books and
when we arrived back at base it was revealed an invasion of France had
taken place. I did a few more trips across the Channel and then our
squadron was stood down from operations. The Leigh Lights were removed
and the guns dismantled - the bomb-bays adapted to carry anything except
depth charges.
1st July 1945 flew from St. Davids to St. Mawgan near Newquay. This
was a large drome with substantial runways and I was now transferred to

58

Transport Command. Still with the same Liberators less gun turrets and
more room in the bomb-bays and no Leigh Light.
Most of this flying was to be carried out in daylight. Next day from St.
Mawgan to Castel Benito, N. Africa directly over France which had been
enemy territory. I can remember it was very hot at Castel Benito which
seemed to be in the sandy desert. Myself and the crew were taken by lorry to
a hotel in Tripoli about 20 miles away. Back to the aircraft the next day and
we were off to Lydda in Palestine. A couple of days here gave me time to
visit Jerusalem and the usual Christian sights - I was not very impressed as it
left me with a split mind - was this Jesus Christ connected with the One
worshipped back in England? Then off over the Great Sandy Desert of
Saudi Arabia, along The Gulf and the Gulf of Oman to Mauripur the airport
of Karachi. Accommodation here was in the British United Services Officers
Club which I joined. Had time to visit Karachi which left me sad at heart there were so many poor and deformed people - and children who needed
nourishment. We seemed to arrive during a monsoon which provided
heavy downpours. Incidentally our kite had brought engine parts and other
goods. On the way back to Lydda on one occasion I noticed we had been
flying 15° off course. The autopilot (a Minneapolis-Honneywell) was still on
and neither the Navigator or the second pilot had noticed the deviation. It
did not matter much as the weather was excellent and our height was 8,000
feet. We made a correction and the navigator made Lydda without any
adjustment - this was a peculiar phenomena which was never accounted for.
Looking down on the desert the pipelines were useful landmarks and a line
of camels appeared stationary. On another opportunity at Lydda I spent
two days on the lovely sandy beach at Jaffa (Tel Aviv).
On the 5th July we had trouble with one of the engines after arriving at
Castel Benito requiring us to wait for a spare generator to be flown out from
England. During this time we (the crew) were accommodated in the Del
Mehari Hotel on the front at Tripoli for two weeks. This was like a holiday
in an exquisite quiet hotel just across the road from clean sandy beaches.
When the generator was fitted the weather on our return trip forced us to
fly at 10,000 feet over the Pyrenees (I used to think we needed oxygen
above 10,000 feet - the Lib. was not a pressurized aircraft) and we didnt see
the ground until we descended just off Ushant (Near Brest, N.W.France). I
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think 10,000 feet is the highest I have ever flown although I did reach 8,000
feet in a Tiger Moth once when I was on my own. Most of my flying was
closer to the ground or sea.
Between these routine trips to and from Karachi for Transport
Command I and another Officer acted as squadron Welfare Officers to
assist any airmen on their rehabilitation to civvy street - the war being over a
large number were being discharged. On the 17th July I went on a Moral
Leadership Course held at the United Theological College, Aberystwyth.
This was specially arranged for R.A.F. personnel. Accommodation was in
the College and the conditions left nothing to be desired. This was a six-day
course consisting mostly of lectures, discussions and prayers.
On the 28th November I was required for an interview in Bristol. As
I had a Regular Commission in the R.A.F. I was given the option of staying
on in the service. This I declined for two reasons viz: The R.A.F. was now
resorting to a peacetime roll and Aircrew were being required to conform
to the traditional routine of wearing the formal dress uniform on certain
occasions. The Station Commander would have a Guest Night once a
month which included toasts and speeches - I only attended one of these
because it was judiciously arranged for many of the aircrew to be wanted
elsewhere. Furthermore this rather accentuated the difference between the
Officers and the Other Ranks. In the American Air Force with which I
had come in contact such snobbishness did not exist.
For the second reason I had palled up with another officer to start an
electrical business just outside Bristol and we both wanted to be rid of all the
red tape that was now evolving.
So on the 18th December 1945 I went to R.A.F. Merryfield to undergo
the formalities of clearance and was discharged from the service.
On the 1st January 1946 I was listed in Hansard as Mentioned in
Dispatches with a few hundred others. One is never told why this award
is given but it may well have been because I pranged a kite in Iceland - you
have to do something bad to get noticed.
On 5th May 1948 my wife Dorrit received a package from the Air
Ministry containing my medals and a note stating the following:
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The Under-Secretary of State for Air
presents his compliments
and by Command of the Air Council
has the honour to transmit the enclosed Awards granted for service in the
war of 1939-45.
The Council share your sorrow that
Flight Lieutenant J.A.P.Withers (53685)
in respect of whose service these Awards are granted did not live to
receive them.
Fortunately my wife knew where I was and a phone call confirmed I
was still alive.
Having left the Air Force to join Civvy Street it was time to look
around for somewhere to live. Dorrit and I liked Thanet so we started
looking at houses in Broadstairs. There were numerous empty properties
in the area due to the fact that many owners has simply moved because of
imminent invasion and numerous air raids. One house we visited had been
vacated in a hurry because the unfinished breakfast meal was still on the
table and the beds hadnt been made. After quite a few visits in the Thanet
area we settled for a two-up and two-down semi in Upper Approach Road,
Broadstairs. Inspite of a £700 pay-out from the RAF there was a limit to
what we could afford.
So that was where we settled but I had a committment to work with my
ex-Officer pal in the Bristol Area. Dorrit stayed in Broadstairs and I went
off to arrange this partnership with a view to settling in the area which
produced more income.
The neighbours in Broadstairs were a Mr. & Mrs. Bowers and they
decided to provide holiday accommodation during the summer months.
This caught on with Dorrit and having a couple of rooms spare she was able
to accommodate a few holiday people during the summer. After a couple
of years doing this Dorrit found more enquiries arriving than she could
accommodate so in 1949 we looked round and bought a Boarding house in
Surrey Road, Cliftonville for £3000. This had about six bedrooms enabling
about two or three families to stay at the same time. There was a dining
room and not a very large kitchen. However Dorrit survived this with
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much work especially on Saturday mornings when some guests go and others
arrive. It was necessary to call in a little help sometimes and occasionally
make use of a niece or two.

43 Surrey Road, Cliftonville, Margate. Circa 1958
During this time I was mostly in the Bristol area plumbing and wiring
new bungalows. I always had an anchoring to be on the east coast ever since
I was at Manston and Bristol did not really compare but I had made a
limited commitment to my ex-RAF mate who was a good partner inasmuch
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as he obtained numerous orders and initially pulling his weight on the practical
side but it appeared he was spending more of the capital than I was. We
ought to have been able to make a go of this but eventually I saw the light financially I should have stayed in the RAF.
So after much altercation I pulled out and returned full time to Dorrit
in Surrey Road to help with the boarding house. This was very much
seasonal work - we advertised in the Margate Guide and used to be fully
booked during the summer months (July and August) to such an extent
both Dorrit and I had to sleep in a shed at the bottom of the garden. After
a few seasons it was not necessary to advertise as the same people would
come every year. Then for two years we took in Mothers and Babies for
the London County Council out of high season. These mothers were from
the London Social Services who recommended such deprived people needing
recuperation for a week or two. Some of these mothers however were really
on the scrounge and were not an economical success.
I then converted four of the upstairs rooms into two self-contained flats
and we let these which alleviated us providing meals although on the odd
occasion we still accommodated some of the old regulars. We then allotted
one large room downstairs for my father who stayed with us for two winters
until he married a lady from his church in Cliftonville.
25th January 1956 Alan was born at 43 Surrey Road and this entailed
me getting on my bike to dash up the road to fetch an oxygen cylinder however, the birth went quite well.
Alan attended Holy Trinity primary and later the Junior school. Tony
and Alan got on very well with go-carts and model train layout which we
could only resurrect during the winter months when the holiday guests had
gone. We also bought a pianola normally played by ones feet on two
pedals at the bottom. This I modified by fixing the vacuum cleaner hose to
the bellows because Alan was too small to reach the pedals.
Although the income from holiday lettings was paying the mortgage I
needed to get a job. For a short time I worked as a labourer for Spains the
Builders, mixing plaster, fixing ceilings, plumbing until I saw Bus Conductors
were required for the summer. Applied for this and became a bus conductor
for a season - I could have continued this until I got a job in Henrys Radio
Shop initially looking after the stores and spares and serving in the shop at

63

the same time. This was in Margate High street and I worked very amicably
shoulder to shoulder with a Mr. House for five years. Here I was offered the
job to manage Henrys shop at Cliftonville but I declined this.
This was when we bought a Bedford Van of 1951 vintage reg. No.
WMY57 in which we went touring and visited inter alia Sheffield Park and
Wakehurst Place in Sussex. The van broke down near Ringwood in
Hampshire and we had to be towed to a garage in Burley, Hants to have a
new starter ring fitted costing overall £8.10s. This delay forced us to stay in
the area so we slept in the van.
Being in the Radio and T/V trade we purchased our first television - a
nine inch size for which we eventually had a magnifier to make a bigger
picture. Black and white pictures of course.
One day I carried a repaired television out to put it in an RAC motorcycle
sidecar The customer was an RAC Inspector in summer uniform and short
sleeves. He was just about to drive to Dartford and it was a lovely sunny
day - this made me envious having worked inside for the past five years. The
customer was Inspector Hopper who lived in Westgate and I quickly
contacted him with a view to getting a job with the RAC. There was one
patrol in the area who was anticipating going to Australia and Mr. Hopper
would let me know when there would be a vacancy.
Could I drive a motorcycle combination - of course so I went to Westgate
and drove one into Margate and back to the satisfaction of Mr. Hopper.
Eventually a vacancy occurred and I went for an interview in London to see
Mr. H. Taylor the Road Manager.
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The R. A. C.
So I was accepted and commenced on 4th January 1958 as a road
patrol at £7 per week. It would be necessary for me to attend a First Aid
course once a year for three years which was taken with the Red Cross in
Margate.
I was measured and fitted with a uniform with leather gaters etc. Mr.
Hopper arranged for a motorcycle combination together with a standard
compliment of tools to be available which I garaged in Cliftonville. I came
under the jurisdiction of Inspector Hopper who I understood was supervised
by a Chief Superintendent Hawken. My duties were to patrol from
Westwood RAC telephone box through Margate to St. Nicholas roundabout,
staying one hour in the morning and one in the afternoon at the telephone
box. Any alternative instructions would be forthcoming through the telephone
when I was at the box.
I had one day off one week and two days the following week Sundays
being just another day. I would assist any members who had broken down
or required information.
One thing I soon learnt was that if you don a uniform everybody else
thinks you know all the answers. On the other hand I did get quite a kick
being able to get a car going when the owner hadnt got a clue. Experience
is a good teacher and after a time the same faults manifest themselves
repeatedly. There was a helpful garage proprietor in St. Nicholas who
could supply spares at any time including Sundays and a good auto electrician
in Margate who would often assist. Then there were two AA patrols on my
beat who were not unhelpful but their firms regimentation forbade them
from being seen by their superiors having a chat with the opposition. In
fact on one occasion I assisted one of them in replacing a driving chain on
his AA motorcycle!
Sundays were the busiest days and I often found families driving down
to Margate with the children in a clapped out old banger. The car stops
and disgorges the children onto the verge while their dad tells me he only
had it serviced just before he left! I had great satisfaction when I saw them
on their way again.
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I did come across and assist in a number of road accidents but fortunately
not too bloody. There was only one which involved children but it was only
their parents who were injured nevertheless it is traumatic when children are
involved in any way.
One Sunday I was on duty at the Westwood Telephone box when a
gentleman in what I thought was a Church Army uniform approached. I
gave him the usual salute (there was a lot of saluting those days) and he said
I am Chief Superintendent Hawken - we had a good laugh when I told him
about the Church Army. I worked indirectly with this chap for the next 7
years only to find that his deafness (in one ear) was due to war service in St.
Eval aerodrome. Enquiring from him further about this it appears he used
to drive the lorries from the drome to pick up the aircrew billited in the local
hotels. Being aircrew myself he probably picked me up from Trevelgue
Hotel in Newquay. We had never mentioned this during our association.
However, he had never applied for a war pension so I put this in motion and
although it took a year he received about £4,000 back-pay and a weekly
pension of £87! He died less than a year later in 1996.
In March of 1958 I was asked if I would escort the Veteran Car Club
contingent to Brussels Worlds Fair.

