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Introduction
I have few recollections of my grandparents and now at 88 years, and still counting, I have two grandchildren. When old enough to read with understanding they may contrast this collection of minor events, that occurred in their grandpa’s life, with their world driven by technologies I cannot visualize. The episodes recounted here spanned most of the twentieth century. They began when horsepower and steam locomotion were being replaced by the internal combustion engine. Cars appeared, aeroplanes began to fly. Electricity arrived in the home to be followed by radio and then television transmissions. Lavatories were built indoors and man reached the moon. Computers the size of houses were created and then reduced to laptop proportions and now nano-particles are the ‘big’ thing.

Throughout this era mine has been a bumpy ride seemingly one damn thing after another. But, in retrospect, there were halcyon days, family days, children’s days and occasional successes between hard landings. Amongst this record of inconsequential events it is the adversities and ironies that seem to make them worth recording. Future life on this planet will still consist of win some, lose some and one’s only armour will still be a sense of humour.


Terry Wilson 
(Papooh)




Chapter 1: Commencement

1. Not a Good Start

It was September 1932. I was thirteen years nine months old and the school leaving age was fourteen years. It was during the country’s depression when jobs were difficult to find and the welfare state did not exist, but poorhouses did. There was a possibility of me getting a job as an office boy in the City of London. A family friend who worked for W. Weddel & Co., meat importers in Mincing Lane knew someone in Mark Lane who needed an office boy to work five and a half days per week for the unprincely sum of fifteen shillings. The hours would be 8.30 am to 5.30 pm Monday to Friday and 8.30 am to 1.0 pm on Saturday. (As I write this, scores of years later, it occurs to me that a glass of fizzy water with ice and lemon purchased in a public house yesterday for 75 pence, is exactly the same amount in sterling as my first week’s wage.)
Anyway a family discussion took place. It was decided there was no point in me returning to school to complete my education up to the age of fourteen because I did not seem to be learning anything anyway. Times were hard and jobs difficult to find especially for someone whose only signs of skills seemed to be in drawing, an interest in wild fauna and flora and in reading anything deemed to be unsuitable or irrelevant to growing up to be a respectable member of society with a secure job and future.
So it was decided I would drop out of school and apply for the job. For this I needed a suit. Again our family friend came to the rescue. He had a suit he no longer used or needed. It was of a good quality grey material in need of some significant modifications to fit me. Mother got out her Singer sewing machine and snipped and stitched away and after several try-ons it was deemed satisfactory. Unfortunately our benefactor had a hunchback deformity and mother had not quite managed to remove the hunch from the jacket. My appearance when I went to apply for the job must have been reminiscent of a half starved camel with a deflated hump. There have been few things in life I have really hated. That suit was one of them. However I suppose it served its purpose. I got the job with Saffery & Co coffee exporters.
Saffery & Co was a one room, one man, one fire, one coal bucket company on the second floor of an office building in the commercial area of the city bordering the financial zone where top-hatted, cheque clearing messengers scurried from bank to bank whereas here horse-drawn drays mingled with the taxis, trams and cars. Street cleaners, wearing papier mâché hats, wielded their brooms and shovels picking up horse dung throughout each day.
The city gents all wore bowler hats, black jackets and black trousers with pin stripes. Some wore spats. And almost all carried black umbrellas. It was a sort of club members uniform.
There were other aspects to membership of this society whose instinctive unwritten rules were understood by all members. One of these related to orders and contracts between city associates. A man’s word was his bond. I suppose at times legal agreements were signed and lawyers engendered adversarial battles but in the tea and coffee auction rooms and other commercial gatherings business was conducted on trust. If you broke a trust you would be ostracised. If you were ostracised you would be out of business.
Saffery & Co, coffee exporter, got samples of coffee beans from auctioneers such as James Cook & Co in Mincing Lane. This was raw coffee then in bond in the docks and due to go up for auction in about 10 days time. The coffees came from Kenya, Brazil and Costa Rica and other places in the world I dreamed of visiting.
Saffery & Co then mailed samples of these coffees to numerous importers in different European countries and waited for their orders. If orders were received we would instruct the auctioneer to bid for them on our behalf or if someone else managed to buy a particular lot in which we were interested we would do a deal with him for a part of the lot. Eventually deals were made, prices were agreed, debts to importers, agents, auctioneers and brokers were paid and so ­business relations and social bonding were strengthened with each ­transaction.
Communications within the City were mainly by spoken word. Because of the different languages of our European agents communication with them was mostly by means of telegrams using the Bentley Code. There were two code books in the office. One contained a huge list of commonly used commercial phrases, each phrase being represented by a five letter code. For example: ‘Thank you for your letter/telegram of’ might be CGYAA. By this means a letter could be condensed and sent economically by telegram with perhaps no more than six or eight code words. The recipient at the other end would look up the codes listed alphabetically in his book and then, in his own language, a letter would evolve correctly deciphered. So by means of two books in each office, one having commercial phrases listed alphabetically and the other the code words listed alphabetically, reduced cost communication and automatic translation were achieved.
Because the system was limited to the listed commercial phrases, messages tended to be blunt and to the point. However both sides were aware of these limitations so neither side would take offense at the lack of subtle innuendos or flowery phrases used more to influence than to inform.
My job was to carry up the large bucket of coal and light the office fire each morning at 8.30 am. By the time Mr Saffery arrived at about 10.0 am the chill would be off the room.
Mr Saffery had been a senior officer in the Indian Army. He had retired at a relatively early age and, with his retirement pension and life savings, he had returned to his home country to be a city gent. He had some difficulty in accepting the idea that an office boy in London was not exactly equivalent to a char wallah in Poona or some other part of the British Empire that he had dominated for many years. He had adopted the city gents’ uniform with no difficulty and gestured with his umbrella as if it were a weapon of some significance.
My other responsibilities were to open the mail, decipher the Bentley Code telegrams, collect coffee samples from auction rooms and even occasionally from the docks, pack up coffee samples for despatch, create straightforward coded telegrams in reply to requests or orders, type letters and shipping documents and at about 5.0 pm each day carry two large red mail bags of samples to Fenchurch Street post office. Green, unroasted coffee beans are heavy.
These activities continued for some months and my salary went up to 17/6d per week (87 1/2 p) until one day a series of events occurred that caused me to be sacked. (I hasten to add that this was the only time in my life that I have been fired from a job. However for much of my life I have been self employed so perhaps this fact is not significant.)
On the fatal day in question the mail included a letter from a Mr Johan Kuchar in Vienna. Mr Kuchar was our agent there and was one of the few who did not use the Bentley Code. However he knew that our knowledge of German was non-existent. His knowledge of English was equally poor so he wrote to us in French. Unfortunately he wrote French with German grammar. If French was his second language there was a big gap between that and his first.
With the aid of a French/English dictionary I proceeded to translate his letter. In fact the translation proceeded well and I was quite confident that I clearly understood his message. He thanked us for the sample, he liked the coffee and he had a customer for it and he wanted the lot at the price we had quoted. What could be better?
I checked the auction catalogues and found that this particular lot of expensive Costa Rican coffee would be auctioned later that morning. By 10.30 am Mr Saffery had not arrived so I phoned James Cook the auctioneers and asked them to delay putting up that lot until later as Mr Saffery would be bidding on it. This was not an entirely unusual request. The auctioneer agreed. I added coals on the fire and busied myself with packing up bean samples.
The telephone rang. It was the auctioneer saying ‘did Mr Saffery want him to buy in that lot and if so at what price.’ He agreed to give me ten minutes more. I phoned Saffery’s home. No reply. It was now 11.15 am. I once again checked Mr Kuchar’s letter. It still seemed to me quite clear, so I phoned the auctioneer to see if he could delay the sale even further. He could not and would not, so I made the decision and asked him to buy it in for Saffery & Co at a price not more than the one we had previously calculated would give us our normal profit. That was it. The company had given its word and the auctioneer bought in the coffee at a few pence under our maximum price.
Mr Saffery had been delayed by a train accident at West Wickham. He was having a bad day. Not only the train accident but after much reviewing, retranslating Mr Kuchar’s letter, and a telephone call to Vienna with help from a German/English interpreter, he discovered that most of his savings were now vested in some very expensive coffee that Mr Kuchar complained was far too costly and not suitable for his market.
Grim faced he delved into his pocket, produced seventeen shillings and sixpence and said I need not come back again next Monday. This was a Thursday so, ever the optimist, I took the view that I now had one and a half day’s holiday on full pay.
To celebrate the event I purchased a two penny bar of fruit and nut milk chocolate and headed for home.
 


2. Foreign Holiday in Native Land

It was 1933 or 1934. I was about fifteen years old and had been working as an office boy in the City of London for over a year. Now I was entitled to one week’s holiday. Including the weekends this amounted to nine consecutive days. As a schoolboy I had spent holidays at home and occasionally a few days at Bexhill-on-Sea where we, as a family, stayed with my grandparents. On such occasions good behaviour was the first priority and enjoyment came a poor second. Now, having saved up a few pounds out of my fifteen shillings per week salary, I decided to go alone on holiday.
During the course of my duties for a coffee exporter I had visited bonded warehouses in the London docks and on one occasion I had noticed the Aberdonian, owned by the Aberdeen Steam Navigation Company, moored at a quay. Thinking of my holiday I enquired as to the cost of a London to Aberdeen return for me and my bicycle. It was two pounds return including the bicycle. My cycle and I would both travel as deck cargo for each of the 36 hour journeys. Bring your own sandwiches was also suggested, because food was neither included in the offer nor apparently available as an extra. I paid my two pounds, arranged to board the Aberdonian in a few day’s time and pocketed a hand written ticket.
Saturday morning arrived and I cycled to the docks to find the Aberdonian there with her funnel smoking all ready to go. I cannot say that I was welcomed on board. In fact I pushed my bicycle up the gangway and stowed it and an old army back pack near to the ship’s bows before anyone noticed me. The crew were busy closing some hatch covers and raising the gangway so it was not until one of them came forward to coil a mooring line that I was noticed. He was a sailor who looked like a sailor. Thick set, ginger hair and beard, tanned with weather beaten features and bright blue eyes and a marked Scottish accent. Central casting could not have improved on the reality. I explained that the bike and I were deck cargo and we were both ­planning to spend the night on this bit of deck near where a donkey engine controlled the anchor chain.
He shook his head and said we would be heading into a Norwester and a bit of spray would probably be coming over the bows. He showed me a more sheltered position further aft where I stowed the bike and pack. The Aberdonian swung out into the main stream of the Thames and I leaned on the rail and watched London and then the Essex marshlands gradually disappear as we made our way into the North Sea. It was my first experience of heading out alone and into the unknown. I liked the feeling and even today, decades later, I still enjoy that exhilarating feeling of freedom as one sheds the shackles, albeit temporarily, of one’s established ­society and heads into the unknown.
With my pack as a pillow I did not sleep much that night and the North Sea, even in late July, is not a very warm environment, so at dawn a tin mug full of hot sweet tea was a very welcome gift from my Scottish sailor.
We stopped at Leith for a few hours to unload and load some goods and then made our way up the coast to Aberdeen. Here I disembarked, checked on the day and time for my return trip, waved farewell to Mac as I then knew him, and pedalled past the white granite buildings of Aberdeen and headed west along Deeside into the Highlands.
The first night I found accommodation at Candacraig. In the morning with the sun shining and a crispness in the northern air I cycled on, curving south through the Grampian mountains towards Glen Shee. From this glen I decided to take a dirt road west that, although heading up into the hills, was in the direction of Glen Isla where, for no particular reason, I intended to go. The track got steeper. I got off and pushed the bike. The road wound around through the rocky hills. It got narrower and narrower until it disappeared down a rabbit hole.
By this time I was over the top of the hill or was it a mountain. The heather was knee deep and the sun was getting low in the sky. I had observed that in Scotland all civilisation and habitations were in the valleys so, carrying my bike, I headed on down hill. It was hard work but by following a stream and sometimes wading along it, I came to a small valley in which stood a stone-built house and several small outbuildings. I knocked on the door and a rosy-faced aproned lady answered. I explained my need to dry wet clothes and find accommodation for the night. She was sympathetic and, having supplied me with a large thick dressing gown, we sat around a peat fire in the kitchen whilst my clothes, now hanging on racks, steamed themselves dry.
She asked what I was doing in Glen Isla and could not believe I had no reason for the visit other than just to see it and pass on. In her whole lifetime no one had come to the glen except family and workers. She also expressed surprise that I, a foreigner, was travelling alone in a foreign land. She thought it was very brave of me. She said her father was away in Pitlochry, which was just as well because otherwise he would be after a Sassenach like me with his claymore. It seemed she viewed me much as Marco Polo was viewed by the Chinese when he dared to visit them. Yet this was Scotland in 1934 only about 500 miles from London. I found a similar expression of surprise as, several days later, I pedalled North back towards Aberdeen. I stopped at a small village of some twenty houses, a church, a village hall, a school and one all purpose shop. I went into the shop and asked about accommodation for the night. The shopkeeper replied in a language I did not understand. I suppose it was Gaelic. Recognising by my blank looks that verbal communication was not possible, he gestured me to stay while he crossed the road to a small house beside the school. He came back with a smiling middle aged lady who introduced herself as the school teacher. She took me along to another nearby house and had a long discussion in Gaelic interspersed with a few questions in English directed to me. They mainly consisted of why was I here, where had I come from, when would I be leaving and was I really on my own? Finally I paid a few shillings and was shown my bed for the night. The school teacher by then had adopted the role of the leader of the society that I, a foreign but friendly alien, had dropped into from outer space. She insisted that after my evening meal she would collect me and take me to a social gathering in the village hall where I could meet everyone or, more likely I felt, I would be put on display.
By about 7 pm I was collected and introduced to about twenty people who were forming a rough circle sitting on wooden benches and stools. Except for the school teacher no one attempted to speak English. Eventually I was seated next to my leader and a huge pile of dead chickens was dumped into the centre of the circle. Each person then reached out for a chicken and proceeded to pluck it. I was involved in a communal chicken plucking event.
The next day the chickens would go to market. I was instructed in the art of chicken plucking. One had to snatch the feathers out pulling slightly against the way they naturally lay. Pulling at the wrong angle tended to tear the skin and so make the bird less saleable. The birds had not been gutted. They had just had their necks wrung and dumped in a pile. I do not know how many orifices a chicken has but some of them leak so we were each given an old sack to put on our laps as we plucked away with the dead chickens’ heads banging against our legs.
It seemed to be a happy social gathering with everyone except me laughing and chattering away in Gaelic. The small downy underfeathers rose up in clouds as people got up to reach for another corpse. After my third unsuccessful attempt to pluck a chicken clean with most of its skin intact I explained to the school teacher that I was tired and could I be excused if I left for an early night? She understood and as I got up to leave she also rose to say goodbye, all the others then rose as also did a huge cloud of white chicken down through which I stumbled on my way, tripping over chicken corpses to politely shake hands with each of my fellow chicken pluckers. They were right. I had come into a foreign land.
My remaining journey was uneventful except that after pedalling several miles uphill one sunny warm day I decided to take a swift refreshing dip in a small crystal-clear lake. I stripped off, dived in and almost died of shock. The water must have been fed directly from a glacier*. Near here as I pedalled back towards Aberdeen I came across a notice nailed on a tree by a path that led up to a grouse moor. It said ‘Warning. Persons passing this way may be inadvertently shot’. My lasting impression of the Scots was that they were a very practical and polite people. This notice confirmed that impression.
 
* Scotland has not known glaciers for over 11,000. However, large permanent snowfields persist all year round and would indeed supply a constant stream of frigid meltwater.
 


3. Swimming and Diving

I cannot remember ever not being able to swim. I am certain no one taught me. I can remember before I was a teenager falling into and swimming out of the dykes that criss-crossed the marshlands between Pevensea Bay and Herstmonceux where I lived in Sussex. Later when I was about sixteen years old we lived in Wembley not far from the Empire Pool. The Empire Pool was designed to meet Olympic competition standards. It was 16 feet deep at one end where there was a triangular structure of diving boards. In the centre was a 10 metre (33 feet) firm board. Below this on each side were two 5 metre firm boards. Below them, on each side, were 3 metre spring boards and lower still and further apart were 1 metre spring boards.
On Sunday mornings the pool was open to the public quite early and then members of the British national diving team and their coach took over one half of the triangle of diving boards. I and a friend used the other half. We found we could get expert free diving tuition indirectly by watching the diving and listening to the coach’s criticism as the experts polished up their 2 1/2 back somersaults with a full twist and other complex aerial manoeuvres. We watched and listened and tried to duplicate them on our side of the deep end.
Freddy Hodges was then the UK diving champion and his father, Pop Hodges, was the team coach. Pop Hodges, it was said, taught the two princesses Elizabeth and Margaret to swim but his real talent was as a diving coach. We were never sufficiently skilled for Pop Hodges or any member of his team to take much notice of us, except one man. Harold by name. We got to know him as Hal.
Hal was not fat but his build was short and thick set. Quite unsuited to be a diver where slim lissome figures look so much more attractive as they dive through the air and enter the water straight as an arrow. He was obviously close to the national team members and could competently do most of their dives, demonstrating skill without elegance. One day he came over and chatted with us, gave us a few tips about getting sufficient height off the board and pointing toes etc. Over the weeks we became friendly and one day he came up with a proposal that under his direction we should start a professional ­diving team and give shows at local swimming pools.
We were intrigued but were under no illusions that we were good enough to put on a show.
“That’s the whole idea” he said.“You two will be dressed up in clown-like floppy swimming costumes. You will dive off and do it all wrong and appear to land flat in the water and I will get up and show them how it should be done.”
So for the next few weeks he taught us how to make an even greater mess of the dives than we would normally and how at the last moment to tuck up and make a great splash as one entered the water without actually hurting oneself. It was a painful few weeks of training. Fortunately we did not have to appear to land flat on the water from higher than the 5 metre board. One’s speed when hitting the water from 10 metres is such that the water feels extremely hard. More like a solid than a liquid. In any case the pools he had in mind for shows were not of Olympic standard and did not have 10 metre boards.
Then it was time for our first performance at Sudbury baths near Harrow. I pranced out in my clown like costume. Hal at the microphone announced I was going to do a front somersault with a full twist off the high board. I, determined not to let the side down, hurled myself off the top board with arms and legs flailing in all directions and landed in the water with a dizzying slap. There were a few sympathetic titters from the audience but clearly no great enthusiasm.
I then expected Hal to go up and show them how to do it but instead he announced David, my friend, would do some complicated dive off the springboard. Dave was not in a clown costume. He was supposed to do it properly. He made a mess of it. Hal made no move to show how it should be done. Instead he announced I would be doing a back somersault off the springboard. Suddenly from a small group in the crowd came derisory yells. ‘Ah! go home. You haven’t a clue’ and similar remarks. Hal responded with ‘Well if you think you are so clever, you come and do it.’ The crowd at last got interested. An argument or perhaps even a fight was more interesting than our pathetic attempts to entertain.
Then from the vocal group in the crowd four of them removed their outer garments to disclose their swimming trunks, came up to the diving stages, pushed Dave and me into the pool and proceeded to give a superb performance of diving skills. I recognised them as four of the people who trained with the national team. It was a great success.
Hal collected his fees from the authorities. Dave and I each got a small fee. The amateur status of the four spectators who came out of the crowd was not in question, but I did wonder if Hal might have made some private arrangement with them. We put on about six shows like this round the London area before the organisation faded out because of worry about amateur status.
No matter what level of expertise I have in the water I, and probably most sensible people, am conscious that one is in a foreign ­element. It adds to the excitement and enjoyment but can equally ­easily trigger fear. Accidentally choke on a mouthful of water and one dashes to the surface if not to the shore or pool side.
This was impressed upon me on two occasions when I was in West Africa. The first occasion was where one of our Coastal Command sub-chasing aircraft crashed into the sea shortly after taking off with a full load of depth charges. The engines cut out whilst on full boost. Not an entirely uncommon occurrence with fully laden ­aircraft and short runways.
The plane came down in the sea less than a quarter of a mile from the shore in shallow water. It was sitting the right way up on the bottom with about 15 feet of water above the fuselage. All the crew had escaped from various outlets including an astrodome opening close to the navigator’s table.
Earlier, when I had taken the standard RAF F24 camera to the navigator before take-off, he showed me a Paillard Bolex 16mm cine camera. It was a near professional piece of equipment that he had acquired when he was last in Cairo. At the time it was top of the range of 16mm cine equipment. I admired it and thought no more of it until he came into the photo section after the crash and bemoaned the fact that his Bolex camera was sitting on his desk in 15 feet of sea water a quarter of a mile from shore. I said I would see if I could help him out.
A few days later the sea was calm and the water was clear as I ­paddled out to the site prepared to dive down a mere 15 feet or so. No deeper than the bottom of the Empire Pool that I had dived down to on several occasions.
I anchored my dugout canoe over the aircraft that I could clearly see below me and, with no feeling of concern, I slipped over the side and dived down to the opening in the top of the aircraft. I knew that all I had to do was go through the hole, bear slightly right and the camera would be on the small map plotting table in front of me.
At 15 feet down I felt the pressure in my lungs and breathed out a little. As I entered the opening head first the feeling of fear began. I was suddenly conscious that I could not just shoot up to the surface. I was inside this metal box 15 feet under the water. But I was so close to my prize I reached out and as I did so out of the corner of my eye my peripheral vision saw something long and undulating in the water. That did it. I turned and shot to the surface. To hell with his camera. Let him get it or forget it.
That undulating object was probably a bit of fabric or rope or even seaweed. But with only one lungful of air, and from inside a container 15 feet down, common sense did not prevail. Images of sea snakes, octopuses etc did. I returned to admit defeat. But at least I returned.
The other occasion in West Africa occurred in the bay of Takoradi. When not on duty we swam in the bay and paddled around in dugout canoes. We tried to avoid sunburn and eased our prickly heat with cool sea water. Also mosquitoes do not frequent sea water so one could obtain relief from them. Competent swimmers, and I included myself in that category, used to swim out to a rusty wreck of an old tramp ship that was eroding away about 350 yards from the shore. Large portions of it were above water and it was an object to swim to, climb on to and have a rest before returning to the shore.
The tides and currents were not significant here but at certain times of the year there was a steady current that seemed to come in at one end of the bay, follow the shore line and go out the other end. This was one of those times. I had rested on the wreck and was well on my way back to shore when I swam into a jelly fish and suffered a slight stinging sensation on my arm. I trod water to ease round it. It was quite small, no more than 5 inches in diameter. Fortunately not a giant Portuguese Man-o-War.
I started towards the shore again and came in contact with more jelly fish. I turned left to go round them but every time I headed to the shore there were jelly fish in front of me. I was beginning to tire and I was still 150 yards from shore. There appeared to be an uncountable mass of jelly fish circling round the bay in a continuous stream. I had to get to land. There was no alternative but to swim through them. I started for the shore again. In patches their density increased until it seemed I was swimming through wet jelly. And they stung. Any one sting would be insignificant but I was covered with stings from head to toe. By the time I reached the shore I was well aware that I did not really belong in that element no matter how enjoyable it can be on occasions.
A more enjoyable swimming event occurred in Australia. I had been to Sydney and Melbourne on business and, before completing my trip round the world, I decided to take some time off to visit the Great Barrier Reef. The thought of getting to Australia and not seeing this wonder of the world was untenable.
My travel agent reserved me a cabin on Hayman Island, one of the numerous islands that Captain Cook discovered on a Whitsunday and named the group the Whitsunday Islands. I was a little surprised when I got there to discover that it was a honeymoon island. I was the only lone visitor; all the others were pairs at least forty years younger than I. However being the odd one out was not a problem. I was more interested in the activities under water than on land.
From Hayman Island one could take a helicopter out to sea over the shallow waters of old coral beds and lagoons until one got to the line where new live coral was being nourished by the up-swirling waters of the deep ocean. Here corals built their castles and caves that abounded with wild life of all colours, shapes and sizes. This I wanted to see and to be among. I wanted, for a short while, to be free of gravity and move up, down, left or right as I chose. In fact I wanted to go scuba diving.
I went to see the people who organised the diving trips. First I had to fill in a form assuring them I was under 50 years of age. This I did, hoping my 68 years were not too obvious. Then they equipped me with two tanks, flippers, breathing apparatus and weights appropriate to my 155 lbs frame. Because I had never been scuba diving before and, I suspect, because they were somewhat suspicious about my declared 49 years, I and the instructor went to the deep end of their swimming pool. Here we sat on the bottom and exchanged breathing apparatus under water. This, I understood, was a simple test that eliminated all who tend to panic in stressful underwater situations. I passed the test and was accepted for the next morning’s flight out to a floating platform moored at a point over the horizon where the coral reef ended with a precipice dropping thousands of feet to the depth of the ocean. The day broke fine, the sea was calm as we flew over shallow waters dotted with occasional outcrops of coral, some large enough to be called islands. Then eventually the turquoise hue changed to the deep blue of the ocean as we landed on our floating platform. In a short while I was fully equipped and followed the instructor by dropping backwards off the platform into the warm waters of the Pacific Ocean.
Once under the water I became weightless. I swam using my ­flippered feet with my arms by my sides. I could go up, down, left or right just by curving my body towards my chosen destination. I was no longer a two dimensional person. I had added another dimension to my experience and it was exhilarating.
Equally if not more exhilarating were the fauna and flora of the reef. Although here fauna, flora, animal, vegetable and mineral could less clearly be defined. Rock hard corals were alive, sea anemones did not behave like flowers, and some crustaceans camouflaged themselves with sea weeds. Shoals of parrot fish aptly named because of their beaks with which they grazed on the surface or the corals. Some fish lived securely amongst the tentacles of sea anemones and others, who came too close to the curving fronds were trapped and consumed. Some fish were territorial and defended their patch of the reef against all comers. Others swam in shoals, the whole shoal turning as if it were a single entity. Occasionally a larger fish, two feet or more in length, would slowly swim through the frenzied darting of the lesser fry. Rather like a piscine policeman patrolling through a busy market place. And none of them took any notice of me. It was as if I had become one of them.
I sat on a patch of sand and snapped my fingers. Swarms of fish came to investigate the sound. Presumably because they thought the vibrations of my snapping fingers might be the death throes of a potential meal. For, despite the beauty of the scene, anarchy rules. It was survival of the fittest. Eat or be eaten. Each specie had evolved its technique for survival together with a technique of negating others’ survival techniques. By producing millions of eggs a balance between destruction and reproduction, with a slight bias towards reproduction, ensured the specie survived in an environment inimical to the individual.
I was so enthralled that it was not until I found myself tending to continually float up to the surface that I was aware that my air supply was getting low. Compressed air is obviously heavier than uncompressed air. There is more of it per unit of volume. So, as I used up my air the two tanks on my back became lighter and I tended to float to the surface.
So I got the message and headed back to the helicopter platform. There I found that my fellow swimmers and the air crew were about to have lunch before flying back to Hayman Island. I persuaded them to let me forgo my lunch and instead, for a reasonable consideration, supply me with another pair of air tanks so I could explore another part of the reef.
It was a memorable experience that I can still savour as I write this account. Scuba diving around a thriving coral reef is an experience I can strongly recommend.
In many ways survival on the surface of this planet is not so different from that below the surface. If viewed dispassionately it might seem we have the balance too heavily biased in favour of survival of homo sapiens. Or perhaps it is just a temporary glut until another specie evolves, or more probably, just recognises an opportunity to adjust the balance. At this time the HIV virus seems to be a possible contender.
 


