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Chapter 2

World War Il: 1939 - 1946

I was enjoying life, not a care in the world. Then in 1939 it was apparent
that war clouds were looming, To us teenagers it was a period of excitement.
Time to bring forward my plans to enter the Royal Navy, even though I would
not be able to continue my boatbuilding apprenticeship. I had made inquiries
at the RN recruiting office where I was told that I would have to wait until I
was 19 before I could enlist as a shipwright. Christ! The war might be over by
then. How naive! What was the alternative, deck or engine room?

As it happened, the Fleet Air Arm was in the process of modernisation,
remanning with RN personnel instead of Royal Air Force. I didn’t have
the educational qualifications for aircrew so I enlisted for training as an Air
Mechanic. That was in June 1939. I said nothing of this to my parents until I
had signed on, fearing that they would try to prevent me. I arrived home that
evening saying that I had joined the navy and was to take my medical next day.

Mum only smiled and said ‘Ah well, we’ll see what tomorrow brings.” I
could read her like a book, remember, she always thought that I was ‘delicate.
She was surprised when I broke the news next day that I had passed Al. She
and Dad were no doubt disappointed but didn’t do anything to deter me. As
I said, that was in June.

On 3 September 1939, the day World War 1I started, I was at the local
swimming pool with my friends when the attendant ordered us all out. “War
has been declared,” he told us, ‘you had better go home.” Those of my age
group were mostly excited at the prospect, notwithstanding the tales our
parents had told us about the horrors of the previous conflict. I was in a
fever of impatience, looking every day for the postman to deliver that OHMS
envelope. I was called up in November having to report to Portsmouth Naval
Barracks, (then known as HMS 17ctory but now renamed HMS Ne/son) at 8 a.m.
on 14 November 1939. I was there on the dot, so were hundreds of others.
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Then began a whirlwind of activity in what was known as joining routine,
medical and dental inspections, form filling and the issue of uniforms and
kit. All that happening in the morning. After the midday meal, my group of
recruits was directed to our mess deck. The barrack blocks on the west side of
the parade ground were enormous buildings designed to accommodate entire
ships’ crews.

To us recruits, that first sight of our huge mess deck was daunting. On
going through the doorway, we were met with the sight of row upon row
of stanchions, steel posts supporting long lines of hammock hooks. The
furnishings were sparse, long deal tables and forms, racks for the stowage of
our kitbags and hammocks. I believe there were steel kit lockers but I don’t
remember seeing them.

Helping us to settle in were a group of elderly seamen, mostly pensioners
recalled for the duration of the war. Their job was to show us how to wear
our uniforms, fold and stow our kit, tie on cap tallies (ribbons bearing the
insignia ‘H.M.S.’), rig and sling our hammocks, how to get in and out of them
and finally to lash-up and stow them. An operation that was to become daily
routine whenever one served in a seagoing ship. Then we had to parcel up our
civilian clothes to be sent or taken home.

Then the shame of it, I was told to go home.

‘But Chief, I don’t want to go home, I only joined today,” I said.

‘Look son,” he said, T've got five thousand sprogs (new recruits) here, all
looking for somewhere to sling their hammocks. You’re a native, you live ‘ere,
so bugger off home to your mum. Be back ‘ere tomorrow mornin,” 7 a.m.
sharp.

That went on for a week before I got to sling my hammock. There was
one advantage to it all, Mum got busy with her sewing machine so I was one
of the few ‘sprogs’ with a uniform that fitted.

On that first journey home, very conscious of my brand new uniform,
I had to walk through Queen Street to the ferry terminal. Queen Street was
in the red light district, notorious for its many pubs and brothels (all ports
throughout the world have at least one such street), when I was accosted by a
‘young lady’

‘Hello sailor, would you like a good time?” Being young and innocent,
I muttered a hasty ‘No thanks’ and hurried off. Scared, but at the same
time thrilled that I had ‘made it” When I told Dad of my experience, he
laughed saying,

You’'ll get a lot of that, but so long as you always say ‘no thanks,” you will
come to no harm’
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I settled into the new routine very quickly, which was to be expected
considering that I had been more or less indoctrinated into navy life from
a very early age. For many new recruits the obligatory swimming test was
a frightening experience. Dressed in ‘white ducks,” a canvas working rig of
seaman’s blouse and bell-bottom trousers, we had to stand under a freezing
cold shower, (remember, it was mid-winter) until thoroughly soaked, then dive
into the deep-end, swim two lengths of the pool (fortunately warmed) then
tread water for two minutes.

For those of us who could swim, it was easy, but a surprising number
had never been in the water, let alone learned to swim. We were kept busy
helping them along. I suppose that any naval man will tell you that when he
first joined, he was told that there would be no leave until he passed the swim
test. It was all a con. I’ve known many that had never learned to swim, but
their leave was never stopped.

Once joining routine was completed it was time to learn basic drill,
the movements familiar to all servicemen. This was a complex problem
considering the large number of raw recruits entering the service every day. To
solve this, holiday camps all over England were commandeered and converted
to training camps, manned by recalled pensioners, mostly Chief Petty Officers
and Petty Officers who were our instructors.