The Worlds Fair - Brussels
For this I went to Hounslow where the RAC vehicles were serviced and
was issued with a brand new motorcycle combination (streamlined fibre
glass) - new tools etc.
I met Driver Mechanic Willcocks at Dover where we made ourselves
known to the Car Club members as they arrived with their various vehicles.
Willcocks had a fully equipped workshop in a Bedford van.
14th May 1958:
At Dover I boarded the Princess Josephine Charlotte a Belgian ship
of 2,537 tons for Ostend with about 90 veteran cars. These were all mobile
at this juncture and drove on and off without help including one driven by
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steam.
Had a chat with the RAC Port officer at Ostend and swopped names
and addresses. A Capt. Morrison had been allocated to be in charge of the
Veteran contingent.
I received instructions to lead the cars to the Westend Palace Hotel
about 5 miles away, guided by a Mr. Skimp in a private car. Here I assisted
with the parking of the old cars outside the Hotel where we were all supplied
with coffee and biscuits by an official of the Belgian Veteran Car Club.
Arrangements had been made for this Hotel to accommodate the
Veteran Car Club members for the evening but the receptionist told us no
extra rooms were available for Mr. Willcocks and myself. So Capt. Morrison
then went to quite a lot of trouble phoning round to get accommodation and
a meal for both of us.
So Jack Willcocks and I acquired a room (No.329) at a local hotel - not
en-suite, but hot and cold water with two single beds - very clean.
In the Westend Palace Hotel all the Veteran members gathered for a
welcoming address by the Belgian Car Club Chairman followed by Capt.
Morrison explaining the routine of the rally to be followed.
Jack W. and I were then free so we went for a walk round the streets
and found a cafe where we had a drink and joined three others with their
children watching the Paris program on a 21" T.V. screen giving a perfect
interference - free picture. We left at about 10.30 and had a walk round the
streets which were deserted and silent.
By 7.30 the next morning we filled two of the cars with petrol and the
steam car with water. Left on the motorway towards Ghent. After about a
couple of miles I came across one of the cars broken down so helped the
owner (these veteran car people know their cars inside out) to repair his
leather and metal disc which drives the water pump. Further along the road
I traced a broken earth wire on another car: this had low tension ignition
supplied by 3 bell batteries!
The Rallying point in Ghent was a large garage situated in a back street.
So I was riding round finding the Members who had become lost and leading
them to the garage which shortly became full and we arranged an overflow
in the Ghent Townhall Square. This encouraged a crowd of people to visit
these old Bangers and I had the job of distributing the Rally numbers for
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the drivers to fix on their vehicles. Then a great demand for wood-screws,
sellotape, string or wire for fixing.
The rally moves off escorted by motorcyclists to the Autostrasse for
Brussels. I am then instructed by Capt. Morrison to return to the broken
down car on the autostrasses 11 miles from Ostend, taking them a sandwich
pack which had been previously prepared and just issued to all members.
Jack and I were also given one of these packs which consisted of two ham
rolls, one waffle and an orange.
I found the car on the side of the road with the owner underneath the
engine. It was 1.35pm. and the owner and myself ate the rolls while discussing
the trouble with the car. It had an epicyclic gear and one of the pinions had
broken, parts of which had become jammed between another pinion and
the outer ring thus distorting it. The owner had taken the gear to pieces and
reassembled it without the broken parts. We then pushed and jerked the
car in an endeavour to get the pinions to run round the ring but without
success. So we removed the plug and opened the priming cock to allow the
car to run freely. An interested by-stander (a Mons.M. Rubgbens of BerchemAntwerp), supplied a tow rope and another kind Belgian hooked the car to
his own and towed it to Ostend Airport where it had landed earlier. Just
before we commenced the tow two mobile police arrived and I obviously
had to explain the position - as they thought I was an English Mobile Policeman
everything must be all right they saluted me and rode off quite happily.
I followed the car to the Airport. When the rally driver had completed
the formalities at the airport I approached an RAC member (Mr. Gates)
who had just landed from Southend who agreed to give the rally driver a lift
to Brussels to attend the rally.
I arrived back in Brussels about 6.30pm. and asked numerous people
where the Worlds Fair was - nobody knew. Then one bright spark said
Oh you mean the Exposition! and it was him who led me the way - under
tunnels, over fly-overs in multi-lane roads and right to the gate I wished to
enter, then he disappeared.
All the rally cars were coming out of this gate so I joined them eventually
to assemble in front of the Town Hall.
Various drivers required petrol, screws, water and string, another wanted
a garage with a lathe for use next morning. All the members were billeted in
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various parts of the town. Jack and I found ours - a sombre looking place room No. 3 on the 2nd floor containing a 4ft. double bed, a table, two
chairs a wash basin with one cold tap. There was an electric light which was
more than some members had!
9.50pm. We washed and were escorted by car to a restaurant a quarter
of a mile away for a meal. This meal took two hours as 15 other rally
members unexpectantly came in too.
Got into the one bed at 1pm. and we were both awakened at 5.30am.
by the noise of trains at the back and trams clanging their bells in the front.
7am: Breakfast of two rolls and a pot of tea by the kindness of the lady who
ran the place.
The Fair was drawing crowds from all over the world and although
accommodation had been arranged for Willcocks and I, we were forced to
share the same bed in this small hotel.
This morning I was driving along on the left following a milkman until
Jack called me over to the right! It is usually the next day when little if any
traffic is about one forgets to drive on the right.
Shortly we realized we could not find the Exposition or the Town Hall
where all the veteran cars had been left so we drove back to our hotel where
the good lady rings up the police station.
After much conversation in Flemish about these veteran cars it turns
out they had been left outside the town hall at Schaerbeck. The lady then
escorted us to the hotel about 21 miles away where she was stopped by the
police and she wanted to know why she could not take her car into the
square because she had brought these important people.
I had discovered the previous evening the name and address of a garage
with a lathe and a good mechanic but the car must be there before 10.30am.
So I search for the car in the rally - No. 74 but I never set eyes on No. 74 or
its owners - a Mr. & Mrs. Shillan again. I saw the garage proprietor later in
the day and he was very understandable. Jack W. and I loaned out small
tools left right and centre to the members and we never lost one.
12.45pm Arrive in the Exposition and line all the entries up each one
in front of their own National Hall. Heavy showers at this time. Jack and I
stand outside the British Hall and are expected to answer all the questions
about the Exposition. The only plans we had were supplied by Esso which
2
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helped. We were met by an official from the British National Hall and told
that we were specially invited to go and look round the British Industrial
Building which we did. We just found time for a quick visit to the Russian
Hall and this was the most impressive of them all. I took a number of
photos in this Hall.
At 4pm. there was the Rally of the Veteran Cars on the Port DEsplanade
for the entries to be judged and awards to be presented There were about
150 cars all lined up and they made an imposing but contrasting sight with
the ultra modern buildings all around.
Left this to join on the end of an agonising slow procession through the
grounds to the Old Fashioned Belgian Village in the grounds. During this 1
mile per hour drive a heavy shower ensued and I had to push my combination
out of the line because of clutch failure. The low gear was too fast to use
and I could not release the clutch. When the end of the cars had gone I
made a cursory examination and by taking up all the adjustment on the
clutch cable I could just hold the clutch off - not a healthy way to treat a nice
new machine.
Caught up with Jack W. at the Schaerbeck Town Hall where one of
the veteran cars needed towing to a garage. On examination it was obvious
nothing could be done for this sleeve valve engine - a 1913 Argyle. Decided
with the owner that Jack would tow the car back to Ostend as there may be
other cars needing tows later.
Left my combination parked in the Square and accompanied Jack in
his Bedford towing the Argyle back to Ostend. We had to stop periodically
to thaw out the driver in the Argyle as it was an open car and there was a
very cold side-wind.
00.35am. At the port we were helped by an A.A. port Officer who was
the RAC port Officer we had previously met who then confessed that one
day he worked for the A.A. and next day for the RAC! Had he known we
were returning that night he would have worn the appropriate uniform!
Mr. Farrington the veteran car driver was feeling bad after his hectic
drive and could only partake of the soup in the big meal to which he treated
Jack and I. Months later I received a bottle of whisky in the post from him!
3.50am. arriving back in Brussels Mr. Farrington could not get into his
hotel until we went round the back and woke the proprietor.
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8.35am. I prepare to examine the clutch on my motorcycle and after
removing the primary chain case find that the adjusting screw lock-nut is
loose.
11am. With more confidence I set out to find the veteran cars. Find
the Gulf garage with the veteran cars assembled on one side of the road and
nearby is the RAC headquarters. An announcement over the tannoy invites
everyone to assemble in the RAC Headquarters. This is a lovely building
with a Hall set out for a Banquet. Members drink at the bar and then
descend to the Hall. Two speeches are given one in French and one in
English and then an invitation to eat (standing) as much as they could because
more was available downstairs. Quite a few members said that this was the
best part of the Rally so far and I certainly agreed with them.
3pm. The sun is shining for once. 3.30pm: The rally moves off - on
time - back to the Schaerback Town Hall square.
Only about 50 cars arrive here. We enter the Town Hall which is
crowded with the members all in good spirits. Jack and I refuel at the Gulf
garage bearing in mind that we might have to sell some to the members
later.
8.10pm. The members start coming out with a bottle of wine and a
plaque commemorating the Third International Rally of Veteran Cars. I
got a plaque and gave my wine to Jack. The meeting had started an hour
late as the Mayor forgot to come. The members thought this was a waste of
time but it was a kind gesture of the Belgians.
9pm. Filled two cars with petrol and escorted a number to a garage for
the night. 10.10pm. Back to the official restaurant for a meal which we had
to pay for as the Rally had been completed in the Town Hall. 11.15pm.
Jack takes a local walk to look at the shops. 11.50pm. retire to bed.
4.30am. Awakened by shouting and noisy carts being trundled past.
7am. Police in the street below clearing parked cars from both sides of the
street. Also two groups of police formed up across the road and a few
mobiles standing by. We were informed that a kind of Petticoat Lane
market takes place every Sunday morning at the end of the road.
Furthermore an election is imminent and the street will be used for
campaigning. Phoned Capt. Morrison for instructions: I am to leave at
2pm. for Ostend helping any stranded members along the autostrasse. Jack
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W. would leave at 3pm. I am to take Capt. Morrisons cine camera to him
at the Grand Hotel first. Getting to the Grand Hotel was no easy matter as
many of the streets had been closed and directions could not easily be followed.
Then Jack and I were to go to the garage where the cars had been left and
collect a box containing the cup which the British Contingent had won. In
trying to find Jack with the Van I became completely surrounded by noisy
youths in a political - religious demonstration I managed to get right behind
a police car but that became halted until the Sergeant got out and walked in
front. These young people had whistles being blown in sympathetic rhythm
and bangers which they threw on the ground ahead of the procession led by
priests.
Eventually arrived at the garage and collected the required box containing
the cup. Then Jack and I drove to the Exposition in the main gate without
giving anyone on the gate time to ask questions. Parked the Bedford and
the combination outside the Russian Building and we both went and had a
good look round this time but I lost Jack somewhere inside.
1.55pm. Drove out of the Exposition with as many salutations and as
much effrontery as when I came in. Down the autostrasse towards Ghent
and Ostend. I was stopped by the occupants of a car which had just passed.
The driver wished to speak with someone from England as the driver was
with some English during the war. They produced a flask of coffee and
cakes which we all shared. Such are the Belgian people - very friendly.
I catch up with two of the Veterans doing 22mph. The passenger of
one gives me an apple as we pass. Two cars stopped further along so I give
them a hand, passers by stop, police come and move people on. Then an
Oldsmobile broken down - the ignition had become defective. Jack W. then
arrives and I leave this one to him. Stopped to fix the bonnet on to another
veteran in which Capt. Morrison was a passenger and wishes me to check
that no cars have been left behind. I followed the Oldsmobile into the
Airport and then on to Ostend.
Such a number of these old cars parked on Ostend harbour created an
interest from too many children and we had to get the police to control
them.
11.45pm. Embarking the vehicles starts - pushing some - towing others.
The same Port Officer is now dressed in RAC uniform as he said knowing
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we were coming he has to be in the correct gear!
0045am. Two lady members subject to claustrophobia gave us two
tickets for a bunk each.
5.15am. Disembarking I was completely engaged pushing, or towing to
get these cars off the ship. Then into some Dover garages to obtain spares
for some members as many had long distances yet to go.
8.45am. got home.
The members of the Veteran Car Club had made a collection for us at
the end of the Rally and we did possess a comemorative plaque for our
attendance.
Unfortunately I had to return the new combination and resort to my
original although this was replaced at a later date.
One Sunday evening I was stationed at St. Nicholas roundabout available
for assistance to anyone needing it when a teenager came dashing up on a
motorcycle to tell me one of our members was broken down on the Monkton
road. When I arrived there were three youngsters with their heads under
the bonnet and the old gentleman driver standing on the verge with his dog.
I found that the condenser was faulty which I replaced and the owner
asking how much that would be - I said about 3s.6d. He paid me and was
sorry he had to buy one because he had a spare car of the same model in his
shed. He did not appear to have much money so I arranged to call on him
during the coming week and collect my condenser.
The gentleman was a Mr. Pierce who lived in a nice semi-detached
cottage in West Stourmouth. I thought it would be ideal to live in a similar
place. He said he only paid £11 a year rates and we were paying £256 a
year in Cliftonville.
So I asked him to let me know if he ever heard of a local cottage going
for sale. I think it must have been about a year later a note was put through
my door in Surrey Road for me to call and see a farmer by the name of Fagg
in West Stourmouth.
I went to see Mr. Fagg expecting him to want to join the RAC but
between us we realised it must have been Mr. Pierce who learnt the farmer
was selling three old cottages in West Stourmouth. Mr. Fagg could not sell
them to me because they had been condemned and he had already sold the
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tiles - old Kent tiles were quite expensive. However, I said what about the
land which covered an acre - well he would have to see his solicitor - a few
months went by and I bothered him a bit until he agreed to sell me the land
for £320.
I can vividly remember going back to Dorrit and asking her if she
would like to live in the country. To finish running the Guest House was
undoubtedly a dream - we had nearly finished paying off the mortgage. So
I returned to the farmer and agreed to buy the land if I could get planning
permission to build a bungalow.
At that time I knew a Mr. Franklin who designed bungalows and
submitted drawings to the Dover Council for planning permission on behalf
of Manyweathers the builders. In conjunction with Mr. Franklin he drew
out plans for me and submitted them to the Council.
The plans he submitted were for a normal pitched roof bungalow which
we thought would not look out of place on the site, being opposite a row of
farm cottages to the design of Kent County Council. This was in September
1961. Waiting for the result seemed like ages.
On the 26th April 1962 a letter from the Planning Authority said they
had considered the plans and disapproved of them on the grounds that the
details are of extremely low standard being poorly proportioned, assertive in
character, fussy in treatment and of unsympathetic materials and the design
would be entirely out of keeping in this rural locality. So the seven month
wait was rather depressing.
Further enquiries revealed that the Council would only really consider a
prestigious bungalow on this isolated site. In the course of my RAC
employment I had met an Architect who was an Associate of the Royal
Institute of British Architects and he agreed to draw up plans and get them
passed. I had to pay him but no more than the normal fee which was 11%
for the work costing up to £3,400, viz £42.
Among the details to be incorporated in the design was that I could
have a flat roof the reason being my work involved calling on many prefabs
and such were built to last 10 years but they had been up for twenty and
generally in excellent condition and what is more they were the warmest
houses I used to visit. Furthermore I must have a kitchen which faces the
entrance to the site. The housewife spends much of her time in the kitchen
4
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and it is always an advantage for her to be able to see who is calling.
So the Architect, Mr. Leach designed what I would have called a modern
bungalow - quite out of keeping with the other local premises. However, it
appears he knew that such a design would be satisfactory to the planning
people and because of such a reassurance I bought the land for £320. The
plans were submitted by Mr. Leach on 15th August 1962. It could be said
that Mr. Leach and Mr. Adams, the County Planning Officer were obviously
brother and bob as Mr. Adams confirmed the plans submitted showed a
good design which he would not hesitate to pass to the Council surveyor.
Mr. Leach said I may rest assured that no difficulties should be
forthcoming on this occasion and within one month planning permission
was confirmed.
The next thing was to ascertain whether a loan was forthcoming to pay
for the bungalow to be built. After enquiring around to various banks it was
possible to obtain a loan for building from the Hastings and Thanet Building
Society. They pay out 25% of the total loan when the building has reached
roof level, 25% when roofed, tiled and gutters fixed, 25% when plastering
and fixing finished and drains completed 25% on completion.
This sounded satisfactory but we needed money to start the procedure
which meant selling the boarding house.
We placed a notice in the front room window and within 48 hours a
gentleman from Southampton (possibly on holiday) called in, looked around
and bought the place for £3,300!
At this stage I was still working for the RAC with a van instead of a
motorcycle combination. We could have bought a caravan to live in on the
land but we needed somewhere to put our furniture from Surrey Road. So
we bought a small shed and the largest portable garage we could find. We
had everything in the garage - electricity, portable gas and water, and two
double bunks.
In my spare time I sited up the area with the aid of my ex-RAF Sextant.
Fixing in profile boards and marking out where the trenches were to go in
conjunction with the plans was comparatively easy as the gound was fairly
level.
Next hiring a digger to make the trenches for the foundations and
working out the concrete and brick requirements usually done by a quantity
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surveyor was done by me. The colour and type of bricks had been specified
on the planning application and so these had to be adherred to. So, during
my RAC work I called on the Brick Company near Maidstone to make a
preliminary order for the bricks. Unfortunately the required bricks had been
superceded and permission for an alternative had to be sort from the local
Council. I then purchased an electric concrete mixer and employed a firm
who only did site foundations and this was Banks and Heydon of Ramsgate
who also arranged the hire of a digger from Manyweathers - a firm for
whom they were working during the week. The contract to build this
bungalow was reckoned by the trade as a hospital job, i.e. it would be done
mostly at week-ends and when they had time to fit it in. After all, the
builders had to come out into the country to do the work whereas during
the week they would be working in their own towns.
It was essential to get quotations for each piece of work and to verify
the quality of other work these people had done.
First of all the trenches, then the concrete foundations followed by
bricking up the foundation walls to the damp course.
These are done by very hard Engineered bricks - no more expensive
than common bricks, but their appearance doesnt matter as they will be
beneath ground when the building is finished.
Along comes a lorry with a load of these hard bricks and to unload
these I obtained a young Mr. Pyke who was studying for the ministry to
assist both Mum and I.
This brings one up to the oversite level which must be filled with at
least 6" of hardcore completely covered by one layer of builders polythene.
On this I had inserted black polystyrene pipes in certain places to enable me
to feed electric cable under the floor. Then concreting the oversite to make
the basis for a solid floor.
There was no main drainage in this area so a cesspool had to built with
a long trench for the pitch-fibre pipe, to take sewage and kitchen waste.
This meant five manholes at various junctions. At the rear of the bungalow
would also be a large hole filled with stones and rubble to act as a soakaway
for rain water from the roof.
June 1964: At this stage the work needed to be inspected and passed
by the local health officer. While this was going on the carpenters of Messrs