4. Photography

Photography is an amalgam of art, science, technology and luck. Given sufficient skills in the first three, the need for luck can be kept to a minimum. It could be said that the difference between an amateur and a professional is the amateur is surprised when, so to speak, it comes out, and the professional is surprised if it doesn’t.
My earliest interest in photographic images was when I was about twelve years old and my father gave me an old quarter plate folding camera. There were no plate holders for it or any means of actually taking a photograph, but it had two significant features that might be said to have influenced my life. It had a ground glass screen and a shutter mechanism that included a ‘time’ setting. This meant that I could lock the shutter open and view upside down images on the screen. I could compose pictures. I could focus on distant objects and see that foreground objects were out of focus and conversely I could focus on close objects and see distant ones were out of focus. I also observed that I could close down the lens aperture and more or less get everything in focus. I held a magnifying glass in front of the lens and saw that I could then focus on small objects a few inches away from the camera.
With a soldering iron, sheet metal from tin cans and metal bottle tops for winding knobs I made a roll film holder. The film in the holder was not in the plane of focus and the device leaked so much light I could only use it if it was wrapped up in my jacket. I managed to get some processing chemicals, I used night as my darkroom and developed my first roll of film. Most of the images were blurred, fogged or out of focus except one. The close-up head of a cow. I had made a picture.
My father worked in a drawing office. In those days architectural drawings were duplicated by means of an iron printing process. Blue-prints, as they were known. He brought home some blue-print-paper and with the aid of a picture frame as a contact printer and sunlight, I made blue-prints from my first and only negative. I had created my first photographic print.
It was not until much later, after I had been fired from my office boy job and was trying to find employment, that our lodger saw an advertisement saying Kodak needed someone to work in their works laboratory. He remembered that photography had interested me and suggested I apply for the job. This I did.
When filling in Kodak’s job application form it would be true to say I was conservative with the truth. But I do not feel guilty about it, because Kodak were equally conservative with their job description.
The works laboratory’s function was to test all incoming chemicals that would be used in the production of their photographic materials and also to test all films, plates and photographic papers as to speed, colour, sensitivity, density etc before they could be approved for production. It was in fact the quality control base for incoming and outgoing materials and products. Physically it consisted of a large chemical lab equipped with burettes, pipettes, chemical reagents and a pungent all pervading odour common to most active chemistry labs. The photographic side of the operation consisted of a rabbit warren of darkrooms housing technicians making spectrograms, plotting characteristic curves and generally making sure that anything that went out in a Kodak’s yellow box deserved to do so.
But none of this was supposed to involve me. This was because the job I was accepted for was in a room that housed a Photostat machine and this room happened to be in the works lab. This machine was an early form of office copier and my job was to operate it. They had located it in the works lab because there were facilities there for mixing the tanks of developer and fixer essential to processing the photo copy images. Also there were large water troughs for washing the prints and a rotary dryer to dry them. To say I would be working in the works lab was true. The implication that I would be doing lab work was certainly not true.
The Photostat machine was manual in every respect. One placed the original document on the copyboard, one focused the lens to ­create the correct size image on the ground glass screen. One replaced the screen with a large container holding 15 inch wide rolls of light sensitive paper. One judged the exposure, or got it right by trial and error. One opened and closed the shutter, cranked a handle so that the exposed end of the roll was transported into a processing tray ­containing highly caustic developer. One wiggled handles to agitate the processing then plunged one’s bare hands into the developer and quickly retrieved the print and transferred it into an acid fixer bath before light could fog it.
I operated this device for Kodak for more than 4 years. The developer turned my finger nails inky black and most of the skin on my hands also. The developer contained Metol, a toxic substance no longer used, but fortunately I was not susceptible to Metol poisoning, a complaint not uncommon at Kodak in those days.
After a few days I noticed that the required length of exposure directly related to the magnification or reduction at which the machine was set. So very soon I had calibrated the device to avoid the tiresome trial and error method of getting a good print. This speeded up the operation significantly. I could get through a full day’s copying in little more than half a day. Perhaps two thirds.
The spare time I had generated enabled me to go to the photo ­section darkrooms and ask questions. I am deeply grateful to those lab technicians in their darkrooms, at their densitometers, at their benches plotting characteristic curves, for their patience and kindness in explaining what they were doing and how they were doing it. Some even explained why they were doing it. Some did not know. They just did it. I became fascinated with the magic of the silver halide crystal. These are the tiny molecules in the film that react when a photon of light hits one. The reaction is always the same. The energy of the light causes the halide atom in the crystal to release its hold on the silver atom. So instead of a silver halide molecule there is now an atom of ­silver. The reaction may be inevitable and repeatable but the by-products of the reaction are legion. Silver halide films can be made sensitive to all colours of the rainbow and also made sensitive to colours, if such they can be called, not in the rainbow. These include gamma rays, x-rays, infrared rays and many others. They can be made hydrophilic or hydrophobic, i.e. water receptive or not as used in lithographic printing plates. They can selectively be linked to coloured dyes before the silver is bleached out, thus to leave the dyes in the form of colour prints or colour slides. They can migrate from one film to another to produce instant pictures as in the Polaroid process. They can be exchanged for gold atoms to give red tones, cobalt atoms to give blue tones, vanadium to give orange tones and numerous others. By suspending silver halide crystals in gelatin, made from the hides and hoofs of cows that have eaten mustard seeds, high speed films could be made. These and many other processes are all based on the silver halide crystal.
I found all this interesting and intriguing but for me one thing was missing—pictures. I was fascinated with the means but I needed the end. With this in mind I did three things.
I saved up and bought a small camera that took 16 pictures on a roll of 120 size film. I joined the Kodak Camera Club and I enrolled for a 3 year City and Guilds photography course at Harrow Technical College.
In some ways the Harrow Tech evening course was a failure. It was taught by chemists and physicists from Kodak’s laboratories and was more like a course in how to make films than how to make pictures. I think Kodak used it as a means of finding useful technicians.
Partly due to my fraternisation with the lab technicians at work I found, for the first time in my life, studying was easy.
I remember sitting down to take the final exam, reading the questions and being amazed that I knew all the answers. It was the only exam I had ever passed and I came out top of the pile and Kodak transferred me from the Photostat machine to the laboratories where I ­proceeded to test and measure and plot data. But the void was still there. Here was this marvellous creative medium and I was creating nothing.
However, I had my little camera and I submitted prints and experimented with early forms of colour photography, the Findlay and Dufay processes, and I won a few awards in club competitions.
Then war broke out and about six years later, six years older and feeling significantly more independent I returned to the research labs. I had learned something about life and a little about death but very ­little about photography during my service with the RAF. Perhaps I honed up my skills in handling the trusty Speed Graphic camera until its controls and operation became almost an extension of my arm, thereby allowing a greater degree of concentration on the subject and the artistic composition. Such skills I found to be valuable later when earning a living as a press photographer. But, much to my surprise, when I joined the RAF I discovered that being stupid was a relative state. Through the various schools I had attended and the exams at which I had failed, the teachers and other students all knew more than I. Relatively, I was stupid. This had not worried me. The world was full of so many interesting things about which I knew nothing. Clouds, rain, wind—where did they all come from? Insects metamorphose, birds fly and I could not. Even the ordinary became amazing if one stopped to wonder at it. Ignorance of school work was just a minor ignorance to add to the massive ignorance that I enjoyed about everything. It represented a small percentage of my total lack of knowledge and did not worry me at all.
When working at Kodak I was with skilled technicians, chemists etc from whom I learned a lot but with whom I maintained my position of relative ignorance. It was not until I was in the RAF with masses of people from different occupations that I discovered that relatively speaking they were as ignorant as I and in many cases more so. Some, not used to being little more than an animated number, found it very hard to settle into military life. The world to me had always been full of strangeness. Being in the RAF was just an addition to the list. But I left the RAF confident that I was as good a photographer as any other in that service and thanks to my lab work at Kodak better technically than any I had met. But little of this work was creative and the creative urge remained as a latent desire.
At this time colour photography was beginning to reach a wider market. In the laboratory I had conducted numerous tests with different light sources and different filters so that the light illuminating a subject would have the correct balance of blue to red to suit one or other of the two types of colour film available. These were daylight films and tungsten, artificial light, films. Soon I could judge the colours of different light sources and daylight at different times of the day and select the appropriate colour correction filter without the aid of Kodak’s colour temperature meter. I thought there might be a ­market for this acquired skill.
Fashion photographers, theatre photographers, advertising ­photographers were beginning to get requests for colour pictures. Their studios were equipped with a mixture of spot lights, flood lights and lights bouncing off coloured walls. Many with a mixture of daylight and artificial light at the same time. They were getting images of people with one side of their face orange and the other bluish. Shadows that should have been neutral became gaudy. Their clients were not pleased and I had the solutions.
I moonlighted many evenings after my Kodak job. I advised several well-known photographers what to do, and more often what not to do, in respect of lighting. One theatre photographer, I remember, decided that not only was I technically useful but I was also physically attractive. After a few rapid circuits of the darkroom with him in hot pursuit I beat a hasty retreat and left him to his pictures of ballet dancers.
During the late 1940’s government war surplus equipment became available and I acquired some excellent lenses to use on a half plate enlarger that I had built from old scraps.
I also got a 4”x 5” Speed Graphic camera. I resigned from Kodak and rented a basement in Holland Park and hung out my shingle, as the Americans say, Terry Wilson Photographer.
The building next door had suffered a direct hit from a bomb and much of the brick rubble had cascaded through my basement window to form a pile in what I planned to be my studio. So first I spent many hours and many buckets full of rubble clearing out my new premises.
My first client was not exactly what I had hoped for. He was a doctor with a practice nearby. He had an early type of ECG. machine that plotted his patients’ heart rhythm on to a roll of photosensitive paper. He would then wrap up the rolls and bring them to me to be developed and fixed. He used to view them in the fixer and murmur ‘Poor sod he’s not going to last long’ or ‘Nothing too wrong with that. What’s she complaining about’. He would then give me half a crown and go about his doctoring business. This income, although welcome, was neither adequate nor a sound basis for growth so I decided that people in the theatrical profession needed photographs of themselves. I decided to put an advertisement in The Performer. This ad bore fruit.
The first response came from a contortionist who needed a ­picture and many copies to give to agents. The picture he wanted ­consisted of a tangled mass of arms and legs, all his, with his head somehow appearing to be balanced on the top. Another brought along an aged toothless lion suffering from severe halitosis. His owner had to be pictured with his head in the lion’s mouth. Then there was a juggler who needed a picture showing him with more balls in the air than any other juggler had ever achieved. We managed this by hanging up a couple of balls on black cotton and photographing the juggling event against a black background.
After selecting their favourite shot they all wanted multiple copies. Usually about fifty prints. I was enthused but commercially naive. I got their addresses, made their prints and posted them off together with an invoice for taking the pictures and for the multiple copies. With the exception of one accordion player who paid up, I never heard from any of them again.
But things gradually improved. I did press work for a range of trade papers and also some freelance press photography for national papers and magazines. This was a tough game. It was survival of the fittest with no second chances. This is a typical example. The Queen, or some member of the Royal family, was meeting and greeting some VIP from overseas. A typical photo opportunity. All the national press and news agencies would be there and unless the Queen or the VIP fell over or stood on their heads or some other unlikely occurrence, the only picture all publishers would want would be both parties shaking hands and smiling. There was only one location where this would occur and all the press photographers, including me, were there, and they all needed the same picture taken at the same split second. Some, inevitably, were going to miss out. In the crush everyone could not win and all get the picture. The staff photographer for Associated Press was there. He was an old hand at the game. A big chap with an imposing presence and deep voice to match. He viewed the jostling crowd of camera men and said “Hey chaps’. (this was before You guys was a normal form of address) No good fighting over this. Let’s all set our cameras to twelve feet, back off a bit and we’ll all get the ­picture”. There was common assent to this. Cameras were adjusted and everyone stepped back a good three or four feet.
The VIP’s arrived. Their hands were extended and grasped and their faces smiled and twenty or more photographers, having set their cameras to eight feet, not to the agreed twelve, all surged forward with cameras clashing and bulbs flashing. No one fell for the ‘let’s all work together’ idea because we all knew wiley Bill from the AP was trying to pull a fast one on us.
In the late 40’s and early 50’s America was the only western ­country not bankrupted by the war, so most of the tourists to London were Americans. This was before the days of package tours and cheap flights and most of the visiting Americans were relatively affluent with some standing in their local communities. They were easily recognisable and they came from a land that had no national newspapers but had a multitude of local newspapers. Here, I saw, was a potential for profit, or at least income.
On quiet days when I had no assignments or studio or darkroom work, I would go to Trafalgar Square, St Paul’s Cathedral, the Houses of Parliament or Buckingham Palace. I would take a picture of the ­visitor with a London landmark in the background. They readily gave me their names and origins. I made no attempt to sell them a picture. Instead I would mail an 8”x 10” glossy to their local newspaper stating the tourist’s names etc together with an invoice, in US dollars, to be paid if they used the picture. 80% of the time this scheme worked and some even led to commissioned assignments. The Montreal Star used me for several colour feature stories for their Sunday magazine.
Then came the death of George VI and I got a cable from the Montreal Star asking me to get pictures of the two princesses with tears in their eyes mourning over the coffin of their father. I cabled back that I would do my best but could not guarantee to fulfil exactly every detail of their assignment. Especially the tears in the eyes of the princesses. A cable came back by return simply saying ‘Take onions with you’. I failed to get the pictures they wanted and never heard from them again. Freelance press photography is a tough game but fortunately it did not represent the major source of my income. Photography for advertising agencies and studio photography of products for various companies was not only more profitable but also more enjoyable. By control of the lighting and composition it was possible to create dramatic pictures of mundane things like nuts and bolts or telephones or any of the millions of products that manufacturers wished to promote.
My staff increased and we moved to two floors of a building in Blackfriars Lane just off Fleet Street and I remember in 1955 deciding to pay myself the princely sum of £1000 per year. It had taken me 33 years to go from £40 per year to £1000 per year. I also had a wife and a son, Andrew, not yet a year old. He was the most important thing in our lives and he was desperately ill with asthma. He was in and out of hospital with ever increasing frequency. Nothing seemed to help so we decided to give up the business and take Andrew to a different ­climate away from the smoke filled pea soup fogs of London. After discussions about various desert areas of the globe we settled for British Columbia. The business in Blackfriars Lane was not significantly saleable. It was pointed out to me that its value was vested largely in my skills and these I was taking away with me. So to fund our emigration I sold my equipment and at the age of 38 years I headed west to British Columbia.
There I was employed by a company whose main income was derived from making letterpress printing plates for black and white or colour reproduction in magazines and newspapers. It also made printing plates for local jobbing printers. However the graphic arts world was changing and offset lithography was taking over and metal plates and metal type were becoming obsolete.
My photographic section of the company in Canada had made some progress and had a good name with the local advertising agencies and other customers in the area. It was not unusual for my work to win awards at USA Art Director’s Association annual ceremonies but financially it made a small contribution to the company. They had to move from letterpress technology to photo lithographic technology. Printers were changing from letterpress to offset lithography and the company also had to change because their customers no longer wanted etched metal plates. So, in addition to the photographic work, I showed them the techniques of colour separation, colour masking and the production of offset four colour plates produced from various originals including colour negatives, transparencies, prints or art work.
I had just got the operation working when family reasons demanded I return to England so in 1963 at the age of 45 I found myself back in London jobless and before long down to my last five pound note.
After weeks of searching I gave up trying litho processes, as well as photography, I toured the advertising agencies trying to get a job in one of their production operations. No one offered me a job but one suggested a printer they used badly needed someone to improve the quality of their colour work. I went to see them and they gave me a job as a consultant on the management side of their colour reproduction business. It was an unenviable job. The problem was the company salesmen got jobs, the union lithographers made the colour separations and proofs. The customer did not like the work and the union lithographers said that the technical limitations of the process did not permit any better result. My job was to technically tell the union camera operators where and how they had gone wrong.
This I could usually do but I was not popular. They worked almost by rule of thumb and resented any innovative changes or ­corrections I might suggest. I was not a member of the union so I could not touch any equipment or actually do any of the work. I could only point out the errors of their ways if a customer rejected any of their work. Any improvement I might suggest could only be a criticism of their abilities. And if I failed to point out their deficiencies I would be out of a job.
One example comes to mind. They had a job to reproduce as accurately as possible some fine art oil paintings. The traditional way of doing this is to get a photographer to photograph the painting and produce a 5”x 7” colour transparency. This then goes to the printer’s litho department who make colour separations etc and finally a set of four colour plates and a printed reproduction.
They had an idea of how to cut costs and perhaps get better results. Why not take the painting to the lithographer who can put it up on his process camera and make the colour separations directly from the original? Cut out the photographer and his colour transparency and all those associated costs.
The first one they tried was a Dutch masterpiece and the client did not like the result. He said the colours were OK but it no longer looked like an oil painting. I was called in and immediately recognised the problem. Every photographer with knowledge of photographing oil or other paintings knows that the artist normally paints his canvas with the top of his painting upright on his easel. And normally the light that falls on his work comes from above. This direction of illumination is continued when the painting is hung the right way up in a gallery and is usually illuminated by light from above.
The photographer with his portable floodlights will always ­illuminate the painting from its top and softly fill in the shadows of the paint texture with a weaker fill-in light from the front. The lithographer with his process camera has one light on each side of his copy board. He instinctively puts the picture upright and looses all the paint texture. I explained this and turned the oil painting sideways on the process camera’s copyboard. I then illuminated it with one of the arc lamps from one side, angled the other arc lamp near the lens and put a diffuser over it. The painting was then illuminated so that the brush strokes and the paint texture showed up in a normal manner. However the rule of thumb operation of the camera no longer applied. The process camera operator complained to his union representative and a work stoppage was called.
It was finally agreed they would try my technique on this one occasion but I would have to stay out of the way. The result was satisfactory but management considered that my innovative approach to solving problems might be more usefully used by one of their associated companies who were designing and developing some unique photo optical equipment. So after earning my living for twenty years as a photographer I was back working on the technical side of optics and photographic chemistry.
I have come to the conclusion that the satisfaction one gets out of life is directly related to the degree of creativity one can put into it. I never failed to get a kick out of lighting, composing and creating images that are published or win awards or effectively do the job they are intended to do. I got the same satisfaction from the technical and scientific approach by creating unique formulae and systems some of which were patented.
Even today I would rather repair a broken device than replace it with a new one. This is not out of meanness. There is a creative ­element in repairing an electrical or mechanical device.
Now, after more than 60 years of practical involvement in photography, the early days of digital imaging have arrived. I wish I were actively involved in its evolution. I also hope the people who promote and use this new, non silver halide process remember it is only a tool for the creative person to use. The good image, the right image, the best image is not created by the instrument. It originates from the mind of the person using the device who may or may not need a little luck to help him or her along the road to success or even fame.
 



Chapter 2: Deviation
 
 
 
1. 1939 and All That

On the 3rd of September 1939 Great Britain declared war on Germany because Germany had invaded Poland. It was about 10.00 am on a Sunday. I was practicing diving at the Empire Pool Wembley when a public announcement was made saying the pool was closed and war had been declared. In fact the message started as I left the 10 metre high board and I almost got the gist of it before I entered the water. The Empire Pool, which also served as an ice rink, was to become a temporary morgue for cadavers resulting from enemy bombs.
I had read about the last war that ended one month before I was born. Books like All Quiet on the Western Front and several others told me of the horrors of trench warfare. Of disease and death and thousands of lives being lost to defend or conquer some seemingly pointless hill or strategic location.
I was unenthused about the prospect of dying to save Poland from Germany. I was almost equally unenthused by the thought of fighting and dying for my King and country. The King I did not know and I had always thought of him as a figurehead of the British Empire, a symbol with which to impress primitive pagan natives throughout almost one fifth of the world. As to dying for one’s country, based on the little history I had learned at school it seemed that almost every country at some time or other had been conquered by another and ­historically the conquered countries were never worse off and usually better off. For example I had been taught about the contributions the Romans and later the Normans made to this country. And similarly the history of every country in Europe was littered with conquests which, except for the resistance at the time, seemed to have done no one any harm and was invariably claimed as a cultural benefit. In addition to which, in the back of my nomadic mind, I felt I could always go elsewhere if I did not like my new rulers. Being part of a British Empire that covered one fifth of the globe engendered such attitudes.
At the time I worked as a laboratory technician in Kodak’s Works Laboratory. I was 20 years old and very fit. I would not be in a reserved occupation. In fact I recognised that I was perfect canon fodder. I had to decide between what to me were unacceptable alternatives. I could volunteer my services and probably die in the trenches. I could wait to be called up and die in the trenches. I had no hope of becoming a conscientious objector on religious grounds. (The only grounds ever accepted.) In any case if such a plea were accepted I would then have to go unarmed as a medical orderly to die in the trenches. I could refuse any of these alternatives and go to prison. I thought about it and did nothing.
Then a slightly more acceptable alternative occurred. One that I thought might be the lesser of the evils facing me. The RAF started a Photo Reconnaissance Unit (PRU.) and called upon Kodak for photo technicians to staff this new unit. I volunteered in 1939 and was called up early in 1940 as a leading aircraftsman (LAC.) photographer.
The non-commissioned ranks in the Air Force were, from the bottom up:
AC2—Aircraftsman 2nd class i.e. untrained
AC1—Aircraftsman 1st class i.e. slightly trained
LAC—Leading aircraftsman i.e. trained
Corporal—i.e. trained with authority over a small group
Sergeant—i.e. trained but looks after paper work
Flight Sergeant—i.e. has forgotten his training and only looks after paperwork that goes to higher authorities
Warrant Officer—An almost mythical person that no one knows what to do with. I never met one in the photographic trade in the RAF.
Then above all these are the commissioned ranks, the officers.
I and others from Kodak joined the RAF as LACs (i.e. trained) and most of us knew more about the photographic processes than the few regular RAF photographers that we joined. However we were not familiar with RAF equipment and procedures so I, and a few others, were sent to Heston aerodrome to be given brief instructions into the ways of the RAF. Our instructor was a middleaged sergeant, a likable character for whom later I felt a kindred feeling. Many years before as a boy apprentice he had joined the Air Force to avoid going down the mines and I had joined the Air Force to avoid going into the trenches.
He explained a few things that were second nature to us. ‘Only open boxes of paper in the dark room and then only if the correct safe light is used’ and so on until he came to tell us about cameras. He started with a half plate stand camera having a tilting and rising front and a swing back, a lens complete with lens cap, but no shutter. He went through the operation of this basic equipment in some detail and mostly got it right. He then came to the lens. He explained the operation of the iris diaphragm.
“You have no shutter?” I queried.
“No,” he said. “You stop the lens right down and use the lens cap to control the exposure time in seconds. You can be very accurate if you count seconds like this.” He removed the lens cap and with hand poised said “One little second, two little seconds, three little seconds, and so on.”
“What if the correct exposure is two and a half seconds?” I asked.
“Easy” he replied. “One little second, two little seconds and a half of a little second.”
I felt there was not much hope of us winning the war.
It took a long time for the regulars, as they were known, to get used to the concept that winning a war was more important than keeping out of trouble with their superiors and getting a high enough rank to support their retirement from the RAF. Keeping out of trouble meant meticulous attention to detail to avoid any possibility of being at fault. For example, stores inventory had to be checked by a higher authority at regular intervals. The higher authority did not wish to find anything wrong because this might represent a ‘black mark’ against him. So, well before all inspections, an advance warning was leaked so those in charge could either make the books match the inventory or make the inventory match the books. Generally speaking the tradition was: With shortages you loaded them on to a ‘write off’. It was amazing what some aircraft had theoretically carried into battle before they failed to return! Excess inventory you hid—one way or another.
At the height of the Battle of Britain, when the country was down to almost no replacement Hurricanes and Spitfires, and no spares left for those that were otherwise airworthy, a stores inspection was scheduled at the PRU station where I was stationed.
The ACI storesman, who occupied the bed next to mine, told me how they solved the problem of having one Rolls Royce Merlin aircraft engine more than was indicated in their books. At the back of the stores building they dug a large hole, manhandled this almost invaluable spare into it and buried it for all time. The inventory inspection went through uneventfully. Again I wondered how we could possibly win the war.
Sometimes the wastefulness of war could be put to some use. Photographic processes depend on many different chemicals and one of them, sodium thiosulphate, commonly known as hypo, or fixer, is common to almost all processes. A photographic section could not function without it.
At the height of the German U boat campaign our supplies in Africa were being lost and we were instructed to triple the frequency of our orders for chemicals and double the quantity. The thinking being that if one order in three got through that order being double the quantity would last twice as long.
The inevitable happened. All orders came through and we had six times the quantity we could possibly use.
The climate in West Africa is hot and humid—commonly 90˚ F with a relative humidity of 90%. The hypo crystals were not in humidity proof containers and hypo is a deliquescent substance. In other words, exposed to humid air it becomes liquid.
When certain chemicals are combined with others they give off heat. For example, put water into sulphuric acid and the solution will boil. On the other hand the combination of some substances absorb heat. To absorb heat they must be cold. Hypo is one of these. Dissolve hypo crystals in water and you have a solution of ice cold liquid. Oranges, lemons and grapefruit were abundant in the area and for many weeks the photo section could supply cold fruit drinks chilled by immersion in a daily vat of hypo solution.
This private system of mine of refrigerating cold drinks became very popular and each morning a queue of local natives grew outside the photosection each carrying a container of fruit juice. These were immersed in my hypo solution whilst their bearers sat around chatting. When cool enough they would take their drinks back to the ­different RAF sections in which they were employed as cleaners or general helpers. There the fitters, the armourers, the instrument ­technician etc would stop for their morning refresher of cool fresh fruit juice.
There was one unpopular Flight Sergeant in a position of authority in the orderly room. He was overbearing, authoritarian verging on the sadistic and was disliked by all and especially by his native employee who did all the menial chores in that section and had the job of getting the Flight Sergeant fruit juice every morning. His name was Kamabai. The Flight Sergeant liked sugar with his lemon and lime juice and every morning Kamabai would arrive at the photo section, add sugar to his container of juice, unbutton his trousers and stir his Flight Sergeant’s drink with his not unimpressive penis. This was his public way of getting back at his boss. At the lower level everyone in the camp knew of this procedure except of course the Flight Sergeant. Every day Kamabai would beamingly deliver his fruit drink and say ‘You like um Sah?’ or ‘You like me go get more Sah?’ and then, enjoying his secret victory, go back to cleaning the lavatory or sweeping the floor.
Another time photographic chemicals came in useful when I was stationed at a camp in Staffordshire. The food in the camp was poor. We tired of spam, bully beef and rat-trap cheese. One of the cooks who slept near me said it was not the fault of the cooks, it was the raw materials that were lacking. I had an idea and came to an agreement with him. In the centre of each of our Nissen huts, in which we slept, was a metal stove, our source of heat during the winter. The deal was that I would supply the essential ingredient if he would supply the trimmings such as vegetables. He would manage to prepare it and cook it in the mess kitchens and bring it in a container one evening to our hut. We would then reheat it over the stove and have an evening feast.
It was pheasant stew that I had in mind. I had noticed that the perimeter of the aerodrome on one side had a common boundary, well fenced, with a game reserve belonging to the Duke of something. I had also seen and heard pheasants there. Some even strayed through the fence onto the aerodrome.
Photographic prints were often needed urgently and photography being a wet process, the time taken to dry prints had to be hastened by soaking the prints in a 50% solution of methylated spirits and water. So the photo section was well supplied with meths. This, and a trick taught to me as a child by an old poacher I knew when in Sussex, was the key to our success.
Dried peas soaked in methylated spirits scattered to form a trail through the fence were irresistibly attractive to pheasants. They gobbled them up and soon became so drunk that they were easy to catch and deliver to our cook. It was a memorable meal. Memorable perhaps because it was illegal and perhaps also enhanced because of its ­contrast to our normal dull diet.
 


2. Advice to Airmen

Advice to airmen: If you are off duty keep out of the way. In my six years in the RAF I can only recollect two occasions when I was called upon for duties other than photographic ones. This was probably because the skills of technicians such as engine and air frame fitters, armourers and numerous other trades dare not be spared for anything other than supporting air crews. Photographers seemingly were included in this group so cooks and clerks and other less technical trades could be more readily spared for parades and other such nonsenses that seemed to me to have little to do with winning a war. However, occasionally an emergency arises and anyone not on duty may be called upon at a moments notice.
Once when I was in my quarters off duty, I had to respond to ‘Corporal, take three men and report for a funeral duty.’ It seemed an airman was being buried in his home town nearby and the nearest RAF station was called upon to supply four airmen to carry the coffin. It was not a duty I looked forward to but I commandeered three airmen and we eventually arrived in the town to carry the coffin through the churchyard to the grave site. I had selected my three men at ­random. Two were significantly taller than I was and the third was slightly taller. Having no previous experience of carrying coffins it had not occurred to me that coffin bearers should all be of roughly the same height.
The moment the coffin was being removed from the hearse the problem dawned upon me so I put the two tallest ones at the rear and I, and the medium height airman, shouldered the coffin from the front. We proceeded at a slow march to the grave site with the coffin precariously angled from the back down to my right shoulder at the front. Not only was I then carrying most of the weight but, much to my distress that I dare not show, some liquid was seeping down and soaking my right shoulder.
I hope I remained expressionless. Perhaps it was water. Do coffins leak? And if so what? Surely they do not leave them outside to get wet. That march to the grave site seemed interminable and as soon as ­possible I paid to have my uniform dry-cleaned in the local village. The RAF do not offer dry-cleaning services.
The other occasion I was again called out early one evening. I had to take three airmen with me to guard a crashed aircraft until the following morning when it would be properly taken care of, whatever that meant. Our instructions were to drive to a location in Cannock Chase where one of our aircraft had crashed.
It was a clear moonless night with lots of aerial activity overhead and as we got to the scrub covered heathland we could see the flames and smell the burning wreck ahead. The wreck site was pungent with the acrid smell of burning aluminium, fuel and corpses. Clearly there were no survivors of the bomber. There were two visible torsos—I could see one with no head or limbs, the other with no head. Bits of aircraft were everywhere within about a 100 feet diameter area, some burning and some smouldering. I could see the tail fin of a small bomb beneath some burning fabric. I pulled it clear thinking the heat might explode it. I wondered if there were any more but I could see none. I imagine the plane had dived vertically into the earth thereby leaving the wreckage in a relatively small area.
One of my men was vomiting near a small bush. I wondered why people instinctively go to something to vomit over or under. There was clearly nothing we could do. Just wait around until morning. But I was concerned about the possibility of bombs or ammunition exploding in the fire so I organised the men to make themselves comfortable below a low bank that might give some protection if anything blew up. Something did.
The fire still smouldered and burned fitfully and aircraft were still active overhead and then it started. The danger was not from the crashed aircraft but from our own aircraft overhead. Cannock Chase was a practice bombing range and they thought the fire of the crashed aircraft was a bombing target. Apparently no one had told them of the crash and they bombed us intermittently for the next two hours with small practice bombs.
My three men suggested we get the hell out of it. I pointed out that our transport had gone. We were in the middle of Cannock Chase and statistically practice bombs rarely hit their target. I do not think they believed me any more than I believed myself. Soon after dawn we were very pleased to get away from that hell hole.
Even today, as I write this, I can recollect that smell of burning fuel, aluminium and people.
 