The camp I was assigned to was a former Warners holiday camp on nearby
Hayling Island. We lived in small fibro cabins designed solely for summer
occupation, but absolutely freezing in winter conditions. Our parade ground
was formerly the tennis court and on it we learned basic marching and arms
drill, sometimes having to sweep off the snow before starting;

Part way through that course, we were hastily returned to ‘Pompey’
barracks where we joined a vast parade of recruits formed up in divisions.
There we stood to attention and froze whilst a group of very senior officers
wended their way through the ranks, led by a little man who looked as cold as
we were. It was none other than King George VI, doing his bit no doubt to
inspire patriotism in us. There was no need for that, in that early part of the
war, we were all volunteers. It was quite a thrill to see the king so close, even
though he didn’t spot me in my well fitting uniform.

I quickly grew to enjoy the life, the drills and parades and the dry mess
deck humour of our instructors who regaled us with outlandish tales of what
life in the navy was like in the old days. For some it wasn’t quite so easy,
particularly the ‘toffs’ as we called them. Many of them from middle class
backgrounds straight from school. They found the rough and tumble and the
strict discipline hard to adapt to.
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The different dialects were difficult to understand. There were young men
from all over the British Isles and quite a number from overseas, and with
some of them the various dialects were completely foreign to the untrained
ear. Very soon a more understandable universal dialect began to emerge and
life became that much easier.

Our next move was to the Isle of Wight to a transit camp to await
assignment for technical training. It was about this time that the Germans
were beginning to test our air defences, so minor air attacks were a daily
occurrence. Needless to say our waiting time wasn’t wasted and I soon learned
to use a Lewis machine gun. Not that I ever hit anything, but it was all very
exhilarating,

After Christmas leave, which was the last I was to have for many years, 1
started technical training at the RAF training school at Locking in Somerset.
It was a huge complex where ground crews were trained in all aspects of
aircraft maintenance. In 1940 with new squadrons being formed, the demand
for skilled personnel was enormous and thousands of recruits were being
trained. As I said, the Fleet Air Arm was being re-manned with naval ratings
so a large contingent of us were being trained there. I had opted for Airframe
Mechanic, which is for everything pertaining to the actual aircraft. The other
categories being engine, electrical and ordnance mechanics.

At that time, the RAF was short of modern aircraft so for training
purposes, we had to make do with old obsolete biplanes. For we FAA
mechanics that proved to be an advantage in that in the early part of the war,
a lot of our squadrons were equipped with biplanes, Swordfish, Albacore and
Walrus amphibians. On those old planes we learned theory of flight, rigging,
working with fabric and so on. In fact in those early days, airframe mechanics
were called ‘riggers.” It was only in the latter part of the course that we were
able to have a modern fighter plane, a Hurricane, on which we learned about
retractable undercarriages and hydraulics. After three months I passed out and
proudly sewed on my Air Mechanic badge.

The Battle of Britain

My first assignment was to 750 squadron based at Ford airfield on the
south coast near Portsmouth. This was a training squadron for Air Observers
and was equipped with lumbering old Blackburn Shark biplanes. At that
time, the Battle of Britain was starting so there were a lot of very nervous
trainee observers when the German fighters were about. The squadron was
quickly relocated to a safer area in the north of England whilst work began

61



The Spice of Life — Centenary Edition

on re-equipping Ford as a fighter base. I stayed on to service a large number
of operational aircraft kept in storage as replacements for the aircraft carriers
operating in the area.

For the next few weeks, life was pretty hectic with air battles overhead
nearly every day. My action station was a machine gun post on the airfield
perimeter. One day, on getting a red alert, I was in my gun post when all hell
broke loose. The RAF fighter base at Tangmere, only a few miles away was
under attack. First, ME109 fighters strafed the defences, then the place was
dive-bombed by Stukas. With dogfights going on overhead and planes of both
sides being shot down, it was all very exciting, if a trifle scary.

A few days later it was our turn. I was off duty, home on weekend leave. It
was the same tactic, first the strafing, then the dive-bombing. All the hangars
were blasted and the aircraft in them destroyed. Many of the gun crews were
killed including the two in my gun post. I went to the gun post later that day,
the bodies had been removed but the bloodstains remained. Those and the
appalling damage done by that German fighter planes brought home to me
that familiar saying ... “There, but for the grace of God go 1.” That, incidentally,
was the first of quite a number of lucky escapes that I had during the course
of the war.

Soon after that, I was drafted to a Naval Air Station at Crail in Scotland.
My stay there was short and not all that exciting. As the base was still under
construction, there was very little flying activity, the completed sections of
the base being used mainly for the storage of new aircraft. Apart from an
occasional visit by enemy reconnaissance aircraft, not much happened.

My only claim to fame was that I was the first to go ‘in the rattle, up before
the Commander for accidentally firing my rifle in the guardroom, and the first
to go in the punishment book. Seven days number 11, which is one hour extra
drill or work after duty. For me that was washing pots and pans in the galley.
Also, I was the first to get an overseas draft, so the end of December saw me
heading south once more for embarkation leave.