76

A.C. Hopgood & Son in Margate were progressing with the doors and
windows to be made of keruing or sapele. I would call in periodically to see
these being made. It was necessary to think ahead so that the next trade
could proceed without delay when they arrived usually at week-ends - weather
permitting. Then the door and window frames arrived and put in place
which provided a picture of what it might look like when finished.
Scaffolding is the next requirement hired from Mills Scaffold Company
in Canterbury complete with boards and gear.This became the most expensive
component because once it is set up the actual use of it is often held up
either by weather or lack of tradesmen turning up. The bricklayers of
Banks and Heydon were at the time building a tall block of flats in Margate
for Thanet Council and it was not always possible for them to turn up when
I would have wished.
The hollow walls consisted of the facing bricks with Celcon blocks tied
in with a 2" cavity. Celcon blocks are lightweight two or three inch blocks
used in place of the old breaze blocks. Celcon blocks will float when placed
in water and may be drilled and shaped to a certain extent.
The extremely large hole for the cesspool had to be dug and concreted
with a large sump in the base. The surrounding walls are built with single
bricks - end on, then the walls have to be plastered with waterproof cement.
The complete cesspool has to be topped with re-inforced concrete having a
manhole in the centre. This became the second largest cesspool in the area
with a capacity of 4,700 gallons.
With the walls being completed with the necessary damp courses the
lintels put in place over doors and windows then the ceiling joists and the
building was taking shape.
If the roof was to be flat it was necessary to get the best possible supplier
who ought to be The Ruberoid Co., Ltd., of London and their specification
called for 4" Stramit as a base on which seven layers would be applied,
finished with white spar chippings.
When the roof was covered with Stramit we had rain and for a few
days further work on the roof could not be done even after sweeping off the
rain. Along come three roofing people with their cauldron and fire. Handing
up buckets of hot pitch the various layers of roofing felt were laid and a very
neat job they made of it. In the centre of the roof I had a Twidex Acrylic
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Dome fixed to allow more light into the corridors and cupboard.
22nd August 1963: a lorry arrived from Bakewell in Derbyshire with 13
tons of white spar in 37 bags to be unloaded; this was later applied to a layer
of hot pitch on the roof.
Next the glass arrived from Invicta Glass company of Canterbury. Some
of the large units were double glazed and because of their size were quite
costly.
Various stages of construction were being accomplished at the same
time such as ceilings boarded, wiring, plumbing, plastering and floor screed.
Time was getting on and we needed to vacate our garage abode at the first
opportunity. This occurred in November by us entering and walking on
boards across the semi finished floor. Heating was to be supplied from a
Parkray fireplace in the living room plus nightstore heaters in every room
as I had wired the whole bungalow for these. Also installed in the boiler
house was a Potterton oil-fired boiler for hot water. In fact the services
installed were very comprehensive.
I did have trouble with the plasterer whom I had known previously.
One week-end he would finish certain rooms and not turn up for a few
weeks. The interior of the cesspool was waiting to be plastered so the reinforced top could be applied - consequently no drains could be used. So I
told Mr. Smith not to come any more I would get somebody else.
Unfortunately plasterers waiting for work were few and far between and I
had to cajole Mr. Smith into continuing in his own time which he did.
At each stage of the building an inspector from the Council would call
to inspect the progress and when this was satisfactory I could pass the
information on to the Hastings and Thanet who would release a further
payment. The Ruberoid Company also sent an inspector to check on the
roof work.
In the garage I had left a pit (with built-in lighting) enabling work under
the car to take place. This was found extremely useful later.
We lived in this bungalow designated The Acre for 21 years during
which time a few incidents occurred which are listed below:
By 1970 I had been issued with a private car by the RAC in which
Mum, Alan and I drove down to Weymouth and got the ferry to Guernsey
where we had board residence with a Mrs. E.M. Edwards at 1, Clifton
4
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Terrace, St. Peter Port costing 81 Gns. each per week. We hired a self-drive
Sunny car and each day would drive round the island to find the sunny
side because much of the coast was surrounded in mist each morning. There
were some nice sandy bays and to see the cows being tethered at odd spots
along the road was unique. We also visited the smallest church on the
Island built mostly of seashells and a catholic church in the town. Another
three or four interesting couples were staying at the boarding house - the
food and service was good.
Back to Stourmouth:
There were still a number of things to be done on the bungalow: New
garage doors made and fitted in 1964 costing £14.11s!
Sink unit and some internal doors supplied in March 1964 for £16.
A Shildon living room carpet for £87.10s.
A driveway laid from the gate to the bungalow for £177.
A large Electrolux frig. from the Co-op in Dover for £65. Had two
sapele book-cases made for £55.
I bought a Knowsley Eros Caravan for £295 from a chap in Lewes and
parked on an unofficial wooded site in Sussex so I could use it to save me
returning from Sussex when I was canvassing at factories in that area. I
think in all I only used it on two or three occasions - I cannot even remember
selling it.
I purchased plastic cladding from Marley Extrusions and fitted this on
the bungalow under the windows - replacing much of the wooden facing
boards as the varnishing was never very satisfactory.
Next door there was a large cold store with a cottage attached. The
cold store was filled with apples for storage every year by the farmers Timms
and Sons. One of their workers lived in the cottage, viz: The Norringtons.
The Norrington family went for a boating holiday on the Thames one year
and the youngest member, Roger fell in the river and hit his head knocking
him unconscious and he drowned. This was rather sad - Roger was about
18 and a very likeable lad.
At some time I buried the Bedford van in a large ditch next door to our
plot.
3/4/82: After much planning controversy we sold a plot of land to Mr.
Atkinson for £600.
2
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3/5/83: Sold a larger plot to Mr. & Mrs. Johnson for £15,000 to enable
them to build a bungalow.
I fixed solar panels on our roof which worked well to assist in heating
the hot water system.
I acquired two ex-RAC caravans and sited these behind the bungalow.
In these I operated printing machines with the help of Tony and we worked
as a firm under the name of Greenacre Graphics.
We purchased a swimming pool about 30 feet in diameter and 4 feet
deep with gear for cleaning. Some afternoons when the sun shone we
would have a small number of local children in to enjoy it.
One day I got a cold in my back and had about 3 weeks off work with
Sciatica. It resulted in me being given penicillin which did not agree with me
and that was where I became Asthmatic. I now have on my records that I
am allergic to penicillin. Some time later I became incapable of operating
any muscles and was carted away on a stretcher to Canterbury hospital. I
was isolated in a room and eventually told I had Campbylobacter. I was
treated with antibiotics and home within a week.
We did have my friend Charles Hamley and his Wife to stay for a
short period.
While at Stourmouth Alan was attending school in Canterbury and
Tony worked in Margate.

RAC to Redundancy
There were various functions to be attended such as those at motor
racing circuits, exhibitions, Woodcote Park RAC Club and these made a
break from the normal routine.
I later became a Special Duty Patrol which gave a complete freedom
in the area to enrol new members for the RAC. Much opportunity for this
was provided at Agricultural and Air Shows where one could approach
many car owners. Being in uniform it was necessary to wear medal ribbons
and my County Manager suggested I should also wear my RAF wings (being
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an ex-pilot) - after a few weeks these were discarded because people would
wish to converse about flying other than joining the RAC.
The office dealing with Southern Home Counties Patrols in RAC House
at Croydon also combined with the RAC Insurance Brokers viz: Beddall
Bradford. I was in the office one day and met Mr. Stonehouse the Managing
Director of B.B. and suggested to him a system I could devise with specially
prepared cards to give instant insurance quotes. He said he would sponsor
it. It was about this time (circa 1970) that computers were being introduced
to the market in a small way. I met my compatriot from the Watford
Office in Ealing with a view to having a demonstration on a computer. The
demo was useless but on the way back to Ealing Station we passed a Tandy
Radio shop in the window of which was a computer with screen for £499!!
The shopkeeper knew next to nothing about them so we could not proceed.
Shortly afterwards we both went to Tandys warehouse at Wednesbury in
the Midlands and had a demonstration. Beddall Bradford purchased one
which I had at home. I learnt the programming from an expert I contacted
at Canterbury University. My wife provided him with dinner and he would
spend the rest of the afternoon teaching me the rudiments of programming.
Eventually we had a program which provided about six quotes in answer to
members questions. Ultimately I purchased 24 of these computers complete
with screens, tape recorders and cassettes - floppy discs came in later. Each
RAC County Office (except Belfast) received a computer and it was my job
to provide the program on cassette tapes and to modify it as rates changed.
The programs had to be re-entered each morning by a clerk in each office
and it took sometime for unfamiliar operators to get it running.
I was operating one of these computers on the RAC stand at an Ideal
Home Exhibition when a bomb (IRA) went off about 50 yards away in the
exhibition. I with others dived under the table as rubbish fell around.
Everybody out - the exhibition closed.
The original computers were 4k. capacity which we had necessarily
increased to 16k. Nowadays theyve gone to gigabytes and no tape!
During this transition I was still a special duty patrol leaning on the
competitive insurance rates the RAC could provide to enrol new members.
Early on I had graduated (?) from a motorcycle combination to a van
and then a car. I never had a single cold when I drove a motorcycle!
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1970 I became the Membership Promotion Officer for the RAC in the
Southern Home Counties area. Now supplied with a private car and a
radio connected with the Croydon Office.
This meant calling on various firms in Kent Surrey and Sussex areas to
promote group membership for the organisation. I had an expense account
which mainly included the cost of meals out. These were useful but could
not be fully utilized because most of my time was spent travelling the large
area.
My approximate annual milage was 40,000 involving travelling to and
from the area to Stourmouth. I was also covering Brands Hatch motor
racing events when we had an office there which I would man and the
Surrey Guildford Show. There were also times when I arrived in Croydon
Office at 8.45am to open the post. Such were the duties of an M.P.O.
Then the Croydon Office took on a young Assistant Manager who knew
little of the job but intended to show how it should be done. This rather
riled me but we agreed to differ. Perhaps the Manager, a Mr. Proud sensed
the friction and asked me if I would like to be transferred as an Assistant
Manager to a Northern Office. Having just built my own bungalow at
Stourmouth this was the last thing I would have in mind. So after much
conciliation on his part he said if I didnt wish to move and save the expense
of all the travelling I would become redundant.
Having connexions with Beddall Bradford the RAC Insurers I had a
close liaison with their Directors, Mr. Stonehouse at Hitchin and Bill Foley.
It was therefore unofficially arranged that they would take me on if I left the
RAC. I therefore became redundant from the RAC on 15th July 1975,
accepting redundancy pay and commuting some of my pension and
relinquishing the car.
I commenced employment with Beddall Bradford & Co.,Ltd. on the
8th September 1975 under better conditions. At last I could have weekends off with an expense account and a new similar car.
This was a totally different firm to work for: I was to canvas any factories
I wished in Kent, Surrey and Sussex and offer employees a special rate for
their car insurance - this was usually done via the works Social Club secretary.
I was on commission based on the increase of business done through B.B.s

82

Croydon Office. This turned out to be very satisfactory.
The firm had an annual dinner at a hotel in Hitchin for their Reps;
although I often needed to visit the office at Hitchin for other reasons. I
would often come back with some electrical gadget to repair for the boss.
November 1979: The office needed to have a remote camera installed
for the telephone switchboard operator to see who was upstairs and to put
the calls through to the right place.
The firm had a quote for this at £702 and I said it could be done for
about £200. I bought an Elbex camera from Comet and a secondhand
black/white T/V for £25 plus a few odds and ends.
April 1980: I spent a day fixing it up at the Hitchin Office. The
hardest part was making holes for rawlplugs in very solid concrete pillars.

