CHAPTER 2 — PLAN ‘B’ — | JOIN THE ROYAL AIR FORCE

As | mentioned previously | had had the idea of joining EhA.F in 1950,
only to be told by Father to finish my studies at univeriist. Now that | had done
that and decided that a career in the chemical indusisynet for me | took myself
down to the nearest R.A.F recruiting office, whichhestoddly was in Chatham, the
home of the Royal Navy. | went off to Chatham asnsas | had repaired my car’s
front spring with the help of the local blacksmith. Aisttime National Service was in
being and so | would have had to ‘do’ my two years in @nihe armed services Iin
any event. However | had decided that | wanted to makeegecin the RAF so | was
welcomed with open arms, so to speak.

| wanted to fly, preferably as a pilot, but would haveepted training as
either navigator or flight engineer if | had been deenneslitable for pilot training.
Having undergone a medical examination and various aptitstie ltevas accepted
for aircrew training. A few days later | received ‘Theeg@n’s Shilling’, which was
actually a four-shilling postal order! Acceptance of thianseone is in the service of
the monarch, the custom going back to the days whenrKihg's Shilling’ was
pressed into the hand of reluctant citizens by the ‘pyasgs’. This being the basis
for the expression, “one volunteer is worth ten préssen.”

| reported to RAF Cardington on 2@ctober 1952 to be attested and collect
my uniform.

The attesting ceremony consisted of each of the newitgcabout 20 of us if
my memory serves me correctly, holding a bible inrgint hands and repeating the
oath of allegiance to Her Majesty Queen Elizabethnid it was at this point | was
became aware of the gravity of my commitment, not thhad any intention of
changing my mind although up to being attested | could havedraiim from the
process and remained a ‘civilian’.

The uniform | received was that of an Aircraftman 2nds€lar AC2 for short,
which consisted of heavy serge trousers and battledgsa tioest blue’ top, overcoat
of the same material, blue shirts of the hair variblgck shoes, boots [army pattern],
PT kit with plimsolls, various items of underwearcks, beret, knife fork and spoon,
a housewife and a button stick. Finally we were issueld avtanvas kitbag in which
to keep everything on our travels.

If the reader has never been in the services they meajorgiven for not
knowing the purpose of either a housewife or a buttok.dtiolike housewives found
around homes then and now, the standard RAF issue hoesewib52 comprised
needles, thread, spare buttons and other such accoutseimainivere deemed useful
by the top brass, all wrapped up neatly in a sort of purse ofacidico. The button
stick was a six inch long piece of brown plastic, with
scalloped edges and a slot along some four of its siesch
I, like my fellow recruits, had absolutely no idea wbate
was supposed to do with such an odd looking piece of kit.
We soon found out!

All the buttons and badges on our uniform were
brass as may be seen in the picture. This shows us some
weeks later, by which time we had become ‘officer cadets
as signified by the white flashes on our collars and caps,
although we were still technically AC2’s. Brass buttond a
cap badges were specifically designed, we thought, to
‘make work for the working man to do’, as they had ¢ b




polished every day to a very high degree of lustre. The parpbthe button stick was
to enable even the most ham-fisted recruit to get theedklustre without getting
‘brasso’ on the material of the coat or cap.

Two other jobs had a high priority. First was to get cenets reduced in size
from the dinner-plate diameter they had when receivé@. method for doing this
was to soak them in water to shrink them. You can saethike chap in the middle of
the front row hadn’t done his too well as a gust of winghtneasily get it airborne
without its owner. The second task was to get a miikerfinish on the toecaps of
our boots, which were received from stores with the dufiesh one can possibly
imagine — rather like the skin of a black orange! Thehowiemployed to achieve the
mandatory lustre was to rub the toecap with an old tooshb handle liberally
smeared with black boot polish and spittle. Eventuallierahany hours and much
elbow grease, this produced the desired effect. Theraafteas only necessary to
‘bull’ the cap with a yellow duster, polish and spitilekeep it in fine fettle ready for
inspection by the most critical NCO. We also learned ko get a crease in our serge
trousers and, more importantly, how to keep it theree fobnmer was achieved by
ironing them under a sheet of brown paper and the latehe simple expedient
putting them under the mattress and sleeping on themadim@ recruits nowadays
are issued with permanently creased trousers so they dam& the ‘fun’ we
‘enjoyed’. We were at Cardington for four days during whigh started to learn to
run everywhere unless we were marching. But this wasidl jentle and definitely
gave a false impression of what was to come!