3. Bombs Relieve the Monotony

Late in 1939 the RAF took over the Aircraft Operating Company in Wembley and integrated it into the RAF Photographic Reconnaissance Unit. The attraction was that this gave PRU’s Interpretation Unit access to a Wild machine. This machine permitted stereoscopic vision of photographic pairs. The operator could then trace interesting detail with a pointer and simultaneously plot it to scale on a paper plotter. Accurate measurement of detail could then be made. Early in 1940 I was posted from Heston to Wembley where I and other RAF photographers made photographic prints from aerial negatives. We operated three shifts that covered 24 hours each day.
The information extracted by this interpretation unit was vital to the war effort but it was very dull for me, just making prints for eight hours each day. I can only think of three events during my Wembley posting worthy of recounting.
The first was when they decided to build an air raid shelter for the personnel. This was the time when night raids on London were daily occurrences. The builders started work on the foundations of this structure. One, when wielding a pickaxe, uncovered a store of IRA bombs. Almost sixty years later IRA bombs are still with us. Some problems are insoluble.
On another occasion I was cycling along the Harrow Road to start my midnight shift when a bomb fell ahead of me. Knowing that ‘Jerry’ normally dropped a ‘stick’ of bombs, and working on the principle that two bombs almost never fall on the same spot I pedalled furiously towards the explosion and reached there as another bomb dropped behind me.
The first bomb had fallen near a house close to the main road. The walls of the house seemed to have collapsed inwards and the roof, largely intact, had settled down on the pile of rubble. From inside the shattered house I could hear what sounded to me like hysterical female screaming. I tried unsuccessfully to find a way into the rubble but soon rescue and ambulance teams arrived so I left the problem to them and proceeded on to my night shift.
Two days later when having a drink in the local pub I heard someone recounting this rescue work. He was a member of the heavy ­rescue team. I went over and asked him about survivors and mentioned the screaming I had heard. Surprisingly he grinned and said they had managed to rescue the sole occupant, an elderly lady. She was almost naked and laughed hysterically all the way to the hospital. Eventually they calmed her down and she explained she had got up during the night to go to the loo. She pulled the chain and the whole bloody house came down. This struck her as extremely funny.
War time humour is often a defence mechanism against adversity. I remember on one occasion coming home on unannounced leave to find the home empty. I rightly assumed my mother had gone shopping and eventually found her standing in a lengthy queue outside the butcher’s shop. I greeted her with natural filial affection. We chatted a while. The queue hardly moved. Then the butcher in his blue and white bloodstained apron came out of the shop and loudly announced ‘All pregnant ladies come to the front of the queue’. There was a brief silence until an aged wizened figure with wrinkled stockings and a woolly hat topping her grey hair said ‘Ow about if you ain’t sure?’. The queue laughed. The butcher said ‘Come on granny,’ and beaming with a toothy grin she trotted to the front of the queue.
The other occasion that comes to mind when I recollect Wembley war time days was when I attended a dance and general social gathering one evening at Kodak’s social club. Kodak’s factory and social amenities for employees, and ex-employees then in the forces, was at Wealdstone about six miles from the aircraft operating company in Wembley.
I travelled to Wealdstone by train, spent a pleasant social evening that included a few more drinks than conservative wisdom might decree and missed the last train back to Wembley. I did not fancy the six mile walk and, because I was not due on duty until 4 pm the next afternoon, I decided to sleep in Kodak’s large empty air raid shelter located in the middle of a group of their playing fields.
The shelter was a long semi-underground structure with a Nissen Hut type roof covered on the outside with a thick layer of earth. Inside were long rows of wooden slatted seats.
My outer coat rolled up to form a pillow and a combination of youth, tiredness and a little too much alcohol soon sent me into blissful sleep that lasted until the diffused light of dawn stirred me to wakefulness. The light was diffused because of some fabric hanging over the entrance. I stretched myself into a functioning being, pushed the fabric aside to inspect the day and went outside.
As I looked around I saw people at the distant entrance to the grounds waving and shouting to me. ‘Land mine. Come here’ seemed to be the gist of their message so I strolled over to them. They explained to me that during the previous night a German land mine had floated down on its parachute and come to rest leaning against the side of the air raid shelter that I had adopted for the night. It was the parachute that obstructed the entrance.
I had happily been sleeping beneath the mine. I do not know if it had been ticking away or had some other mechanism to cause it to explode. I understand the Navy was called in to defuse it. I wonder why the Navy was given that unpleasant task. I wonder also why no one checked to see if the air raid shelter was occupied when they ­discovered the land mine. Perhaps they decided that was a job for some one else.
 


4. The Churchills and I

The social gap, and all other gaps, between me and Sir Winston Churchill, the cigar smoking head of the country during the second world war, could not have been greater. He was at the top urging us to greater efforts with his victory V gestures, and I was close to the ­bottom, an RAF leading aircraftsman. But briefly and insignificantly our paths crossed.
In the early forties I was working in the darkroom in an RAF Interpretation Unit making contact prints from 9”x 7” aerial negatives. A contact printer is essentially a sheet of glass large enough to support a negative beneath which is a light source and above which is a means of holding a sheet of printing paper in intimate contact with the negative. With a negative in position and a light beneath it one can view all the details of a negative.
The darkroom curtains parted and the sergeant came in exuding an aura that seemed to be about 50% panic and 50% authority.
“Stand to attention,” he said. “The CO’s bringing round an important visitor”. I stood to attention beside my trusty contact printer. The negative in position and the light on, showing an aerial view of the sand dunes and inland waterways of the Dutch coast.
The CO ushered in none other than Sir Winston himself. Although he was not wearing his Homburg hat nor smoking his cigar and he did not stick his two fingers up to me denoting the victory V sign, his chubby features were unmistakable. Also the CO addressed him as Sir Winston.
“What’s this?” the CO said looking at the illuminated negative.
“Dutch coast,” I replied, “sortie 011 on March 24th”.
“Ah yes,” he said knowingly, urging Sir Winston to take a closer look. “Now you see that little speck in that waterway. With stereo pairs of photographs and by comparing pictures taken at different times on different days, we will be able to identify what it is, where it has come from and its probable intentions.”
Sir Winston rubbed his eyes. Peered at it again and uttered a sort of grunt that could have indicated either approval or disbelief and stomped out with the CO.
When they had gone I lifted the negative and removed a stray speck of foreign matter from the glass. This was the object that had caught the CO’s attention and about which he professed to be militarily concerned.
The other occasion when I came in touch with the Churchill family was when his daughter, Sara, who later married the comedian Vic Oliver, joined the WAAF and she and I were located at the same RAF station. As I assumed a political gesture she first came into the WAAF as an aircraft woman before she was later given a commission. In her temporary role I met her and suggested that a photograph of her would be welcomed by the press and, what’s more, I could take it. The answer was a categorical no. And if I ever suggested such a thing again she would report me to Daddy. What worse a threat, what more finely balanced sword of damocles, could a lowly aircraftsman have hanging over him than being reported, not to the CO or to the Air Marshal, but to Daddy himself. The Daddy who ruled the country and defeated Hitler and all his Axis hordes. I backed off; I was not then a member of the fourth estate.
 
5. A Memory Best Forgotten

It was one of England’s beautiful summer days. The sun was ­shining, white clouds drifted past. Bees hummed and a few of our planes flew over to drop death and destruction somewhere far away from the little village I was walking towards.
I was off duty that day and had decided to walk to Pam’s cafe in the village. Somehow, despite food rationing and the fact that members of the forces had no food stamps to offer, Pam always seemed able to produce a good fry-up of egg, bacon, sausage and baked beans. How she did it nobody knew and, because most of her ­customers were from the nearby RAF station, nobody asked. A good fry-up was a welcome change from our dreary mess food.
On the outskirts of the village I stopped to look in the junk shop that sometimes was open but more often closed. On this occasion it was open and a tattered paperback, published by Penguin Books, written by Sir James Jeans entitled ‘The stars in their courses’ caught my eye.
Astronomy interested me and it appeared to be written for ordinary mortals not scientists, so, for a few pennies, I bought it. I went on to Pam’s cafe that was almost empty, sat at one of her oilcloth covered tables by the window and got interested in descriptions of white dwarfs and other astronomical phenomena as I consumed my fry-up.
I was so engrossed with my book I did not notice the arrival of a young woman until, as she passed my table and swung to sit down, her handbag, slung over her shoulder, knocked my book to the floor. We both bent down, banged heads, apologised and got into conversation from adjacent tables. She had noted the subject matter of my book and enquired if I was in the Meteorological Section. I explained I had just bought it to relieve my boredom and asked who she was and what did she do. It transpired her name was Dorothy and she was a member of a Women Auxiliary Service that delivered military planes from the aircraft manufacturer to RAF stations and sometimes flew them back from RAF stations to the manufacturers for repair or modifications.
She was nice. I would not say she was beautiful in the glamour girl sense but I was attracted and we chatted easily about I know not what as we consumed our respective fry-ups. Neither of us had any plans for the rest of the day so we agreed to catch a bus to the nearest town where there was a cinema. We checked with Pam, who always knew everything, as to what was being shown at the town’s Ritz cinema. We both agreed that it was some old cowboy film not worth seeing until I explained a little scheme I had to liven up the proceedings. She ­laughingly agreed and armed with a small discarded cardboard box from Pam’s waste bins, we took a foot path through some meadows. Here we caught a collection of flying insects that were flitting from flower to flower and stored them in our cardboard box. Then to the bus stop, on into town in time to catch the late afternoon performance of ‘Hi Ho Silver’ or some such epic.
We sat at the back beneath the projection box. The lights dimmed. The film started and I opened the box and released the insects. They welcomed their freedom but not the darkness, so in a little flock of mixed species and sizes they headed for the projector’s beam above our heads. The effect was dramatic. Monstrous silhouettes appearing to have five to ten feet wingspans flapped across the screen. The operator recognising the problem opened a small window beside the projector. He reached through with a ruler to drive them off. On the screen this looked like flying dinosaurs dodging telegraph poles.
The manager recognising he had a problem, stopped the film, turned on the lights and announced that the film would continue shortly. The insects then moved away from the darkened projector probably to the lights in the ceiling. The lights went out again, the ­projector started and the bugs returned. But soon their numbers thinned. I suppose they got tired. The film continued more or less ­normally and we left to make our way back to camp.
During the next few months we met twice more. Each time she was delivering a plane. Then one day I was at a dispersal bay where aircraft were parked. At the far end of the runway a plane had landed and taxied to its nearby parking bay when the ambulance dashed by. Someone had got out of the plane and accidentally and fatally walked into the still rotating propeller. I later learned that it was Dorothy. War is stupid and hell. Somewhere I still have that old paperback.
 


6. Troopships

Whenever possible troop ships should be avoided. This advice is based on my experience during the second world war. Perhaps today, in what is sometimes called peace time, they are like a happy cruise ship. That certainly was not true in war time.
I, with seemingly thousands of others, boarded the Narkunda, an old P&O liner docked at Greenock near Glasgow. We were herded down interminable steel stairways until finally positioned near the top of the keel, if such vessels have a keel. Here was an area about eight feet in height into which three layers of members of the armed forces could be housed. The bottom layer was the floor. The middle layer was the surfaces of several sturdy tables running the length of the room and the top layer consisted of a complete wall to wall array of hammocks. Nearby there was a doorless 6 or 8 seater lavatory. Apart from the lack of chains it seemed to me not far removed from a slave ship. This accommodation was where we were to eat, sleep and live whilst we headed to an unknown destination through German submarine infested seas.
Unfortunately I was not allocated an end position in the congested row of hammocks. My adjacent hammockers both decided to have their heads near my feet so I inevitably had a pair of feet about eighteen inches away on each side of my head. I looked at my neighbours and, having then a somewhat jaundiced view of the whole operation, decided their heads were no better than their feet. I wondered if they had jointly decided that my feet were preferable to my head.
Boarding the vessel took most of one day and we settled down to a restless night with the rumbling of heavy machinery coming from all directions.
The next day we wended our way to an upper deck to find we were in the midst of an impressive array of naval might heading out to sea. Ahead of us I could see an aircraft carrier, several destroyers, some minesweepers, a string of rusty hulled old freighters and way ahead a large grey vessel that was, I was informed, a battle ship. It was a most encouraging sight and I was surprised that the RAF valued me so highly.
We continued in convoy all that day and I retired to my hammock with some feeling of certainty that I would not drown during the night. The next morning I woke up and gradually made it to the deck to discover that our impressive escort and all other ships had left us. We were on our own in a February cold ocean with a lowering grey sky above. And all around me there were people being sick as we toiled our way through the Atlantic’s rolling seas.
Then boat drill was required. We were all allocated positions on the decks and told which raft was to be our secondary means of transport to the unknown should our primary vehicle disappear in pieces below the waves.
Having been informed of our emergency stations we were herded down to our respective accommodation places where we were to wait for the alarm signal that would trigger off the practicing to reach our boat stations in an orderly manner.
The alarm sounded and in an orderly manner we oozed our way up numerous stairways at the top of each we added to the density of the people also oozing their way up to the next level. Progress got slower and slower and the density of people increased as we neared the upper levels. It was over one hour before I got from my bottom layer to my boat drill position on deck. I calculated that if a German submarine fired a torpedo at us from thirty miles away and at which time I headed for the deck the torpedo and I would both arrive at the same time. I offered this observation to a fellow traveller standing next to me.
He thought for a moment and said in all seriousness, “Do German U boats give that much notice?”
I determined to find, as soon as possible, a means of improving the odds on my survival.
The opportunity occurred when several days later we had reached a somewhat warmer climate in the mid-Atlantic. I had noticed, by the position of the sun, that we had been steadily travelling south ever since we got well clear of Glasgow and Ireland. When wandering around the deck I had noticed an upright piano covered with a tarpaulin and lashed to the side of a super structure well away from the rails. The piano had been lashed firmly with the keyboard towards the wall. If one managed to avoid the pedals there was room to crawl into the space between the wall and the piano and be well covered by the tarpaulin. I decided to use this cave for sleeping for the rest of the voyage. From here I could get to my raft in a matter of seconds. I could not quantify how much this decision improved my odds on survival but it had the added advantage that I had exchanged two pairs of feet for the more sanitary piano and super structure walls.
When the time arrived for us all to return to the bowels of the ship I unobtrusively slid into the space behind my piano. I dozed off fitfully through the night ignorant of the ways of sailors. What I had not allowed for was that they hose down the decks early each morning. This became dramatically apparent to me when I discovered I was lying in a puddle of water. For the rest of the journey to West Africa I slept on the top of the piano.
I also had another difficulty on this voyage. I wrote airmail letters home saying very little to avoid upsetting my parents but I also wrote a letter to a friend of mine in which I told the truth about the conditions on board, especially the food that included rotten potatoes and decaying cabbage and other revolting brown objects that defied analysis or description.
I then discovered that all mail was censored by a duty officer who had to make sure no one was giving away official secrets. I was called up before him and he held out my letter to my friend and said you ­cannot send this.
“Why not?” I asked. “You say the food is the worst you have ever had. Such statements are bad for morale.”
“Not at all,” I replied. “The worst I’ve ever had is a relative statement. This food may be nectar of the Gods to some. It is just that ­compared to my normal diet it is relatively the worst I’ve ever had.”
He looked a little surprised at my attempt to apply phoney logic and said “Well what do you normally eat?”
I replied, “Kedgeree, toast and marmalade for breakfast washed down with Costa Rica coffee. I eat a light lunch, usually smoked salmon with a watercress salad and something like beef wellington for dinner.”
He remained poker faced, wielded his scissors until my letter looked more like a tawdry Christmas decoration and said, “This is what you’ll send. Enjoy your lunch. I think it is spam and rotten ­potatoes.” It was.
My safety precautions proved to be unnecessary and without ­seeing another ship, friend or foe, we eventually arrived in Freetown, Sierra Leone.
I have always found it quite easy to scribble down facts and impressions as they come to my mind. Others have more difficulty and whilst sitting on a hatch cover during this voyage I noticed an ­airman sucking his pencil whilst desperately trying to compose a ­sentence.
Also he noticed that I was scribbling away with little difficulty and asked “How the hell do you write at that rate?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “What’s the problem?”
He then went on to explain that he and his friend had spent three or four days in Glasgow before boarding the Narkunda and they had picked up a couple of girls and he was anxious to give a good impression by writing to the one he had quite fallen for. Her name, he said, was Toots. It probably was not her real name but he had her address because he had twice taken her home. I offered to help him but I could not take it seriously. I used the most over-the-top phrases I could ­conjure up. I recollect one he particularly liked. ‘When the ship’s siren lets out a toot it reminds me of you’.
We both disembarked at Freetown and by coincidence both were sent to the transit camp in Sierra Leone having the unlikely name of Waterloo, where I was forced to continue this troopship relationship. It was here that he received a most favourable reply from Toots. Again he asked me to help him out and again I obliged with more tongue-in-cheek flowery phrases and these he dispatched adding SWALK which meant ‘sealed with a loving kiss’.
From Waterloo I flew on to Takoradi and some weeks later my non-literary acquaintance also arrived, again desperately needing my help. I dug into the depths of my similes, extracted exaggerating adjectives and adverbs and wrote another love letter for him. Then he left. To where I do not know. I wonder what happened to their romance. He never showed me Toots’s letters to him. I hope in the end she preferred the real person to the ridiculous caricature of a verbal Don Juan that I had created.
People in the forces are put into positions of authority. Many ­handle it well. A few, with sadistic characteristics take advantage of their position of power to demean and belittle those forced by circumstances to be subservient to them. On a troopship going back to England an airman told me how a senior NCO had conducted a reign of terror at various stations by picking on people for minor offences. Punishments were running round parade grounds with full packs on their backs in the tropic sun. The packs would contain bricks or stones and they had to run until they collapsed.
He went on to say that one night he sneaked up on to the deck for a last fag before bedding down and he saw this NCO leaning over the rail also smoking a fag and watching the fluorescence thrown up by the bow wave. He kept down, not wishing to be caught on deck, especially by this NCO, when he noticed two figures in stockinged feet silently come up behind the NCO. They each grabbed a leg and with a single surge hurled the NCO over the rail. Strangely he did not cry out. His glowing cigarette also arced into the ocean and with him was also extinguished.
The two avengers passed near my friend and saw the glow of his cigarette.
They stopped, came up to him and said, “How long have you been out here?”
“Just arrived,” he tactfully replied. They peered hard at him.
“Ain’t much left of your fag if you’ve just arrived,” one said.
“Just a butt end I lit up. Too good to waste before I bed down.”
They paused staring at him. “We ain’t been here you know.” It was a question as much as a statement.
He nodded. “I ain’t been here neither,” he said. They quickly left and he returned to his bed. He told me the NCO was listed as missing on active service.
As I said, try to avoid troopships.
 


7. War is Trivia and Trauma

An airman was issued with a complete uniform and its associated kit. The clothing parts of such outfits were supplied in a range of sizes to fit airmen found in an even greater range of sizes.
Also when kitting out new recruits, the stores may suffer an unusually high demand for a few sizes. Such sizes will soon be exhausted and some unfortunate airmen may end up in clothes slightly too large for them. Unless they knew how to deal with the problem they were doomed to wear their ill fitting garb for a very long time.
To obtain a new garment the airman had to present the old garment to stores where it had to be officially judged worthy of being replaced due to ‘fair wear and tear’. If the garment appeared to have been deliberately damaged the owner would be reprimanded and sent away with instructions to repair it.
The solution to the problem of how to change a perfectly good, but ill fitting, garment was as follows.
First make friendly contact with someone low in the stores hierarchy. From him obtain information as to when the right size garment is in stock.
Secondly devise a method of wearing out a garment in a matter of minutes so that it will meet the criteria of “fair wear and tear”.
I had an oversize pair of trousers I wanted to change. New stock of my size had arrived in stores so I proceeded to a much favoured rapid wearing device. This was the concrete slab that supported one of the anti aircraft guns round the aerodrome. A few minutes rapid wiggling whilst seated on this gritty surface was known to be effective.
I sat and I wiggled vigorously and suddenly a voice from behind me said, “Airman, what on earth are you doing.”
“Piles Sir,” I said.
“Good God man you had better go and see the MO immediately.”
“Yes Sir,” I said and beat a hasty retreat. Happily the destructive wear was adequate.
Another way of advantageously using information about store’s inventory was to take advantage of shortages. I and many others disliked RAF issue boots. They were always heavy and often inflexibly uncomfortable. I wore size eight and when my informer let me know that stores was out of size eight boots I would go to the back of the stores, where worn out equipment was stacked ready for disposal, and retrieve a very worn out size eight pair of boots. I would destroy them a little more to make sure no one would suggest I should continue to wear them. I then presented them to stores for exchange.
“Sorry no size eight in at the moment,” was the not surprising response.
“I’ve still got a civvies pair of shoes. Can I have a chit until you get some in?” “Oh! OK but keep checking.”
A chit was a piece of paper officially permitting the bearer to do something contrary to standard Air Force rules. Chits, especially undated ones, were invaluable aids to counter the aggravations and indignities of being a lowly airman.
I did not like being in the Air Force for several reasons.
I did not like being treated as just a number. I was not and never have been a team player. Discipline was based on fear not on common decency or common sense. Rules and orders had to be obeyed even if they were obviously unreasonable or silly and at my level, three or four from the bottom, I was never party to the overall picture.
However, though critical of the organisation from my view point, I had and still have a huge respect for the air crews who flew off on a wing and a prayer. Many never to return because both their wings and their prayers let them down. Also the ground crews, who maintained and patched up aircraft that managed to limp home, did stalwart service. And the list could go on. Heroes and lesser heroes but I was not one of them. To me joining the Air Force was choosing the lesser of evils. And I decided the best way to get by was to maintain a low profile. In this on a few occasions I failed. The problem was that when it came to photographic work I was a perfectionist. This was where my skill lay. The best way, as far as I was concerned, was the only way. For example I was with a Wellington bomber squadron scheduled for night raids on Germany and German occupied territories. It is very important when running a war to be able to assess the damage you have done to the enemy. Also it was impossible to accurately assess such damage at night. So photo reconnaissance planes were sent over the next day to photograph the targets of the night sorties.
The enemy, being somewhat upset at having been bombed, was always ready the next day to shoot down any inquisitive voyeur. We lost many reconnaissance planes and crews so a new scheme was devised. Flash light photography at night. The idea was to drop a large cylinder of magnesium foil fused to explode in mid air and give out an eleven million candle power flash.
There were two problems with this. One was that if you drop something from a plane travelling at say 200 miles per hour the object you drop is also travelling at 200 miles per hour in the same direction. So, although the object is descending as it responds to gravity, it continues on its forward direction thereby remaining beneath the plane. When it ignites therefore not only does the camera in the plane ­photograph the area illuminated, it also photographs the flash.
The other problem was the inverse square law that states that the intensity of light from a point source diminishes by a factor of four as the distance increases by a factor of two. In other words, if the light intensity ten feet from a point source is say eight, then the intensity at twenty feet distance will be two Conversely, halve the distance from a light source, the intensity will be four times greater. These two problems simply meant that one portion of a photoflash negative would be grossly overexposed causing loss of detail and another portion grossly underexposed also with consequent loss of detail. We did the best we could when printing such negatives and no one complained. But I was not satisfied.
In the nearby town of Lichfield there was a chemist’s shop which before the war had sold photographic supplies. I went there and searched among the dusty bottles and, much to my delight, found a bottle of potassium ferricyanide. Nice orange yellow crystals with which I was quite familiar. A weak solution of potassium ferricyanide mixed with the ubiquitous hypo was known to the photographic cognoscenti as farmers reducer. An admirable solvent to lighten dark areas of overexposed negatives. My intention was to swab it onto the negative locally thereby to enhance or retrieve the detail lost in the overexposed area of the negative close to the image of the flash.
A few days later a repeat order came in to the photo section for some more prints from one negative from an earlier night sortie. This was my opportunity. I cut the five inch square negative from its roll, wet it thoroughly, locally applied my reducing solution, rewashed it, dried it and made three prints as required. The improvement in detail was very marked.
Two days later an Australian Flight Lieutenant arrived at the photo section with the first print and the improved print. He wanted to know why the first prints, and many similar before it, were not as good as this last print. I explained in detail and, much impressed, he left to explain the difference to the others in his crew and to the interpretation officer and any one else who was interested.
The anyone else, in this case, was a photographic officer. I was severely reprimanded on the grounds that using these non-issue strange chemicals was contrary to RAF procedures. Such after treatment of a negative might have resulted in loss of valuable information. People risked their lives getting this information and I should not put it in jeopardy.
A few days later the Aussie airman and his skipper came and apologised for dropping me in the shit as they put it. They had no idea I was breaking any rules. I explained to them that rules in the Air Force only became apparent after you have broken them and it was not their fault.
“Pity,” they said, “that print was a darn sight better than the ­others. Is there any other way of getting better images?”
I thought for a moment. It occurred to me that the several factors that determined the position of the overexposed area of the negative were constant. As a result all the negatives were overexposed to the same extent, each in the same area. Therefore a graduated neutral density filter suitably positioned in the exposing plane of the camera could significantly compensate for the local overexposure.
It sounded fine to them and their attitude was ‘OK let’s have a go’. Australians, I discovered, were very different in attitude from their British counterparts. They even seemed to treat me as an equal and completely ignored our difference in rank. Thinking of my troubles over my previous contribution to solving the problem, I demurred. They were persuasive and implied in no subtle way that I should not be a sensitive pommie. We agreed a compromise. I would have a go at making a graduated filter and we would then decide how to use it.
I fixed out a sheet of unexposed film. This gave me a sheet of clear cellulose film coated on one side with clear gelatin. I visited my chemist’s shop in Lichfield again and obtained some dyes. They were clothes dyes, not ideal but all that I could find. With my piece of film thoroughly wetted I applied the dye repeatedly and locally and when dry I had achieved a reasonably good graduated filter with no sudden transition from one density to the next.
Lichfield aerodrome and its adjacent satellite aerodromes at that time were used to train new aircrews. The trainers were experienced crews who had done a series of ops (operations) and until their next series started they trained the new aircrews. My Aussie friends were an experienced crew. I explained to the navigator how to remove a film magazine from an F24 camera and how with a screwdriver the camera pressure glass could be removed, and my filter, correctly oriented, be attached to it, and be replaced in the camera housing. The film magazine could be clipped back into place and everything would work normally.
He tried it out one night over Rhyl. It was an unofficial operation. I processed the film and made some prints. They were pleased with the results. ‘Dinkum’ or some such word described their reaction.
I let it go at that and reprimanded myself for tending to stray from my low profile position. Then they came to see me after one of their target briefings. This was not a training flight. The target was the railway marshalling yards at Hamm in Germany. Dropping eggs on Hamm as it was known was a common RAF pastime. They wanted to take flash photos and use my filter. ‘Be my guest’ was my attitude. However, because I had been on flash photography training flights before and because they were all going to be too busy over the target ‘Would I come along?’ I should have said no. Perhaps I did say no. But they were very persuasive. They were risking their necks. What was so precious about mine? ‘It’s the only one I have’ did not seem to be an appropriate response. I agreed and later, as dusk fell, we took off, rose to cruising height and cruising speed and headed for the Dutch coast.
I was not a member of the crew so I was idle whilst they were busy navigating, flying, checking instruments, calling base or other aircraft, and doing all the things bomber crews busy themselves with. Aft of the navigators area in a Wellington bomber was a light canvas sort of bed arrangement. Near one end of the bed was a flexible hose from which warm air gushed. One could lay down on the bed and hose oneself with warm air. There was nowhere from which I could see out of the plane. Probably nothing to see anyway from more than a mile high. It was very cold. Wellington aircraft did not have warm pressurised interiors. Just an aluminium mesh frame covered with doped fabric between you and a freezing void.
The time passed to the noisy rhythmic sound of the engines. The navigator came back and asked me to spend some time pumping a small lever. I pumped and pumped for some time. To what purpose I never knew. Hydraulic fluid I supposed. After a while he waved a ‘That’s OK’ at me and I went back to my canvas seat. Then the anti-aircraft firing started with crumpling like explosions sounding perilously close. I peered forward along the length of the aircraft and I could just see an occasional search-light beam illuminating a cloud. Search-light beams when viewed from the air do not look like the tall narrow columns of light as seen from the ground. In fact, when ­looking straight down at one it appears as an incredibly bright spot of light.
We fortunately, or perhaps skillfully, flew into a high bank of cloud where the air, although somewhat turbulent, was a lot safer and the sound of gunfire became undetectable above the engine noise.
Then the ack-ack-ack-ack-ack-ack and search-lights started again. The motion of the plane suggested the skipper was taking some evasive action. Perhaps trying to dodge search-lights. The navigator came back and said we were nearing our target and reviewed the ­procedure with me for releasing the flash and operating the camera shutter after the bombs. Toward the rear of the aircraft shrapnel tore through the plane’s fabric and a piece of loose material flapped endlessly in the slipstream. We steadied for a straight run onto the target. The noise changed to a different resonance as the bomb bays opened. I was not party to the intercommunication between the crew members but I knew the bombs had gone when we veered sharply to port and the Wellington turned through 270 degrees back towards the ­target at right angles to our original flight path. Taking into account air speed, height etc the flash was released to fall and to match our progress so that we, the illumination and the target were all suitably aligned for the camera. This operation completed amid ack-ack explosions around us we banked sharply to starboard and headed towards the coast and safety.
The navigator passed by obviously checking for damage to the aircraft. We gave each other the thumbs up sign and he continued hurriedly down the fuselage towards the tail and the turret of the rear gunner. It was some time before he returned, stopping briefly to inspect the flapping fabric. His face gave no indication to me that he had discovered the rear gunner dead from shrapnel that had gone through his turret and also damaged the plane’s tail fin or perhaps cables leading to it. The turret had also jammed in a rotated position making it impossible to release the rear gunner’s body. To maintain our true course and compensate for damage to the tail our skipper had to use more engine revs on the port engine than on the starboard. Also unknown to me, but apparent from the cockpit instruments, we were losing fuel.
We found the safety of some cloud cover and the turbulence increased as did the noise of the flapping fabric. Time passed. We were losing height. The flight engineer came back from the cockpit.
“We’re going to have to put her down,” he said.
“Where?” I asked.
“Dunno. Might just make land fall with the fuel we have left.” As dawn lightened the horizon of this June night we crossed the Lincolnshire coast. Then ‘Get your back against that bulkhead, we’re going down for a belly landing.’ I hunched up, facing the rear, as suddenly the engine noise stopped to be replaced by the whistling rushing sound as we raced through the air still accompanied by the flapping of the fabric. I remember the succession of bumps each seeming to last longer than the previous one. Then of being disoriented and then blank until almost distantly someone saying ‘Where does it hurt?’ I did not really know. It seemed to be a mixture of everything and nothing. Then gradually the world of ambulances and authorities and three cracked ribs and sundry other bumps and scratches became reality.
Everyone except the rear gunner survived although not all entirely complete in every respect. The Wellington on one of the flat Lincolnshire fields was a write-off as also, I assumed, was the film. I decided any future contributions I might make to winning the war would be non-creative and low in profile.
Strangely, scores of years later, a tent or sail or fabric flapping loosely in a wind can still remind me of that best forgotten night. It is strange how trivia remains when trauma recedes.
 


