CHAPTER 20 — HIGHLIGHTS AND HOW | STROKED A CHEETAH

To round off my story I'd like to mention a few mydi§ highlights, some of
which | have already covered and some that | haven't. fkadly, to satisfy your
curiosity is the explanation for the rather odd title

When | was six | had a small set of gauge ‘O’ Hornlayng and my most
earnest desire was to have a guards van, so you cama@magidelight on Christmas
morning, at about 4 am, when after badgering my parentaslalowed to open a
most interesting feeling box poking out of the top of stecking fixed to the end of
my bed. In it was my heart’s desire — a brown guards vamplste with opening
doors. Waiting from 4 am until |1 could get up and play witeeemed a very long
time indeed, as time does when one is very young!

In the year following when | was still six and Steveasvgetting on for two,
Father came home from Greenhithe one evening carefathyicg a brown paper
carrier bag, in which we were very excited to find a takibhgn. This had been given
to us by Mr Fogg who was the groundsman at HMS Worcestech explains why
we christened her ‘Misty’! As far as | can rememblee lived to a ripe old age as she
was still part of the family when we moved to SutttiiHane in 1951.

When we were at Sidcup we acquired ‘Panda’, a crossbata spaniel and
lord-knows-what. She was mainly white but had a black pateh one eye, hence her
name and she was a constant companion when we werelaatiog food for the
rabbits and goats during the war. The goats became guieedad one in particular
used to jump onto the coal bunker outside the kitchen taoidrer head through the
window.

UNIVERSITY OF LONDON UNIVERSITY OF LONDON

GENERAL SCHOOL EXAMINATION )
[EF ]
--
UV

SCHOOL CERTIFICATE HIGHER SCHOOL CERTIFICATE
This is to certify that............... EREK BRYAN. HOPKING. ... This s to certify that R —
i G \ L. and..o; ) B S e g el ool
born 6 Dacember. 1930.._a pupi a .. OBigLehUEEt S0 SAGQUDCOUMY o5 December 1930 s pup s CELEASEUERE ad,S1aguE Couity

awarded the School Certificate of the University of London in Midsumnier, 1 ) o S
was y e 946, passed the Higher School Examination of the University of London at Midsummer
ving satisfied the Examiners in the Examination as a whole and having attained in the R P e .
having 4 1948 , and in Group..I......satisfied the Examiners in the following Main Subjects at
following £1Ve  subjects the standards shown :—

the standards shown i—

English Credit
Geography Pass Physics Pass
French, written and oral Pass Chemistry Pass at Subsidiary
9 Standard
Elementary Mathematics Credit Pure Mathematics Pass
Physics Pass Applied Mathematics Pass
(The highest standard of award in individual subjects is “ Very Good.") [In Main Subjects there are four standards of success :—Distinction, Good, Pass, and
Pass at Subsidiary Standard.
Signed on behalf of the University of London,
Signed on behalf of the University of London,

Secresary for School Examinations.

The Ministry of Education accept the Examination as reaching the approved standard.

Signed on bekalf of the Ministry of Education,

The Ministry of Education accepts the Examination

Deputy Secresary.

Gaining my School Certificate and Higher School Cedticin 1946 and
1948 respectively, the latter giving me exemption from IrBeBc., were two
memorable occasions as was the letter of reference Br McGregor Williams, my
headmaster that is reproduced on the next page. | dehide this as any form of
‘trumpet blowing’, but solely to show the perspicacityDofWilliams.



| find this letter, which | have only
re-read during the time I've been writing
my story, particularly interesting. Bearing
in mind the fact that Dr Williams rarely, if
ever, taught a class (I certainly cannot
remember him ever teaching me) his
character assessment was pretty spot on. Is
this one of the attributes of a good
headmaster? | think it must be. Certainly
the school was very well run in spite of the
fact that most of the young masters had
been ‘called-up’ and their replacements
were, it seemed to me at the time, beyond
retiring age. Notwithstanding this,
discipline at the school was never a
problem and form size was always above
the current trendy figure of thirty, except
in the sixth forms where the figure was
roughly half in each of the ‘Arts’ and
‘Science’ faculties. | have often wondered
why such dogmatic emphasis is put on the
magic ‘thirty’ as if achieving it would
solve all educational problems.

Moving on — the next highlight was failing my degree inmistry. You may
think me odd considering a failure as a highlight, but it gaeea perfect excuse to
abandon chemistry as a career and join the RoyalFAice. Thus my next real
highlight was being accepted for pilot training. This wafe#id by being allowed to
go solo in a Tiger Moth at the end of my ‘grading’, whichturn, was followed by
passing my basic flying and advanced flying courses and the atvary ‘@ings'. A
highlight indeed!