On 24" October we were all shipped off by bus and train to tireréw
Transit Unit [ACTU for short] at Cranwell in Lincolhse. Lest the reader should get
the wrong impression let me hasten to add that ACTU hadlakly nothing to do
with the elite RAF College. ACTU was merely a holdungt for recruits destined for
aircrew training. From here they were posted to the warlaitial Training Schools,
which were situated at Digby [Lincolnshire], Jurby on the 1@ Kirton in Lindsey
[Lincolnshire]. As | mentioned earlier, National Seeviwas still in being, and as
those chosen for aircrew training during their natioeavise had only two years in
which to complete it, they were given priority. Weiaed at Sleaford station to be
greeted by some of the loudest voices | had ever heard lifemyhese came from a
number of Corporal DI's whose aim in life besides teaghis drill, discipline and
esprit-de-corps, seemed to be to make life as unpleasgmissible. DI stands for
Drill Instructor or, more aptly as we soon discovered, Bid Ignorant!

My pay at this time was £1 one week and £1 10 shillingsitbenate week.
In order to receive these princely sums, we gathered élersday morning at 0900
for pay parade outside a particular hut. One of the DI’s,
was the same one every week and you must imagine the
voice, which sounded as though someone was trying to
strangle him, would shout the following instructions:

“Right you ‘orrible lot. When | call out your alphabesi
numeral you will line up inside. A’s,” and all those men
whose surnames began with the letter A would troop
inside and form the first row. “B’s,” “C’s,” followed uih

he had gone right through the alphabet. One week he had
got to the M’s when one man ran up and apologised for
being late as he had been on sick parade. “Orl right,” he
says, “What’s your name?” “Phillips, corporal,” carhe t
reply. “Right” shouts the DI, “Get in there with thés!”



For the next six weeks or so | spent the majorityngftime polishing my Kkit,
doing drill, PT, sports and ‘education’, and all my money tie NAAFI
supplementing the meals provided. When | joined the RAFslavaomewhat skinny
10 and a bit stone. By the time | had been in the seriee tmonths | was about 13
stone (and none of it fat!) and | have been much #mesweight ever since.
‘Education’ was something of a laugh and seemed to aimedyhbdy who hadn’t
been to school. Bearing in mind the selection procedurebadeall passed it was
nothing short of insulting, but it helped to keep us occupied!

Our accommodation was old wooden huts dating back to the 1914118 w
with pot-bellied stoves for heating and service issuewbrdino on the floors.
Provided the stoves were stoked really well so thatcthimmney glowed red, the
people within a radius of about six feet could keep tblgravarm, but as soon as one
stopped stoking, i.e. at ‘lights out’, the heating effdcipped rapidly to that of a
candle!

The lino was required by the DI's to be kept polished te@ry high lustre.
Bearing in mind that it was winter and the ground was mutdayonly way to keep a
reasonable shine was to walk, or rather, shuffle abausquares of old blanket.
Anybody coming in and failing to do this was exceedingly yoyer with the other
13 members of the hut and was swiftly shown the errdmisofvays. One chap let the
side down on several occasions, so eventually we detodexhch him a lesson. He
had a habit of being the last into bed before ‘lights, m® one night while he was
away completing his ablutions we moved his entire ‘bedspaoesisting of bed,
locker and wardrobe out of the room into the storerooynth® time he eventually
returned to the room all the other ‘bedspaces’ had Ha#adsto take up the room left
by the removal and the lights switched off. He countedat@y to where his bed had
been and tried to climb into bed only to find it alreastgupied and from which he
was expelled very firmly. He then tried the next onehvaitsimilar result! Finally he
finished up in the storeroom trying to sleep in his own bed proppexbaipst the
wall at a steep angle. Unfortunately he was so stupidnda didn’t learn his lesson!