8. Rocking the Boat

When stationed at Takoradi on the Gold Coast I and some friends decided to build a yacht. We knew nothing about boat building or sailing but this did not deter us. Our basic plan was to start with a native dugout canoe. Then somehow hack a metal plate off the hull of an old wreck in the bay. This we would cut to shape and size and use as a centreboard. A bamboo pole some five inches in diameter would do for a mast. We would box in the inflated inner tubes of Hurricane tail wheels into the bow and stern of the canoe. This to give buoyancy in case we capsized and, with a little bribery and corruption, parachute silk could be used to make the sails.
Over the months construction went quite well and we ended up with a craft twenty two feet long, two feet three inches in beam, with a retractable centreboard that, when extended, reached about 18 inches below the bottom of the boat. On this structure we rigged about 300 square feet of sail.
Given even the slightest breeze it would sail around the bay at a tremendous speed. That was during the short lengths of time we could keep it upright. Invariably we capsized. Our best, albeit poor performance, was with a crew of 5 hanging almost horizontally over the water trying to balance the boat against the sideways thrust of the breeze. Our largest, 240lbs, crewman extended himself over the side supported by a rope attached to the top of the mast. Changing tack meant that all members of the crew had to dodge rapidly under the boom or round the mast and speedily hang out the opposite side before we capsized. Despite much perseverance we were rarely successful with the manoeuvre.
Our normal goal was to launch the craft, sail along the line of ore ships moored to the jetty and then circle back to shore again.
I should mention that the RAF did not include swimming trunks as part of our war time kit and this was before the days of the WAAF. The few local natives around the RAF beach saw nothing unusual about nudity so most of us capsized around the bay as nude as the days we were born.
We had discovered that the slightest difference in weight and wind force on one side of our craft or the other could significantly cause it to list dramatically. It was not until during one or our attempts to sail round the bay that, to our surprise, we observed the same ­phenomenon with a large vessel moored to the jetty.
We were doing well. The breeze was steady. All the crew were stretched out horizontally to counterbalance the craft as we sailed past the ships moored to the jetty.
We were so immersed in our sailing that we had not noticed that amongst the two or three ships loading bauxite was a seagoing passenger ship. Also, what we did not know, was that it was carrying an ENSA theatrical group and a large contingent of nurses. They were en route to South Africa or perhaps the Middle East or Far East. The Mediterranean at that time being controlled by the Germans.
As we nakedly sailed by, a small feminine cheer came from the ship. To do anything about our nakedness would cause us to capsize so we hung on grimly. The volume of the ribald cheer increased as more nurses and entertainers ran to the rails to see the cause of the excitement.
We decided the best thing to do was to change to another tack and sail away from the jetty. Always for us a risky manoeuvre, inevitably we capsized. This added to the entertainment and even more people lined the rails. Then we heard authoritative yells from the boat. Apparently so many people had come to see us from the starboard side of the vessel that, large though she was, she had listed towards us and on her port side lifted the gangway off the jetty.
We, much embarrassed, righted our craft, lowered the sails and paddled back to shore. The listing of the passenger ship cannot have created serious problems because we heard nothing more about our performance.
 


9. A Glitter of Gold

One day the elegant figure of a Flight Lieutenant appeared through the back door of the RAF photo section in Takoradi on the Gold Coast. At the time I was servicing one of our aerial cameras. His demeanour was not officious so it was no surprise to me when he ­tentatively asked if I could process a film for him. I asked if it was an RAF F24 film. These were five inches wide and about fifty feet long. I knew it was not an RAF film he was referring to but I wanted him to state clearly it was his private film and he wanted me to do him a favour as opposed to obey an order. If he had ordered me to process the film he could be at fault for the private use of government property, but I would not have been at fault because I was only obeying the orders of a superior officer. But because it was a favour requested and granted both parties were equally guilty so we both knew where we stood. In any case that was what the back door was for. At this time the sergeant in charge of the photo section was sick in hospital with a bad bout of malaria so I had the free run of the place.
The Flight Lieutenant decided to wait while I processed the film and made an enlarged print of each of the eight exposures on his 120 size film. Whilst waiting for the film and later for prints to wash and dry he asked me about the photographic process. What was in the developer for example. Not only did I tell him but I also told him the individual functions of each of the different ingredients—the developing agents, the accelerator, the preservative etc and even how the negative charge barrier on the silver halide crystal could be negated by certain substances that made no other contribution to creating an image. It transpired that, although a South African by birth, he had studied chemistry at a university in England so we now had two bonds. One was the illegal use of government property, the other was chemistry as a subject of discussion. His knowledge of chemistry was broad and extensive but almost nil about the silver halide process. Mine was narrow but in some depth only about the silver halide process. We both enjoyed the discussion. I was surprised at his interest and he was surprised that a lowly LAC knew anything more than rule of thumb about photography.
About a month later he dropped in again with another film. By this time the sergeant in charge of the photo section had recovered from his bout of malaria. He jumped up from his desk, saluted smartly and said ‘Sir’ in an enquiring tone.
“Oh I just want to see LAC Wilson. Is he available?”
“Perhaps I can help Sir,” the sergeant said.
“No, just a word,” was the rather embarrassed reply.
I was called to the office and the Flight Lieutenant said “Hello, can you spare a minute,” and, with me following, walked out of the door.
We walked round the side of the building and sat on some decaying hypo barrels. He gave me another film that I quickly pocketed. He mentioned that since last I saw him he had spent a week’s local leave with the father of a friend of his from his university days. His friend’s father was a manager of a gold mine up-country and, if I wished, he could arrange an invitation for me to visit the mine. I readily accepted and he said he would get the manager to write directly to me and send a pass to travel on the railway that ran from the mine to Takoradi harbour.
We parted and I returned to the photo section where the sergeant, full of curiosity, wanted to know what was going on.
“Oh nothing,” I said, “We were just talking about the silver halide process.”
“The what?” he said. I explained that films were coated with ­silver halide crystals.
“There ain’t no crystals on any film here,” he said, “And in any case it is against regulations for an airman to fraternise with an officer.”
“I wasn’t,” I said, “He was fraternising with me. I was standing to attention the whole time.” That rather confused him.
“Well don’t do it again. All communications to the photo section come through me. Even if they are stupid I’ve got to know.” And that was how it was left until I received an invitation to spend four days up-country at a gold mine. The letter was addressed to Flt Lieutenant Wilson, Room 6 Ashimoto College, RAF Station Takoradi. The address was correct but not the title. Because I was introduced by my Flight Lieutenant from South Africa my host had assumed I also was a commissioned officer in the RAF. I had no means of correcting the mistake until I met him, so a few days later I rode a train up-country. This was a steam railway line designed to carry bauxite to the ore ships that lined Takoradi’s jetty. Bauxite being the ore from which ­aluminium was obtained to support the war effort. From this line there was a spur that went to the gold mine. So in due course I reached the hill country and the site of the mine.
The manager met me and took me to his comfortable colonial style home. Airy rooms with fans in the ceilings. Chunky wooden furniture locally made from African hardwoods such as mahogany and others I did not recognise. A large verandah and servants to cook and ply us with a very welcome gin and tonic before we sat down to the evening meal. An egg curry with dozens of small side dishes to titillate the pallet. Peanuts in several forms. Chutneys made from a range of local fruits. Baked yams. Fresh fruit and coffee with a glass of brandy. It was incomparably better than the airmen’s mess that I had survived for the past eighteen months. There was one large snag. My host, although polite, was progressively distancing himself from any mutual friendly relationship. It came as a surprise to him that I was not an RAF officer. He enquired as to which school had educated me and was unimpressed with Herstmonceux village church school as a reply. He had been to Rugby and Oxford. No I had never played rugby. He tentatively mentioned some London clubs, most of which I had never heard of. I tried to turn the conversation round to gold mining and how his mine operated. Although he responded briefly it was clear I was a disappointment to him. I think he was homesick. He considered himself to be, or was, a member of the British upper class and he had mistakenly expected a fellow expatriate with whom he could discuss his university days and gay London parties, debutantes and a past, and hopefully future, life as far removed from the so-called White Man’s Grave that he now occupied. Clearly it was going to be a difficult few days.
I later discovered that normally his house and bed also accommodated a charming Ashanti lady named Ahinma and, for reasons I did not understand, she had been moved out to other temporary accommodation for the period of my visit. Perhaps he felt that more public knowledge of his amorous alliance might somehow tarnish his old school tie. Or perhaps he was influenced by the South African regime where such an alliance was a criminal offence. His previous guest had been my South African Flight Lieutenant with an interest in photographic chemistry.
The next day I was briefly shown round the mine. I was not invited to go down the shaft. I was shown where the gold containing ore was crushed to a powder, then put in vats of highly toxic chemicals such as prussic acid or some cyanic liquid. Eventually pure gold was extracted and stored for shipment and sale in the form of gold blocks. Gold nuggets were never found. It was not that sort of a mine, although in the past when the local natives had mined gold, there had been sites where nuggets occurred.
By now two days had passed and for the next two he was going to be busy at work and, as he put it, I was free to relax around the house and compound and he would join me each day for dinner. I was in no position to argue or protest. I felt like an unwelcome guest and the next train out was in two days time.
The next day I was dawdling on the verandah over my breakfast of papaya with a squeeze of fresh lime juice, toast, marmalade and coffee when I noticed a lady busying herself with clothes in the manager’s bedroom. I thought she was probably a servant but I said good morning. I would have been glad to talk to anyone who had not been to a public school. She replied, not in the pidgin English I expected, but in normal English with only a very occasional relapse into the ­lingua franca commonly used as a primitive language for communication between the white man and the numerous different native races and tongues.
The houseboy came in, topped up my coffee and asked the lady if she would like one. She said she would and indicated she would take it in the bedroom. Clearly she was not one of the servants. I was intrigued and suggested she join me on the verandah. She hesitated then nodded agreement to the houseboy and sat down at my table. It was then that I discovered that she normally lived there. Her name was Ahinma and she was less than pleased at being temporarily evicted twice in the last month because of RAF visitors. I assured her I was not actually taking her place. This she thought was amusing and shared the joke with the houseboy who roared with laughter and spilt the coffee in the process. The ice was broken. We happily chatted and the houseboy went to tell the cook who would tell the gardener that I had not ousted Ahinma from her position in the bedroom. West Africans love a joke, especially if it is somewhat bawdy and preferably about, or at the expense of, a white man.
By the end of my breakfast we had mutually decided that the mine manager had for the next two days deserted us both, so I accepted her invitation to show me the village nearby and introduce me to her family.
She led me along a well trodden path through the bush to the village. She strode ahead, swathed in a colourful bolt of cloth. Walking with that upright stance common to most African ladies that do not wear high heels and have spent much of their youth balancing things on their heads. The village was like most African villages. A dirt road fringed with small houses most of which had corrugated iron roofs. Many had open thatched add-on extensions that formed their centres of activity. Ahinma was obviously well known and, judging by the smiles, equally well liked. I was introduced to several people but my knowledge of the Ashanti language was not up to carrying on a conversation so I could not determine if they were friends or relatives. The community seemed to be so busy and industrious that distinctions between family, friends and neighbours became insignificant. Perhaps I was deluding myself with the charm of the scene. Perhaps when the tom-toms started in the night witch doctors cast spells, neighbours feuded over trivia and behaved like all other tribes of homo sapiens. But without the benefit of hindsight or foresight I was charmed with the scene as I saw it.
We stopped our social tour to have a lunch of fruit and nuts washed down with a can of Congo Ale. This was local brew that according to the label was brewed from pure malt and hops. Neither of which grew in West Africa.
After a conversation about the village Ahinma started to ask me about the RAF and particularly about where the huge number of planes went to after they were assembled in Takoradi and did I go with them or fly them to Cairo. Clearly she knew where they went to because she mentioned Cairo. I did not answer her and she went on to explain that she had relatives in Sekondi near Takoradi and they told her about the RAF and how they flew all the way to Egypt. This was not a subject I should discuss. I changed it back to gold mining and she told me how her ancestors had mined gold in this area before the white man came here. Apparently, as she put it, they used their enemies to dig out the veins of gold. It seemed that enemy was a euphemism for slave and these poor souls were lowered down holes in the ground by a rope tied to their ankles. This image of the past contrasted sharply with the pleasant village scene that surrounded us.
During these last two days before my return I chatted with Ahinma on three or four occasions and each time she reiterated that I should visit her family in Sekondi near the RAF station. I politely thanked her and, by the time I had returned from my visit, I had forgotten all about it.
Then about a month later our ‘boy’, who made the beds and generally cleaned up our room, gave me a message.
“From your friend Ahinma,” as he put it. At first I did not comprehend who he was referring to, Ahinma being a common name in Ashanti.
But then he said “Ahinma at Gold Mine,” and I knew who he meant.
“What does she want,” I asked.
“You tell me when you go Sekondi and she meet you,” he said.
“Oh,” I said “I’m busy. I’ll let you know.”
I had no desire to become involved with my host’s mistress who seemed strangely interested in RAF aircraft movements.
A few days later when I was not on duty I went for a swim in the bay and then, as I had often done before, wandered along the beach in the direction of Sekondi which was some two miles away. The beach in this part of West Africa was a minor highway between coastal villages. Inland was swamp areas of mosquito ridden bush. There was one road between Takoradi and Accra that ran parallel to the coast through the swamps. It had been built at great cost of landfill and lives and was the motor transport route between coastal towns but much of the village to village communication was on foot along the shore line with people carrying bananas and other fruit and little naked children playing in and out of the water. Also there was usually a slight breeze blowing off the water that kept the mosquitoes away.
I was about to turn back to camp, then about a mile distant, when a voice said “Hello” and there was Ahinma with a man she introduced as her relative. He was well dressed in a shirt and beige shorts. The shorts had that freshly put on appearance with creases resulting from careful ironing still showing. We sat down on some nearby rocks and she then explained her interest in our aircraft movements. It seemed that her family had some gold and because the gold mines and all mining rights were now in the hands of the British Colonial powers that ran the Gold Coast, she could not sell the gold locally because it was illegal to own it and for the same reason she could never get a good price selling it around there privately. I asked if it was stolen from the gold mine.
“No! No!” she said “All the gold in the mine is in the rocks. These are small pieces of gold.”
Certainly the mine manager had said the ore they mined had to be crushed and processed to obtain the gold.
“How big are they?” I asked.
“Like a peanut shell,” she said. “Nugget. That’s it.” Do you know someone who takes airplanes to Egypt who could sell it for us? Get good price?”
I explained that I was not a pilot who flew planes to Cairo and I did not have a close connection with anyone who did.
They seemed disappointed and as I started to leave Ahinma’s companion whose name was Kofi said, “Your steward boy, Jimmy, he a friend of mine. If you know someone who sell our gold you tell Jimmy you want to see me.”
Having no intention of doing anything of the sort I nodded ­agreement, said goodbye and headed back for camp.
That I thought was the end of the matter until I was called to fit an F24 camera in a DC3 Dakota and was told that they needed photographs of all the airfields and landing grounds up the route. This was the route the assembled Blenheims, Hurricanes, Beauforts and Beaufighters took to get from Takoradi to Cairo and Alexandria in Egypt. There to support General Alexander and later Montgomery in their battles against Rommel to control North Africa. Not only was I to fit the camera etc but it seemed I was also going along to do the work. This was good news for me. A nice change from Takoradi. A different part of Africa to see.
A few mornings later I was packing my bag prior to leaving and chatting to some of the Met boys in our room. (Met being meteorological i.e. weather forecasters). Jimmy our steward boy was there and he asked if I was leaving for good.
“No,” I said. “I’ll be back in a week or so.”
Tom here will pay my share of your wages whilst I’m away.” Tom nodded assent and said “You should get to Cairo and back in 3 weeks.”
Jimmy looked thoughtful and said “When you go?”
“Tomorrow morning,” I said.
The next morning just as I was about to catch the transport to the airfield Jimmy appeared and thrust a small package into my hand and said “Ahinma say you try sell this one.” At a fast pace he disappeared round the corner as I hopped on the transport. Eventually I found the opportunity to inspect the packet. It contained an irregularly shaped lump of metal about the size of a peanut shell. It felt about as heavy as lead and like lead I could make an impression on it with my thumbnail. It was not sparkling and shiny but it was warm yellow in colour. With it in my pocket I was on my way to Egypt.
The route, as we called it, was east across tropical Africa to Lagos in Nigeria. Then northeast to Kaduna and then on to Kano and Maidugeri in the north of Nigeria at the southern border of the Sahara desert bordering Lake Chad. From there to Ndjamena in Chad and on east to the Sudan, refuelling at El Fasher and El Obeid eventually to reach Khartoum. From Khartoum we flew north to pick up the Nile at what is now called Lake Nasser and on to Cairo and Alexandria.
The trip was uneventful and unfortunately I had little opportunity to do more than pass through or over the places I would have very much liked to explore. The statistical rainfall for many of the areas we flew over was 3 or 4 inches per year. However the 3 or 4 inches were not uniformly spread and I was in Geneina when a brief shower occurred one afternoon. There were children up to 7 or 8 years old who had never seen rain before. They ran around the streets laughing with their heads thrown back and their mouths open to catch raindrops. To them it was as miraculous as candies falling from the sky would be to a child in England.
Rainfall in some parts was so rare that sunbaked mud walled houses were not only practical but in some cases the mud surface of walls were carved with intricate designs. The craftsman having no more fear that his skilled work would be washed away than would a stone mason carving gargoyles for Salisbury Cathedral.
At the RAF station near Alexandria I expedited the processing and printing of the photographs and then enquired from fellow airmen, who had been in Alex, as they called it, long enough to know their way around town, where were the markets that dealt in gold. Unfortunately their knowledge seemed to be limited to the location of bars frequented by prostitutes. So I made my own way and eventually located a market area where craftsmen were producing filigree brooches and other ornaments.
I went into a shop, if such it could be called, and was greeted by a tall thin man in Arab garb who addressed me in Arabic. I said “Good morning” and he immediately replied in quite good English. I said I was interested in buying some gold. He got out gold bracelets, gold pendants and necklaces and held each one out enticingly.
“No,” I said, “I just want to buy some gold.” It was my plan to find out how much I would have to pay for gold and thereby get a feel for how much to charge for Ahinma’s nugget. But I got nowhere with him. He did not sell gold, he only made things from gold.
“So where do you get your gold from?” I asked.
He reverted to Arabic. I was getting nowhere so I delved into my pocket and produced the gold nugget. He looked both surprised and interested. He waved to a colleague, an older bespectacled man with a lined face and whiskery grey beard. They inspected the nugget. They weighed it on scales that looked as if they had come from a museum. They conducted some chemical tests with drops of liquid and something that looked like mercury.
They nodded and muttered between themselves, then looked up and said, “Where this come from?”
“I’m selling it for a friend. It’s been in the family for years,” I replied.
He nodded not believing a word of it but recognising that it was a fruitless line of enquiry. Obviously he was now going to assume it was stolen and I had no real idea if it was stolen or not. But I was feeling progressively more and more uncomfortable about the whole business. Why would Ahinma trust me to sell it for her. Was it real gold? Was it pure gold? If it was pure gold and valuable she probably would only trust me with it if she could afford to lose it. In other words she must have significantly more if this was just a sample she could afford to lose. What was I getting into? I decided my best policy was to get out of the business as soon as possible.
“How much?” I said.
He looked at me quizzically and offered some numbers in Aekers.
“No. English pounds,” I said. “30 pounds English,” he replied.
I thought, if he is offering £30, and assumes it is stolen, it is probably worth £300, so I said £400 to see what would happen. He handed me back the nugget and spread his palms suggesting we were not even on the same planet. I returned the nugget to my pocket and turned to leave.
He waited until I had made two positive steps towards the street and said, “Perhaps we look at it again.”
Now we had at least established there was a possibility of a deal. He and his colleague looked at it again. Not, I thought, to gain more information but just as a ploy in the negotiations.
“Perhaps £50,” he said.
“At least £350,” I said. We went through the rejection process again, he raising the offer, me reducing the price. We eventually settled for £250 sterling. If I would like to leave the nugget with him he would give me a receipt and by tomorrow he would be able to get the money in sterling.
“Thank you, but no,” I said. “You get the money tomorrow and I will bring you the gold.” I started to leave.
He said, “I only have £225 in sterling. You can have that now or wait until tomorrow for the £250.”
I did not believe him but I settled for the £225 which in those days seemed to me a lot of money and I headed back for camp not really knowing how many laws I had broken, if any, and whose laws applied to me in wartime.
Eventually I flight hopped back to the Gold Coast to be greeted by a smiling Jimmy, the steward boy, with a “You have good trip.”
“Trip OK,” I replied.
The next day he said, “Kofi ask if you have good trip and small dash for him.”
Small dash is West African for a tip or bribe. I wrote £225 on a piece of paper and said, “you give this to Kofi.” The next day Jimmy came back with the message.
“Kofi thank you for £220 small dash you give to me for Kofi”.
So that was it. I was to get £5 for my efforts. Perhaps I had grossly undersold the nugget. I could not tell but £5 seemed unreasonable so I wrapped up £200 for Kofi and gave this to Jimmy and pocketed the £25.
I never saw Kofi and Ahinma again and Jimmy never mentioned them to me, although he had plenty of opportunities to do so before I returned to England.
 


10. Missing the Boat Home

I had been based in Takoradi on the Gold Coast for about one and a half years. Here fighter aircraft were assembled from crated kits that arrived by sea. After assembly, and being fitted with overload fuel tanks to increase their range, they were flown from landing ground to landing ground. First northeast through Nigeria, then east along the length of the southern border of the Sahara Desert and eventually, via Khartoum, north to Cairo. It was said to be an easy run for navigators because all they had to do was follow the line of crashed aircraft all the way to the Nile. This was a gross exaggeration based on a small ­element of truth.
The other main function of the RAF at Takoradi was to monitor shipping and chase enemy submarines as they passed through or near the Bight of Benin en route to or from the Far East or South Africa in one direction, or Europe and the USA in the other direction. Mainly Lockheed Hudson aircraft were used for this purpose. They were armed with depth charges but it was mostly whales mistaken for U boats that were destroyed.
The RAF at Takoradi had taken over the Ashimoto College, adjacent to the aerodrome. This consisted of numerous small classrooms each with a large blackboard. These rooms were used as dormitories for airmen. About eight to a room. Each with his own mosquito net and each room with its own native ‘boy’ whose job it was to make up the beds and keep the place clean. Each of us contributed one shilling and sixpence per fortnight to pay for these services. Our pay at that time was about three shillings and sixpence per day.
There was, of course, the usual NAFFI canteen, a cinema, a section of beach near by, a free allocation of cigarettes for those who smoked, a hospital to visit when attacked by the inevitable bouts of malaria and dysentery, a military graveyard for those that succumbed to the more rare, but more potent yellow fever, blackwater fever or some fatal accident. It was, in fact, designed to encourage no one to leave camp or in any way involve themselves in Africa, the black continent. It had exactly the opposite effect on me. Any free moment I had I would wander off into the bush to observe the local fauna and flora, all of which were totally new and entirely fascinating to me.
I managed to learn a little Ashanti from our ‘boy’. Much to his amusement I learned from him to sing an Ashanti song called Kokoman. He never translated it properly for me and I suspect his uncontrolled mirth when I sang it was due to the vulgarity of the meaning that he considered hilariously inappropriate from a white man. I sometimes now sing it to my young grandchildren who are under the impression it is an Ashanti nursery rhyme—perhaps it is.
On several occasions I had paddled a native dugout canoe through to the upper reaches of the Praha River. I had taken the so called ‘mammy wagons’ along the coast road through various towns and settlements. The ‘mammy wagons’ were battered old pick-up trucks with a few wooden forms screwed to the floor and most of the cab removed. These plied their trade along the road picking up and dropping off people with large bundles, with goats, with children and babies. On more than one occasion a nursing mother sitting beside me would jokingly offer me a large breast. This was considered a great joke by all. The West Africans loved a joke and the best jokes of all were at the expense of strange white men.
This was during the last days of the British Empire so traditionally white men were more of the authoritative district commissioner type who put on a dress suit in the bush whilst they ate their camp fire dinners. So it was both intriguing and great fun for the natives to poke fun at this new type of white man who was not wrapped in the aura of the Union Jack and never referred to the great chief the King of England.
On this day I was called into the orderly room and informed that I was being posted back to Blighty (England).
I had slightly mixed feelings about this. Of course I looked forward to seeing my family again but I was also conscious that there was a lot more to West Africa than I had been permitted to see. However philosophically I packed my kit, signed off for all the responsibilities that I had acquired and was told to wait in camp until the boat arrived. In other words, hang around my room and the NAFFI canteen until I was called.
After three days of waiting around I asked Harry, a clerk in the Orderly Room, if there was any news of my boat arriving. He checked the latest shipping data and that evening told me the ETA was six days time but things could change if the ship did not stop at both Bathurst and Freetown. I estimated that even if it did not stop en route I had at least two days clear and I was bored with hanging around this bit of transplanted England whilst Africa called.
The next day I left camp, took a ‘mammy wagon’ to where the coast road crossed the Praha River. I had decided that instead of going up stream as I had before, I would paddle down stream towards the sea where the mangrove trees and a variety of animal and insect life bridged the gap between fresh water and salt water.
At the road and river junction I negotiated the rental of a dugout canoe. It was about twenty feet long and two feet wide. I had long since acquired the art of paddling a dugout canoe. The important thing is to sit in the rear end, which slightly raises the bows if such they can be called. The canoe then responds readily to every stroke or slight deflection of the paddle.
The weather, as ever, was hot and sultry. The current carried me smoothly down stream towards the sea. After about one hour the river acquired multiple branches as it formed a delta. These branches turned into tunnels overhung with mangrove trees. Knowing that to get back all I had to do was paddle up stream because any one would lead back to the river. I took little note of the twists and turns, main streams or branches, through which I travelled.
I was fascinated with the area. The flora was almost exclusively mangrove but the wild life was prolific and varied. On mud banks crabs, each with one claw larger than the other, seemed to compete for territory. Lung fish also appeared on the surface out of muddy dens. A brilliantly coloured lizard, a skink I believe, scurried around a tree trunk and a vast range of insects contributed to an incessant hum. I then arrived in a mangrove ringed pool about thirty five feet in diameter. The shallow waters here were home to uncountable numbers of small fry and small crustaceans. Some almost transparent and others flicked across the pool like schools of silver darts.
I was fascinated, time went by, the shadows started to lengthen and I reminded myself that the sun sets at 6 pm on the equator.
It was then that I discovered my error. I had drifted or paddled into tidal water and the tide had gone out. The myriad branches of the Praha River down which I had paddled were mere muddy trickles. I was trapped in a pool in a tropical swamp, night was coming and I had no idea what sort of creatures claimed this as their territory.
I reviewed the alternatives. There were none. I had to stay in this pool until two things coincided. The tide must be in at the same time as the sun is in the sky.
Fear, as much as anything, is a product of the unknown. Combine this with darkness which removes the sensory perception of sight on which we rely so much, then a frightening situation is created. I was in one and despite all my efforts at applying reason and logic I was ­vulnerable to it.
The sun had disappeared with its normal tropical suddenness and darkness beneath the overhanging mangrove trees was absolute. I had worked in dark rooms for so many years that my eyes rapidly adjusted to low light levels. But this was total blackness. I looked upwards hoping to see some slight glimmer of the night sky. But ­nothing.
The happy hum of insects I had enjoyed during the day now seemed to become menacing. The slap of ripples under the canoe’s bows was no longer reassuring. It was caused by some living creature of the night dominating its lagoon. I attempted to paddle the canoe gently to the middle of the pool free of the mud banks and overhanging branches but I had no reference point to guide me. The canoe would suddenly bump into something in the dark. Or was it something bumping into the canoe? Then drift into overhanging leaves that flicked my face. Or was it something else? I could not tell.
The noises also altered. There were sudden plopping noises and in addition to the background insect hum there was the occasional sound of wings. Leathery ones I assumed. Little squeals and grunts occasionally reached my ears now attuned to hear the worst.
It was one of the longest nights I have ever experienced. Sleep was not a part of it and as dawn began to break I discovered that during the night the tide had both come in and gone out again. I had to wait until the afternoon before the water rose sufficiently for me to paddle up stream and back to what I now felt was safety. In retrospect I do not believe I was in any danger. But we do not live in hindsight, we live in the present through fears of the future. Emotion may be in conflict with logic. In this case emotion won.
I arrived back in camp to discover that the boat on which I was scheduled to return to England, was, as I expected, several days away. What I had not expected was that the Air Force, in their wisdom, had rescheduled me on a different boat that had called in from Cape Town and left yesterday. I had missed the boat back to Blighty.
Fortunately I had been on the station long enough to have photographed most of the important people. All wearing a flying jacket. It was a little private enterprise I ran with the aid of an old flying jacket from stores. There must be innumerable family albums and mantle pieces around the country with pictures of airmen in this old flying jacket. Such pictures are in conflict with their long since discarded RAF identity forms that said cook, or clerk, or armourer or aircraftsman or others of the thousands that never got off the ground whilst supporting the heroic few who were issued with flying jackets.
Anyway due to gratitude for my ego boosting photographic images my absence went unrecorded and I caught the next boat home still regretting how little of the real Africa I had experienced.
 