I've jumped ahead slightly because during my advancedseabere was a
highlight to beat all other highlights. 1 met Pamelarle\g who, as described in
chapter six, | eventually married and we shall soon ékebcating our 46th
anniversary. This was followed, in 1957, with the birth of ©rewn 1959 with the
arrival of Christopher and in 1963 Austen.

During the rest of my RAF career there were many Hggtdi, such as
becoming top of the bombing ladder on 9 Squadron; being selectgedto CFS and
become an instructor; getting on the short list folaeg on the Empire Test Pilots
School course, which happened during my time instructing atdewoy; becoming a
CFS Examiner on Canberras and, somewhat vicariously, keldgafter it was
cancelled that | was to have been the first instructahem SR2.



Next comes my appointment as a commander on CL44atirevith
Tradewinds and during those years there were many memdrighlghts involving
the three boys, including when | took them all for a sfight on a CL44. | have
been asked over the years if | was disappointed tha¢ nbrthe three wanted to
follow in my footsteps and become a pilot. | can hdpesty | wasn't, as I've always
taken the view that it is better for sons to folldveit own chosen career rather than
try to live up to a standard set by their father’s carkealways said to them, “I don’t
mind what you do, as long as you do it to the best of yoilitya” And they have!

Probably the last highlight of my flying career was flythg Boeing 707 and,
in particular, being the only person to land one at nightaham. If you wonder why
this is such a highlight, go and see the runway at Lashamnis near Alton,
Hampshire. Then imagine it pitch dark and lit only withrtime type goose-neck
flares and you’ll probably see my point!

The next highlight was my heart attack in 1980/81 — walirViged it didn’t
I? This was followed by making a success of IPCS, e s one or two pessimists
who predicted that | wouldn’t! | must add here that withmalla running ‘mission
control’ there is no doubt that our success would no¢ lheen so great.

Also there springs to mind the fun of winning the SectidrePof the RREC
during my tenure as Section Secretary.

In more recent times our finding our present homeueh & ridiculous price
must definitely be called a highlight, as must my secoadit fatack in February 2000
— Well I've lived to tell the tale haven't I?

And the very latest is the success of my quadruple bggrass in May 2001
for which | shall be eternally grateful to the superiiskf Mr Forsyth, Mr Ramanan
and all their team at the Royal Sussex County Ca@etre. | am writing this just 9
weeks after the event and | am now as fit as | wasnwhwas forty with every
chance, as Mr Forsyth told me, of achieving my ambitiolive to 100!

The above are just a few of the highlights of an #uéand happy life and
another is stroking a cheetah!

Some time in the mid 1970’s | was scheduled to fly a @uU#4 down to
Nairobi. Unusually the Charterer and his wife were &vét with us. | was able to see
that they enjoyed their flight by having them on thehfligeck as much as possible
and when we eventually got to Nairobi after having refueite@€airo they kindly
invited us to have dinner with them at their farm out®@arobi. Try as | might |

cannot remember their names, but their
farm was called Whispers Farm. When
the three of us, myself, the first officer
and the flight engineer, got there we
were invited into the garden behind
what was essentially two bungalows
joined by a covered verandah. Almost
immediately we were invited to meet
Tigger, who was let out from his
qguarters in the verandah. Surprisingly,
perhaps, | felt no fear of him, just wonderment and Itveéraight to him and stroked
him on the neck and back, just as if he was a domestiéleatnmediately started to
purr, a noise | can only equate with the sound of a powadtorbike engine ticking
over! This went on for some minutes until our hosts léttheir two Labrador dogs,
who thought it a good idea to ‘wind up’ Tigger. He was haviathing to do with
them and, with his nose in the air, stalked off to findquéet spot for a nap. Thus



ended my meeting and stroking a cheetah. It seems thhbsty had found him as a
kitten, more or less abandoned as he had been botnnowly one eye and would
undoubtedly not lasted very long in the wild.

Unfortunately | did not have a camera with me whenet fiigger’, so the
picture above is of a cheetah very like him.

In case you feel inclined to go out to Kenya and adapieatah for yourself, |
should mention that the law in that country will radlow you to do so unless the
animal has been born with some defect that would caunse o survive in the wild.

Stroking Tigger was probably the greatest privilege of ifeyand if nothing
more of note happens during the rest of my time | shadoiméent to look back at my
memories. And now you know the reason for the stramigeof my book. | do hope
you have enjoyed living some of my adventures with me!