Friday night was ‘bull night’ ready for the Officerlespection on Saturday
morning. If the standard was insufficiently high then aabpgot a weekend pass, a
severe sanction since it meant we were confined topcthe entire weekend.
Consequently no effort was spared to make ‘our’ hut thedfedl. Imagine then, our
total surprise and considerable annoyance when at about htidm@ Friday around
the 5th November, when we were all soundly asleep aibeking hard the previous
evening ‘bulling’ to be awoken by an enormous bang and towithén we put on the
lights, that the entire inside of the hut was covemedlour. Somebody from a
neighbouring hut had crept in and placed a two pound bag wf dlo one of the
stoves in the middle of the hut, lit the ‘tuppenny band®at had been inserted within
and retired the way he had come. Let me inform youtthatpounds of best self-
raising distributed by this method goes an extremely lond Wy 4 of us spent the
rest of the night clearing up the mess and we just geady for inspection in time.
You might think that the affair ended there. Not a biit.o¥Ve bided our time until a
couple of weeks later and after our rivals had retiogdHe night we crept into their
hut and discharged a soda-acid fire extinguisher all artheid domain which had
been painstakingly readied for inspection the followingrmmg. It was with some
satisfaction that we watched them spend the entir&kkemelecleaning and ‘bulling’
their hut and forfeit their weekend passes!

Eventually my turn came to pass on to the next phadeawming that was
known as ‘grading’ and consisted of a short course at ldgsng instruction on a



Tiger Moth. For this | was posted to RAF Digby, nedea®rd on §' December
1952. During this you were tested after five hours flying, elighirs and a final one
after eleven and a half, after which

one was given a grading mark on a

scale of 1 to 9. 1 to 4 meant you

were unsuitable for further pilot

training, 6 to 9 meant you

continued and if you got a 5 you

were borderline and had a further

test. We were never told what our

marks were, but as | was allowed

to fly solo and only those with

marks of 8 or 9 were given this privilege | suppose, in spiot, | should have been
somewhat complacent about my future career. Howeverad not in the least
complacent since | was decidedly under-confident inghdesys and lived each day
one at a time and | would not have been surprised tolth¢hat | did not have ‘what
it takes’. This is not false modesty and even if | hadhlggeen a glimpse of my later
flying career in a handy crystal ball | probably woutdmave believed it.

The value of this grading was demonstrated when one casebe@ng shown
spinning. He had been shown how to get into and out pina and was then told to
do it himself. Apparently he froze completely with bdidnds gripping the coaming
of the cockpit and no amount of cajoling by the instructould persuade him to try
the manoeuvre himself. This is the sort of behaviour ¢aanot be revealed by the
most searching selection procedure, so grading saved theaR#ét~of money and
time. Incidentally this was the same cadet whose bedspa had moved, so none of
us were surprised when he got the ‘chop’!

My first solo took place on f7January 1953. | got airborne and immediately
felt completely lost. No doubt this is a feeling comnmomuite a lot of new pilots on
their first solos, but in my case it was compoundedheyfact that the surrounding
countryside was covered in snow and everywhere lookedattme. At this point I'm
sure my sense of self- preservation took over as | sediscovered the airfield, no
runways, just grass and all too soon | was back on tiemna.fl felt sure | had been

airborne for at least an hour, whereas
in reality it was only ten minutes. |
cannot remember whether | had a
feeling of exhilaration at going solo
or sheer relief at having got back to
earth successfully. Most likely it was
a bit of both! Over the years I've
always passed off the ‘Biggles’
pictures (left and above) as taken on
the day of my first solo. In fact they
were taken a few days later after the
snow had thawed and before | was posted to RAF Jurby dsl¢hef Man to become,
hopefully, an officer before continuing training as @il

So it was on 27 January we were off to Liverpool by train and onto the IOM
ferry for the somewhat rough crossing to Douglas. Jurlsyanahole new experience.
In the first place we were accommodated in barrack Blogkich was a great
improvement over the wooden huts of Cranwell and segondl donned the white
flashes on our collars and berets that denoted our staitofficer cadets. A third, and



not inconsiderable benefit, was an increase in pay, whachmost welcome. Having
seen recent TV pictures of officer training | realisat not much has changed over
the past 47 years, as the picture (right)

reveals. Here we can be seen attempting to

build a bridge across a river under the

direction of one of our number and using a

hotchpotch collection of various pieces of

lumber, rope and angle iron. It was great fun

and invariably all participants take it in turns

to fall in the water, which was thankfully not

deep!