Time to Relax
17/5/78: A three day cruise from Oban in the Dumaras.
This vessel is a twin screw diesel yacht, 81 feet long and has
accommodation for twelve people. It has a lounge, dining room, dispense
bar and two sun decks. We were supplied with Breakfast, Morning Coffee,
Light Lunch, Afternoon Tea, Dinner and Evening Hot Drink. Mum and I
had No. 5 cabin which meant an upper and lower bunk. The cabin also
had a wash basin with h. & c. taps.
We boarded the boat at 1pm. and it left Oban at 3pm. out into the
Firth of Lorne round the South of Mull to Bunessan where we anchored for
the night.
18/5/78: Left for a short trip to the Island of Iona where the boat tied
up to a landing stage and we were able to go ashore to visit the Abbey and a
few other historic items - not to mention sheep grazing on lovely grass - the
sun was shining this morning!
19/5/78: Across the water to the Island of Staffa whereby using a
rubber dinghy we were able to climb on to the rocks and walk into Fingals
Cave holding a wire ropeway.
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A most interesting cave with the waves entering and making quite a
noise - not exactly musical.
Safely back on the ship we sailed right round the north of Mull to the
harbour at Tobermory where there was time to walk around and look at the
boats.
Returning we sailed south along the Sound of Mull and somewhere
along this sound anchored and went ashore on the sands for a barbecue.
Hot sausages soaked in beer - needless to say I did not partake once the
sausages had been doused. We were then visited by a group of children
from a nearby village and when they learnt we were English immediately
wanted to know what team we followed. Not much else to occupy them
here except football which they play locally.
At the end of the Sound we turned northeast into Loch Linnhe and
keeping close to the Island of Lismore in the hope of seeing basking seals.
There were a few of these some way off and were seen through binoculars.
Round the end of Lismore past the ferry at Port Appin and back into Oban
harbour by late afternoon.
The cost of the cruise was £39 per person including everything!
On the whole this was a most enjoyable experience enhanced by the
other passengers with whom we enjoyed many hilarious episodes. We
would have liked to repeat this years later when we visited Oban but found
the boat had been sold and there was nothing similar available.
19/5/78: Having landed in the afternoon we had no accommodation so
sussed out the locality and found a very nice boarding house just outside the
town with one room left. This was an excellent place.
20/5/78: South on the A.816 through Kilmelford, Kintraw, Kilmartin
and stopping for a short look round the town in Lochgilphead then down
the A.83 towards Campbeltown. Just before entering the town there was a
kind of jumble sale being held in a church hall where we bought a few things
including a complete set of dark (French) cups, saucers and plates.
To avoid missing the boat to Arran we did not enter Campbeltown.
Back along the A.83 to Kennacraig where the road joins the small bumpy
road to Claonaig. Caught the boat to Lochranza on the Isle of Arran.
We had booked a cottage on the shore just outside the town of Brodick.
Access to this entailed a very rough descent on an unmade road ending at
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two gates, one to the Lairds bungalow on the shore and the other to the
cottage among the trees. The cottage contained a bedroom and kitchen
plus toilet facilities and we were expected to cater for ourselves. We soon
met the Lairds wife - a little old lady who supplied us with anything required
except food. There was also the Laird - he had a large telescope in his
bungalow and knew all that was going on - especially the bird life, so he was
able to brief mum on the bird situation.
On the shore below the bungalow was a reasonable sized area with a
couple of sheds where two friendly donkeys lived and they were able to
come out and graze. We had quite a few walks along the shore just below
the 100 foot cliffs. Saw two buzzards circling overhead fighting off a
predator. Among the grass on the shore was an eiderducks nest with the
duck sitting on its eggs. Round the headland were hosts of kittywakes on the
cliffs making an awful noise. Also a dead sheep which had fallen over the
cliff. All this without another person in sight; a lovely peaceful place to be
except for the birds. Of course everytime we went out we spoke to the
donkeys.
Our usual outings consisted of driving round the Island in a clockwise
direction - there were so many interesting places to stop with no parking
restrictions and very little traffic. On the far side of the Island was a basking
shark about a hundred yards off the beach where a couple of boys were
throwing stones trying to hit it, but all you could see was its fin steady on the
surface.
Then into Brodick Castle which could have been interesting if one likes
history. Arran certainly has an attraction for us possibly because it appears
divorced from the hustle and bustle of the mainland. One can approach it
from Ardrossan on the Scottish coast landing at Brodick which is really the
only town having a dozen shops, a garage and a few hotels. A connection
exists the other side of the Island which was the way we arrived but the
frequency of the boats is limited.
However, we left the Island on a boat from Brodick, then through
Ardrossan which gave the appearance of being dead. Onto the A.71 through
Kilmarnock to the A.76 stopping at Dumfries for a rest and look round the
shops. Thereafter south to the M.6, M.1 and home.
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28/5/81:
Left Dover for Boulogne by P. & O. Ferry with Dorrit and an
elderly neighbour from Stourmouth. Our vehicle was the white Ford Escort
DGT 602 T. laden with a large tent and all the camping equipment.
This lady, a Miss Wardle had a sister in Blois, France with whom she
was going to stay for her annual holiday so we offered to take her along
especially as she spoke French. Miss Wardle was in her seventies and lived
alone and unfortunately talked and talked - typical of old people who have
been on their own for sometime. However, it was decided to avoid Paris
and take the small roads around the capital.
From Boulogne to Abbeville and on to Rouen was easy then Evreux
and Chartres where we got lost. On entering a village where a group of local
women were talking on the corner, we stopped and asked for directions in
my prepared French but when the answer is gabbled in French I am lost so
turning to our passenger I did expect some help - but no she could not
understand what they said. It appears the local dialect was incomprehensible.
So much for learning French at school! However we did eventually make
it to the town of Blois without touching Paris or motorways. Over the river
bridge at Blois and our passenger was familiar with the area and directed us
the last few miles. A small turning off the road led down a cart track
through a forest for about æ of a mile which opened up in front of a large
castle having a tall pinnacle at each end. This was very impressive - did her
sister live here? Yes, at one end of the castle lived her sister who welcomed
us with an offer of tea or coffee. We chose tea but this meant finding a tea
pot and the tea which was not in general use - coffee is mostly drunk here.
We were in a large tiled floor kitchen with a large solid wooden table and
fortunately a radiator as the place seemed cold.
I do not know who owned the castle but we did learn the whole
forest was let out to firms during the season for shooting. Perhaps our host
was acting as a caretaker.
Leaving our passenger at the Chateau we back-tracked to the main
road and towards Cour Cheverny where we had details of a camp site.
Parked on the side of a road perusing a local map we were accosted by a
man wheeling a cycle. He poked his head in the window and said in perfect
English - Can I help you? He was a Mr. Claude Rabut - an interpreter for
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the European Union in Bruxelles. We told him that we were looking for a
certain camp site. After a short discussion I followed him to a village where
he seemed to be known. He entered an Inn and enquired for us and then
showed us a site in the village but unfortunately this was unsuitable. He
then directed us to another site out of the village which we eventually found.
This was a level site just off the main road (102). Only about two other
occupants on the site at the time of our arrival which was about 1700 hours.
Pitching our tent was rather harrowing due to the wind and half the frame
blew over bending a couple of the tubes. We were hungry and went into
the farmhouse for a meal. Inside was a large round open fireplace with a
grill on the hot cinders where our steak was cooked. This fireplace had a
compatible chimney immediately above fitted with copper water pipes coiled
around about six times - these supplied central heating throughout the
farmhouse.
Next morning while packing up the tent along came Mr. and Mrs.
Claud Rabut, both on cycles to see if we had found the site and had a chat.
What a pleasant and helpful fellow!
30/5/81: Again heading south once more on the small roads we went
through Coutres, Chatereux, Argenton, Limoges, St. Lieix la perche, Hautefort
to Sarlat la Caneda. This being the Dordogne area there are numerous
camping sites. 10km southeast we found a very nice site at Grojelac.This
was Les Granges. There were quite a number of occupants - the site
being a good centre for touring. An excellent terraced site with swimming
pool (and one for children) and very hygienic toilet facilities. The site cost
80 ff for two nights during which time we visited Domme, parked and
walked up to the top of the village from where there is an exquisite view over
the surrounding land with the Dordogne River about 200 feet below.
1/6/81: Surging South towards Toulouse to head for the Mediterranean
coast our next stop. Following signs in Toulouse was our mistake. Entering
the town a sign says Tout Directions which I interpreted as being all directions
and one expects to find a way through the town to exit the other side, but
that didnt work.
More Tout Directions eventually brought us back to where we were
going but in the opposite direction. We could have gone round and round,
when on an industrial estate at last a sign to Montpellier appears. This was
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where nature had to take its course - any sign for Toilettres in villages or
towns seems to be indecent - after all in France what is the side of the road
for?
Now on the 113 through Castelnaudary, Carcassonne, Narbonne then
off the main road to Valras-plage where Mum bought a sun hat in a market.
Here we stayed at a lovely site among pine trees and were kept awake all
night by nightingales singing in the nearby bushes. We stayed two nights
because it was warm and the sand was so lovely.
On to Agde where we did a bit of shopping and sat by the river watching
the weir. Out of town following the sign to Cap dAgde which is renown for
its Nudist Colony. Sometimes headed Port Nature we entered the visitors
car park. Mum and I filled in our details and submitted our Camping
Carnet, while I went into the establishment to find the Site Office. The first
two people I met were a portly upright gentleman escorted by his wife both
unclothed. I think they were Dutch but without any hesitation they pointed
out the office. This had a long counter with a cash office at the end. The
female staff wore normal office clothes. I booked in for 6 nights and paid
178ff for the site receiving a site plan and a pass-card which would lift one of
the automatic barriers. Returning to the car Mum and I drove in and found
the site.
This site covers a huge area with rows of numbered plots crossing
lettered lanes. The sites for tents are in blocks of four with taps and electric
points in the centre, and a refuse bin on the corner. A short distance away
are brick-built toilets used by either sex.
A refuse cart drives through each morning to collect the rubbish. It was
quite a walk to the shopping centre where nearly everything could be bought
- food, cards, souvenirs, petrol etc. No dogs on the site but I did see one
security man with an Alsation on a lead - as there was at least one bank and
a post office it might have given assurance. Hardly anybody wearing clothes
except waiters in the restaurant and serving staff in the shops. Amongst all
this in the centre was a swimming pool where children were being taught to
swim and dive. Above the shopping centre was a massive structure of flats
let permanently or for self-catering.
Beyond the garage was a huge yachting marina full of private boats. Of
course there was a row of telephone boxes and this is where I had trouble
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trying to phone England. Apparently I did not realize England is referred to
as Uni Royume.
Shortly after arriving we were joined by a lady with a girl aged about 11
who pitched her tent on the opposite corner. The lady was probably a
teacher as she seemed to be marking a pile of exercise books all the next day.
Then a couple arrived and I gave them a hand to put their tent up. They
were Dutch and the man was a Prudential Insurance rep. A young couple
arrived and pitched next to us and a family with two little boys arrived two
days later. It was all a very friendly place. Each pitch occupied ample space.
One identifies from which country you originate by looking at the car
registration. An English couple walking past one afternoon stopped and
asked if we would like to join them at a dance in the evening but the invitation
was not taken up. Do we look young enough to dance?
In the mornings we would stroll down to the beach for sunbathing and
a swim - the sea was clean and clear and the weather was good. So there we
are sitting on the beach with nothing on and watching others playing various
ball games. I cannot recollect hearing any radios but along came a teenager
with his girl friend selling dough-nuts which we bought. Leaving the beach
we pass a few people having showers available under a line of shower posts
- all part of the site facilities. This is a most natural holiday and it is said
about half a million people come here each year (1981). The majority are
Germans, then French, Dutch and English.
9/6/81: Departed Cap dAgde along the coastal road to Sete through
Montpellier to Arles where we refuelled and met two English nurses doing a
tour in a Camper Van. On the motorway to Lyon where there was a long
hold-up and the road signs led us under a tunnel with no option when in one
of three lanes of moving traffic. Having passed through Lyon we left the
motorway and proceeded to Macon on the small road which was excellent.
Macon: Here is a large and well equipped Municipal Caravan/Camping
site with all facilities. It has a large restaurant and shop with at least two
brick-built washing and toilet blocks. Across the road (dual carriageway) is
a Mammoth supermarket and round the corner a Meubles containing a
very large assortment of well made furniture.
Pitching the tent on the edge of the site next to a field of corn mum
heard the call of a corncrake which is uncommon. Visiting the shops in the
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town I managed to obtain a small supply of Prednisolone (a steroid which I
need to take) from a chemist although this is normally on prescription. We
indulged in nice walks along the river which is very wide here. This town
has an excellent indoor swimming pool and sports hall.
While in the locality we were stopped in a village to let through a bevvy
of cars hooting, ringing bells, displaying baloons and occupants hanging on
inside and outside apparently celebrating a football win associated with St.
Etienne. This would not be done in England.
Reluctantly we left Macon for home bypassing Dijon but through Rheims
to Calais and the Ferry Home
The following year there was some corre-spondence for and against
nudism and I wrote in reply to a Mrs. Elizabeth Browning getting the following
letter printed in The Caravan Club Magazine:
Last year my wife and I went to the South of France and among other
places stayed for 6 days at Port Naturaliste in Cap dAgde. We had never
been to a nudist colony before but we think it was the sanest and most
civilized place we had ever been to. Dress was optional but during the day
it was mostly undress. The ages ranged from babies to around 92 - all
shapes and sizes with no inhibitions. Nationalities included Dutch (including
a man from the Pru.), Danish, German, French, Italian and a few English the Dutch were the most friendly possibly because they spoke English fairly
well. There was a wide stretch of very clean sandy beach from which one
could hire a sailing dinghy. Only one teenage couple came along the beach
on two occasions selling membiers (doughnuts) otherwise there was nothing
else for sale on the beach. Three separate shopping precincts (no dogs)
each with its own banks, restaurants, super markets and a swimming pool
for children in the centre and organised lessons once a day. We never
heard a radio the whole time we were there!! Neither were there any
notices - even on the toilets. The occupants seemed to be civilized, friendly
but not forceful and always polite. It is said that 600,000 visited there last
year and about 500,000 the year before.
May I suggest that if Mrs. Elizabeth Browning took her family there it
would eliminate any future inhibitions they might posses.
A Victorian phrase that god made the top half of our body and the devil
made the bottom inclines me to wonder if only half of us will go to heaven.
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France-Portugal -Spain - France
10/4/1984 Left Ramsgate on Sally Line for Dunkerque in the Renault
Diesel Motorhome.
Stopped at a motorway service area for a meal and sleep. Unfortunately
we seem to have parked amongst the lorries which were either arriving or
leaving adjacent to us most of the night.
Being a member of the Caravan Club it was the intention to make use
of the Clubs Foreign Touring Club Handbook as a guide to suitable sites.
This proved to be very useful and saved much time stopping and searching.
So easy to follow the signs to Paris which we skirted on the east side
round the Peripherique of Paris which has about five lanes of traffic. Filtering
off to the right of course gives one concern in case you miss the turning you
require but invariably the next one leads to the same place. Keeping in the
second lane from the right seems to be the answer.
Next evening stopped at a very nice Municipal site at Monte Louis.
Through Tours and Poitiers to Royan - here we stayed at another
Municipal site among trees in a residential part of the town. A modern
seaside town - looked at the harbour bought provisions and changed money
- very wide road with shops either side and very clean.
13/4/84: Took the ferry across the mouth of the river Gironde to le