11. Ours is Not to Reason Why

It was Tom, the engine maintenance fitter, in the next bed, who woke me. He was muttering something about it not being one of ours. As I rubbed the sleep from under my eyelids he explained that the plane he heard, low overhead, was not one of ours. He could identify all our aircraft by their engine noise so I took his word for it. I was however unconcerned. It had either gone away or landed. The important thing from my viewpoint was that it had neither dropped bombs on us nor indulged in any other malicious practice normally associated with “Jerries” unsocial visits.
By this time both I and the RAF had been in the war for about two years. More than long enough for me, then a lowly L.A.C. Photographer, to know how best to alleviate the indignities imposed on those who, like me, were next to the bottom in the RAF hierarchy.
I put on enough clothes to approximate being “properly dressed”, quickly made my bed, tidied my bed space, picked up my shaving and toilet kit and headed for my haven of refuge—the dark room in the photo section. This photographic unit like all others was equipped with a dark room having large processing sinks, hot and cold running water and a lavatory. Also, being a dark room, it was quite legitimate to lock the door on the inside thereby excluding any intruders or officials whilst photographers were handling light sensitive materials. In other words it was the perfect place to wash, shave and generally freshen up for the day, rather than join in a queue at communal washrooms and lavatories.
On this occasion my daily routine was interrupted by the ringing of the office phone.
Tieless, but otherwise complete, I answered it with a brisk “Photo Section”.
“Ah!” said a voice redolent with authority. “Who is that?”
“LAC Wilson,” I said adding a ‘Sir’ just to play safe.
“Are you in charge?”
“Yes Sir. At this time.”
“Right. Report to me, Squadron Leader Ridell, immediately in the control tower.”
“Yes Sir,” I said. I finished knotting my tie, rubbed dust off my shoes on the backs of my trouser legs, hoped he would not notice that I was wearing shoes rather than issue boots, picked up the photo ­section bike and peddled round the perimeter track to the end of the main runway and the control tower.
It was then that I noticed the cause of Tom’s strange engine noise. Strange it was indeed. It was an American US Air Force plane poised before the control tower on one wheel beneath each wing and another under its nose. All our Wimpys* (Wellington bombers) and other RAF aircraft had a wheel under each wing and another under the tail. This stranger also had a menacing array of guns sticking out of its rounded nose. Eight, I think there were. And impressively large they looked.
I parked my bike round the back of the building in a place I judged was probably not infringing any regulation. It paid to be careful about such things because it seemed to me one only found out about RAF regulations and conventions by infringing them.
A sergeant at the entrance to the Control Tower was expecting me and I was taken to a de-briefing room occupied by a selection of senior officers including Squadron Leader Ridell and three US Airmen looking defiantly relaxed as only American fliers can when faced with the stiff upper lips of RAF officialdom.
Somebody said ‘here’s the photographer’ and one of the US Airmen disentangled his legs and produced a cassette of 16mm cinefilm.
“Hey bud,” he said. “Can you process this? We been in action an wanna see the results.”
I inspected the cassette. It was made by the Fairchild Camera Co. and judging by the knobs and screws etc it appeared to be designed to be reloadable or at least unloadable.
“Think you can process this, reload the cassette and camera and get us going again to win this war?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” I demurred. “Have you got an instruction manual?” I was tempted to say a manual for winning the war but instead said ‘for the equipment’.
“Yea. Thought you might ask.” And he handed me some loose copies of a few pages from a manual from a bag beside his chair.
“Right,” said the Squadron Leader. “Proceed and report back as soon as possible.”
I pedalled back to the Photo Section and reviewed the situation. The few pages of the manual only covered the loading of a cassette into the camera. However unloading the film would be no problem but reloading might be difficult because, not knowing the sensitivity of the film, I had to work in total darkness. Safe lights being safe for films not sensitive to their particular light. However, when I had the cassette open in the dark I could feel that about one quarter of the roll of film was on the take up spool and approximately three quarters remained on the feed spool. This simplified the problem. I cut the film, removed and processed the exposed film, replaced the take-up spool, connected the unexposed film through the gate, making sure there was a loop at each side then onto the replaced spool and closed the cassette.
All this took about one hour and coincided with a phone call from the control tower asking for progress.
“I’m on my way Sir,” I replied.
They were all sitting around drinking coffee whilst I loaded the film into a projector and ran through the few yards of film for them. There were some shots of a railway goods yard and then cumulus clouds passing by against a clear sky. Then suddenly the film exploded to a pure white screen, then back to sky and clouds. It was in fact a shot of the biggest conflagration man has ever seen. It was a shot of the sun taken as the plane banked round to return to base or to evade attack. Then the film ended.
After a tactful silence chatter started and I returned the now reloaded cassette to the American airman.
“Hey I don’t want it Bud. You reload the camera. You got those instructions?”
Dutifully, but with some slight trepidation, I left for what I then knew to be a Mitchell fighter bomber. A ‘B’ something or other. B17 or was it B22*. I cannot remember.
I managed to get into the plane and find the Fairchild Camera. In fact it was fairly obvious where the cassette should go because the door on the side of the camera was left open. I then studied the few pages that referred to loading and operating the camera. It was written in an extraordinary manner. For example, ‘To open the camera door hold the knob between the forefinger and thumb of the right hand and turn in an anticlockwise rotation.’ It childishly instructed one what to do, but gave no indication as to any of the underlying principles.
I went through the routine to where it said ‘press the button to run off the fogged leader film’. I pressed it. There was a deafening rattle of gunfire. The plane vibrated madly and the corner of the control tower disintegrated into a pile of rubble.
It would be an understatement to say this caused a certain amount of chaos. The fire truck and ambulance (known as the ‘blood wagon’) arrived assuming we were under attack. Communications were asking other communications why radar had not picked up whatever had caused the attack. The top brass appeared from the control tower looking somewhat dishevelled and sprinkled with ­plaster and brick dust and the American airman, who had given me the cassette, was asking whose side I was on.
As I recovered from the shock of these rapidly occurring events it dawned on me what had happened. The camera was linked electrically to the guns so that when they are fired the camera records the event and hopefully the destruction of the enemy target. It seemed that somehow the converse was true and me innocently operating the camera had fired the guns.
Eventually the dust literally and metaphorically settled. Threat of a court martial was dropped because fortunately I had retained the instruction sheets that exonerated me from all blame and, by the way they were written, from having any intelligence.
Many years later my son (Ian), attending school on the Isle of Wight, had occasion to recount this story of me meeting my first American. He and his fellow students were talking about the follies and shortcomings of their parents and, by a strange coincidence another boy said his dad tells about the same event when he was a Commanding Officer in the RAF. I hope those three Americans also survived the war. The last I saw of them they were shaking their heads in disbelief.
 
* ‘Wimpey’—a nickname derived from an American cartoon character possessing the proud name J.Wellington Wimpey

* The North American B-25 Mitchell, a twin-engine fighter bomber that became standard equipment for the Allied Air Forces in World War II
 


12. A Confession of Cowardice

It was dark with a cold November drizzle falling from lowering clouds occasionally lit by a fruitlessly probing search light. The distant drone of enemy bombers came from the north in the direction of the destination of the train I was about to board. It was all routine. I had my travel vouchers. I was in the process of being transferred from one RAF station to another.
I was travelling alone but the small station was crowded with other military personnel faintly visible under the blacked out platform lights. They were mainly groups of Army men with their kit bags and gas masks.
There was some slight competitiveness verging on animosity between the Army and the RAF. It was rumoured that, because the RAF had need of a high percentage of technicians, conscripts were sorted into groups and the most intelligent ones went to the RAF and the rest went to the Army as canon fodder. The Army naturally resented this slur on their intelligence and referred to the RAF as ‘Brylcreem Boys.’ This was a name given to them as a result of an advertisement by a hair product manufacturer who used a handsome, wavy haired, airman in their advertisements. The RAF referred to the Army as brown jobs because the colour of their uniform matched the colour of the dirt they supposedly dug to make trenches to hide in. It was all very petty. The rivalry rarely got out of control, especially in areas where the Army and the RAF had a common enemy, the US military personnel, who, by virtue of being overpaid, oversexed and over here, usually ‘got the girls’. Nevertheless an undercurrent of rivalry was always present.
A steam train eventually puffed to a halt in the station. Kit bags were stowed on roof racks above the seats in the small one door compartments. I packed myself into one with a group of soldiers, some obviously travelling together. I sat down as unobtrusively as possible and ignored a joking reference to ‘Brylcreem Boys’.
As the train chugged through the night, stopping at each station, a few soldiers got off, but the bulk of them in my compartment remained seated or occasionally got up to stretch their legs or go to the lavatory at the end of the carriage.
As the train came to a stop at one of the larger stations they pulled down their kit bags and disembarked leaving me alone in the compartment. As I sat back and the train slowly started to move again, I noticed that, on the opposite roof rack they had left one of their kit bags. In a spontaneous fit of generosity I pulled down the window, grabbed the ‘forgotten’ bag and hurled it onto the fast receding platform.
I sat back feeling like a boy scout who had done his good deed for the day when, to my horror, the owner of the kit bag returned from the lavatory and sat opposite me beneath the rack that should have held his property and was now glaringly empty.
To make matters worse this particular brown job was very large and looked to be hardly more than two generations removed from a Neanderthal. I shrunk into the corner. Should I confess? Should I stay there and pretend I knew nothing about it? Should I suggest the other soldiers had taken it by mistake? An unlikely ploy. No one carts around two kitbags by mistake.
I decided on none of these. I got out at the next stop and waited two hours for the next train.



Chapter 3: Restart
 
 
 
1. Win Some Lose Some

We had just taken over two floors of a building in Blackfriars Lane near Fleet Street. It was a bold undertaking and, although business was good, with no working capital cash flow was a problem. We decided to alleviate this problem by attempting a different type of photography. One that would generate more instant cash. Our normal business was advertising, commercial and press photography. We decided to do some exhibition stand photography at the Ideal Homes Exhibition in Earls Court. At this and other exhibitions, photographers were allowed to tout for work and take photographs during the exhibition provided each photographic company rented at least a minimum size stand. Such minimum size stand space was little more than a cupboard in which to store a tripod and camera equipment. It was a competitive business with four or five companies each employing an attractive young lady to sort out sales managers and arrange orders for photographs. Such pictures were taken daily and prints supplied the following morning.
We adopted the same procedure with one difference. All our competitors offered black and white photographs. We offered the same service in colour. My partner would be taking the pictures during the day and I would be processing the films and making 10”x 8” colour prints during each night. Commercial colour photography was in its infancy. No one had offered such a service before and we were ­optimistic that our efforts would be rewarded.
On the opening day of the exhibition a member of the Royal Family was due to cut the tape and declare the exhibition open at 10:00 am. I arrived there with some camera kit at about 8:45 am and my exhibitors pass admitted me to the normal last minute chaos of electricians, carpenters and stand fitters putting the final touches to all the displays. The red carpet was rolled up waiting to be laid in the aisles the VIP’s would traverse. It seemed impossible that everything would be cleared up and ready in less than an hour and a quarter.
I made my way to our little cupboard size stand where a workman was fitting a lock to our door. I went in, dumped the equipment and looked for somewhere to hang my coat. There was plenty of room on the wooden frame but nothing to hang it on. There was however a hammer and bag of three inch nails lying there. I selected one nail and with three deft blows of the hammer I had somewhere to hang my coat. Unfortunately as I did this a union official was passing by. I was obviously not a union workman in overalls. He menacingly asked for my union card. My explanation that I was just putting in a nail on which to hang my coat carried no weight with him. He called a stoppage of all work at the exhibition until the matter was resolved.
The management was called, a meeting was convened, the clock ticked on inexorably getting nearer to opening time and the aisles were still cluttered with step ladders and electrical cables and the red carpet was still in rolls.
Strangely, during the heated discussion between the union and management neither addressed me the guilty party. I was just an insignificant trigger mechanism that had activated the big guns. Finally after much arm waving and heated conversation the workman, who had been fitting the lock on my door, was called and given instructions. He nodded assent. Removed the nail I had put in the frame and replaced it about one inch from its original position.
Tannoy messages went out to start work again. One of the management team said to me ‘In future don’t do that until after we have opened.’ And open they did. On time with the Duchess of somewhere cutting the ribbon and following the red carpet.
We made some money, which was most useful, but it was not the sort of work I enjoyed.
On another occasion I was evicted from an exhibition at Olympia in London. It was a press assignment to photograph the Queen—later the Queen Mother—who was visiting a preview of an exhibition. I and a few of the usual gang of press photographers were there well in advance selecting what we hoped would be vantage points to enable us to get the best shot. I was armed with my Speed Graphic camera, flash bulbs and film that in those days was considered fast but by current standards would be considered slow. It was equipment I had used hundreds of times, I had no doubts about getting a picture until a member of the exhibition management with an official from the Palace called us to a meeting to announce ‘No flash bulbs to be used’. He explained that on some recent occasion a flash bulb had shattered and showered a member of the royal family with glass. I knew that without flash bulbs I had no hope of getting a picture. The light inside the building was poor. f5.6 was the maximum aperture of my lens and my plates were 100 asa speed. Then I thought of a possible solution. I phoned up my office and told them to get some old equipment out of the bottom of the camera cupboard and, by taxi, bring it to me as quickly as possible. What I wanted was some flash powder and a flash pan operated by a flint and steel spark. Equipment long since obsolete with the introduction of flash bulbs. Old though it may be, its use would not endanger anyone from flying glass. It arrived in time for me to set up the camera on a tripod. I used a long focal length lens so I was well back from the red carpet. Authorities came round checking to see if we were using any flash bulbs. Eventually the VIPs arrived, the Queen stopped exactly where I hoped she would. I opened the shutter and fired a good pile of flash powder. Perhaps the powder was contaminated because not only was there a good flash of light but a small mushroom cloud of smoke rose towards the ceiling of the exhibition hall.
I was escorted from the premises but I had got a good picture that was published. Unfortunately another photographer had his shutter open at the same time as my flash powder went off and he got an even better picture than I by accidentally using my light.
 


2. He Stopped—I Didn’t

It was my fault. But it could not have happened at a worse time. A week earlier I had resigned from Kodak’s Research Laboratories and started my own business in London’s Holland Park. The newly painted sign over the entrance said Terry Wilson Photographer and now I had a fractured spine. Crush fractures of the second and third lumbar vertebrae.
It happened when we were enjoying our usual Sunday morning ride through the Buckinghamshire countryside. I was on Old Bob the big old gelding that thundered along with a mind of his own. My friends Dennis and Roy were on the two younger spritely mares from the same stable. They were ahead as we cantered along a grassy track in a valley on the Downs. I saw them ahead of me jump over a broken wooden gate that obstructed our path. I doubted if Old Bob would accept the jump, more likely he would canter through the rotting bars and frame of the gate and possibly injure himself or me. To the left of the path was a slight bank and a flat course around the obstacle. I neck reined Old Bob to the left and he cantered straight into the bank. He rolled over. I flew through the air and landed on the hard ground on the base of my spine. I had forgotten he was blind in his left eye.
My friends, eventually noticing my absence, returned and reviewed the situation. I could not stand so they took Old Bob’s bridle from my hand and they took him and the two mares back to the stable and then managed to get Dennis’s old Riley along the bridle path to collect me.
It was a painful journey cramped up in the back seat of the old car, but eventually, via the doctor, I ended up in Stanmore Orthopaedic Hospital. Here they x-rayed me and eventually encased my body from my thighs right up to my neck in an inch thick plaster cast. A device which, with a few modifications along the way, enclosed me for the next six months.
Surgical plaster goes on wet and like most wet things it shrinks as it dries out. One’s chest expands and contracts as one breathes but not if one is in a rigid plaster cast. To make matters worse not only does it prevent any expansion, it also contracts round one as it dries. To relieve these problems and probably also as a pain killer, the hospital occasionally gave me shots of morphine. So you will appreciate that for the first two or three days I was not the life and soul of social activities in that orthopaedic ward.
All the other people in the ward were paraplegics. Some paralysed from the neck down, some from the waist down. About two days later, as I came out of my morphine daze, they were very supportive and friendly. They had gone through it all and were now beginning to face up to their realities. They knew I had bad times to come but what they did not know, and I did not know, was that I was not paralysed. My spinal nerve was battered but functionally intact.
By the time I had learned to survive on frequent small thimble fulls of air to accommodate my inflexible strictures, and doctors had demonstrated I could wiggle my toes, and after day five stand up and go for a pee, they all felt slightly cheated. I was a charlatan, a poseur. I was not one of them after all.
They were nice people. They were not rude but I could sense their change of attitude. The sympathy they had offered me was based on a fallacy. I felt slightly guilty in their presence and they, I suppose, felt either slightly misled or envious or a little of both. After five days I was glad to go back to work.
Because the external muscles of my torso, beneath the plaster cast, could barely move they soon became smaller. Then they could move a little within the shell. Soon I could poke knitting needles down to get a delicious scratch. Fortunately all this occurred during a winter period so my shape was hidden beneath a polo-neck sweater. I looked like a stiff barrel chested oddity but not sufficiently strange to be noticed by the general public, except, that is, on one occasion when I was riding in a bus.
The seats in London’s double deckers had a metal handrail along the top edge of each seat back. As I sat down and leaned back I was unaware that at the same moment a lady in the seat behind grasped the handrail. She shouted with pain as my weight, within the inch thick hard plaster, pinched her fingers against the rail. At the sound of her anguish I twisted round as best I could to identify the cause. This ground my rigid shell even harder on to her fingers. She got off the bus thinking she had been in contact with some sort of robot.
On another occasion my riding friends and I decided to go to the pub for a few beers and a game of darts. After the first pint I discovered there was no room for expansion to hold even one pint. I borrowed a penknife, retired to the lavatory and carved a hole about 6 inches in diameter in my plaster shell. The hole was located in the centre of the lower part of the cast, about the area of my belly button. This arrangement allowed for expansion and doubled my beer capacity. We continued to play darts.
I was wearing my usual polo-neck sweater and my friends knew about my plaster cast but other customers in the pub did not. At least not until, as I went to the dart board to retrieve my three darts, my friends threw theirs to stick in my back. I, of course, could feel nothing but one lady in the bar almost fainted at the sight of this man being used like a bull in a Spanish bullfight.
Finally, after six months, I went by underground train to a hospital near Kings Cross. Here, with the aid of huge shears they split and prised off my cast. ‘Touch your toes’ they said. I touched them with no difficulty. ‘OK you can go now and I left to catch a train home again. That one hour train journey took me almost 3 1/2 hours. At almost every station I had to leave the train to find the men’s lavatory, remove my upper garments and have a good scratch. Then back to the platform and wait for the next train. Eventually I got home to soak in a bath. That first bath for six months was a memorable event.
 



Chapter 4: Changed Course
 
 
1. One Way Tickets

One changes from being an emigrant to being an immigrant the moment one lands on a foreign soil.
To be an emigrant one needs to have little or no fear of the unknown and preferably an actual liking for the unknown. One must have no serious regrets about past connections becoming tenuous or even severed. One must never expect the other side to be ‘greener’ by virtue of somebody or some organisation looking after you. They won’t. You are on your own and its good fun.
To be an immigrant one must never say ‘We didn’t do it like that where I come from’ and preferably one should not even think like that. The new arrival should expect to be relatively underpaid until he or she has proven their worth. They should also put significant effort into learning and acquiring the social mores and conventions of their new environment. And, no matter how green is the grass on the other side, don’t be surprised to find a few weeds in it.
I have emigrated four times (excluding foreign tours in the RAF during wartime). Once from England to Canada, once from Canada to England, once from England to the USA and once from the USA to England. However, I was only an immigrant twice, in Canada and in the USA. A returning emigrant can hardly be classified as an immigrant when he arrives back in his original country. Although when I returned from Canada in 1963 I had no job or contacts so, in reality, it was exactly like being an immigrant except I was at home with the social conventions and mores.
Here are a few events that occurred during times of emigration and immigration.
 
* * *
On the train from Quebec to Vancouver

This Canadian Pacific train takes three days and four nights, or was it four days and three nights, I cannot remember. It stops at the capitals of the provinces and chugs across the never ending prairies at about one mile post every minute. Unfortunately we traversed most of the Rocky Mountains at night to arrive in Vancouver in the morning. Some of the carriages were observation cars. A double deck type of construction permitting a good view of the mile posts as they passed by. Not surprising, under such circumstances, one becomes acquainted with one’s fellow travellers. On this occasion three of them were interestingly different.
Two were a husband and wife pair. The husband, George, I never knew their last name, was a retired salesman who had sold hardware products to outlets from Quebec to British Columbia. He was now retired and I judged his age to be about seventy years. He was affable, verging on the garrulous, and had a Pickwickian sort of appearance that gave the impression of him being an authoritative but amiable person.
His wife was very wifely. She busied herself with writing postcards and letters. She carried a voluminous fabric bag having two handles that could well have served as rings that athletes hang from, and on which they perform crucifying exercises. From this bag she could produce a range of medicines for minor ailments, pens, pencils, paper, postage stamps, sweets and reading materials. She did not contribute greatly to the conversation, but when she did at any length it was usually to the point. But clearly, in her husband’s presence, she was used to being unable to get many words into the conversation, so she had resigned herself to two. These being ‘Oh George’. They were uttered in a tone that implied a mixture of admiration, minor recrimination and slight boredom. This repeated utterance had no effect on George. Her name was Hilda.
As the hours and days and mile posts passed, we chatted on several occasions. He told me about Canada, and Canadians’ love/hate relationship with the USA. About his working days and how by hard work over the years he had amassed a nice little nest egg of funds for his old age. I told him about my wife and ailing son in London and my hopes for the future for the three of us and especially for my son’s health. George and Hilda’s house on the outskirts of Toronto was paid for and they took at least one holiday each year. On this occasion they were going to Prince George on the Pacific Coast. No, they had never been there before and when I enquired as to the attractions of Prince George for holiday making he seemed quite reticent and his wife put in more than the usual number of ‘Oh Georges’.
It was not until the last evening on the train as we were climbing the eastern foothills of the Rocky Mountains that with the aid of several glasses of rye whiskey and dry ginger he told me about the attractions of Prince George.
Neither he nor his wife had ever been to Prince George.
He had no contacts there. All he knew was that it was a small commercial west coast town whose economy like most others in that area was based on logging and fishing.
“Are you interested in logging or fishing?” I asked.
“God no,” he replied. And then he began to explain to me the perfectly legal but to my mind very unethical practice that he and his wife indulged themselves in once each year. His wife, he explained, did not fully approve but hated being left behind. It seemed that at least some of the ‘Oh Georges’ had dented his impenetrable salesman’s thick skin.
After his retirement from the commercial world he had kept a significant part of his nest egg in liquid form. Liquid in the financial sense of not being locked into stocks and shares or trust funds or pension schemes. It generated some interest which he drew as required but the capital of some $75,000 remained intact. In the spring of each year George and Hilda would sit down and select a small town somewhere. Preferably in a developing area and, during the fifties in Canada many areas were expanding, especially on the west coast. He would then transfer the $75,000 from his bank to a bank in their selected town. He would reserve accommodation in any convenient hotel or motel and in due course pack their bags and follow their money.
On arrival they would establish their presence in their accommodation and visit the bank and the bank manager to check on their funds. The bank manager would greet them. After all, it was not every day that someone from the other side of the continent opens a substantial account for no apparent reason. A bank manager would, and for business reasons should, be curious about George’s interests and intentions, and George would be only too pleased to explain. He would explain that he had some substantial funds available, the $75,000 just being something to tide them over during their visit, and he was interested in the area and could the bank manager introduce him to people in the town from which something of mutual benefit might evolve?
Of course the bank manager could and meetings were arranged, sites and operations were shown, projects were discussed but nothing at any great length. Most importantly, they were invited to dinners amid other social functions and, more often than not, invited to leave their plebeian accommodation to stay with one or more of the entrepreneurs of the town.
Hilda could rarely withstand this deception for more than about ten days. Her biggest problem was what to say on the postcards to her children and grandchildren that could possibly justify her spending two weeks holiday in Prince George or some such out of the way place that they knew she could not possibly like.
So, in due course, they would pack their bags, make their farewells to their newly found acquaintancies, make encouraging noises about the future, transfer their nest egg back to its original resting place, and return to suburban Toronto.
George and Hilda were the first Canadians I had met socially and I wondered if George was typical of all Canadians. After a very short time in Canada I was happy to find that not only was he not typical, he was an extreme exception.
The other interesting person on the train was a young, mid twenties, man from Norfolk who, like me was emigrating to Canada and had also set his sights on Vancouver. Tom was a farmer’s son but he did not like farming and, as far as I knew, had no proven expertise in any other occupation. We did not see much of each other on the train nor did I see him again until about twelve months later in the offices of the local daily newspaper. In the interim period I had obtained a job designated ‘Chief Photographer’. I refrained from asking if I was supposed to wear a feather headdress. I was visiting the pictures editor about a series of pictures I had taken of the local salmon fishing fleet at work in the Pacific. There I again met Tom as we recognised each other in the foyer and he suggested we go round the corner for a coffee. I explained what I was doing and enquired how he was making out.
“I do the gardening column,” he replied.
“Were you a gardener in England?” I asked.
“No—pigs mainly, on my Dad’s farm.”
“Well, how do you manage to do the gardening column,” I asked.
He grinned. “Stroke of luck really. I got a job as copy boy. You know a ‘Gofer’—go for this, go for that, take their copy, get me some coffee. Then, one day, there was a crisis. There was a deadline coming up, the gardening correspondent ended up in hospital after a road accident and the urgent copy went up in flames with his car’s gas tank.” (I noticed that after only twelve months it was gas tank, not petrol tank.) “So I wrote the column for them,” he said and I’ve been doing it ever since.”
“Yes but how did you know what to write?” I said.
“Easy,” he replied. “Plants don’t change much year by year. The weather goes through spring, summer, autumn and winter each year. I just went through five or seven year old back copies in the library and rehashed a column about the same season. And I’ve been doing it ever since. Gets a bit tricky sometimes when readers ask questions but with a few reference books and a contact at the Horticultural Department of BC University I get by quite well.”
I went back to take some still life pictures for an advertising agency, thinking everyone seems to have an angle making money some easy way except me. I consoled myself with the thought that I actually enjoyed the exercise of creative photography, whereas the-easy-way-to-make-a-buck-boys probably did not really enjoy their work. I was far from certain. One never heard about their failures.
I never saw him again. I wonder if he has actually become a gardener.
 