On another exercise we were
supposed to be attacking an enemy force of some sort #mough | cannot
remember the details | do remember that we were issuddawiew thunderflashes
apiece, which we hurled about with seemingly careleaadidn, much to the surprise
and no doubt concern of the inhabitants of a level-angskeeper’s house around
which some of the action took place!

As at Cranwell there was inter block rivalry and thi te several skirmishes.
One such was when our neighbours raided our block in oenedscollected all our
PT shoes and suspended them in a kitbag from the roogioflbck. This caused us
some inconvenience until we retrieved them, but probalthasanuch as we caused
them when we retaliated by collecting every piece eirtbutlery and hiding it! You
can be forgiven for thinking that the ‘authorities’ ghi have frowned on such
escapades, but while they did not positively encourage thesndid not actually
discouragethem on the grounds that this sort of thing inspired taicefesprit-de-
corps’, which was to be commended.

Of course all this time we were being taught the intresoff drill by a battery
of DI's and our general fitness was catered for by pgpdion in various sports. In
my case, not being a football fan, cross-country runniqg ke as fit as | probably
have ever been, before or since. On the subjectavthing, | have enjoyed the
experience of marching as part of a well trained bodyexi, but particularly so when
accompanied by a military band. There is nothing to bea&nitl there is no other
nation that does it as well as us!

One other aspect of our training was taken care of wiglevere in the IOM,
and that was to experience GAS. We had to go into # specially sealed building
for a mercifully short time while different gases weaeleased. These included tear
gas and a minute dose of nerve gas. As we came out tltldeng coughing our
hearts out we were instructed to run round the buildingetosome fresh air into our
lungs. | can truthfully say that those few minutes
were the most uncomfortable in my life! By the
latter part of April we completed the course with a
passing out parade and were sent on leave as Acting
Pilot Officers before onward posting to Basic
Flying Training Schools.

| wouldn’t want to give the impression that
my time in the IOM was all work and no play. In
fact we had most weekends to ourselves and on the
right are a group of my friends with the car we hired
one Saturday, specifically so that we could drive
right around the famous IOM TT course and see for



ourselves how difficult it must be to drive a motoreyat high speed along the
narrow winding roads.

Incidentally the fellow second from the right, Baarks, was a very talented
player on the organ. He was roped in by the stationeRadplay at church parades on
Sundays and he kept us all amused listening to a piegaopf music of the day
skilfully interwoven into the hymn tune he was playing.

Second from the left in the snap is CIiff Hill, wigosnain claim to fame,
besides being a very good friend with whom I've regrettédsytouch over the years,
was that he could not march to save his life! He na@tslike some unfortunate folk
who march with the left arm swung forward at the séime as the left leg and vice
versa. No, Cliffs failing was that he was always jusalf a step out of
synchronisation with everybody else, rather like Caapdones of ‘Dads Army’!

At this time in 1953 we were quite a military
family, as can be seen left, and | wonder how many
families could boast having members of all three
services. Father was still had his Home Guard
uniform, Steven was a cadet at Pangbourne College
from where he later joined the Fleet Air Arm for a
four-year stint as a pilot, and | am wearing my very
new ‘best blue’ uniform from Gieves. Quite why
father still had his old home guard uniform eight years
after the HG was disbanded remains a mystery,
although he might well have used it while still
teaching at HMS Worcester as part of his duties with
the combined cadet force. Regrettably neither Steven

nor | can shed any light on the subject!

| left Jurby as a commissioned officer and although | didraceive the actual
document until several years later this seems an apgepiace to include it in my
story.



When first commissioned my cap badge had the crown ofiatee King
George VI, but once The Queen had been crowned the badgehamged to hers so
my ‘housewife’ came into its own with the sewing tlkbangeover entailed.

Fortunately by the time | got my wings the change had besterso | had only one
sewing session to endure!