Verdon-sur-mer. This was an interesting quiet seaside village with a railway
terminus - all very clean and neat.
With the intention of covering as much of the coast of France, Portugal
and Spain as possible we travelled south on the small roads. Various roads
to the west led to the beach and the Atlantic. At Montalivet-les-Bains we
stopped at the entrance to a Nudist Site called Helio Marin. An impressive
entrance containing offices and a long counter with the receptionist fully
dressed. We booked in here and were told to park anywhere.
This was a very large spacious site with chalets, mobile homes and a
large area surrounded by small lock-up shops some of which were open at
this time of the year - I think there was a swimming pool but the area was
too large for us to explore. There were a small number of families staying at
the time - mostly in the nude of course as the weather was just suitable.
Driving down towards the sea we took a short cut across the grass and
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the vehicle became bogged in the sand. While endeavouring to move the
vehicle a family arrived (some partly dressed) and tried to give us a hand but
to no avail. I then trudged back to the main entrance where they phoned
a local garage for assistance. The lorry that came to pull us out was fully
equipped as the driver said he did this about ten times a week in the summer.
Being familiar with the job he pulled us out in no time and it cost the
equivalent of about £10.Eventually getting settled under pine trees we had a
lovely rest sometimes watching red squirrels in the trees. This site was fitted
with a row of showers, stand-pipes and enclosed toilets. Nearer the entrance
was a square of permanent shops most of which were closed at this time of
the year. We bought provisions, cards and ice cream. About a hundred
yards through the trees were the sand dunes and down to a lovely clean
sandy beach with the Atlantic rollers coming in. The only other occupants
on the beach were two ladies with a little boy.
The first day was sunny and hot but the following morning the weather
changed to cloudy and cold so we left, travelling inland because the coast
here was covered with pine trees and sand-dunes. Through Vendays
Montalivet and some excellent straight roads. Small villages many of which
displayed pottery and tiles - this seems to be an area which specializes in
glazed pottery and tiles.
On to Hourtin, Lacanau, Saumos, Blagon, Marcheprime, le Barp, BelinBeliet, Pissos, Sabres and Ygos St.Saturnin where we stopped in the Railway
Station Car Park. This was quite a small Station on a branch line from
Bordeaux. The Station had a ticket office and toilets but there was no-one to
ask if it would be O.K. to stay the night. The trains came through every
hour. We strolled into the village on two sides of which were thick forests.
Notices regarding fire hazards were prominent and a tall wooden tower
structure dominated the skyline. We learnt these towers were manned
night and day overseeing the forest for possible fires. The main income
here was in timber and some of the best oak is supplied from here.
We stayed the night in the van with no interruptions and departed
shortly after a handful of passengers boarded a morning train to Bordeaux.
It was very nice to travel on the small roads but with the anticipation of
getting to Spain and Portugal I decided to take more main roads so heading
for Tartus we then travelled on the D933. Quite a bit of road works here
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before reaching Dax and on to a Motorway E05 ( A63).
This was much easier as the maps could be temporarily disposed of.
We were heading for Saint-Jean-de-Luz just south of Biarritz, where a friend
of mine had recently spent a holiday and said it was worth a visit. As a town
with a nice harbour and shops it was attractive. Easy to park - modern
shops and very clean. The Western coast of France has nearly unbroken
sand which stops about a mile just north of here but for a holiday it is
attractive especially when tortuous drives in the Pyrenees may be undertaken
in a day.
However we obtained more provisions and joined the motorway at the
point which enters Spain. The crossover was similar to a Motorway Toll
point plus a few more police about with one extra informal check. Here
was Spain from the motorway: on the right rows of multistorey flats seemingly
occupied with washing hanging from the windows giving the impression that
this was a poor country. But such conditions were on the outskirts of
Bilbao which we went through on the A1 road to find a listed attractive site
on the side of the cliffs overlooking the sea at Deva. A lovely site which was
grassed and terraced on the side of a hill but unfortunately closed at this time
of the year.
On to a town called Vitoria to another listed site two miles out - this
was also closed but the entrance was spacious and level so here we stopped
because the view of the Town was worth it. Before nightfall we were joined
by a Volkswagen Camper driven by an American with three ladies! How
they all slept in such a confined space I do not know but they were staying
and so did we. It was a very cold frosty night and our windows were covered
in ice - the Americans with the Camper had gone during the night. The
ground where we had parked was covered with empty cartridge cases and a
row of boxes. This was normally used as a firing range and the targets could
be seen in the distance towards the town. We were on the right end of the
range!
17/4/84 Now on the main road via Valladolid to Salamanca. After
getting lost in the town we came across a camp/caravan site attached to a
hotel - (Hotel-Regio), a large site in fact with its own water tower. Quite a
number of vans already here probably because every facility was available.
Had a meal in the hotel - steak chips and the usual vegetables. The steak
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was hard and the gravy had an acid taste - that was a waste of money.
Only stayed one night here then to Fuentes de Onero where it was
necessary to queue and enter formalities to get into Portugal. Entering
Spain from France on the motorway was straighforward but the impression
to enter Portugal was somewhat more complicated: a form had to be
completed! However into the village things were quite quaint: cattle towing
a plough and people seemed to dress informally - at least that was the initial
impression.
From here it was a scenic climb into a nice town of Guarda. This was
the highest city in Portugal. Here we filled with Diesel at £1.49s per gallon.
On the outskirts of the town after a hairpin bend is a wide layby from
which a magnificent vista of the surrounding low country can be seen. On
the N.16 and N.17 via Celorico towards Coimbra. With the intention of
making for a site at Gois we arrived at the small town of Arganil.
The site was actually on the brow of a hill overlooking Arganil and a
river below. This was an ideal site among pine trees with no-one else in
occupation. The site covered about 3 acres with a modern office building in
the centre. We were met with a very warm welcome from a Portugese lady
speaking reasonable English. Her family lived in a fairly modern house at
the site entrance attached to which were various outbuildings. The ladys
husband drove me into Arganil the next day in his old Seat. We looked at
the small market and he introduced me to a couple of acquaintances. Here
I saw Romany women selling their wares. Arganil was a working class
town with a number of small factories to augment the motor manufacturers
in the large towns. Our hosts were quite popular locally and a twelve year
old girl named Elizabeth staying with them could speak a little English. This
was useful as she spent quite a time in our van to the benefit of both parties
learning the language. Her family lived in Arganil and her father worked
locally for a firm manufacturing motor tyres for Dunlop. Another visitor to
the site was a local Radio Ham who invited us to his house for a drink but we
tactfully declined. We took Elizabeth in the town to show us where she
lived and on returning had another invite to a local farmhouse - these people
are so friendly. Then the boy next door named Georges Hooey had a
birthday and we attended the party - outside in the garden on long tables and
trestles - big eats and drinks after which Georges showed us all his pet
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animals in various cages - rabbits, guinea pigs, chickens etc. Unfortunately
Georges was just a little simple and although about 12 years old became too
much attached to us. Quite a few times after we returned to England he
would ring up (without his parents knowing) and want to talk. Eventually
we had to ring his parents to get this halted.
During our stay here we went to Santuario do Montalto which is a
church on the top of a hill 1,500 feet up. It was approached by a steep
spiral road. The penance of getting there was offset by the exceptional view
of the surrounding country. Visiting a couple of villages provided us with
an insight as to how the rural populace lived - a somewhat meagre existence.
Forestry work seems to predominate.
24/4/84: Left Arganil and forgot to collect our Camping Carnet.
Followed the main road to Coimbra where we got completely lost ending up
on the barrack square and being directed off by a military policeman. Stopped
by a lady with a red flag because a train was approaching the crossing! In
two busy lanes of traffic we stopped below a policeman on a dias much to
his surprise, I put my head out of the window and shouted Lisbon - he
called to his associate along the road who stopped all the traffic so we could
exit the correct way.
Went off the main road towards Torres Vedras with a view to stopping
at a nearby listed site. This was at Praias de Santa Crux. While I was in the
shop here our alarm went off - the wind had blown a tea-towel somewhere
and set it off. Only stayed one night as conditions were not satisfactory.
On to Lisbon at 0915hours with a view to getting to the next site at Cercal.
A nice motorway into Lisbon but there is only one bridge over this wide
river Tejo and travelling backwards and forwards in Lisbon we eventually
stopped at a garage to ask. A kind motorist said follow moi which we
successfully did and over the bridge consisting of metal sheets rattling away
and about 1,000 feet over the river. The toll for the bridge was 53 pesetas.
Thanked the escort by a wave and on to Setubal where we were lost in
trying to find the ferry to Troia. A nice ferry ride to cross the river Sado for
84 pesetas after which a lovely road to Cercal. Down the hill to Vila Nova
de Milfontes and the site is at an unspoilt fishing village at the mouth of the
river Mira. Spent the morning on a nearly deserted beach - paddled and
sunbathed. Went into the village market and met a man and his wife with a
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Motorvan from South Wales. Cooked some new potatoes and beans bought
in the market.
27/4/84: The weather became dull so left Milfontes for Lagos. This
seaside town had a long promenade but all the parking spaces were occupied
- it was like our Paignton during the summer. So we motored back and
forth along the entire length - not much sand - a few rocks and this was the
Algarve! Parked on a clearing on the top of a cliff and met a lady from
Chester with her friend who were staying in a flat just across the road. They
were members of the Caravan Club and this gave us common ground for a
conversation.
28/4/84: Along the coast road and stopped outside the Railways Station
at Tavira. Found a listed site at Vila Real de S. Antonio which was quiet and
a view of the sea. Here we met an English C.C. member having trouble with
the gearbox on his F Registered Jaguar! We drove him and his wife into
Villa Real and he took us to the market which was interesting because this
was the last town in Portugal - across the river was Spain and some purchases
were more economical here. The weather was moderate with little sun.
30/4/84: Took the ferry across the river Guadiana into Spain. Entering
Spain from here was quite a contrast - from a nice busy little town to rough
roads through industrial estates. It was here we first saw storks in their nests
on the top of tall chimneys. On to Seville past factories and the orange
country with many articulated vehicles travelling to and from the north.
There were two listed sites near Seville but these appeared very
commercial and unattractive. Could not find a suitable site so requiring a
stop we turned off the busy road (N.334) to Marchena stopping at the
Railway Station with few people about; could have parked here but the
whole place looked somewhat suspicious so we went to a cross roads outside
the town - and parked on a clearing with a view of adjacent cross roads.
(C334 x C339) Long distance lorries passed all night and a police car stopped
a short distance away. I thought we might have been on private ground but
were not accosted. It was this area where crime was fairly rife so we did not
sleep.
It was our intention to reach the south coast and Marbella was on the
signs and these we followed. The next town was Ronda. A large barracks
here and we got into a cul-de-sac right in the centre of the town. Eventually
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found the main road to San Pedro and Marbella (C339).
This was a mountainous road although a very good surface. Travelling
through passes, precarious bends, sometimes in cloud with beautiful wild
flowers and often large laybys on suitable corners where we would frequently
stop to admire the views. Not much traffic - lorries did not take this route.
Eventually the Meditteranean was in site and we turned left on the main
coastal road towards Marbella. This was a typical Costa del Sol holiday
town with high rise flats, new bungalows, hotels, seemingly expensive shops.
We did not stop until we reached Fuengirola where we had arranged to call
on Mr. & Mrs. Bowyers from Minster Thanet. They had sold their bungalow
and bought an American mobile home on a caravan site here.
Driving on the right side of the road I saw the caravan site across the
road so immediately drove over and entered. This was an illegal act because
along the centre of the road are two wide white lines which should not be
crossed. With no traffic about I did not realise this until Charles Bowyer
told me - the police would have fined me on the spot had I been seen.
About every 2 kilometers there are filters off which allow cars to go under
the road and return in the opposite direction. I must mention that there
were a number of police at intervals along this road.
Well it was a nice site with the entrance on the main coastal road and
their home was about the middle of the site. They were well settled here
with various equipment attached to the home.
The rent was quite modest including electricity, water etc., and inside
the home all necesssary conveniences. We arranged and paid for an adjacent
plot with a view to staying a few days. It poured with rain that evening but
was sunny the next morning.
Charles Bowyer drove us into Furengirola to call at the main post
office to exchange some travellers cheques.
I never did like Charles driving but at least he knew where to park.
This was where he showed me a small revolver which he carries with him said he never knew when it might be useful in this area. Charles was a bit of
a worrier and I do not think he was all that happy with his situation.
3/5/84:Weather improved today - stayed in the camp and did some
washing hanging it on bushes to dry. Phoned Tony in the evening.
4/5/84: Went into Fuengirola in a double-jointed bus. Fare 70pts each,
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single. These buses are like two single deckers joined in the middle - they
can hold more people than one bus and seem to be able to turn tight corners.
I have never seen them anywhere else. We had time to look at the shops
and an extremely large harbour with many small fishing boats all equipped
with large gas lamps on the stern. Here we had egg and chips sitting outside
a restaurant called The Scottish Bar.
5/5/84: Charles mobile home was called Butibamber and we spent
the day on the site with the Bowyers.
6/5/84: Left Calazul Camping (Fuengirola) at 0845hours. Along the
coastal road through Malaga and at Almeria we left the main roads to take
a short cut to Carboneras where there was a nudist site. There are fewer
nudist sites in Spain compared to France. The route took us down hairraising turns and bends with no protection on the off-side and a river-bed at
the bottom strewn with boulders.
At Carboneras we had a meal and the lady in the restaurant said people
dont usually travel down that road to the town. The nudist site was hardly
occupied at this time of the year and we only met one other couple and the
Receptionist. It was here that we saw a Hoopoo which was obviously
nesting in the wall surrounding the site. Went to the beach but the sand was
dark and uninteresting. There were also rows of two-storey unoccupied
bungalows presumably let in the summer but nothing very attractive here.
Stayed two nights then along a coastal road to Garrucha where we bought
food and changed travellers cheques. Took photos of the nice little harbour.
The weather was becoming cold and wet so headed inland to drive on the
N.340 through Lorca, Murcia and Alicante where the road by-passed the
town and became a motorway. Came off the motorway and went into
Benidorm mainly to see what this so-called holiday place was like. It gave
us the impression of Blackpool with many high-rise blocks of flats and an
extensive beach being cleaned with mechanical scrapers. English names on
shops and hotels made us feel nearly at home.
9/5/84: Left Benidorm on the A.340 and on to Motorway towards
Tarragona. Off Motorway to Cambrills where many Caravan sites were
listed. Found an excellent one here with everything provided for 650pts per
night. Went into Cambrils and Salou - both nice little seaside towns - clean
and attractive. Changed a Postcheque at the main post office - easy to park
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- sunbathed on the beach.
11/5/84: Left at 9am and went into Tarragona - waited 30 minutes
outside a Hypermarket for it to open. I needed to buy another pair of
shorts but only purchased provisions here and intended visiting another
supermarket in Barcelona.
We entered the town when it was raining and much traffic - did not see
a supermarket and stopping at traffic lights on a four lane road I asked a
scooter rider alongside where there might be one - follow me he said, we
did for a time until I lost him and gave up looking because of the traffic and
rain. Eventually halting beside the road and a railway line near Premia de
Mar. Travelling northeast we left the main road towards Lloret de Mar then
on a narrow winding road to Tossa de Mar to a large site just behind the
town. It was level and grassed with a few other caravans. It rained heavily
from 20.00 hours until 0430 the next morning. The noise of the rain on our