2. Introduction to the New World

I had crossed the Atlantic by boat; I had crossed Canada by train. To my would be employer in Vancouver I had offered an impressive set of references. These were letters from the Geographic Magazine, from the Pictures Editor of the Evening Standard, from several publishing companies wishing me success and expressing appreciation for past skills and dedication. I also had a portfolio of photographs representing most types of photography. There were press photos, fashion shots, industrial scenes, architectural pictures. Still life and wild life and even photomicrographs. I did not know what was in store for me so I had covered as wide a range as possible.
They ignored my references, glanced through my portfolio only stopping briefly at a picture of the Queen greeting the High Commissioner for Canada. It was probably the worst picture in the portfolio. I had included it because it seemed appropriate to do so. They called in their Sales Manager who took a brief look, nodded and left and they offered me a job at $10,000 per year (about equivalent to £2,500 at that time) provided I successfully undertook a trial assignment. I agreed and was introduced to a rather surly individual in the basement who showed me the photographic set-up. The darkroom, studio and dressing room were tawdry but adequate, but the cameras were a battered Speed Graphic with a jammed shutter and a wooden stand camera with two short focal length lenses but no medium or the essential long focal length lens.
The trial assignment they had in mind was publicity pictures of a water pipe line being built somewhere in an inland mountainous region but within driving distance of Vancouver.
“But you don’t have a camera that works,” I said.
“Yes, so I understand. We’ll sort that out when you get back. Use your own for this job. You would probably rather use your own anyway.”
I did not have a camera so I dropped that subject and said “How do I get there?”
“Oh it’s easy,” he said. “The first 90 miles is good black top through the Fraser Canyon. Then there is a good dirt road for about another 50 miles. Watch out for wash boarding. I’ll show you on a map. I’ll gear it up for you tomorrow and I’ll have the instructions and the name of the contact there late this afternoon.” He went back into his office and closed the door.
I had a trial assignment instead of a job. They assumed every photographer had his own camera and they assumed every adult had a car. I had neither camera nor car, not much money and my wife and sick son would be joining me in a few weeks’ time. I needed this job.
I went to the only camera store I could find. The nearest thing to a professional camera they had was a twin lens Rolleiflex complete with case. I had never used a Rolleiflex camera before. It was second hand but seemed in good condition. I gave it a thorough going over until the shopkeeper said ‘Either buy it or stop pulling it to bits.’ I bought it with funds I could ill afford to spend and then arranged the rental of a Chevrolet car for the next day. With all this investment I had better get the job. Later that day my potential employer gave me details of the assignment and a road map of British Columbia with a cross marked in an area that seemed suspiciously devoid of anything the cartographer had deemed worthy of note, such as a road or town or even a name.
So now early the next day, I am driving in a strange large car on the right hand side of the road with never ending miles of conifers covering the mountain sides to my right with a sheer drop to the Fraser River to my left. Occasionally on the river side, obscuring the drop were walls of snow piled up by the snow ploughs during the winter and now slowly melting in the cool early spring sun.
It was remarkably different from the England that I had left. Instead of the ever changing scene of woods and fields and towns and villages here were rocks and coniferous trees; more and more of them all the same in unending miles. Perhaps it was too early for flowers or deciduous trees to have leaves. The impenetrable sameness of it compared with England was somehow slightly menacing. As if man had yet to conquer this land.
Eventually I turned into the dirt road and discovered the meaning of wash boarding. The repeatable frequency of the vibrations of cars and trucks using the road cause a pattern of small ridges and gulleys in the soft surface. The frequency of this ridge/valley pattern coincides with the vibration frequency of a car doing about 30 miles per hour. The only way to avoid the resulting incessant suspension shattering vibrations is to slow down to about 15 miles per hour and gently go up and down each ridge and valley. Alternatively one can go at about 55 miles per hour and fly from the top of one ridge to the top of the next. Unfortunately, mixed in with the washboarding, were occasional pot holes. After trying the 55 miles per hour solution and hitting a few pot holes, I settled for the 15 miles per hour solution. Much later than I had intended I reached the construction site.
A water pipe line was being constructed from a lake somewhere in the coastal range of mountains down to a mining complex inland. At this point in the construction, the pipe had to go down an escarpment and, with the aid of a drag line operating a toothed bucket, a deep channel was being torn out of the cliff. The drag line was driven by a grumbling diesel engine at the top and, at the bottom, a bulldozer was clearing away rocks and scree that had been gouged out of the cliff face. Also at the bottom was a collection of trailers and pick-up trucks and numerous lengths of pipe about 12 inches in diameter. One of the trailers looked as if it was an office so I introduced myself to the occupant, a lean tanned character, who nodded as if he expected me and terminated a conversation he was having with someone by means of a rather antiquated field telephone system.
“Watch out for falling rocks when the drag line’s working” he said. “You going to take pictures from the top?” he asked.
I looked the site over to determine what would produce the most dramatic pictures. There were several possibilities but one essential shot would be from the top looking down the drag line with the heavy equipment and the pile of pipes at the bottom.
“Yes. What’s the best way up?” I asked.
He sort of half smiled and said, “Well, if you drive back the way you came for about two miles there’s a track off to the left. You can walk. Can’t get the car up that way. We had a job to get the Cats through there. Else you can scramble up the drag line when she’s not working. Has to stop every now and again to clear the rocks from the bottom. Takes about 15 minutes that way. Hang on to the chain over the steep bit there, well past half way. You wanna do it that way?”
I was running out of time and light. “Yes,” I said.
“OK, let me know when you’re ready and I’ll call Jim up top.”
I busied myself recording the scene of rocky devastation, up rooted trees pushed out of the way by two giant caterpillar bull dozers that were busy modifying the face of British Columbia and then returned to the mobile office.
“You ready?” he said and picked up his field telephone.
“Jim, over twenty I reckon. Looks like to me.” A pause while Jim replied, then “You had the last two. Bout my turn I reckon. Yea twenty on it. OK.” He hung up. “Get to the bottom of the line and when he stops draggin, he’ll have her off for 20 minutes. Should give you plenty of time.” He picked up the phone again to talk to Jim and watched me through the window as I picked my way to the foot of the drag line.
Soon the bucket dumped its load of rocks at the bottom and clanked to a rest with the tension out of its chain and steel cables. Up I clambered. It was harder than I expected. Not far from the bottom there were loose rocks and gravel. At times I would scramble up only to slip back again. At one point I had to scramble through the bush away from and back to the drag line to get round a rock face. I had to be careful to protect the camera in its leather case slung over my shoulder and this sometimes slowed me down. I looked at my watch. Fifteen minutes had already passed and I had reached a point where the only way up was to support oneself by the chain hanging in the near vertical channel. With some misgivings I grasped the chain and began to pull and scramble up this hazardous rock face.
Then I heard the diesel engine start up and the drag lines began to vibrate. They are going to start dragging again I thought. There was no way out for me except to continue to climb the last part. I exerted every effort. The camera strap snagged on a broken root, snapped, and the camera tumbled down onto the rocks below. With one last effort I scrambled up and over the top. Bedraggled, exhausted and deeply depressed about my lost camera I staggered to Jim and his diesel engine and control gear.
Jim was like a larger version of the supervisor below whose name I later discovered was Jess. They were speaking on the intercom.
“Eighteen and a half,” Jim was saying. “Bout my turn. You owe me twenty.”
Then it dawned on me they had been gambling on my ability to reach the top in under twenty minutes and vibrating the drag lines was just a little incentive to spur me on my way.
I am not the sort of person who loses his temper. I operate as if I believe that the meek shall rule the world even if all the evidence I have seen indicates to the contrary. But in this case I came close to losing my temper.
“You stupid bastards,” I shouted. “That’s my camera somewhere down there your bulldozers are battering. I’ve probably lost this job now which I badly need. All because you are using me like a bloody dice or pawn in your stupid twenty buck gambling games.”
He was taken aback at my obvious anger and, sounding rather guilty, said “OK! OK! We maybe gone a bit over the top. Lemme speak to Jess.” He had a short conversation over the telephone, told his crew to get the drag line going and said: “Come on,” gesturing to a four wheel drive pick-up with a body having about two feet ground clearance. “We’ll go sort this out with Jess.”
I scrambled into the cab and we headed down a track that might well have challenged a mountain goat. On the way down he asked who I worked for.
“I don’t work for anyone,” and I went on to explain my position in some detail and with some emphasis.
“Jeez! You got a bum steer,” was the nearest he came to an apology.
I did not know what was a bum steer but clearly it was meant to describe some unwarranted hardship and that was exactly the point I was making.
We bumped down a winding rocky track and eventually joined the dirt road that led to the base of the escarpment, the control point of the operation, and Jess who was waiting for us in his trailer office.
Jim explained the situation to Jess who listened poker faced and nodded occasionally to indicate his understanding. Jess then sat behind his desk, removed twenty dollars from his wallet and gave them to Jim and, addressing me said “OK. Hang on a minute. I know how to sort this out. What is your social security number?”
“I don’t have a social security number,” I said, “I only arrived in Vancouver yesterday.”
He then pulled out a form and started filling in details.
“Full name?” he queried.
“What are you doing? What is that form for?” I asked.
“It’s to pay you for last week’s work,” he said. “And if you worked last week you get paid this week. Operating a Cat is $350 a week. If you take this to Harry in our office on Robson Street he’ll pay you and that should more than cover the cost of your camera I reckon. But first you’ll have to get your social security number. You’d need that anyway. Now ‘bout that picture from the top. I got a Leica here with a film in it. You could use that tomorrow. Tonight we’ll fix you up in our motel. Too late to take pictures today. We’re packing up any minute now.”
The Leica appeared to be in working order. My exposure meter was intact and I had two exposed rolls of imaged film in my pocket. $350 was far more than I had paid for my Rolleiflex. So I agreed, and their poker faces relaxed and we all had a cup of coffee from a pot that appeared to be permanently brewing. The bitter contents only palatable by the addition of large quantities of condensed milk from a can. And then only drinkable by people who had acquired the taste as a result of many years of deprivation of normal fresh coffee.
They closed the pipe laying for the night. They accommodated me in the motel at their cost. The next day I took some pictures from the top of the escarpment with Jess’s Leica and made my way back to Vancouver and spent the night at the local YMCA. The next day I processed the films in my prospective employer’s darkroom and made a set of 8”x 10” enlargements. They seemed satisfied with the results and confirmed my employment starting the next Monday. To this day I do not know if I passed their test by virtue of the quality of the photographs or because of my endurance.
I registered myself with social security and acquired a number. Armed with this I presented myself to Harry in the construction company’s offices on Robson Street. Harry paid me for my first week’s work in Canada which, according to the papers involved, occurred one week before I had arrived in the country. Taking into account my total outlay on the project that included the costs of car rental and loss of camera I was well satisfied that getting the job resulted in a net cost to me of twelve dollars and seventy cents. Now all I needed was some accommodation for my wife and son who were arriving in about four weeks’ time.
 


3. False Fame

My wife and I and our two sons had set up home in suburban North Vancouver. There each house sat neatly in its little lot and my Canadian neighbours referred to their grounds as their ‘back yard’. Keeping the back yard neat and tidy was one of the responsibilities imposed upon them by society or by their own standards. But, like cleaning the windows or washing the floors, to them it was unquestionably a chore. So when we arrived in the neighbourhood and I started gardening in a serious way, as does any normal Englishman, they were surprised at my dedication. Especially as the land consisted of a few inches of top soil on top of solid bedrock.
Although they assumed I must be a sort of horticultural masochist they were tolerant people and my immediate next door neighbour, a kindly electrician, helped me remove a small rock that obstructed the mowing of the lawn. He helped, that is, until, as we dug deeper to remove the offending object, we discovered that it was actually the peak of an underground mountain.
As a result of activities like this and the success of my flower beds, when compared with adjacent backyards, I became known for my gardening. Such notoriety almost turned to fame when my neighbour returned from a holiday in Hawaii. He brought back with him a small rooted plant that only grows in Hawaii on lava beds that are sprinkled nightly with tropic rains and encouraged into lush growth and exotic blooms by the all year round warm sunshine of that southern climate. I had no greenhouse and the chances of growing my gift through Canada’s icy winter was nil. But I thanked my benefactor and carefully planted it in a sheltered spot within sight of his front door. I cut a stake to support its hoped for growth and I watered it and fertilised it and the plant died but the stake grew.
My neighbour did not notice the morphological transition from tropical plant to cottonwood tree sapling. He used to point it out to his friends and introduce me as a gardening genius. The rate of growth particularly impressed him. Cottonwood trees are like that.
Soon after when the plant was about three feet high and we were about to leave for another part of the world he was hoping to see it in bloom.
By now he probably thinks of me as a charlatan. Perhaps he is right? I hope I have not given gardeners in North Vancouver a bad name.
 


4. The Last Weld

Once each month for the past two years I had travelled from Vancouver in British Columbia to the Yukon. I usually drove one way and flew back the other. The car was supplied by the West Coast Transmission line who were building a natural gas pipeline from the Yukon gas fields south to join the gas pipe line network that extended down to the state of Washington and beyond.
My job was to take progress pictures of a thirty inch steel pipe as it was welded section by section, to extend over mountains, across rivers and along valleys that had been gouged out of the land by glaciers millions of years ago. At the northern end of the line winter temperatures could be as low as minus 40˚ F (72˚ of frost). At these temperatures an ungloved hand resting on the metal of a car would freeze to it instantly. An old bush pilot I got to know would open his door in the morning and spit. If his spit turned to ice on the ground he would proceed with his morning chores and ablutions knowing that the weather was acceptable. If his spit froze in mid air and clattered to the ground as a piece of ice, he went back to bed. On some winter nights the Aurora Borealis flickered across the night sky like huge luminous undulating curtains. Occasionally snow storms and blizzards had to be coped with but more often in mid winter it was a frozen sunny land that I visited although the sun would rise about 10.0 am and set again at about 2.0 pm so there was not much time for taking pictures. All the rest of the day was a frozen night. In mid summer it was the reverse with the sun setting about 10.0 pm and rising again at about 2.0 am. Of course these arctic conditions were only in the far North. In Vancouver the summers and winters were much the same as in southern England.
I had photographed the gas wells and feeder lines in the north and pumping stations at various points along the route. Across level fertile plains I photographed a huge machine that would gouge out a trench, weld sections of pipe, cover the pipe with a type of plastic tape, lower it into the trench while attendant bulldozers would backfill and level the ground along the right of way. This monster would crawl across the land at less than one mile per hour. I had taken pictures of the pipe line being suspended over rivers and now the project was nearing its end and I had to photograph the last weld when the new pipe line was to be joined to the southern network of lines.
Natural gas is a dangerous material and the only way to weld two pipes together when one contains, or has contained gas, is to get them into their correct positions, then open the gas valve so gas leaks out of the point needing to be welded. Then set this alight and, dressed in asbestos clothing, move in to weld in the midst of the flames. When all the flames go out you have got a good weld.
The final weld therefore was a symbolic event in the construction of the pipe line, so it was important that my photographs recorded it. There would be no second chances. This junction of new and old pipes was at a location new to me within a day’s driving of Vancouver. My instructions were to drive north beyond the Fraser Canyon for a prescribed distance until I reached a point where the road crossed a small river. Here I would find a dirt road that followed the course of the river up stream and would lead me to the location of the final weld.
With every confidence, and armed with my trusty Linhoff camera, I reached the river road junction and took the dirt road that ran west following, up stream, the course of the river. Timing was critical because no one was going to wait for me. I had to be there on time. But I made good progress.
After about an hour’s drive along the dirt road I noticed another dirt road also following the course of the river on the opposite side of the water. At the point where I had turned off the highway there were two dirt roads. One on each side of the river. If I went back to the highway to get on the other road I would be too late for the last weld. I had no choice but to continue to the pipe line which I knew would be running North South somewhere ahead.
About ten minutes later, round a bend in the river, I saw the pipe line where it was suspended over the river, and on my side, disappeared underground. I was on the wrong side of the river. It was too late to retrace my way. My only hope was to carry my camera etc across the river and proceed a short distance on foot to the location of the final weld. I parked the car and inspected the river. It was a raging torrent of white water mixed with lumps of ice from the recent spring thaw. The only way across was over the actual pipe that was suspended by cables from pylons on each bank. The thirty inch diameter pipe was, in parts, encrusted with frost. It was a forty feet span from bank to bank. Feeling I had no choice I climbed on to it with my equipment on my back and took tentative steps along the top of the pipe. The suspending cables in which the pipe was slung diverged outwards on each side beyond my reach and served no purpose as an aid to my balance.
Some 6 yards along the pipe I looked up to check my progress and saw to my horror that out along the pipe from the opposite bank was a large black bear. He also was crossing the river by way of the pipe. I stopped. The bear stopped. We stared at each other. Me imbued with fear and the bear perhaps with curiosity or more likely, I thought, with hunger. I remembered that bears just out of hibernation are traditionally both hungry and bad tempered.
The bear showed no sign of backing off. It started to swing its head from side to side in what seemed to me a menacing manner. In the cold air its breath came out like puffs of steam. It made no sound. It did not need to. I got the message. My only hope was to retreat but I could not walk backwards along that slippery curved surface. I had to turn round, exposing my back to the bear, and carefully retrace my steps. I carefully turned round and I can confirm that, given sufficient incentive, hairs at the back of ones neck do actually stand on end. I could feel mine prickling up as I slowly retraced my steps expecting any moment a mighty blow of a paw or huge teeth into my legs.
When I got back to the beginning of the span I turned to review the situation and found the bear had done exactly the same as I. We stared at each other across the full span of the pipe. Me at one end, the bear at the other.
I put the camera down, dashed for the car, got in and shut the door. I then drove the car as near as I could to the pipe, revved the engine, hooted the horn and slapped the metal car door with my hand. This cacophony was more than the bear could stand and he disappeared into the bushes. I was the wrong side of the river and still the only way across was over the pipe line. Once again I set out over the perilous span and this time made it with no sign of the bear. I eventually got to the final weld in time to photograph it.
When it was all over I really did not fancy crossing that river again. One of the construction crew kindly drove me back to the highway and back to my car parked by the pipe line river crossing. He thought the whole event hilariously funny. He said all I had needed to do was to shout at the bear and slap the pipe. Perhaps he was right but by doing it my way at least I lived to tell the tale. Working in Canada was, I thought, remarkably different from taking pictures for the Kensington News or any other of my earlier London clients.



Chapter 5: New Direction
 
 
 
1. It Ain’t Broke—Just Tweak It

I was back in London, almost 50 years of age, with no contacts in that area and, with two sons to support who were being looked after by my sister who herself needed financial contributions. I was down to my last few pounds and needed a job. A desperate situation demands desperate remedies, so I said yes I could do ‘it’, no matter what need any organisation had, as long as they were prepared to pay me to fulfil it, whatever their ‘it’ was. I ended up with a research company that had created an optical enlarger powered by an ultraviolet light source that supposedly was capable of projecting high resolution images of microfilms of engineering drawings onto diazo paper. This was the relatively inexpensive, light sensitive paper used in drawing offices to make contact prints of transparent engineering drawings. This material was the successor to what used to be the so called blueprint. The problem was the prints wanted by users of microfilm had to contain all the information that was in the film. It was no good if a speck of dust had turned a vital dimension from say 15 to 1.5. Cars might not run and planes might not fly. Could I help? I had no idea how.
The problems were manifold. Conventionally, to enlarge and print an image, the film is on a flat plane, the printing paper is on a parallel flat plane and the lens between, by having glasses of different refracting powers, gets into focus both the center of the image and the edges of the image at the same time, despite the fact that the film centre is nearer to the lens than is the outer edges of the film. The optical designers of this device could not use a lens made of different glasses because barely more than one would adequately transmit ultraviolet light. So instead the film went into a holder that supposedly bent the film to a concave shape to suit the lens. Fine in theory but flat pieces of film do not lend themselves to being bent into a concave shape to suit the limitations of a lens.
Problem number two. Microfilm records of engineering drawings are in negative form. Diazo paper maintains the ‘sign’ and would naturally produce a negative looking print—ie white lines on a dark background. This is not acceptable so an extra generation, together with potential generational losses, was introduced. The negatives were to be copied onto a UV sensitive film, heat developed that produced a positive image in the form of bubbles, voids called vesicles, in the film coating. These film duplicates were then put in the projectors, hopefully bent to shape to suit the lens limitations, and all being well a positive diazo print would result. Just what was needed. A quick, low cost printout that would eliminate Xerox and 3M Company from the market and leave a fortune in the hands of my entrepreneur.
Another supposedly minor problem was that many of the original drawings for filming, were not nice black lines on a white background. They were often dirty with faint grey pencil lines sometimes mixed with black India ink lines.
The millions of microfilm negatives of these drawings were therefore recorded in tones of grey not as clear lines on a black background. The combination of image generation via high contrast vesicular film and diazo paper was not suitable for reproducing such tones. The black lines of the original would reproduce as dark. The white background as white but the system could not cope with the range of grey pencil lines of the original. An analogue image was in effect being presented to a digital type black/white system.
And lastly, assuming all those problems had been solved the equipment and system was to be operated by unskilled people whose only contribution would be to press the right button at the right time. If I said, ‘Forget it. It won’t work,’ I would be out of a job.
To support my analysis of the insoluble problems I created a microfilm negative using lithographic film whereby all the data was recorded as clear film and the background was solid black. It went through the system and, with a bit of jiggling, produced a satisfactory print. The film image was no longer analogue; it was in effect digital. I then demonstrated this and pointed out to my employer, the entrepreneur who was financing the project, that his system would not work with most of the millions of negatives that Rolls Royce, General Motors and thousands of other engineering companies held as records of their engineering drawings. Their negatives were not like the one I had just created which even the worst reproduction system, his, could cope with.
“Well, would our system work if you made the original microfilm negatives?”
I replied that by changing the film processing chemistry and adjusting the parameters to minimum exposure and maximum development I could produce negatives that stood a much better chance of working with his reproduction equipment. His idea of the market then changed. No longer was it for print out from the millions of archive negatives. Now the system was for future negatives and prints thereof. Make your negatives the Terry Wilson way and you have a foolproof economic system, was his idea.
Well I still needed a job. So I wrote a booklet on how to make microfilm negatives of engineering drawings. The entrepreneur called in potential customers to bring in their drawings so that I could film them my way and print them out on diazo paper before their very eyes. Of course the potential customers brought in all their worst drawings—pencil lines mixed with Indian ink, some tea stained and battered with an occasional good clean drawing amongst them. To overcome the impossibility of being able to present a fully automatic operating procedure, whilst he was entertaining the potential customers in his office, I would tweak a few knobs, selectively adjust a photo-cell and locally apply heat as required to the vesicular film copy. I then managed to print them out with virtually no loss of information. As they were coming off our dummy production line he would show this success to the potential clients together with his calculations of how much money they could save on their daily output of diazo prints from our equipment compared with 3M or Xerox systems.
On the strength of numerous ‘successful’ demonstrations he borrowed money and got into production. ‘No loss of information’ became the catch phrase. I was awarded a fellowship of the Association of Reprographic Technology. and was sent to New York to head up the USA division of his organisation. This was registered as a separate company so our entrepreneur could ship equipment to the USA whether it was sold or not and by so doing borrow money from the UK Export Credit Guarantee Organisation. In the meantime I sat in my NY office on the 24th floor of an East 42nd Street skyscraper and waited for the bubble to burst.
It did. The equipment was really not saleable in the USA. It did not come with a built in tweaker for every machine in every state. The Long Island storage depot was full of the machines and the Export Credit people in London wanted to know why the USA Company was not paying up. It had equipment not money. In fact the London company’s financial difficulties were such that I now had the job of selling the USA subsidiary and sending the money back to London. I, with some help from the London office, succeeded in selling the operation to a company in Boston leaving me out of a job in New York. But that is another different story.
 


2. Small Island of Many Worlds

During the hot summer of 1965 there was trouble in the streets of many US cities. Race riots in Los Angeles and Chicago and it was not unusual for the daily papers to report burning and looting. New York seemed to be fairly calm if such a hectic twenty four hour city can be described as calm. At least the island of Manhattan, my recently adopted home, went about its business as usual.
Manhattan has many different ethnic and social areas which uncomfortably rub shoulders with each other. The island is so small that the population has been compressed horizontally to expand upwards into skyscrapers, tower blocks and tenement buildings. This compression has resulted in there being little more than one city block between affluence and poverty, between one ethnic American group and another, between one police precinct and another. Perhaps the only common meeting ground is Central Park, although this is a no go area at night.
I was living on the East Side of the island on 49th Street and I had, at that time, a Mustang car that I used to get out of the city into the countryside of New York State or to the coast of Long Island each weekend. One day I was invited to spend an evening with an acquaintance who lived on one of the higher number streets on the West Side. The rush hour traffic had long since subsided so I drove my car through the park and on uptown until I found the apartment block in which my friend lived. Unfortunately there were no empty parking spaces in the street so I drove, block by block, further up town until eventually I found a parking space. It was only 5 minutes walk from my friend’s apartment where I spent a pleasant evening with him and his family.
There were the occasional sounds of ambulances and fire engines during the evening but such sounds were part of the normal background noises of the city. It was nearly midnight when I left to retrieve my car and drive home. The car was there and so was a crowd of people listening to someone addressing them from the steps of a rundown tenement block on the other side of the road. which I discovered was in Harlem.
The speaker was a coloured man and when he saw me he called out “Hey you whitey. Come over here.” I crossed towards him not knowing if he was referring to the colour of my hair or of my skin. “Don’t you think we should burn down these filthy hovels we live in?” he asked.
I studied the tawdry facade and said “Well you seem to have a point but why burn down the place you live in. Why not go and burn down Fifth Avenue if you want to make a point?”
As I then returned towards my car one of New York’s policemen came round the corner. He called me over to him and his mate. Both impressive with sixshooters and other police equipment supported on their large stomachs.
“Hey Bud,” he said, “I thought we were going to have some trouble there. What were they saying to you?”
“They were asking my advice as to whether they should burn down their tenement block,” I replied.
“And what did you say?”
“I advised them to go and burn down Fifth Avenue instead.”
“Oh, that’s alright then. Fifth Avenue ain’t in my precinct,” he said.

* * *
Too brief an encounter

It was New York in the late sixties. I was in charge of the USA subsidiary of a UK company that designed, manufactured and sold high-tech electro-optical equipment. Well perhaps medium-tech would be more honest. The parent UK company was having financial difficulties and one of its most saleable assets was its USA subsidiary. This consisted of the marketing rights for the products and a warehouse full of equipment on Long Island. Also, its occupancy of the 24th floor of a new skyscraper on East 42nd Street in Manhattan.
Negotiations were already progressing with one interested party, a large multi-national corporation whose vice-president in charge of acquisitions had already visited us on one occasion. He was a man short of height but immense in girth and importance to us. He was quite the roundest man I had ever seen.
His second, and hopefully deciding visit, was arranged for 10.30 am one Friday morning. First I had to visit the bank to arrange cash for our staff, so by coincidence both I and my visitor arrived together in the foyer of my skyscraper building. We recognised each other, went through the appropriate greetings and headed for the busy bank of elevators. Eventually one arrived. I stepped aside politely to allow him in first and followed him in. He, being first, reached for and pressed the button to take us to the 24th floor. Unfortunately, by mistake, he had pressed the 25th floor button. The elevator wooshed us upwards to the sound of muzak as we politely conversed and eventually came to a stop. My guest stomped out on his elephantine legs. I followed and to my surprise found we were one floor higher than we should be. I explained what had happened and we waited for another elevator. All three of them were busy below us. He became impatient. Time, he said, was short and murmured about another appointment for lunch.
Rather than wait for an elevator I said “Its only one floor down. Let’s take the stairs.”
He agreed and I pushed open the fire door adjacent to the elevator well. We went through, the door closed behind us and down the steps we went to the 24th floor. Unfortunately I was not aware that these doors were fire doors for egress only.
We could not get from the stair well into any of the floors.
We could only continue twenty four more floors down to the bottom.
My valued potential buyer was irate, apoplectic and, by the time we reached the bottom, incoherent. Despite my pleas and apologies and tentative attempt to suggest the event was funny he stomped off to catch a Yellow Cab. We did not sell the operation to that multi-national corporation.
 


3. Manhattan

A new apartment block, 333 East 49th Street, was between 2nd and 3rd Avenue not far from the United Nations building. My two rooms with kitchen and bathroom on the 8th floor had windows that were never opened. It was too hot in the summer and too cold in the winter. The air conditioning unit insulated me from all meteorological adversity and the doormen in the foyer insulated me from all human contact unless specifically invited by me and admitted by them. Occasionally, if they could make a fast buck out of it, it was the other way round.
There was also a back entrance on 50th Street. This was permanently locked although established residents each had a key. There was a TV camera positioned permanently watching this door. Its visual display unit was in the doorman’s cubicle at the main entrance. When stopping to chat to him one day I noticed that the camera was angled to display the top half of the back door and of course the top half of anyone who used it. I wondered if it was possible to reach up from a crawling position, undo the lock, open the door and crawl in beneath the field of the camera lens. I happened to mention this misalignment to an engineer who was staying a few nights with me. I had collected him from the airport the previous evening and we had entered by using my key to this back door. We also left by the same door the following morning to pick up my car that was parked nearby and go to the office. Later that morning my visitor needed something that he had left in his bag in my apartment. I was busy, the apartment was within walking distance so I gave him the key to my apartment that was on a key ring also holding a key to the back door.
When he arrived at the entrance to the apartment block the doorman in the foyer stopped him and asked who he was and where was he going. He explained the situation. The doorman phoned my apartment for clearance and got no reply. Even if the doorman on duty the previous night had seen him come in with me, he was no longer on duty. The day doorman could only have seen our backs on the screen as we left that morning. So the doorman refused him entry. My friend then remembered my remarks about the high angled camera at the back door and also that there was a back door key on the key ring.
He walked round the block to the back of the building, got down on his hands and knees, reached up, inserted the key and released the lock. He pushed the door open sufficiently to crawl through and was almost immediately faced with a large pair of polished shoes and a voice from above saying, “You didn’t get my message. Ugh, now we’ll call the cops.”
It took me almost half a day to extract him from the arms of the law. It also confirmed the doorman’s impression that all Englishmen were mad, not only King George from whom they had extricated themselves by the Declaration of Independence many years ago.
Another incident that probably confirmed such an opinion started one evening when I went to buy some food at the nearby Italian grocer-cum-greengrocer shop on 3rd Avenue. I had never found them closed and this occasion was no different. Fabio accompanied me round the shop pointing out the merits of his goods and collected them item by item into empty Campbells Soup cardboard boxes. Because I was going on to consume a Campari soda and view the passing Manhattan scene from a sidewalk bar we agreed he would send the goods round later by his delivery boy. This was all part of the normal service and this delivery boy, who was about 70 years old, probably lived on tips from people like me.
When I got back to my apartment the doorman buzzed that my groceries were on their way up. I opened my door to the delivery boy who carried two loaded Campbell Soup boxes into my kitchen as he usually did and pocketed his tip and left.
I proceeded to decant the first box into my fridge and kitchen cabinets and felt slightly surprised to think there were more groceries to stack. However I filled my now empty cardboard box with surplus wrappings and outer cartons and some half-consumed mildewed pots of jam and other rejected items now newly replaced in my fridge.
I then looked at the second box and discovered it contained packets of Matzo biscuits and other consumables well blessed with Kosher labels. Obviously the delivery boy had delivered someone else’s goods to me by mistake. Then I saw, scribbled on the side of the box Mrs Finkelstein Apt 7B in an apartment block round the corner. I looked up Mrs Finkelstein’s number in the telephone directory. When she answered the phone I heard the frail but strident New York voice of an elderly lady. In my best English accent I explained that by accident I had her groceries and I would go round the block with them and give them to her doorman. I did not want to get the delivery boy into trouble, and carrying a cardboard box one block was no great effort. She had difficulty comprehending what was going on and seemed nervous about some strange sounding foreigner delivering something to her. So, giving up the problem of mutual understanding, I said I would drop them round and hung up my phone.
Then my phone rang. I had to deal with some business matters and telephone someone back etc. Time had gone by when I suddenly remembered my promise. I picked up the Campbell Soup box and delivered it to the doorman in the adjacent block with instruction to give it to Mrs Finkelstein. When I returned to my apartment intending to dump my rubbish down the 8th floor rubbish chute I discovered that I had delivered my rubbish to Mrs Finkelstein and her food purchases were still in my possession.
I dared not start the whole debacle again. So I took her goodies back to my Italian shop for them to deliver to their rightful owner. I cannot imagine what that old lady thought about receiving a carton of rubbish from some strange voiced foreigner.
 