It was a time when German air activity was on the increase, in fact air raid
alerts were almost a daily occurrence. In 1940, Hitler resolved to destroy the
naval might of Britain, and part of this meant the annihilation of the naval
base at Portsmouth. Between July 1940 and May 1944 there were 67 air raids
on the city and surrounding towns and three of these, on 24 August 1940, 10
January and 10 March 1941, were extremely heavy.

We quickly became familiar with the word blitz, derived from the German
blitzkrieg, meaning lightning war. The blitz, a concentrated air attack on a
specific target, was experienced by London almost daily whilst most of the
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major cities and ports had their turn. Enemy fighters and Stuka dive bombers
attacked in daylight, whilst heavy bombers came mostly at night. In all the
raids 1320 high explosive bombs, 38,000 incendiaries and 38 parachute mines
were dropped on Portsmouth and Gosport.

About 1000 civilians were killed and 3000 injured. I was home on
embarkation leave at the time of the January blitz and saw many air raids
at close quarters. There was one experience I will never forget. Early one
evening, it was getting dark when the air raid sirens wailed their warning,
Almost immediately we heard the distinctive pulsating throb of German
aircraft engines. Then the sharp bark of anti-aircraft fire and the whistle of
falling bombs, some quite close. I was sitting in the kitchen with Mum and
Dad. They sat there quietly playing draughts, flatly refusing to go to the air raid
shelter in the garden. I was hard put not to dive under the table every time 1
heard a bomb coming down.

We knew all about sticks of bombs where five or six would fall in a straight
line and we would count them if we heard one go off fairly close. One in
particular seemed to be not far off, then each subsequent one was a bit nearer.
I think it was the third or fourth bomb that sounded as though it had our name
on it. Checking the surrounding damage next day, I saw that that bomb must
have passed over our roof and exploded in the road behind us. The house
shook and a bit of dust and plaster fell but there was no other damage, not
so much as a cracked window. Our house was only a short distance from the
Naval Armaments Supply depot, a hit and there wouldn’t be much left of us.

Through all that, Mum and Dad just sat there, tut-tutting, saying ‘Some
poor soul is getting it and quietly played draughts. I could not help admiring
their courage and I firmly believe that on that night their example had a
profound effect on my ability to conquer my own fear. When things quieted
down a bit I decided to give my brother Bert a hand. He was on duty as a
warden at the ARP (Air Raid Precautions) post down the road. They certainly
needed some help. A stick of bombs had landed close by almost wiping out
an entire street.

I was sent to help a woman whose house was severely damaged and was
trying to cope on her own. All the other ARP personnel were busy with the
injured. This woman, with her young baby, was unhurt but badly frightened.
She told me that she had nobody to help her, her husband being away in the
army. I helped her salvage some belongings then took her and baby to the local
church hall which had been set up as an Aid Station.

It was a nerve-wracking walk of about two miles with bombs falling and
the constant rattle of shrapnel from anti-aircraft hitting the roofs. I got them
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settled in then went back to the house to pick up a few valuables for her. After
a few hours of relief and rescue work I felt whacked. Things had quieted
down around midnight so I went home to see if my parents were all right.
They were still sitting there playing draughts.

I persuaded them to try to get some sleep and went to bed myself. I awoke
rather late in the morning only to find that the second wave of bombers
had been over whilst I was asleep and that I had slept right through it. More
than 300 bombers kept up an almost continuous attack that night, killing 171
people and leaving over 3000 homeless. There were at least 2000 fires raging
simultaneously at one time.

I spent most of my leave making myself useful with the ARP people. I did
however take a few days off to visit my brother in Kent, where I had another
memorable experience, only 25 miles (40km) from London. We were kept
awake by the continuous drone of German bombers flying overhead. Sleep
was out of the question so we climbed a hill just outside the town and had a
grandstand view of a London blitz.

Bombs exploding, hundreds of fires, searchlights were sweeping the sky
and the heavy anti-aircraft fire was giving the bombers a hard time. We saw
two go down in flames and a glimpse of another flying low with a fighter on
his tail. It was an awe-inspiring experience. When people ask me if I had seen
much action in the war, I always tell them that my parents saw much more
than L.

When my leave was up I returned to the Fleet Air Arm depot and reported
for duty. I went with mixed feelings, eager to go overseas, yet reluctant to leave
the old folk in a danger area. Fortunately my brother was home then so I felt
that I didn’t need to worry too much.

Foreign Service

Foreign Service started in 1941 in grand style. With 100 naval ratings of
varied categories, I sailed from Liverpool on a cold winter’s day on board
SS City of Marseilles (8250 tons). The ship, a faitly ancient one class cargo/
passenger liner, built in 1913, was bound for Bombay, India. In Liverpool
Bay we joined a convoy bound for the United States, escorted by a cruiser,
destroyers and corvettes.

With a comfortable bunk in a three berth cabin I had good cabin mates
with whom I soon made friends. There was only one stewardess to look to
the needs of a hundred lively young men, but being a lady of mature years
she soon became known to all of us as ‘Mum.” Very strict in making us keep
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