metal roof kept us awake. Thoughts of being flooded had occurred but the
next morning the field was quite suitable for us to leave.
Again on the interesting coastal winding road to Saint Feliu and inland
to the motorway leading to France. This is the A.7 - a lovely road and as is
often on such roads notices of hazards are clearly displayed. In this case it
was side-wind where a windsock is shown and for some considerable distance
here I thought it might be best to pull in as the van was considerably buffeted
about. I had experienced this in aircraft but not when other obstacles are
around.
12/5/84: Took pictures of the toll entrance from Spain into France:
little or no formalities. Turned off the motorway at E. Beziers to Agde.
Found the Nudist city signed Port Nature where we booked a site. It was
just the same as our previous visit three years before except for the weather.
As with most people we kept our clothes on because the weather was cold
and windy. Went onto the beach where the wind was blowing the sand
about - what a contrast to our last trip when we had sunbathed in the nude.
Looked at the shops on site - bought and wrote cards.
14/5/84: Went into the town of Agde; bought an adjustable spanner
(very cheap here), some prednisolon (normally on prescription but explanation
to the chemist and he supplied); looked at the weir, river and bridge - took
photos.
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On to Villeneuve - a small village with a market - difficult parking. The
Canal du Midi passes through here. We sat on the bank and chatted with
a local old lady who told us all about her family. Saw the lock operated to let
a private yacht through.
15/5/84: Heavy rain all day. Mum never left the van for 24 hours!
16/5/84: Left Agde having to pack up the awning while it was wet. On
the motorway again passed Montpellier and off to St. Gilles. Found a
designated site right in the centre of the town. From here it was intended to
explore the Camargue Region for mum to see the birds etc. Went through
Arles and on the Carmargue to Salin de Giraud to see a Train ferry which
conveys salt from the lakes. This was a cul de sac for cars so turning back
I went out on another road from Arles to the Ornithological Centre and
Museum. Through woods we saw a tree frog, a snake and various birds
and ducks. Further south went to St. Maries de la Mer. I continuously
got lost in this town. From here we enjoyed a 11 hour boat (on the Tiki III)
trip up the Petite Rhone. This boat does a daily trip and supplies horses in
adjacent fields with bales of hay. These are the all-white horses of the
Camargue.
18/5/84: Left St. Gilles for Arles to refuel. Through Avignon to Orange,
then A.976 to Valreas and Nyons. Having read of a man running a nudist
site at Sahune not far from here we followed the C 94 running alongside a
river to Sahune made numerous enquiries and some dirt tracks we failed to
locate the site. This would have been interesting because he heated the
swimming pool with a long spiralled black polythene pipe laid on a concrete
roof and attained an acceptable temperature with no other equipment. Back
to Nyons, Valreas and joined the motorway A.7 at Montilimar. Stopped at
the service area for the night but had porridge for supper first!
19/5/84: On the A.7 motorway going north. It must have been a rushhour when entering Lyon because we had a long hold-up where the motorway
travels along the side of the River Rhone. Three lanes of slowly moving
traffic - and am I in the correct lane? Ours led through a tunnel with no
option but to go on with the existing flow and fortunately saw a sign to
Villefranche and Macon. Now on the A.6 which we left at Villefranche for
the N.6 to Macon. Having previously been to a very good Caravan/Camping
site the area was familiar. Had a meal of roast pork and chips in the site
4
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restaurant. Then out to visit the market - a fun-fare and a Wine exhibition
which happened to be on. Went to the Post Office to collect a letter
containing our Camping Carnet from Argonil.
20/5/84: Had a good look at the shops and riverbank, also the large
Meubles warehouse across the road from the site. This had mostly unique
furniture which we would have liked to purchase because of the reasonable
price - but were put off because of the possibility of paying duty - and being
limited to what we could carry.
21/5/84: Went shopping in the supermarket in the town and bought
presents to take home. Learnt that all banks are closed on Mondays so
changed a postcheque at the post office. A coachload of children from
Sleaford arrived in the camp and they were well-behaved. Their destination
was Avignon.
22/5/84: Left Macon on the A.6 and stopped at Taunus. Changed a
travellers cheque at 11.70 francs to the pound. Bought 400grams of Old
Holborn for Bert Farrier (a neighbour) and some scent for Gloria. Got
lost in the suburbs but were helped by a passer-by who turned out to be a
teacher of English at a local school.
This was a Ms. Dominique Bracconi of 36, Avenue de Clos-Mouron
(71700 Tournus). We corresponded with him for a few years, sending him
some educational materials. Stopped at Chaumont shop in the biggest
supermarket we had ever seen. Evaluated a Municipal Caravan site at Bar
le Duc but the occupants were mostly gypsies so we moved further on to
Givry-en-A. This was a small grass site on the edge of a large lake. Met a
Dutchman caravanner who was a naturalist with all the photographic gear.
He was interesting to talk to. He showed us a tree frog which he had in a
jam jar!
24/5/84: Left the site at Chalons - sur - Mer and on to the A.26 for
Rheims, St. Quentin, St. Omer and Calais where we got a cross-channel
ferry at 1945 hours.
1987: Dutch Canals
Booked a Cruising yacht from Hoseasons from 7th to 17th May to
cruise the Dutch Canals. Cost of Hire: £300.
Left Sheerness on the Olau Line 5th May at 1100hours for Vlissingen.
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This was a lovely ship. A small swimming pool in the lowest deck and a
cinema for those who needed it, otherwise one sat in a tier of pullman seats
looking out onto the sea.
Had a quick look round the town of Vlissingen to assess the cost of
things, then on our way north through Breda, Gorinchem, Arnhem to Almeno
where we stopped at De Kei Hotel for B. & B. leaving the Peugeot parked
in the road overnight. An excellent commercial hotel with first class en-suite
accommodation. The car was parked some distance away and I can always
remember having to carry my two special pillows along the street to the
hotel. The cost 75 Kronars. B. & B. for both of us!
On the road to Breda: - the signs and roads are excellent here - no hills,
with traffic and parking easy. What a nice clean Country!
7th May 1987: To Swolle after which a small road to Lemmer where
we needed to join the boat.
Lemmer - a nice small town with two sets of traffic lights but no toilets
- every restaurant has toilets and these have to be available to the public
whether or not one is using the restaurant.
Eventually found the boat yard among numerous others although no
Hoseasons sign. Waited for the manager to return from lunch and show
us the boat. We were able to drive the car within a few yards of the launch
and load all our gear from car to boat. There was no hurry about this the
manager left us to our own devices. Then he came to show us how it all
worked and we took the boat out into the river - did a turn and landed the
manager on the stage.
So we were off - a lively and easy operative engine and a steering wheel.
Everything in the boat - cooker, water, utensils and a double bunk. The
boat was in excellent condition. We had also been provided with a detailed
map of this area of Holland covering canals with all the requisite marks and
buoys.
Landing stages were provided every few miles along the canal banks
and bollards for tying up. There were bridges with an operator who would
hold a small bag attached to a line on a pole - he would open the bridge and
offer the bag as in which we would deposit a very small tarrif.
Connecting one canal with another would take us across a very large
lake with the land either side just visible, but the route across the lake would
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be marked with coloured buoys. Driving on the right was general practise.
The wind was fairly strong the whole time and to tie-up at a landing
stage often meant approaching it into wind and me jumping on to the stage
with a rope in one hand while mum controlled the throttle.
I thought at the time we needed to be younger for this activity.
We only encountered a few other pleasure boats but on the other hand
there were quite a number of tankers which produced a wash and it was
advisable to watch out for these as they had little manoeuvrability and two
passing each other would take up most of the canal. Each appeared to be
run by a family living on the vessel with bicycles, cars, washing etc on the
deck and the boat bearing the B.P. or Shell insignia.
We called in at the town of Sneek to watch children in a primary school
where mum took some photos. Next was a rather industrial town of
Leeuwarden. Along the canal through the suburbs was attractive - most of
the houses had long grass gardens going down to the canal and nearly every
window decked with flowers on the inside.
We hooked up to a landing stage in the middle of the town shortly to be
followed by a very large training ship tying up just in front of us. This was
manned by young teenagers who went into the town to spend their money.
They were well-behaved and we concluded they were German. We went
into the town and had a meal in a restaurant run by an Englishman. Interesting
shops here - all very clean and tidy.
Back to the canal which was named Princess Elizabeth and a few miles
from Leeuwarden into the country our boat went over what I thought was
an oily patch. This would have been unusual for the canals in general were
extremely clean. However, the engine stopped suddenly and the boat swung
round - the patch turned out to be a large piece of farmers black polythene
caught thoroughly around the propeller. This was a precarious position as a
tanker was in sight and we could have been run down. Just in time we got
the boat near the bank and I jumped ashore with the rope and tied it to a
fence. This left the rope across a footpath. This wouldnt matter as the
place was so isolated and not a soul in sight except a herd of cows the other
side of the fence who became interested in us but offered us no solution.
I tried to release the polythene with the long pole from the boat but this
was useless. About half a mile further along the canal was a road bridge
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bearing traffic lights for the ships in the canal. I can only imagine there are
parts of the canal where the tankers cannot pass each other, hence the lights.
Housed on the bridge is a cabin with a controller and he saw our predicament
through his binoculars. Switching all his lights to red he descended the
tower, got on his bike and came to us. He and I tried to release the polythene
without success. He returned to the tower and I followed. He contacted
various Dutch collegues by phone and eventually said help would arrive. I
returned to the boat and we had our lunch.
It was raining by this time and we had no idea how long it would be
before help arrived. Then a knock on the window and outside was a lady
with two lads. They were going to tow the boat along the canal, under the
bridge and 1ý miles down a small canal to a village which is what happened.
Here was a yard and a few small boats. The owner was away until about
4.30pm so we entertained the lady and her lads in our boat pro tem. When
the owner arrived arrangements were made to lift the boat with two slings
out of the water by the yard-arm and that is what he did, going under the
propeller in a dinghy to remove the polythene. I cannot recollect how much
that cost but it was not exhorbitant. We were then invited to tea by the lady
who lived in the village. Here was a one-parent family with two teenage
lads, a big dog and a lover. They would like to come to England sometime
and I said we would try and arrange it which is what happened the following
year.
Using our excellent map of the area appertaining mainly to the canals
there were plenty of landing stages shown near one village where we tied up
with the intention of getting more supplies. I left mum in the boat and
wandered off but the village was about 11 miles away so I tried to get a lift
because my asthma was not good, but no lift. In the village was a nice little
supermarket surrounded by modern bungalows - everything was so very
neat and clean. Trudged it back to the boat for a rest and meal.
On the canal route again bearing in mind what distance we can go to get
back to Lemmer in time. There is little or no scenery from the canals but
one can see objects such as water towers, windmills and wind generators for
miles.
Wind generators were prolific compared to the limited number I had
seen in England. We never had to operate a bridge or lock. In the towns
2
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the bridges were usually controlled by traffic lights which sometimes meant
standing off against the red which is not always easy. There was no payment
required to pass under these bridges.
Eventually and on time we found our way back to Lemmer. Transferred
our gear from boat to car and settled amicably with the manager. I thought
there might have been a refund for the cost involved in getting the propeller
free but no because the cost did not exceed the excess required under the
insurance policy. I therefore lost about £80 on that occasion.
We partook of a meal in Lemmer before leaving and then on our way
with a view to calling in the Keukenhof flower gardens.
Travelling south towards Amsterdam on long straight roads with the
intention of by-passing Amsterdam but being on the inside of four lanes of
traffic found ouselves passing Schiphol Airport and on until there was a sign
to Lisse. Entering an Information Office where they recommended a local
hotel which is where we stayed for two nights. An excellent hotel which
could have been considered three-star in England. Next day we visited the
Flower Gardens which were beautiful, and learnt about the processing of
tulip petals etc. The weather wasnt too good here but mum did get some
photos.
The following day we headed for Vlissingen stopping at the Delft factory
to see plates and china being processed. This is a specialist product and one
could purchase chinaware but such was too dear for us.
At Vlissingen we went round the market and shops - and booked in at
a Hotel-Restaurant - the restaurant wasnt bad but the accommodation was
round the corner and somewhat cramped. Also visited Middelburg which is
a larger shopping area than Vlissingen. Here was a large carnival procession
celebrating some anniversary.
21st May caught the midday boat from Vlissingen to Sheerness - again
an enjoyable trip. Back home.
Holiday 92.
R.S.P.B. Sites en-route covering the Lake District, Nairn, Inverness,
and the Isle of Skye.
This holiday was to spend 7 days at Lovat Lodge run by Arthritis Care
and on the way to call at a number of R.S.P.B. Bird observatories. All the
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Bed & Breakfast places were taken from the English Tourist Board book of
Where to Stay 1992 and the Scottish Tourist Boards Bed & Breakfast
handbook. I went through and marked those which stipulated No Smoking.
Some I had pre-booked.
6th May 1992: The first site was the R.S.P.B. Centre at Minsmere on
the Suffolk coast between Aldeburgh and Southwold. This had only recently
been acquired by the organisation and entailed walking along the banks of
dykes to enter only one hide.
Across country via Norwich and Kings Lynn to Frampton Marshes on
the edge of the Wash. Parked the car and walked to a long tall bank
surrounding the Wash. Unfortunately our presence startled a large flock of
birds on the marshes who flew off immediately without us being able to
recognize them. This was such a lovely isolated spot that anything resembling
a human being disturbs the wildlife. However this was an interesting and
quiet spot where we had our sandwiches etc. This is not far from The
Boston Stump which can be seen for miles around.
On to Saracens Head near Holbeach where we had arranged
accommodation. This was an interesting B. & B. where the farmer collected
Railway relics such as Station Names and other replica. Good food and
company at breakfast.
On to the M.1 and M.6 to Kendal where we had booked a week B. &
B. at a village called Grayrigg near Kendal.
This was run by a young couple, the lady was Polish and Mr. Johnson
was a Motorcycle enthusiast who used to test motorcycles in all circumstances
and write the necessary report for the Motorcycle periodical. He had a
number of old motorcycles in immaculate condition. This was a very nice
place to stay.
8th May 1992: Went to the local Red Cross House where we had
arranged to hire a wheelchair for Mum as visiting some of these bird
sanctuaries required quite a walk as we found.
From here we toured the Lake District covering Lake Windermere,
Ullswater and Hawswater. Also a day at Morecambe watching a heavy
storm travelling right across Morecambe Bay with the sheep all doing a run
for it!
Passed the Sellafield nuclear power plant to St. Bees Head near
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Whitehaven. Unfortunately the climb to the R.S.P.B. site at St. Bees Head
involved difficult rocks and the wind was blowing a gale that day so we gave
up and had a snack in a local restaurant.
Leaving the coast we headed inland at Eskdale to go over the Hardknott
Pass - this was reckoned to be difficult but the only difficulty was traffic
approaching and allowing for single tracks in many places especially on some
very steep passes. There were also two gates on this road; but it gave some
beautiful views going down into Ambleside with Winderemere in the valley.
On to Windermere with tourists shops on the lakeside.
One day we went to Penrith and found it uninteresting probably because
it was raining. From there we went to Pooley Bridge - a small place at the
end of Ullswater - here was a car park and like most there was no charge for
Orange Badge holders; also were two shops catering purely for tourists.
We had been informed by our host Mr. Johnson that Eagles had been seen
on the hills north of Haweswater so we went all the way along Haweswater
to a small carpark at the end. A number of people were climbing over a gate
and walking up a rough pathway to the north but this would have been too
much for us. The people arriving in the carpark form a kind of camaraderie
and they are all after seeing the eagles (if any). Anyhow we never met
anyone who saw them and the weather closed in so we retreated.
Subsequently Mum sponsored a tree which has now been planted on her
behalf on the banks of Haweswater.