4. My Ego Trip

The skyscraper lined caverns of Park and Madison Avenues loomed to the west. To the south was 42nd Street and Times Square with its tourists and streetwise parasites plying their legal and illegal trades amongst the gawking out-of-towners. To the north was the sedate Sutton Place followed by Harlem through which the yellow cabs that linked Manhattan’s disparate enclaves, rarely stopped. To the north and west past Columbus Circle one could dine in a glass-walled sidewalk cafe and watch muggers and prostitutes acquiring their daily bread. Away south, Wall Street was closed though its daily millions were still echoing round the world in those parts on which the sun still shone. Greenwich Village with its brownstone houses, shops and cafes was busy with its mix of locals and tourists and China Town flaunted its garish signs for all to see and be seduced by.
It was, in fact, a typical Friday evening in Manhattan. Between 5oth and 60th Streets on 3rd Avenue was the swinging East side. Yellow cabs were picking up and putting down elegantly attired people. Air hostesses no longer in uniform during their 24 hour stop-over; secretaries and executive had discarded their cardigans and jackets so necessary to keep them warm in their air-conditioned towers where they worked, and now, garbed in flimsy elegance they were heading for restaurants and singles bars to celebrate the end of the week.
Youth was the key here. The younger ones were trying to act sophisticated. Older ones adopted youthful styles that deluded neither themselves or anyone else. Middle-aged men in singles bars sometimes had medallions nestling amongst the hairs of their chests that had been covered up by the traditional grey Brooks Brothers suit and tie for the last 5 days. Now, let it all hang out was the common theme on Friday night in mid June in Manhattan’s East Side.
Amongst this lively scene an average man strolled along 3rd Avenue. He was inconspicuous even though he flaunted none of the extravagances of those around him. One could say he was informally smart. He stopped at Mama Leone’s grocery store and restaurant to confer with Fabio as to what groceries and vegetables should be left with the doorman of his apartment block. As he strolled past the Green Derby, the pseudo Irish pub, where, by virtue of being foreign, stout and shepherd’s pie had acquired a status entirely out of proportion to their humble origins. He then made his way in to the Serendipity Singles Bar, perched on a bar stool and listened to the cackle of cliches around him, more as an observer than a participant whilst he sipped a Campari soda and nibbled a pretzel.
Sometimes in a crowded room there is a brief lull in conversation. Whether the entrance of two beautiful young women coincided with the lull or their sudden presence caused the lull as male eyes turned to appreciate the two new arrivals was not clear. The taller one was blond with a figure that could have been the inspiration for all Vargas illustrations. Her companion was perhaps a little younger and sparkled with youth and anticipation not yet dulled by the reality of experience. They occupied two seats at the bar and soon, like bees to the honey pot, stray males broke off from their groups to engage them in conversation. Jose, the Puerto Rican bar man, topped up the quiet man’s Campari and said, “What a built.” He never managed to get his English quite right.
Someone next to the quiet man agreed and said, “Wonder where they will end up tonight?”
“Not with anyone from this crowd,” said the quiet man.
“Oh, come on. They’re loving every minute of it.”
“Yes, but it’s trivial to them,” he replied. “In ten minutes, a sophisticated man with experience could walk out of here with those two on each arm.”
“Oh yeah, like who? You?”
“Yes, even I, if I put my mind to it.”
“Well, let’s see you do it then. If you walk out with those two by 9 o’clock I’ll stand by the door and give you fifty bucks as you go by.”
“I will take you on, “ said the quiet man. “Not for the fifty bucks but to prove my point.”
The blonde and her companion made their way to the ladies room and when they returned their seats were occupied.
As they passed the quiet man, he rose from his bar stool and said, “Would you care to sit here?” They hesitated then accepted.
“Can I get you a drink?” he said, “or should we leave here and get a cab?”
She smiled and said, “Yes let’s do that.” And arm in arm they left the Serendipity.
“You owe him fifty bucks,” said Jose.
A few days later, Jose was serving the quiet man and said, “Man. How you pick up those two gorgeous pieces the other night? That’s style like I ain’t never seen.”
“Ah, well,” the quiet man said. “Hindsight is marvellous. I knew the result before I made the play.”
“How come?”
“Well, the blond is my goddaughter and her young companion is an Irish au pair girl just over from Ireland. Never had a boyfriend. Knows no one in New York so my goddaughter was introducing her to the Manhattan scene and I was just around to step into the breach and extricate them if things got difficult.”
Jose chuckled and said, “Hey, I got fifty bucks of yours.”
“Keep it,” said the quiet man. “I didn’t really earn it.”
 


5. The Mustang

At the time I was driving a classic early Mustang*. It was a car designed to impress those who were vulnerable to a sporty swashbuckling image. It was overpowered with a huge V8 engine that growled rather than purred and it was designed to comfortably carry two adults in the front and two dwarfs in the back. Its sound and appearance seemed to be an automatic challenge to the motoring youth of Pennsylvania as I commuted daily to and from work.
I had acquired it more or less by accident. The company division that I was responsible for had eight sales offices strategically placed around the USA. Each office had a salesman with his own local budget, sales forecast and sales target and his own car for the use of which the company reimbursed him. Some had saloon cars, some had station wagons and one had the Mustang. The Mustang owner was, of course, single with, as far as I could judge, a female companion in every town in his territory. The Mustang image was important to him.
From my ivory tower in the head office individual preferences for different car designs was not uppermost in my mind. What was uppermost was the fact that we had now developed a new small machine and the new marketing policy for this equipment was that each area salesman would have a demonstration unit to put in the back of his estate car. This, it was calculated, would save money on advertising and other types of ‘shotgun’ promotions. Instead the salesman could take it and demonstrate it to the potential customers in his sales area. It would just fit into the back of a station wagon.
Because not all the salesmen had estate cars, it was decided to negotiate a company lease arrangement for an estate car for each salesman. Those with families and those who had grown past worrying about their macho images did not object. But our man with the Mustang did object. He felt he could not swashbuckle around in a car designed to hold a wife and a clutch of kids. Unfortunately, not only could he sell himself to young ladies throughout his territory, he was also our best salesman. I could not afford to lose him and I finally got his agreement only by buying his Mustang from him at a price somewhat above its ‘book’ value.
So now I was driving along route one towards my Philadelphia office one morning, when I stopped at the traffic lights. Along came a modified car containing five youths. The front of their car had been lowered, the back had been raised. Fluorescent streaks decorated its sides and, judging by the sound, most of its muffler had been removed.
At the sight of my sporty Mustang they came alongside and, mainly by gestures, challenged me to race across the lights when they turned to green. I had no intention of accepting the challenge but I did see that they had stopped about two feet ahead of me. With gestures and pointing I indicated this to them and they reversed back to line up with my Mustang. They assumed I had accepted their challenge whereas I was only pointing out the unfairness of it.
The lights changed to green and I went forward decorously. The driver of the custom car put his foot right down to the floor and they shot backwards into a poor commuter behind them. My challenger had left his monstrosity in reverse.The sound of breaking head lamps and crumpling sheet metal was worse than the reality. They had only gone back about three feet and the damage was more to their ego and to the patience of the owner of the car they had backed into.

* 1965 Ford Mustang Fastback V8
 


6. False Alarm

It was one of those flights. There were delays to the take-off in Chicago. The plane was full. I had failed to get either a window or an aisle seat. The passenger to my left overflowed his seat into the minuscule territory allocated me by the airline. He was large in girth and thirst and seemingly small in bladder capacity because, about every 400 miles, he climbed over me to get to and from the toilets. On my right was a lady with a very small child who obviously disliked the journey as much as I. The child however was unendingly vocal about it whereas I suffered in stoic silence throughout the night flight.
After arrival in Cologne my bag was the penultimate piece of luggage off the carousel and the taxi driver passed Cologne cathedral twice before he deposited me at the Hotel Excelsior Ernst. The hotel was opulent in a solid German style. Marble halls, high ceilings, furniture with billiard table legs, all succeeded in creating an impression of affluent solidity and correctness. My bedroom was of the same generous teutonic style and after the petty tribulations of the last nine hours I saw it as a haven of refuge. In particular the large tiled bathroom that housed a bath tub of generous proportions above which was a shelf of toiletries, unguents and bath additives designed to relax and revive the most jaded of travellers. Just what I needed.
I could not locate the light switch for the bathroom but, with the door open, there was enough light from the bedroom for me to fill the bath with hot water made aromatic with generous quantities from most of the bottles on the shelf. I stripped off and lowered myself into the warm embracing water that was deep enough to make me feel almost weightless and allowed all the stresses and tensions of my journey to ooze out of me.
Whilst laying back in an aromatic daze I noticed above me what I assumed was the elusive light switch in the form of a pull cord hanging down above my head. I reached up and gave it a smart pull. Nothing happened. No light came on so I ignored it and continued to wallow in my liquid luxury. Then I heard the outer door to my room open and heavy foot steps presaged the arrival of a very large ‘Brunhilde’ of a woman wearing a nurses uniform and a no-nonsense look. With consummate skill and strength she lifted my wet, soapy, wiggling body from the bath and deposited me naked and protesting on the bed in the next room. It seemed what I had thought to be the light switch was the alarm pull for persons suffering a heart attack or other incapacitating ailments that are prone to attack Germans when they have a bath. I spoke no German. She spoke no English. Our communication was at a very low level and she clearly considered herself in charge. Also she was both clothed and larger than me. Whereas I was wet and naked. Under such circumstances it is difficult to adopt a position of authority. All my attempts failed and my protests were ignored. It was only when she released me to get some sort of instrument from her bag on the floor that I managed to leap off the bed and dodge behind an armchair to reach the telephone.
Then, before her arms could reach out and immobilise me against her starch covered bosom, I got through to the front desk operator who spoke English. He asked me to put my Amazon on the phone and after a series of Yahs Neins and Achs she put down the receiver, pulled me to the bathroom, pointed to the pull cord and said “nein”. Then showed me one of the white tiles on the wall that operated a rocker type mechanism that switched the light on and off. Then with the dignity of a galleon in full sail she swept out.
 


7. The Take-over

I was living near Chads Ford in Pennsylvania close to the Delaware border. The house was about thirty minutes drive from the outskirts of Philadelphia where I was in charge of a manufacturing operation that produced products for the microfilm industry. My responsibilities included salesmen and their offices strategically located across the USA and a Research and Development and equipment manufacturing operation in California. As an entity it was a division of a larger corporation. We had built up the operation to a size that the owner of the parent company could sell at a nice profit to a multi national corporation. Our products were the market leaders. This was what attracted the purchaser. The deal was consummated at corporate levels and the practical aspects of the take-over began.
First the new owners in Chicago sent a father figure to visit our two main sites. His role was to assure everyone that they had nothing to fear now that they were working for a new and highly ethical generous company.
Then all the signs and corporate names were changed. This was followed by their hatchet man’s arrival. He only asked questions and took notes. All our queries, he said, should be addressed to the father figure who had long since disappeared. Then the division’s accounting, billing and purchasing operation was consolidated into the Chicago headquarters.
Then the hatchet man wielded his axe. All functions that could be handled from Chicago were transferred there and personnel then redundant were laid off’.
I, being General Manager, had a more sensitive finger on the pulse of the division. But, of course, the General Manager in Chicago does not want another General Manager in Philadelphia. Demoting me to be a local Philadelphia manager was not a good solution because that would leave no knowledgeable manager for the important equipment operation in California. The solution was to make no immediate decision but, because I was still officially designated General Manager, I was issued with a large new company car. I was also presented with a bound volume, at least six inches thick, that contained company instructions and policies for, it seemed to me, every human activity that any employee or manager could possibly encounter. It was accompanied by a form asking me to read and understand the whole thing and sign and return the form to Chicago acknowledging that all had been read, understood and would, as necessary, be put into effect.
I returned the volume and the form unsigned but with a note saying that, as I was planning to leave as soon as possible, perhaps they would like to give this to someone else. This was not a false threat. I and an associate of mine already had plans for a next generation of equipment. Who knows how to make a better ‘mousetrap’ than the people who already make the best one?
I continued to look after the operations as best I could for my new master when I was informed that in two days time two VIPs from the Chicago office would be visiting our operation. They wished to familiarise themselves with our ultrasonic welding technique and would I, as General Manager, meet them at the airport.
My house in Chads Ford was set in a clearing in a stand of walnut, hickory and dogwood trees. Bette and I shared this location with a range of wild life including salamanders, a snapping turtle, forest tortoises, fireflies and cicadas and hordes of butterflies and other insects and lots of field mice. If possible, I neither kill nor harm any living thing. This goes for mice too.
The winter months in Pennsylvania are cold and often frozen. My house with its heated basement became a haven for field mice each winter. I did not mind them in the basement but occasionally their numbers were such that I had to trap a few in cage type traps that did not harm them. These I decanted into the shed at the bottom of the driveway as I left for work. At times it became a daily routine with as much as five or six mice to deal with each morning.
It was in January when my VIPs from Chicago were due. The mice abounded and the morning I was due to collect my visitors from the airport I slightly overslept. I hurriedly dressed, gathered up my mice, jumped into the shiny new car allocated to me, and drove down the driveway to the shed at the road junction. To my horror I discovered that the mice had escaped from their container and I had no time to search for them. I threw out their container and the empty cage traps and headed for the airport.
The plane arrived on time and I introduced myself to two smartly dressed, briefcase armed, corporate imaged executives from Chicago. We proceeded to my parked car and I drove towards our factory.
They sat back and relaxed, asked a few questions about the factory and the one in the front passenger seat lit a cigarette. He took a few puffs and pulled out the car ash tray. Out leaped a mouse.
He uttered an amazed, “My God there’s a mouse in here.”
His companion in the back seat leaned forward better to see, being unable to believe what he was hearing. To his surprise another mouse appeared from beneath the rain coat he had beside him.
“There’s another one here. What the hell’s going on?”
“Oh,” I said in my best plummy English accent, “we get a lot of mice round here.”
I think the mouse infested journey overshadowed their entire visit to the factory. At the end of the day they insisted on a taxi back to the airport. I wonder what went into their report to their corporate supervisors. I really did not care. My house was for sale hopefully to produce the capital needed to develop and manufacture my own ‘better mousetrap’.
 



Chapter 6: Digressions
 
 
 
1. Some Wilson History

The best factual information that I have about the Wilsons goes back to James Wilson who had a chain of ironmongers shops in Halifax. My father told me that Jas. Wilson, his grandfather, was to some degree a pillar of the local Halifax society, mainly due to the urgings of his wife. After he retired he decided to trace back his family origin. He did this very thoroughly by going through local records of births and deaths all the way back to records of the Wilsons in Scotland who were members of the Gunn clan, I think somewhere in the Aberdeen area. Unfortunately one branch of the worthy Wilsons were travelling tinkers who roamed the Highlands repairing kettles, sharpening knives and axes and any other form of metal work beyond the skills or the equipment of the average crofter. It seems, however, they got a bad name due to the frequently repeating coincidence of the lairds deer or sheep disappearing whenever the Wilsons happened to be in the area. Sheep or deer stealing in those days was a capital offence and this thought significantly increased the mobility of this branch of my family. In fact “go south young man” became their motto and they ended up in Halifax where they changed tinkering into ironmongery and finally produced a pillar of the local society, James Wilson himself.
James Wilson, my father said, carefully organised all his genealogical research and eventually showed it to his wife. She was horrified to discover the family links to a somewhat shady past and insisted the documents be destroyed before anyone in Halifax and its environs could get wind of it. However James Wilson told his son Robert Henry Wilson and he told his son, my father, Eric Langdale Wilson who told me. I remember my grandmother, Ada Wilson, the wife of Robert Henry, telling me when I was a small child that my ancestors were the Gunn clan who wore a black and green tartan. Father tactlessly said ‘They were probably black and green so they could not be seen in the night.’ His mother ticked him off right roundly and said ‘Some matters are best forgotten especially in front of a child.’
Anyway Robert Henry inherited the Halifax business from James and, by his wife Ada, produced two sons. my father Eric L Wilson and my uncle Arnold Wilson.
My father was a gentle man in the true sense of the word. He had the Yorkshireman’s sense of humour, usually applied as a brief one liner, but his pointed remarks were never malicious. He was a small slender man, generally self effacing and not ambitious. A quiet life was all he hoped for.
It therefore seems to me to have been quite out of character for him, at the age of about 20, to go to Africa as a trader in copra and palm kernels. At the time he had not completed his training as an architect and, if he had to go, with all the British Empire open to him, why go to Portuguese Angola? He was located there in a small town on the coast called Ambrize just south of Cabinda. Many years later in England he built a house in Herstmonceux in Sussex where I lived as a small child and he called the house Ambrizette. In portuguese it means little breeze. When the RAF sent me abroad, I wrote to him explaining that I was now in West Africa not far from where he had been as a youth. He replied with the only advice he ever gave me on how to behave on this planet. He wrote, ‘Now that you are in Africa you will probably find that the longer you stay there the paler the natives become. This is especially true of the women. If this happens, don’t tell your mother.’
I do not know how long he stayed in Africa but when war occurred in 1918 he still suffered from malaria so he did not join the forces. Instead he worked as a structural engineer in drawing offices. An occupation he pursued for the rest of his working days. My mother, who he first knew as a secretary in one of the companies he worked for, always said he was an architect. But mother was like that. He lived to the age of 98 offering wit and kindness to his dying day.
My father, therefore, had nothing to do with the ironmongers business in Halifax. His brother, Arnold Wilson, inherited that when Robert Henry and Ada retired to 14 Jameson Road Bexhill. Arnold however had no great interest in, or acumen for, running a business. At the time he held the record for the greatest number of consecutive visits to the local theatre without actually seeing a performance. He never got past the bar.
He solved his inheritance responsibility by marrying Aunt Clara. She, as an employee, had virtually run the business during his father’s last working years. Who better to carry on and leave him free to pursue less demanding pursuits? Clara took over both the son and the business which she eventually sold. With the not inconsiderable proceeds they retired to Somerset where Clara concentrated her energies into trying to turn her husband into a teetotal citizen. Towards the end of their days they reached the compromise of one small barrel of cider in the garden shed.
During the 1914–1918 war Uncle Arnold served in the Royal Army Service Corps. He suffered a leg injury and also received a military medal. Being responsible for military stores he always managed to keep his water bottle well topped up with rum or some other alcoholic beverage officially designated for the officers mess. On the occasion of his heroism, his stores received a direct hit from an enemy shell. Without hesitation he dashed in to extinguish the fire that at any moment might have caused dangerous munitions to explode. By a coincidence his cache of booze was hidden amongst the ammunitions.
During the 1939–1945 war many of the old cotton mills and other buildings dating back to the beginning of the industrial revolution were needed to house equipment for the production of armaments. Huge lathes and other heavy equipment had to be installed, and rapidly got into production, to support the troops and defeat the enemy. The weight of these steel presses was known but the strength of the internal structures of the buildings was not on record. Would the buildings be strong enough to stand the load and the vibrations of the new equipment? Sometimes the operating floors of the buildings were supported by cast iron posts. Sometimes the cast iron was encased in concrete. No drawings could be found and early in 1940 my father, as a structural engineer, was asked to state what modifications to the buildings, if any, were needed to get this particular part of the war effort rolling.
He visited the proposed buildings. He measured the supporting structures. He took out his slide rule and did numerous calculations that involved stresses and loads. He then went back to his office and produced drawings that indicated every area that needed strengthening complete with an exact specification of the necessary materials—steel, concrete etc. His company, the War Office, all parties concerned were delighted. He was the only person they had found who could accurately determine the strength of their old buildings to enable them to be sufficiently reinforced to be safe. In his own little way he became famous.
But he was a very honest man and years later, after he had retired, he told me that he had always worried about supplying that vital structural data.
“Why,” I asked.
“I cheated,” he said. “I had no more idea of the strength of those old pillars and beams than anyone else. I just assumed their strength was zero and drew up a structure that would do the job even if they did not exist.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “We won the war.” I think this was the most dishonest act of his whole life.
My mother’s maiden name was Ruby Alice Serth. I know little about her family except that her father drowned whilst on a fishing trip and her mother supported her and her three sisters by operating a sweet shop somewhere in London. Mother, as a child, used to dance and sing on the shop counter to amuse the customers. Throughout her 97 years she never quite came to terms with the fact that being a professional singer and actress was never going to be compatible with being married to my father and bringing up three children. The big city, the bright lights, the taxis and obsequious waiters were as attractive to her as they were repugnant to father. But despite such fundamental differences they got along quite well. Certainly we, as children, did not suffer even though our childhood encompassed the depression years of the nineteen twenties and thirties.
I know even less about my grandmother’s side of the family. Even before her husband, Robert Henry, retired she was the dominant figure in their household. After he died she was joined by her two maiden sisters, Edith and Emily, known as E and M. They continued to occupy the house in Jameson Road Bexhill and, when we visited them as children, we had to be on our best behaviour. Mother was always in awe of Grannie Wilson and Grannie Wilson who, with typical northern bluntness always called a spade a spade, had little respect for Mother’s tendency to turn any simple activity into a theatrical event. My mother never quite grew out of the desire to sing and dance on the sweet shop counters of her life.
 


2. Name Droppings

It was some months before D-day before the Allies landed on Normandy beaches. I was working at the RAF’s Photo Reconnaissance Main Interpretation Unit. Here we made untold thousands of photographic prints. Sometimes, from these, models of enemy targets were made and these models were photographed from above from different angles. Prints of the photographs were given to air crew to take with them on sorties. This to make it easier for them to identify specific targets. This was most useful on low level small target bombing raids.
One day when I was filing away some negatives the CO came round with two visiting US military men. They seemed to be interested in the number of negatives we had and how we identified each one as to its location, date of sortie, and rate of retrieval of any particular image. These were not matters of any significance to us. We had lots of files, lots of people, considerable diligence and lots of time. You want a print, we’ll get you a print, even if it takes us half a day to locate the right roll of film and the right negative on that roll. They soon left and, as ever, being inquisitive I asked the Flight Sergeant in the office who were our visitors. He looked at a paper on his desk and said, “Two Yanks. One called Donovan and the other Casey. Both of the OSS what ever that is.”
I learned many years later that the OSS was the Office of Strategic Services commonly known as the Department of Dirty Tricks. Donovan was known as Wild Bill Donovan and Casey was William J Casey, a New York lawyer who later became head of the Securities and Exchange Commission and later still head of the CIA.
Many years later I became involved in the microfilm business with particular reference to microfilm cards. These were IBM tabulating cards that at one end supported a 35mm chip of microfilm. Such punched cards could be sorted and retrieved mechanically to enable any one out of hundreds of microfilm images to be found quickly. The man who invented the microfilm cards was a clerk in the OSS. He later patented the invention and his ex boss W J (Bill) Casey looked after his legal matters including his frequent divorces. The patent rights were eventually bought by 3M Company and were sold as film cards until electronic data made them obsolete.
But the coincidence does not end there. A company called Kalvar Corporation in New Orleans had invented an ultraviolet sensitive film that created images by releasing small gas bubbles in the film coating. The development company who employed me in England was interested in this film for use on the ultraviolet microfilm equipment they were about to put on the market. I visited Kalvar Corporation in New Orleans and was intrigued to learn that W J Casey had an interest in Kalvar Corporation. He had helped refinance the company with public funds. ‘Going public’ was a much favoured form of fund raising that sometimes needed the skills of knowledgeable and preferably significant people.
Then when our equipment was marketable I was sent to New York to run the USA subsidiary of the UK Company and W J Casey, through his law firm, became our corporate lawyer.
He had some useful connections. To look after the USA operation I needed a USA work permit. He got on the telephone to someone he addressed as ‘Bunny’. Appropriate forms were filled in and later when I went to the USA Embassy in London to collect my visa a note was attached to it saying ‘Interested party Secretary of State Rodgers.’ It was ‘Bunny’ Rodgers that Bill Casey had spoken to.
As to USA visas there are several alternative categories that, if fulfilled, enable one to work and pay taxes in the USA. One is a Treaty Trader Visa whereby if 50% or more of your business is conducted in the USA you can have a work permit. Another is if you have skills that are needed in the USA and no one else in the USA has such skills you also can partake of the American Dream and the Pursuit of Happiness. World record breaking athletes or rocket experts like Werner von Braun or rich newspaper Barons are admitted for their unique attributes. In the case of the Barons I assume their uniqueness is relative to the size of their assets.
In my case I was admitted as a Photographic Scientist with expertise in ultraviolet optics with the Secretary of State as an interested party. This ‘over-kill’ was a little embarrassing on one occasion as I returned through New York customs. At that time Ronald Regan was president and Russia was an Evil Empire.
“You into this Star Wars thing?” the immigration official said.
Quickly I tapped a finger to the side of my nose and said, “Easy. You never know who is listening.”
He nodded, stamped my passport with a flourish and said, “Glad to have you with us. You can’t trust those Commies.” Actually I was out of work at that time.
But back to coincidences. From 1944 to about 1969 William J Casey’s name or presence or influence occurred at various times and like most coincidences there is no significance to it. He and I were on totally different paths that just happened to cross three or four times in our lifetimes. I cannot use the simile of ships that pass in the night. More like a warship and a canoe sharing the same period of time and places. It is more likely the canoe will remember the warship than the warship remembering the canoe.
 


3. Eccentrics—Some That I Have Met

John Liston attended to his duties as an RAF clerk in a normal manner. He was neither brash nor diffident, neither smart nor drab. His boots did not shine, but nor were they dirty. He was, in fact, middle-of-the-road ordinary in every respect except one. His eating habits.
The routine procedure in the airmen’s mess was that one lined up to get to the food counter and eventually one held out a plate and the cook, behind the counter, anointed it with a dollop, or several dollops, of things nourishing. Having consumed, or otherwise disposed of this first course, one returned to a different counter to get a plate full of the second course, the sweet course.
This procedure was too laborious for John. Having got his plate full of first course he would continue along to the next counter to have his due portion of sweet course added on to his first course. All on the same plate. Then he would sit down and stir together a mix of perhaps beef stew and rhubarb tart and consume the resulting mess with every indication of enjoyment. He claimed that by these means he got more variety of flavours and every day was a surprise to his taste buds. On leaving the mess he would revert to normality.
What seemed so strange to me was not just his bizarre eating habit but the fact that he was so normal and average in every other respect. Most eccentrics seem unable to prevent an element of unorthodoxy appearing in most of their daily activities. But not John, he had but the one aberration.
I observed another eccentric eating habit when I was running a manufacturing operation in Pennsylvania. There were several cafes within close driving distance but most of the staff who worked on the shop floor brought sandwiches to eat during their lunch periods. Then some brought more perishable delicacies and requested that the management supply a refrigerator in which to store such titbits and to keep cool their cans of coke. I agreed to this and a large fridge-freezer was installed and the staff were happy.
Some months later I happened to go to the freezer section to get some ice cubes and I noticed that it contained several TV dinners. TV dinners were precooked frozen meals in a sectioned foil tray, each section containing a different ingredient so that together they supposedly represented a well balanced meal. Meat and two veg for example. All frozen solid. At that time there were no cooking or food heating facilities in the factory. Microwave ovens had not been invented. So I asked why they were stored in the company freezer.
“Oh they’re Phillip’s,” was the reply. “He has one of those for his lunch each day.”
“But how does he heat them?” I asked.
“He doesn’t,” he said, “he just chews through them frozen.” They breed them tough in Pennsylvania.
Then there was Ernest. Ernest had worked in the laboratory at Kodak for many years. He was a good employee. Always punctual. Did the job and never caused any trouble. At least not until he became involved with a religious group.
Ernest was not a thief in the sense of the normal understanding of the word. He did not burgle people’s houses or pick their pockets but during his years of employment he had, almost by accident, taken home the occasional company issue pencil. When his drain had blocked up he had scrounged a small quantity of caustic soda. When the photo lab had to test film batches or competitors’ products they were supplied with two or three films of each batch for evaluation. But sometimes, if all went well, they used only one or two of the films to complete the tests. Sometimes Ernest would get a few left over films that officially no longer existed. He might take the occasional handful of ammonium sulphate to feed his pot plants. Technically it was theft but he did not think of it as a crime and there was certainly no measurable loss to his employer. But his attitude changed significantly when his new religious associates urged him to confess his sins. His problem was that, because he had led an almost sinless life, he could not think of what to confess. He went through a list of the ten commandments and drew a blank. He hesitated a little over ‘Thou shalt not commit adultery.’ Not that he had come even near to an adulterous act but he vaguely wondered if the occasional thought might count as a sin. Then he suddenly remembered, with a feeling of relief, the odd minor items of company property that he had acquired or used for his own private purposes.
That weekend he listed down all the items he could find or recollect. He labelled each one with the estimated date of each tiny crime and the name of his accomplices. The man in the photo lab who had given him the film. The man in the stores who gave him some bicarbonate of soda. He sifted through his house collecting what was left of his illegal trivia. He packed them, each neatly labelled, into a suitcase. This he took with him to work on Monday morning and, with a feeling of relief, confessed his crimes to the Managing Director to whom he presented the evidence ensconced in the suitcase.
It was an embarrassment to the Managing Director.
No action would condone the offence however minor it may be. Any action would make a mountain out of a molehill. As Managing Director he was more concerned about sales and production figures to be sent back to his parent company in the USA. He told Ernest to go back to work whilst he considered the matter. He then forgot about it. This left Ernest in fear of just retribution for the next six months and his previously cooperative friends at work became markedly uncooperative ex-friends.
I do not know if there is a moral to this tale. Perhaps there is. Stick to adultery. It involves fewer people and is more universally understood if not envied.
Another eccentricity I came across was when I was in Africa. It was not an eccentricity of behaviour of an individual. It was an eccentric convention that in the past had been adopted for purposes of convenience and economy but was no longer adhered to.
There was a Syrian trader who had a ramshackle store and outbuildings along the coast road facing the Bight of Benin. His family had owned the store for many generations. He claimed that his grandfather had bought it from Lever Brothers at the turn of the century. At that time it was both a general store and the area trading post for palm kernels used by Lever Brothers in Liverpool as the basis for their margarine production. In those days the palm kernels were collected by the local tribes and traded in for useful western devices such as tools and, importantly for them, guns. The guns in those days were long-barrelled single shot weapons made in Birmingham and shipped to Africa, packed butt to muzzle, in well made wooden crates about 5 feet long and 20 inches in width and depth.
This type of trading had long since ceased. The palm trees now grew in plantations owned by multinationals and the trading store sold bolts of cloth and other goods for cash instead of trading them for produce or ivory. However there was a relic of the past that one day caught my eye as I browsed through the store. High up on a back shelf was a group of shiny, black, silk top hats. Not only was I surprised to see top hats there but equally surprising was the size of the hats. The diameter of the opening was at least 12 inches and any normal person who tried to wear such a head gear would end up with the brim resting on his shoulders.
I asked what tribe of giants in Africa went around wearing 12 inch diameter top hats.
“No,” he said “You want to buy one? Very good hat. No make um like that now.”
He poked one down with a broom handle, dusted it off and gave it to me to try on. Jokingly, to make my point, I dropped it over my head and as I anticipated the brim rested on my shoulders. He laughed as I removed it and went on to explain that in his father’s and grandfather’s days empty gun cases were used as coffins but they had one limitation. The gun cases were only 5 feet long whereas the corpses were usually somewhere between 5 feet and 6 feet long. They solved this problem by sawing a circular hole in one end of the gun case. The corpse was then slid into its adapted coffin with its head sticking out through the hole. Over this head the outsize top hat was fixed into position by nailing the brim to the end of the coffin. The silk top hat being in deference to the departed.
He did not expect to sell any more hats but he did not like to throw them away.
“Where did they come from?” I asked.
He shrugged and looked inside the head band and read out “L-U-T-O-N. There used to be an expression on the West Coast” he said. “If you said someone was going to get a gun case and top hat you meant he was dying.”
I wonder if he ever managed to get rid of those top hats and how many people still understand the expression gun case and top hat.
I heard of another African eccentric as I travelled to Freetown in an old coaster.
She was a rust-bucket of a tramp steamer that plied her trade along the West African coast, probably Belgian in origin and went under the name of Thysville. Her home port was in the Belgian Congo but the skipper picked up and dropped off cargoes all along the coast as he saw fit. He would berth in the major ports where there were docks and other facilities and here he would pick up information on cargoes likely to be ready in coastal towns where there were no docking facilities. There he would anchor outside the reefs and shallows and native canoes would bring cargoes and passengers out through the surf.
In the heydays of the colonial empires the Thysville had been a small floating island of civilisation in this land known as the White Men’s Grave. But now all that remained of her past opulence was the cook and the food he produced. He was a tall thin man with a lugubrious expression denied by his twinkling eyes. He had left Antwerp many years ago. Jan was his name. Most of his time was spent in his galley from which delicious smells of fresh baked bread would waft upwards to entice the passengers to their next meal. He personally went ashore, sometimes in canoes through the surfs, to select local fish and other supplies. Although everything else about the Thysville had deteriorated since her halcyon days, Jan defiantly maintained his standard of cooking. He made his own pates. His West African curries with dozens of delicious little side dishes were memorable events.
I boarded her at Port Harcourt and enjoyed his food all the way to Freetown. One evening he joined me as I leaned over the rail watching the phosphorescent stream from the ship’s bow wave. He started reminiscing about the old days, when he catered for colonial officials and plantation managers and mining executives who would make a point of coming on board the Thysville whenever she was in their port. Not to travel but to exchange gossip and news and be sociable when enjoying one of Jan’s meals. During his discourse he referred occasionally to his friend Doc—usually in the past tense, so I deduced Doc was no longer with us.
“Was he a medical doctor?” I asked.
“Yes. He was the ship’s doctor more or less.”
I did not understand how one could be more or less a ship’s doctor so I persuaded Jan to tell me more. Why not? We had nothing to do and it was a warm night.
It seemed that Doc—Penfold by name—had been a qualified general practitioner in England but some problem, variously thought to be social, legal, moral or ethical depending on whose gossip was preferred, had caused him to leave England and he ended up in West Africa. It was never quite clear to me whether he adopted the Thysville or the Thysville adopted him. He had one cabin that he used as a consulting room cum treatment room and he was known to be a good doctor especially when he was sober and not otherwise busy playing cards for higher stakes then he could afford.
“He was a loser then?” I asked.
“Well not exactly” said Jan. “When he occasionally suffered moments of financial extremis he had a fool proof way of recouping his losses. He would challenge a passenger to a drinking competition. He would adopt an aggressive attitude and claim he could drink anyone under the table. If he was fortunate enough to find anyone foolish enough to accept the challenge he would raise the ante as high as possible and make side bets with all comers. He never lost.”
“Why was that? I asked.” “Was he a large man?”
“No. Skinny as a string bean and not tall,” he said. “After four or five quick pink gins that his opponent had to match, he would excuse himself, ostensibly to go to the toilet, but actually to go to his medical kit that included a stomach pump. Then he would retrieve and dispose of most of his pink gins, swallow a glass of water and then return to the competition with relatively little alcohol absorbed into his blood stream. He would now have some more pink gins at a leisurely pace. This gave his opponent plenty of time for his first five to have full effect and be topped up with the steady flow of more gin as the Doc enjoyed the one or two he intended to keep and savour. “But Doc was a gentleman” he said. “He never charged his opponent for treating his hangover the next day.”
“Do you have a doctor on board now?” I asked.
“No,” said Jan with a grin. “Plenty of doctors ashore now but I usually help with emergencies at sea. Care for a night cap?”
I accepted and, as we went down to the galley where he kept a bottle of brandy, for culinary purposes of course, I wondered, unkindly, if he had inherited Doc Penfold’s equipment that might be useful to him with more affluent acquaintances than I.