Back through Penrith with a nice hill climb to Alston - a village in a
valley with its own small Railway.
The Station had been converted into a house with a cafe on the platform
- this is where we had quite a bit of home made produce and later seeing the
train leave for Hexham.
Among the R.S.P.B. sites we did visit were: Campfield Marsh on the
west side of Bowness; Lower Gelt Woods near Brampton, Cumbria;
Hodbarrow, Nr. Millam, Cumbria; Moorecambe Bay at Hest Bank Signal
Box; Leighton Moss, Lancashire which was probably the best with a Society
Shop where I bought a pullover. The wheelchair was useful at this site as it
involved quite a walk on a rough path.
Before leaving the Lake district we had a meal in a restaurant in Kendal
and looked at the shops in the High Street before returning the wheelchair
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to the Red Cross Centre and giving them £10 for the use. The remainder
of that day was spent sitting beside Killington reservoir watching birds.
12th May 1992: Up North on leaving the M.6 at Penrith to explore
smaller roads through Kirkoswald, Brampton and off the A.69 to a village
called Banks where according to the map we should have crossed Hadrians
Wall but there was no sign of it so we did not ask but went on to the very
neat village of Newcastleton. Forking right onto B6357 to Slaughtree where
we turned off to Keilder to visit the Largest man-made reservoir in Britain.
Visiting the exhibition centre here then drove alongside the reservoir to Yarrow
at the far end. This reservoir is well worth a visit, being surrounded by thick
forests and plenty of places to pull up.
Out onto the A.68 which crosses from England into Scotland to
Jedburgh.
Just through Jedburgh we stayed for a nights Bed & Breakfast with
Mrs. P. Boyd at Harrietsfield House, Ancrum. Mrs. B. was an ex-school
teacher and her husband tended to the small-holding. En-Suite
accommodation with a nice breakfast all on our own. A.68 to Edinburgh
by-pass and over the Forth Bridge (M.90) and A.92 by-passing Kirkaldy to
Dundee.
Over the Tay Road Bridge (No toll in this direction!) into Dundee.
Searched for a bungalow listed as B.& B. we found the very secluded bungalow
at Broughton Ferry just outside Dundee but no-one in so we went into
Dundee to have a snack and draw out some money. Here the sun was so
bright one could not read the wording on the machine so had to be served
inside the bank. Back to the bungalow and we waited for the owner - good
accommodation but we would have to wait for the lady of the house - this
was so uncertain we decided to travel on to Montrose and found an excellent
boarding house on the main road adjacent to the Montrose Basin. We
were the only ones here and the proprietors were very friendly, telling us all
about the Montrose basin which became a large area of water when the tide
came up. We could see right across it from our bedroom. This was where
I was having a shower and couldnt open the glass doors and couldnt turn
off the scolding water from the shower - had to call mum to let me out. I
have never had a good name for showers. However we did find a lovely
R.S.S.P.B. position at the end of the Basin to watch an enormous variety of
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birds at every close quarters and met a local bird warden who enlightened us
with the locality. Lovely weather with few if any people about. Stayed in
Montrose for two nights.
16th May 1992. North through Stonehaven, Aberdeen -very modern
with many tall-rise flats. Across the country through Inverurie, Huntly,
Keith, Elgin, Forres to Nairn and found Lovat Lodge where we were due to
stay for a week.
Lovat Lodge is one of the six hotels which provide accommodation for
members of Arthritis Care to which mum belongs. This hotel provides
accommodation for 25 guests in single and twin-bedded rooms each with
en-suite facilities. The lounge and dining room are spacious and sunny with
windows looking out onto the lawns and flowerbeds. There was a lift to our
bedroom on the first floor. The room left nothing to be desired except our
toilet did have an electric motor which made rather a noise when flushed.
The food was excellent with three meals a day plus morning coffee, afternoon
tea and cocoa at night. Everything running to time. The hotel was in a
quiet residential part of the town with a gentle walk down to the sea. The
cost was £90 each for the week. Most of the occupants were travelling in
couples, i.e. one would be arthritic and the other a helper. A most sociable
crowd although a few smoked but not in the dining room.
From here we had quite a few rides out passing the historic site of
Culloden where Prince Stuart was defeated in 1746 - most uninteresting. To
Inverness where we had hoped to have a boat trip again on Lock Ness but
unfortunately it was not operating at that time. We went once more to Fort
George at the entrance to the Moray Firth and to Ardersier village near
where we had previously stayed with our caravan. Another day we went
east to Findhorn a village on the coast with sandunes, and long stretches of
sand where I had a paddle. Returning from here we parked on the edge of
a pine forest and the strong smell of pinewood as a loaded tractor passed
was something to be remembered. Then we called in Brodie Castle which
was open to the public. When asked by the Guide (a young lady) if we
wished to go over the castle I said we would not be able to climb the stairs
because of asthma - she immediately drew a Ventolin inhaler from her pocket
saying she was not sorry and did not really wish to accompany us herself.
However we had a lovely walk through the grounds and met a man and his
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wife who were extolling the cottages they rented locally each year.
20th May 1992. A day out via Grantown-on-Spey to see Ospreys at
Loch Garten - an R.S.S.P.B.nature reserve. A large fairly full car park with
coaches etc. Quite a walk to the specially built Centre equipped with
binoculars, telescopes and a television screen showing the Ospreys nesting
about a quarter of a mile away. Here was a noticeboard kept up-to-date
with information as to where and what the birds were doing. There were
notices requesting quietness as we approached the centre but such was a
little difficult when a small group of children arrived. Here also was a shop
selling things applicable to the hobby. We got back to the car park when
there was a sudden yelping of a dog in which mum got involved with the lady
owner. The dog was making such a noise and the owner going into hysterics
until mum quietened her down. Then it was we met the couple who were
at Brodie Castle the day before and they had brought out the booklet
describing the cottages they were advocating. It is a small world among the
tourist in this area.
22nd May 1992. Raining today so we visited Nairn harbour and
watched a local football match in Nairn Gardens.
Saturday 23rd the saying goodbye to all those we had associated with in
the hotel.
From Nairn through Inverness along the south side of Loch Ness to
Fort Augustus, then Invergarry and on the A.87 to Kyle of Lochalsh where
we caught the boat to Kyleakin on the Isle of Skye. After a short distance
we stopped at a restaurant for a meal. Turning left off the main road we
headed south on a very minor road. The surface of the road was excellent
but narrow in places and as usual in Scotland passing places are marked with
a diamond on a pole and can be seen from some distance away. All drivers
abide by these otherwise there would be much reversing long distances with
nothing to prevent one going off the side of the road. However there was
very little traffic on this road. I had booked in with a Mrs. Barton of
Hazelwood at Aird of Sleat - right on the southern point of the Isle of
Skye. Mrs. B. lived in a nice bungalow half of which was used as a post
office. I had booked in for four nights here and it was well worth it with B.
& B. at £14 a night. Mr. B. worked for the Forestry Commission and was
able to tell us where and what to see on the Island.
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Isle of Skye: This is much more of a Touristy place than the Isle of
Wight. Nevertheless it has much more beautiful scenery. Our hosts had
built a platform in the garden having a table and chairs from where we could
sit and look over the Sound of Sleat to Mallaig on the mainland. We were
fortunate for weather here and it was very pleasant just to sit and look over
the water below.
Having explored all the small roads on the Sleat we travelled north
through Broadford which I suppose is the admin centre of the Island, having
a hospital, large school and a council office. Further on past the Red and
Black Cullins (three to four thousand feet high mountain ranges).
To Portree - the largest town on the Island - this has a large
comprehensive school also a High Street and a Co-op Supermarket where
we stocked up with provisions.
We had lunch in the same restaurant when we were last there. We also
went into the hardware shop which sold all the necessary bits and pieces one
might need for D.I.Y. This was the most comprehensive shop of its kind on
the Island.
On a previous occasion when we had the motor caravan we travelled
right round the Island and for some reason there is a nostalgic yearning to
repeat the trip. This time we stopped at a viewing point which had been
contructed right on the edge of a cliff from which we could see along the side
of the cliffs with a waterfall. Here we met a young German with a motorcycle
- touring completely on his own but quite interesting. This was near Staffin.
Climbing up over the Quiraing mountain to cut off the northern road we
arrived at the top to look for the spot where we had stayed one night in the
caravan because at the time the top was covered in fog. We had woken the
next morning and the sun was shining, but this time we found the same spot
and the view was excellent. Not stopping we travelled slowly down to Uig
- what a lovely ride with a continuous view over the whole of the northeast
corner of the Island.
There are plenty of places to stop off the road round here and we did
this on a grassy bank overlooking Uig harbour.
This is a more natural part of the Island with less tourists or catering
establishments. We went down to Uig but this was uninsteresting being
available for boat connexions to the outer Isles of Harris, Uist etc.
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Stopping at a shop cum post office as we had on a previous visit - this
was now closed - either wrong time or day. Back to Portreath, Broadfoot
and our digs in the post office accommodation at Sleat.
Mr. Barton told us where to see the seals from a vantage point built by
the Forestry Commission. So the next day which was hot and sunny we
went to Kylerhea down to a landing place from where a small ferry takes a
maximum of four cars over to the mainland. Here we met some local
children and it was quite interesting to talk with them.
Retracing our steps we went off the road to follow a car parking sign.
Here were about 20 vehicles and people who had walked to the vantage
point to see the seals. There was a sign indicating it was 3 of a mile to the
point - could we make it? After quite a few rests in the hot sun we arrived
at this sturdy building on the cliff side and were able to look down on the
water. From here we saw seals in the clear water one of which was playing
with a large fish - whether the others wished to partake I do not know but it
certainly was an interesting spectacle. We met people returning from the
hide who said they had seen otters in the water that day but we did not see
them.
In Broadford we climbed stairs in The Old Post Office Building (a
wooden structure on stilts) which sold all kinds of things including a tube of
Chrome Yellow paint that mum had been searching for ever since we left
home. Another time we had a meal in the Clan Donald Centre at Armadale
near where we were staying. When we were on the Island previously we
had enjoyed a meal there.
Exploring side roads this time took us to some outlying spots which at
that time of the year provided quietness and tranquility. We had no trouble
with insects or any commercial pestering. This was May and I am sure the
scene is not the same during the busy season.
Leaving this lovely Island we caught the morning boat from Armadale
to Mallaig.( £16.20. ) There was practically no room to park in Mallaig so we
left on the A.830 heading for Fort William. This winding road intertwines
with the railway and the railway journey is reckoned to be exquisite purely
for its grand scenery. The road travels under and over the railway a number
of times and enjoys much of the scenery albiet from a lower level.
27th May 1992: At Fort William we stopped at a large store called
4
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Ben Nevis Mill where we had a meal and bought a piece of Caithness Glass
to take home for Carla.
Along the A.82 and over the Bridge of Coe into Glencoe. The Bridge
and local roads seem to have been modernised since we were last here.
Went into a general store cum post-office in Glencoe village. Even the road
in the village has been made up! Had a short stop in the woods where we
had previously been with Perce and Anne years before. Before entering
Oban we stopped for B. & B. with a Mr. & Mrs. McGregor in a village called
Connel.
This was excellent accommodation with a view across the entrance to
Loch Etive to a small aerodrome on the other shore. At £14 each per night
this was good value. The lady of the house gave mum an ornamental Otter
as a momento.
28th May 1992: Oban where we sat at a harbour cafe eating ice cream
until a strong wind came and blew the contents away. Looked round a
Caithness Glass exhibition in which the articles were cheaper than what we
paid in Fort William. Then had a meal in McTavishs Kitchen which we
always do when in Oban. The weather not so good so on to the car park
near the sands watching the children playing. Back to stay another night in
Connel.
29th May 1992: Left on the A.85 towards Glasgow. We had been
told how to get across the Clyde without going right in the centre of the City.
However, due to road works and diversions we were unable to use this route
so we did land up by getting hold-ups and seeing a sign to the M.8 we drove
along this shortly to realise we were travelling in the wrong direction so
slipped off at the next junction and returned on to the M.8 in the correct
manner which led onto the M.74 - this was the way home! Stopped at the
first Service place which was called Southwell for a rest and refreshments.
South on the M.74 and later on the A,74 to the village of Crawford. Finding
the Guest house listed we went into the village from where we made a
telephone call to Alan informing him of our progress. Then a long drive into
the country to find a dam marked on the map. Did not see this because of
water company restrictions, but it was a nice ride on an isolated road. Later
that evening we sat by the roadside watching the mainline trains going to
Glasgow. The Guest house was not up to the usual standard that we had
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been used to.
30th May 1992: South on the A.74 which shortly became the A.74(M)
leading on to the M.6 at Carlisle. All the way south leaving the M.6 at
Knutsford then Macclesfield when we were entering a roundabout there was
a sign to Sainsburys.
At last we had a stop and refreshments long overdue. At Buxton it was
raining; we entered a council car park (no charge for Orange Badge holders).
Found Lynstone Guest House in suburbs of Buxton - Very nice
accommodation with bedroom upstairs overlooking a wooded valley with
mum watching the birds through binoculars. Excellent B. & B.
From Buxton we travelled through Bakewell and Matlock to join the
M.1 at South Normanton. The idea of traversing across country was to see
some of the Derbyshire hills - this we did but there seemed to be a lot more
traffic possibly because of the proximity of large towns and the fact that we
stuck to main roads.
And so down the M.1. to M.25 - Dartford crossing and home.
25th April Drove to Sidmouth and stayed bed and Breakfast at
Lynstead Vicarage Road, Sidmouth, Devon. On the seafront huge boulders
were being placed along the shore to prevent another flood which the town
suffered recently due to its position in the centre of Sidmouth Bay. We had
a nice walk through the gardens on the cliff top west of the town. A seat had
been erected in the town in memory of Len Thrift - Mums brother who
died in Sidmouth a few years before and we found and sat on the seat.
Excellent accommodation at the boarding house.
On the way next day to Chillington and then attended St. Edmunds
Church, Kingsbridge for Micks funeral, subsequently to the Cemetry in a
cortege. Went to 8, Holme Close for snacks and stayed for the night.
27th April while leaving Kingsbridge I was stopped by a police patrol
for not wearing a seat-belt. He had never seen a form which I produced
allowing an exclusion from the obligation. Returned to Sidmouth and had
another evening Bed and breakfast at Lynstead. (£15 each - excellent).
Alan invited us to share a canal barge with him and his family.
This we did by hiring a barge from a firm called Viking Afloat in
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Whitchurch, Shropshire for one week from 22nd to 29th May 1993 at a
cost of £711.10. We went 50/50 with Alan on the cost.
Mum and I drove up to Whitchurch, found the site by the canal and
waited for Alan and family. The barges were moored alongside a large field
in which we left the car.
Alan arrived shortly after we had loaded our gear. We were shown the
rudiments of operation and given a local map.
So we cast off with Alan and I taking it in turns to steer. Inside the
boat - everything was supplied, cooking utensils, bedding, waterproofs, lifejackets and safety equipment. We had brought our own provisions and had
no trouble sharing. One initial worry was the safety of Paul who was only
three years old. He was very well behaved but the anxiety of mum and I
concerning him was always there. Nevertheless I am sure we all enjoyed
the experience.
There were numerous locks to negotiate involving
quite a few bumps. Unfortunately the weather was not too kind and I can
recollect doing my turn at the tiller with rain and wind in my face - the
control of the boat was operated by standing on the outside deck at the back
enabling one to see forward over the barge. Admittedly the speed was only
about 4mph but the wind was unpleasant at times especially on a long straight
run.
The scenery was not very interesting and lacking in wild life. The only
breaks were for a meal in a pub and another to purchase provisions. One
stop for provisions involved me going ashore with the intention of getting to
the local village. It was raining and blowing - a most unpleasant day - I got
ashore went up on to a bridge to get my bearings but that effort had brought
on an asthma attack and I had to return and with Alans help get back on
the boat.
It had been our intention to go as far as Chester and look round the
shops but travelling up the Langollen Canal some distance and returning we
did not have time to get to Chester. We passed a number of factories, saw
a radio Telescope at Wardle and descended staircase locks at Bunbury
otherwise there were long stretches of countryside along the route. We tied
up at judicious anchorage points each night.
I can only guess we negotiated about 50 locks and travelled around 100
miles to do so. Madeleine and the children operated the locks and in one
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case a lifting bridge.
It was altogether a very quiet restful holiday but I would not wish to
repeat it.
The holiday culminated in a long ride home via the M.6 and M.1.
Holiday 95 - Ferrandou
Tony having purchased a farmhouse in the South of France with the
idea of letting it out as a Gite, Mum and I were the guinea pigs to go down
and sample it.
As I had the possibility of a cataract developing in my right eye it was
decided to make the journey early in the year and before possible bookings.
It was easier for us to cross the Channel by the tunnel mainly because
we had no need to leave the car, otherwise travelling by boat meant ascending
from the car deck to the higher parts by climbing the stairs or ordering a lift.
Mum requires a stick and I would need to puff. Furthermore at the time it
was slightly cheaper to obtain a single fare and to obtain a cheaper fare it
was necessary to get to the Folkestone terminal before six in the morning
which was easy. Plenty of room to park and the extensive new Reception
Hall had everything required. A Tannoy announcement told us when to go
to the car and to follow a route supervised by guides until we were in a small
queue waiting at red lights.
With all the paperwork (passports, insurances, licences and car log
papers) to hand, the green light came and we followed the few other cars
down a ramp and into the shuttle without any formality. I learnt later that a
photo of the car is taken as the car passes over a mirror in the ground, but
this does not divulge who are the occupants of the car. The shuttle is like
an enclosed underground train but no windows. A supervisor comes along
and has a chat. The illuminated notice just in the roof of the shuttle announces
the frequency of their radio to which one can tune if you wish but the
announcements are adequate telling you what is going on. With a very
smooth ride the train moves off and the noise is negligible. There is some
indication of daylight at the other side and still some distance before the train
stops. The cars move forward and we follow more or less straight on to a
motorway on a bright misty morning. Due to the mist it was not easy to see
the motorway blue signs but we managed to travel in the right direction and
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settle down to a nice speed with very little traffic at that time of the morning.
Our intention was to travel all the way by motorway by-passing Paris on
the east. Calculations had worked out that it would cost about £50 for
motorway tolls and we had time as Tony would not arrive at Ferrandou
until Thursday 4th May. So it was the Motorway A.26 - signed St. Quentin
- Reims - Troyes, then A.5 to Dijon.
Frequently along the motorways are Rest areas, generally each one
having a name usually applicable to the locality. The Rest areas are called
Aires de repos or Aires de service which we nick-named Air de Ballets.
These are extremely useful because they give an early indication as to
what facilities are available.
Having obtained a list of Formule 1 hotels in France we ventured off
the motorway to find one at Beaune just south of Dijon.
Formule 1 Hotels: A large number of rooms for two three or four
people at £20 a room for two and breakfast is an optional extra: about £6 for
two in our case. They do not supply meals in the evening. A reception desk
with English generally understood. We had a room with two beds, plus hot
and cold wash basin. The toilet facilities were in a group with red and green
lights above each door. The red light was on when engaged and stayed on
for three minutes after occupation while air was extracted for hygiene purposes.
Never seen this in our country! Entrance to ones room was by means of
a code number to be entered on a keypad outside the door. The code
number was given at the reception. The only disadvantage of this Formule
1 hotel was having to go out of the room for the loo, although all Formule
hotels may not be the same. An alternative group of hotels called the
Campagnile have everything in the room and are the same prices as Formule
1. Breakfast was a help yourself style with plenty available.
So back onto the A.6 towards Macon (although one doesnt enter the
towns at all except Lyon which was the next). Here there was a
conglomeration of autoroutes with plenty of signs - too much for us.
According to my maps we should have entered a tunnel but for some
reason (possibly in the wrong lane) we did not, and found ourselves in the
outskirts of Lyon among what might well have been a university campus.
We stopped and asked a road sweeper but he could not speak English so we
turned round, found some more signs and eventually extricated ourselves
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from the town. On to the A.7 to Orange, then a well signed change on to
the A.9 to Narbonne. We intended stopping a night here and making the
last run to Ferrandou tomorrow.
We learnt from experience that when exiting the motorways and paying
the toll it is advisable to ask the man collecting the toll where the nearest
Formule 1 hotel is. They will invariably give you the general direction and all
you need to do then is to look for the yellow Formule flag.
There was a Campagnile hotel more or less adjacent to this one but it
was full. It is generally known that these hotels get full by six in the evening
at this time of the year (May). It is best to pre-book by phone if you know
where you are going to be but they will require a credit card number to
accept a booking.
Both Formule 1 and Campagnile hotels are situated on the factory
estates outside the towns and therefore reasonably easy to find but there are
many one-way streets around the estates. There are other hotels also in or
around the estates but generally of 2, 3 or 4 - star standard.
So we made a leisurely stop at the Formule 1 in Narbonne leaving on
the A.9 and then on the A.61 signed to Toulouse. Exiting at Carcassonne
to travel on an ordinary road; we had much time to spare and this was
more interesting and enabled us to get used to village traffic. At Castelnaudary
we turned south off the main road to find a road to Marquein. No-one that
we asked had any idea. Stopped at a police-station - locked! We had
travelled 775 miles and hardly seen a policeman the whole way. Just like
home - not a policeman in sight.
From Castelnaudary we eventually found the D.624 road to Salles sur
lHers (Hers is the name of a river!) Following the map we did not go into
Salles sur lHers but continued on the D.624 with a small river on the left when the road immediately turns left to go over a small bridge we should
have gone straight on and it would have been helpful had it been signed to
Marquein but it was not. Ferrandou was on that road. However we
traversed a few valleys and thought we saw a number of Ferrandous just like
the pictures supplied by Tony, but eventually found Marquein - a few houses,
and a church of course, but not a soul in sight. It must have been about
midday and the weather was excellent. On the last road we travelled there
was a sign on a pole in the nearside hedge Ferrandou with a dustbin
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below. This is about 21 miles from Marquein. Up the hill to the farmhouse.
We reconnoitred the place and sat looking across the valley waiting for
Tony. About three vehicles passed on the lower road during our two hour
wait. When Tony arrived we were able to get in and have a cup of tea.
There was no fridge at this stage.
The area around here known as Aude (does this mean South?) consists
of hills and valleys. The hills are between 500 and 1000 feet above sea level;
Ferrandou is about 900 feet above the bottom road which runs along a
small river named Gardijol. The greenery is prolific and tends to hide the
river.
Leaving Ferrandou turn left at the bottom of the drive and one is on the
way to Salles sur lHers which has the nearest Post Office, Supermarket and
pharmacy.
Nick and Dang live at Canto gril which is near Mezerville a very small
village just south of Salles sur lHers. To get to the lake we follow signs to
Belflou from Salles sur lHers then one can drive right round the lake
(which is a reservoir) and there are places to stop with a kind of beach.
Tony had hired a small car nicknamed the jallopy from a local farmer
at £6 a day I think. This was a bit rough but it went - probably wouldnt pass
the test. However at one town (all I did was follow in my car) we entered
a large store similar to a B. & Q. in this country, where we ordered a new
Frig. and a washing machine
Negotiations for the purchase took quite a time to verify credit cards
but they were eventually honoured and the goods delivered, fitted and tested
by the chap who made the delivery!
We also visited a garden centre with Dang and then a small supermarket
where we loaded up with food. It is well worth visiting Mirepoix on Market
day - (Mondays) besides the interesting market (saw two policemen here
talking casually to a stall-holder!) there is a very comprehensive hardware
shop here. Furthermore there is a larger store like our B. & Q. on the
factory estate at Villefranche and worth a visit.
At Villefranche the Autoroute 61 runs Northwest from Narbonne to
Toulouse but parallel to this is the old road N.113 on which it is quite easy
to drive to Castelnaudary or further to Carcassonne.
Between these two roads is the Canal du Midi adjacent to which are
2
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numerous pleasant parking places.
Returning to our activities at Ferrandou mum discovered a Great-tits
nest in the post-box which is on a pole at the top of the road. Tony then
stuck a notice (in French I think) to tell the postman to insert any letters in
the dog-kennel (of which there are two) and not in the post-box. Tony later
took photos of the birds entering the box. Then there was the Ride-onGrass-Cutter which was supplied with the farmhouse. Tony dismantled
part of it and got it going very satisfactorily. One end of this farmhouse has
double doors and is used as a garage in which Tony and I fixed up a railing
to enable visitors to descend from the living quarters upstairs and make use
of the new washing machine installed in another room off the garage. Being
the guinea pig I found it was difficult for an older person like myself to get
out of the bath so Tony fixed a suitable handle on the tiles. In fact he was
invariably busy doing odd jobs and making Mum and I comfortable. I did
recommend a brighter light in the kitchen but for some unreasonable excuse
Tony wished to keep an Olde World atmosphere about the place - then
months later he fixes a satellite dish for the television!
While we were there we had a social visit from the local Mayor with a
Council Rep. who was organising a Cross-Country walk and needed permission
from Tony (being the land-owner) to cross one of his fields. We had our
picture taken with the Mayor who incidentally could not speak English.
Tony & I investigated the two very large barns (very well built), both
connected to water and electricity. We could not discover exactly how the
electricity got from the Farmhouse to the barns.
It was easy to follow the three-phase supply from a large transformer
mounted on a substantial pylon and into the farmhouse but we had no clue
as to how the supply left the farmhouse and arrived at either barn individually.
Each barn had a large number of flourescent lights (possibly about 25 ) and
shutters along openings at the side of the building. By pulling on a rope all
the shutters could be lifted (for ventilation I suppose).
The previous owner of the farm used to breed rabbits and some of the
names remained on boards in the barns.
Tony had a modern remote control C.D. player and the effect in such
a large lounge was so impressive that I purchased a similar one on returning
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home. The quality and volume were supurb.
We spent most of the time sunbathing on the lawn outside and making
local trips including one to Nick and Dang. We did not venture to Toulouse,
Andorra or the Pyrenees although they were often visible from the farmhouse.
After ten days lazy holiday we left for home leaving Tony to clear up
any mess and prepare the place for visitors.
Travelling from Toulouse on the motorway to Marquein the exit at
Villefranche de Lauragais is the best as it leads on to D.16 signed Pamiers
and just past a sign to Caignac there is a left fork which leads to Marquein,
it might even be signed and numbered D91b.
Travelling back home via Toulouse, Montauban, Limoges,Chateauroux,
Orleans, Chartres, Rouen to Calais the distance is only 705 miles and cheaper
from the toll point of view.
Having planned the route back we entered the A.61 at Villefranche and
headed for Toulouse. Once on the motorways progress is easy except at
Lyon which is not on this route back.
Before reaching Toulouse there is a filter off on to the A.62 signed
Bordeaux and another 40 miles (approx) we pay the toll and leave the
Autoroute on a sign to Montauban. This was quite a busy dual carriageway
taking us right round MONTAUBAN then following signs to CAHORS,
BRIVE, LIMOGES and CHATEAUROUX. It was raining when we
arrived here so decided to look for a Formule 1 or other hotel and stay the
night. We circled the estates and went into the town coming back onto the
main road N.20. where we saw a hotel on the corner. From a three lane
road to enter a four lane (N.20) it was necessary to traverse south quite a
few miles to return on the opposite side of the road to enter the hotel. It was
raining and we were pleased to be able to book in to this 2-star hotel.
Everything available here but only one receptionist spoke English. I always
carry two anti-allergic pillows with me and usually tell the receptionist this in
case they think I am running away with theirs the next morning. Excellent
accommodation here with full serve yourself breakfast available. This hotel
was a Primevere Comfort Hotel and the cost was £47.8 including breakfast
for the two of us.
Exit from the hotel is not on to the N.20 - but to a three lane road
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initially and it is a good idea to study the method of accessibility onto the
main road before leaving. Even then I arrived in a wrong lane but traffic
being light early in the morning I was able to reverse and correct the mistake.
Quite a relief once on the N.20 and the rain had stopped, so all we need to
do now is for mum to have the map and follow the signs to: VIERZON,
ORLEANS, CHARTRES, DREUX, EVREUX, ROUEN but some
miles before Rouen there were roadworks (they are building a motorway
here), and when there are diversions it messes up ones map - mum doesnt
know where we are but choosing to follow a lorry which took us right into
Rouen the centre of which has the Cathedral in a hollow (probably near the
river which we never saw), then amongst the mass of traffic we see a sign to
BOULOGNE!! with a quick turn we follow this through a tunnel and
found ourselves on a lovely dual carriageway to Boulogne via ABBEVILLE.
Of course we never have to enter these towns they are always by-passed
except for Rouen which is the most difficult part of the journey this way even
with a road map of the town. One has little time to follow a map when in
the town considering the traffic.
Just before Calais we see a sign for the Tunnel and so enter the car
park. Getting out of the car we were nearly blown away - it was gale force
wind but relaxing after entering the huge reception hall. Here we had a
refreshing drink and looked round the duty-free shops. Mum made a few
purchases and I decided that the price of these duty free goods were not
unlike our cost in England - there might well be a difference if you looked at
the prices of beer, spirits and cigarettes.
So we struggled out to the car and followed instructions for the tunnel.
One of the supervisors had noticed our Orange Badge (for disabled people)
and arranged us right in front of the queue. They always have cars containing
disabled occupants in front of carriages to enable them to exit quickly in
emergency.
When we left the terminal at Folkestone I went off on a wrong turning
and got lost requiring another four miles to return.
However, we arrived home having had a pleasant holiday being guinea
pigs for Tony and seeing what kind of farmhouse - cum - gite he had bought.
I think it was a good buy albiet some distance away.
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EPILOGUE
Time has not depreciated the value of life although some aspects have
enhanced the way of living, others have not.
The world is smaller - we learn of events anywhere immediately,
predominately the unpleasant ones. Few people work so hard - and they live
longer, but there are still the haves and the have-nots which also applies to
the third world.
Archaeologists say this world has existed for at least 400 million years
and during the last five thousand various religions have sprung up to cause
divisions and wars. Dictators come and go but democracy they say is the
answer - is it? It depends what kind of Utopia you want.I think scientists
have done more to make life worth living than politicians. Especially those in
the medical field. At the time I was born it would not have been expected for
me to live to 82 and writing my diary in this way.Incidentally Fred Williams
died about ten years ago and Ex.Supt. Hawkens died recently. Beddall
Bradford & Co.,Ltd., my last employer sold out to the RAC for eight million
pounds.
I am now enjoying the best part of my life due mainly to choosing a
most devoted and loving wife I could ever have met and the best mother to
our two sons.
Walmer, 1996
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Additional Material
Since the death of John Withers in October 2001, a
few more photographs and documents have come to
light. These are included here for those who might be
interested. More will follow . . .
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John and Dorritt at Girvan, Scotland,
1943
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Johns mother

Great Yarmouth, Norfolk

132

John Withers in the garden at 43 Surrey Road,
Cliftonville, Margate. Circa 1955
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Dorothy Withers in the garden at 43 Surrey Road,
Cliftonville, Margate. Circa 1955
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Old friend John OLeary with his
brother and their fruit stall in London.
Circa 1950s. No mention in the Diaries.
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