Chapter 7: Concordance
 
 
 
1. Don’t Tell the Landlord

I had sold my house in Pennsylvania and returned to England to start a new supplies and equipment company with a partner who had previously been my European manager. He was an engineer. I had the money from the sale of my house. The operation I had been running in the USA produced the leading equipment in a sector of the world market we knew well. Now we thought we had the design concept for a later, better, model that we intended to develop, manufacture and sell and hopefully, take over the market.
It takes time to develop and produce a new machine and such time generates only a negative cash flow. It would have been very nice to have a little earner to top up the coffers until our new equipment stole the market. Then an opportunity occurred. NCR, who sold machines that accepted computer data and outputted it onto 4”x 6” sheets of microfilm for daily distribution, had a problem. NCR’s customers were banks and other prestigious financial institutions with large computer systems. NCR’s equipment was imported from the USA and its operation required the use of film processing chemicals that were also imported from the USA. These chemicals were flown over as air freight and distributed to keep the banks’ systems working.
All went well until a bottle burst and leaked en route over the Atlantic Ocean. Unfortunately the leaking solution contained a high percentage of caustic soda. Caustic soda is a solvent for aluminium and jumbo jets are largely made of aluminium. The airline, not unreasonably, objected to the risk of having parts of their aeroplanes dissolved whilst in flight, or for that matter at any time, so they banned any more air shipments of these processing chemicals that were somewhat unique to NCR’s machines.
This put NCR into a difficult position. Their customers, data distribution systems, relied on the NCR machines and the machines relied on a regular supply of chemicals. None could be flown in by air and sea shipment would take three weeks or more. The banking systems would grind to a halt and NCR’s name and image would be seriously impaired.
I offered to step into the breach and supply them with some suitable chemicals. I was reasonably confident I could devise working formulae for each of the six solutions required, but I had no facilities for mixing the chemicals, six to a pack, amounting to six gallons and weighing about 60 lbs per carton. They needed at least fifteen such cartons as soon as possible.
At this time I lived in temporary rented accommodation in a small block of flats in a residential neighbourhood in London. Here I had a furnished apartment rented to me whilst the owners were abroad somewhere. It was an elegant pad. Chairs with spindly legs that one hesitated to sit on. Everything polished, immaculate, clean, neat and tidy. There was a small lift that took one down from my third floor to the foyer occupied during the day by a suitably subservient doorman. In all it did not lend itself to be used as a chemical mixing plant. Nevertheless I decided to use my bathroom to try to fulfil my promise to NCR.
I asked NCR to retrieve fifteen cartons and ninety one gallon plastic bottles that had previously contained the chemicals shipped from the USA. These I smuggled into the apartment after the doorman had left for the day. They had to be cleaned free of the old oxidised used chemicals to be ready for reloading. I then mixed up bathful’s of six different solutions from chemicals purchased in bulk, refilled and repacked the bottles. The fifteen cartons now making it almost impossible to open the apartment door.
These were smuggled out to NCR without either the doorman or other residents finding out. Unfortunately the bath was now stained a dark brown that took me several days to devise a bleach solution capable of removing it.
The chemicals worked and I repeated this exercise three times until we transferred the operation to a derelict laundry. Here also we continued the development of our equipment. We continued to make these chemicals for NCR for the next decade or more until NCR sold their division that was involved in this business.
The equipment, by far the most important of our products, also flourished and within about 6 years we occupied two factories and employed about 150 people. Both the equipment and the chemicals were the product of being at the right place at the right time and recognising an opportunity. Obviously luck comes into this equation but to some degree one makes one’s own luck by grasping opportunities.
 


2. A Fast Buck

I was long past 65 old. The business, by commercial standards was a success. I and my business partner had two factories in Basingstoke, with about 150 employees. We designed, patented and produced, computer controlled duplicating machines, microfilm scanners, laser plotters and processing chemicals and other consumables. All these products were used in different aspects of the applications of microfilm imaging. In our case the multi-million, worldwide use of microfilm images of engineering drawings. So, indirectly through distributors in each country, more than 80% of our business went to export and was used by engineering and manufacturing companies in industrial countries. It was profitable but for me it had two disadvantages. My involvement no longer required a creative approach, which made lives boring; and I sensed the product life of our devices was nearing its end. At the time I thought bar coding, then almost unheard of, might have a future and there was a natural fit with our skills and background. But I could not persuade my partner so I decided to sell my half of the business.
I had been involved in the sale and purchase of businesses before and was well aware that if the skills of the person leaving the company were a major asset the value of the company to a purchaser would be significantly reduced. Fortunately the business, as it existed at that time, could well run without me and my partner was never one to exaggerate, or perhaps even appreciate my contributions. In fact, what he proposed, was that I should retire and just collect my share of the annual, after tax, profit. Not a suggestion that had any merit with me. After tax profits can disappear for a variety of reasons including simply increasing the salary of the managing director. I had put the money and not inconsiderable effort into the business. Now was the time to reap the benefits in hard cash not in pie-in-the sky future success over which I would have no control.
Eventually, after various bites at the cherry by slightly interested parties the government supported Investment in Industry, known as 3Is , became interested. They were very thorough in all ways except one. They had lengthy meetings with my partner who would become their partner after they bought me out. They asked our key distributors, such as 3M Company in the USA, about our product quality and market forecasts. They sent down technical experts to study our production and quality control techniques. They studied our accounting and financial management to make sure no one had been fiddling the books and I signed a document that would leave me homeless if, after their purchase, it was found that I had been more than conservative with the numerical truths on which their decision was based. They then went back to their ivory tower near Waterloo station in London, studied their crystal ball and came back to my partner with a proposal whereby they would buy me out for £1,000,000 and by some legal financial juggling they would end up with 25% of the company, my partner with 75% and the company would owe 3Is for the shares they bought with the money 3Is loaned them. Or something along those lines. It was an arrangement they made with my partner. I was not involved. There was no reason I should be. I was not going to be in business with them.
Finally 3Is convened a meeting in our boardroom, if such a spare office could be called. They had done all their calculations. The cover had been replaced over their crystal ball. It was just a matter of getting the right signatures on the right dotted lines and they would transfer to me £1,000,000 worth of 3Is shares that I could sell or do with whatever I liked. The deal maker from London addressed the gathering consisting of my partner, his wife, our accountant, another 3Is’ man and me. He started into the details of the transaction of how the £1,000,000 cost to 3Is would be handled by share transfer and repayment etc. Any sensible person about to collect £1,000,000 would shut up and hold out his hand at the appropriate moment; especially if his starting salary at the age of 13 had been fifteen shillings per week. I was not sensible, I didn’t. I politely asked if I could interrupt his polynumeric profundities. I said, “You have come down here to finally negotiate a deal whereby you will purchase shares that I own in the company. I am impressed with your thoroughness but however the deal is wrapped up in legalese it is in fundamentals not any different from buying and selling a chicken in a street market. You have checked that it is free range, it is plump and undamaged. Surely you have not been sent down here without the flexibility to negotiate. And, in any case, no one has asked me how much I want for my plump chicken. And as for the £1,000,000 valuation, the more zeros after the number the less convincing it is of being the product of complex believable calculations. Therefore surely you have come here with some freedom to negotiate?”
Looking somewhat taken aback he replied to my last point. “Well, yes,” he said. “Plus or minus £300,000.”
“Right,” I said as rapidly as I could, “I will settle for £1,300,000.”
Was I stupid? What were the odds of me wrecking the deal? I don’t know. I think I was just lucky. It usually took me a lot longer than that to make an extra £300,000.
 


3. My Bone of Contention

Begrudgingly I returned to consciousness to see, on my bedside locker, that the surgeon had kept his promise. In a transparent plastic box stood a ghastly mushroom shaped device with bits of flesh, veins and sundry other human tissues,my tissues, hanging off it. It was seated in a pool of blood rather like a prize gourmet offering in a raspberry coulis. I visualised the surgeon arranging this display and murmuring to himself ‘touché’.
It had all started with a pain in my knee. This was diagnosed as wear of my left hip. The X-ray showed the ball was grinding on the socket and it is very difficult to argue with an X-ray, especially one presented by a surgeon with half the alphabet after his name and an attitude that displayed equal proportions of sympathy, certainty and authority. This despite the fact that my hip gave me no pain at all.
I am not aggressive by nature but I do enjoy a good argument and occasionally function as the devil’s advocate. So, more to demonstrate my lack of subservience than any attempt to alter the decision to operate, I suggested that after the surgeon had removed the ball and the top of my thigh bone, instead of throwing it away I would like to see it and inspect this supposed wear as depicted by fuzzy shadows in an X-ray. He looked surprised and said, “Well, no one has ever asked for it before but, yes, it’s your hip.” I felt he would have preferred such diagnostic evidence be disposed of whilst his patient was still incapable of questioning anything.
However the matter was settled and I visualised a shiny white bone similar in appearance to skulls shown on television pictures of Cambodian horrors or of bones that dogs fight over in Disney cartoons. I would then be able to observe and discuss the wear and feel the whole horrendous operation was justified. I had no plan of what to do if it showed no wear.
In due course my clothes, teeth and dignity were removed in sequential stages, I was told quite correctly that I would not feel a thing. What I was not told was that the painless state only applied to the operating theatre and its close environs which would house me for only a few hours. It did not refer to that open-ended time after the surgeon had moved on to dismantle his next customer. Now friends and family would dutifully arrive only to be faced with this ghastly exhibit. Clearly it should be boiled to remove all the appendages before the supposed wear was visible. Perhaps maggots could clean it thoroughly. But I was in no condition to arrange such facilities.
My guests arrived and commented on my ghoulish humour. One visitor had to leave abruptly. I asked the nurse to remove the exhibit but I got the impression that it was not the ward nurse’s job to dispose of bits of their patients unless, of course, they had fallen off during the course of their nursing. This one had been placed there following a God-like edict from the surgeon not to be disobeyed. After two days in the warm confines of the ward I felt it had to be disposed of, and allowed my wife Bette to put it in the Tesco shopping bag she was carrying.
After she left, I began to wonder how she would dispose of it. She might give it to my dog. Would the dog accept it? Surely he would recognise my flavour. Or would she bury it in the garden? But it was a human remain. I visualised in the future someone digging it up, reporting it to the police and there being a coroner’s inquest at which I would have to claim it was mine or in some other way prove I was innocent of any malpractice that resulted in human parts being found in my garden.
I was extensively plumbed in and wired into various supply systems that were dripping blood into me and monitoring my heartbeats. These cables and pipes were entwined with a telephone cable and an intercom system connected to the radio, the room light and an emergency call system for a nurse. Nestling amongst these was a remote control for the television.
I decided to telephone Bette to make sure my fears about the disposal of my remains would lead to no difficulties. She was not in. I left a message and my son Ian eventually returned the call. As it rang I reached for the phone. It was tangled amongst the wires and tubes. The phone fell to the floor with the TV remote sound control jerked into high volume. Tubes and wires became disconnected. The amplified sound of a police car came from the TV. Lights began to flash, alarm buzzers sounded. Still grasping the hand receiver I could hear Ian saying, “I think I’ve got the wrong number. It sounds like the fire brigade to me.”
Later, after order had been resumed, Bette told me she gave the Tesco bag and contents to a nurse she met in the corridor. I have given up wondering about what next happened to it. Anyway the operation was successful. My knee no longer hurts. My hip now does. I quite see why such parts surplus to requirements are normally disposed of quickly.
 


4. Stranger in the Night

I added another log to the wood burning stove. Sam, my border collie, repositioned himself near the hearth as I checked the TV listings for anything being bounced off a satellite that was worth viewing this bleak November evening, when the strident tone of the telephone interrupted my reverie.
“Hello.”
“Hello, Terry. It’s Molly.”
“Er, Yes,” I replied querulously.
“It’s Molly in Number 5.”
“Oh, Molly. How are you?” I now recognized it was the elderly lady who lived on her own in an old flint cottage down the road. At times I helped her out by fixing things. Perhaps a bedside lamp switch, or repairing a piece of broken furniture for her. She was a feisty old lady in her late eighties living solely on a state old age pension. But I was surprised she was calling me at this time of night. Perhaps it was a crisis situation.
“There’s a man coming to see me. He phoned saying he was in this area and would arrive in about 10 minutes.”
“Who is he?”
“I don’t know.” Her nervousness was coming through. He said his name. I can’t remember. Never heard of him. He said he wants to give me money.” She repeated, “He’s coming in 10 minutes.”
Clearly there was something strange going on. “I’ll come right over, Molly.”
“Oh, thank you. I don’t want his money. I never heard
of him.”
I arrived at her door at the same time as a very average looking man came up the front path. I was relieved to note that he did not look like a criminal. But criminals rarely do. He was of medium height, medium age with strands of hair unsuccessfully camouflaging a bald pate. He wore a dark, conservative suit, a conservative tie, and on this cold night, no overcoat. He must have parked his car just round the corner. I wondered why. There was room in front of the house. I, having driven there with nervous thoughts about having to defend physically my fragile friend, something I was ill equipped and ill qualified to do, felt relieved to note the overall appearance of mediocrity about her visitor.
“Get him to leave,” Molly said in a whisper he could hear.
I turned to the visitor. “Who are you and what do you want?” This in my voice of assumed authority.
“James Durrant. I’m a probate researcher.” He handed out his visiting card.
Well, I thought. Anyone can get visiting cards printed. I knew the meanings of probate and researcher but not the implication of the two together.
“So?” I said , omitting the ‘what’ ending.
“I must ask this lady a question. Are you Molly Edith Stringer, previously Molly Edith Smith?”
“How does he know?” she replied.
He took this as affirmative and continued. “You had a nephew Charles William Smith?”
“Oh, Charlie. He went to South Africa.” This in a, ‘that’s disposed of him now leave me alone’, tone of voice.
Undaunted he continued. “In later life he returned and lived in Plymouth.”
“Yes, I heard he came back, but he went to Devon.”
“Mrs Stringer, Plymouth is in Devon and could we go inside and discuss this further?”
Molly looked to me. I was intrigued and nodded affirmatively. We negotiated round her bicycle, with which she had considered barricading the door, and went into her front room.
The probate researcher delved into his briefcase and handed me a bunch of papers to look at. They were all letters of gratitude or commendation from people who had benefited from his past activities. I briefly glanced at them as he further questioned Molly.
“You had one aunt named Muriel?” he queried.
“Yes, Auntie Muriel was a nurse. She never married.”
He looked at his notes. “She died intestate.”
“No, it was cancer,” said Molly suggesting she had found a flaw in this know-all’s knowledge of her family. He let that one pass.
“Your nephew in Plymouth also died intestate.”
By this time Molly was wondering if there was a virulent disease called intestate running through her family.
“His affairs were left in the hands of his solicitor who, as legally required, advertised to find any heirs. Should none come forward his wealth, less solicitor’s fees, will go to the Treasury. I have been searching to find a relative. It has been difficult. There are a great many Smiths in this country. However I am convinced you are the right one and if handled correctly you can inherit his money.”
“I would not know what to do,” said Molly who collected her old age pension at the post office and did not have a bank account.
“If you just sign this form the solicitor will be in touch with you and look after all the details.”
He gave her a form which she handed to me saying “Get him out of here. I don’t want his money. I’m all right and I don’t understand what he’s talking about. Why does he have to poke into my family?”
I looked at the form. It was a legally binding agreement whereby if Molly signed it Mr Durrant would get 25% of whatever was Molly’s inheritance from the death of her nephew. The implication was if she did not sign it the money would go into the Treasury coffers and only he could prevent this. Also time was running out. 25% seemed to me to be a very negotiable number but one needed to have some feeling as to 25% of what. He then emphasised the considerable time and costs he had spent in eliminating the possible rights of all the other Smiths in the country. It seemed solicitors could not disclose the amount of inheritance for fear of encouraging false claims, but he had discovered the deceased’s house was substantial and debt free and amongst the contents there were several years of dividend and interest cheques that had not been deposited. I did some rough calculations—property values etc—and came up with a minimum estimate resulting in a significant number of digits. His was a gamble but the stakes were worth it. It seemed to me Molly could not lose.
I said to her, “I believe you can inherit some money. I know you don’t want it but how about your children?”
She hesitated and unconvincingly said “They are all right.”
But I had got her attention. I turned to Mr Durrant and said
“Let’s look at the terms of this contract.”
“Have you got powers of attorney, Mr er…?
“Wilson,” I filled in. “No, I’m her friend.”
“Then I have to deal with Mrs Stringer.” He turned to Molly holding out the agreement for her to sign.
“Say 15%,” I said to her.
“I must ask you to let me have a private discussion with Mrs. Stringer.”
“No. Don’t go,” said Molly. “Get him out.”
I gave up and took Molly aside. “The quickest way to get rid of him is for you to sign his agreement. It’s all right. Then he will leave. It will do you no harm and you and your children will probably benefit.”
“Are you sure?” she asked beginning to sound relieved.
“Yes, it’s all right.”
She signed. He left and I did not see if his car was a battered Ford or a new Mercedes. At 25% I suspected the latter.
Eventually her children helped her with the forms etc from the solicitor, but before the money came through, she slowed suddenly using the front brake of her bicycle when speeding down hill. Molly went over the handle bars and never recovered from her injuries. She died intestate, not of cancer. Real life rarely has a script writer’s ending.
 


5. The West is Still Wild

We were visiting my friend who lives near San Francisco. It was 4.0 am when I was awakened by a thunderous hammering on the front door followed by an invasion of thirteen policemen armed with machine guns and one policewoman armed with an Alsatian dog. This was in Emerald Hills, an affluent, tree lined suburb of San Francisco, whose large homes normally housed socially correct citizens having by then returned from their individual pursuits of happiness. Unlike Oakland, just over the bay, where people are shot on a nightly basis.
I could hear strident voices below including that of my friend and host the house owner. Quickly donning a dressing gown I headed downstairs calling, “Are you OK, Catherine?”
At the same time a policeman started up the stairs.
“What’s going on?” I said.
“Police raid. Narcotics Division.”
I thought of asking to see his search warrant but his machine gun, pointing at my stomach, seemed authority enough.
“We are looking for someone called Yakobey on a drug smuggling charge.”
“Oh,that’s Golan downstairs in my rented apartment ,” replied Catherine.
Six of them headed in that direction whilst we remained under armed guard, not allowed to move for fear we would hide some vital evidence.
I said, “If you find some teeth upstairs the mortal remains with which they are associated is me.” Not a smile relieved the tension.
After a lengthy interrogation downstairs, Golan, on his way to jail, was brought up in his night shirt and handcuffs. We, after a more brief interrogation, were deemed innocent. So as a final gesture of recently developed good will, the policeman, with machine guns raised in salute, lined up behind the sofa on which we were sitting and one of them took a group Polaroid picture of us, and for us, as a souvenir of our visit to California. Never a dull moment when visiting Catherine.
This is the local newspaper report of the event: ‘A mysterious Federal Express box left, at an empty home in Redwood City, contained 13 pounds of hashish, the San Mateo Narcotics Task Force reported Sunday.’
Golan Yakobey was arrested at his residence in Esther Lane. A mysterious package found to contain drugs was linked to him. Earlier the Sheriff’s Deputies received a report of a suspicious package, a large Fed Ex delivery box left at a vacant house in Don Court. A note on the door instructed the deliverer to leave the box outside.’
While the deputies were investigating the box, a suspicious vehicle drove by the house. Deputies questioned the driver, identified as Yakobey, who claimed he was lost. They obtained his identification and let him go.’
The deputies opened the package which contained a large suitcase. Inside a false compartment they found 13 pounds of hashish with an estimated street value of $60,000 to $100,000. A note pinned on the door left a telephone number that matched that of the suspicious driver. A search warrant was issued for a residence in Emerald Hills.’
When the Task Force served the warrant at 4 am they arrested Yakobey for attempting to escape and found more hashish and $12,960. Yakobey was charged with importing concentrated cannabis, possession of cannabis for sale, maintaining a place for the sale of concentrated cannabis.’
The package originated in Anjuna, India. The investigation has been forwarded to the FBI Joint Terrorism Force.’
 


6. A Prudent Policy

When I was two years and four months old my mother insured my life with the Prudential Insurance Co. Ltd. and from that time until I was almost fourteen years old, the ‘Man from the Pru’ came round regularly to collect the monthly premium of 6d (2 1/2p). I like to assume there is no significance in the fact that she did not insure my life for my first twenty-eight months! By the time I was almost fourteen and had started work the payments ceased and, by definition, the policy became free paid up for the fixed amount, including frozen bonuses whatever they may be, of £6.11s (£6.55p) payable at the time of my death. The monthly payments during the 12 1/2 years amounted in total to £3.11s(£3.55p). Had I died three months after the first payment the payout would have been £2.10s (£2.50p) and ten years later £19.18s (£19.90p). Even in those days this was hardly high finance.
I knew nothing about such considerations for my ill being until I recently discovered the insurance policy, yellowed with age, embossed with a three penny stamp, decorated with an engraving of the Prudential’s chief office in Holborn Bars, London EC1, stamped with the company seal and signed by the general manager and actuary, a Mr. Joseph Burn.
As I scanned through the legalese I noticed that clause 2 required that I gain permission from the company to take part in dangerous activities—in my case six war time years in the RAF. This clause entitled them to adjust their liability to take into account the risks I was wishing to take which were greater than those visualised when the policy was issued—and I was then only twenty-eight months old! Mr. Burn had clearly been wearing his actuarial hat!
However I’m still here and wondering what to do with this document that will be worth £6.55p (£6.11s) to my heirs; provided I do not live too long this might equate to a couple of pints of bitter! I could have framed it or could get on to the Pru. and see if they would pay something in advance of my demise just to tidy up this loose end. I decided on the latter and located the Prudential customer services team in Sterling, Scotland. I emailed them quoting the policy number. They replied saying they had no record of it and had forwarded my enquiry to their archive storage department in India. In a weeks time a charming lady from the sub-continent phoned me and in impeccable English, faintly embellished with inflections of perhaps Hindi or British colonial origins, apologised that there was no record of that numbered policy in their cavernous vaults and she had, so to speak, passed the ball back to Sterling.
During all this searching I had given the Pru. nothing but the reference number. That was all they asked for. When a call came to me from the customer services department. It was clear they were wondering, if not assuming, some significant sum of money was involved. They suggested that in view of their failure to locate my policy in their records could I duplicate my document and send a copy to them? I sensed they were beginning to think about their cash flow as do all financial institutions. They recognized that it would be unreasonable to trust the mail with my seemingly only original record of value. I sent them a copy and received a polite reply offering me £6.55p (£6.11s) to settle the matter for all time.
I wonder what my mother had in mind when insuring my young life for such a small payout. Perhaps she was imprudently vulnerable to the persuasions of the man from the Pru.
 


7. Escape from the Potting Shed

I straightened my back with the deliberation of old age and viewed the pruned and repotted geraniums with some minor satisfaction. The body language of Sam, my border collie, was suggesting we change to some other activity in which he can participate. Anything would be preferable to him rather than the boring monotony of the potting shed. I had some sympathy for his cause. It was a Friday and I decided the local pub might offer some canine or human contacts with the outside world.
We pulled into the car park as other customers were arriving, many in silver grey vehicles whose colour unsuccessfully echoed the steely grey affluence of a Mercedes Benz.
There was a middle aged man unnecessarily helping a young lady out of his car in a manner that no father would apply to his daughter. There were two men in golfing garb armed with formal briefcases. There were men and women in casual clothes not meant for working in but there were not many as I in dirt stained jeans and an old sweater.
The sun probed intermittently through a hazy sky but even by midday it had not overcome that freshness in the air brought on by autumn nights.
I got my pint of hop-flavoured bitter in a mug with a handle. I ordered a bowl of soup, as befitted my toothless state, and Sam and I sat outside on a rustic bench. We looked the part. The thatched, flint-walled, oak-beamed pub was vintage 1600, I was vintage 1918 and Sam was vintage 1992. Such age differences were not obvious. Sam and I were as appropriate to the location as are the gargoyles to Notre Dame.
Sam sat at my feet in a classic Landseer pose and we peacefully munched and sipped and viewed the autumn-tinted leaves and enjoyed the faint scent of decay in this leafy Hampshire countryside.
The weekenders continued to arrive some in four-wheeled drive, bull-barred, juggernauts. They had escaped the office early and were determined to go rural, at least until Monday morning. The air outside was too chill for such city folks and they retired to the lounge bar inside for their G&Ts and food dishes with French names. But these days they cannot run away from the office or society as a whole. Their contacts, their customers, their wives, their mistresses, their clients may not know where they are but they know their mobile phone numbers.
One by one, as they lunched, their electronic tethers must have tugged at them and rather than make public to the whole room the complications of their relationships they came outside and, first one, then two and finally four circled around where Sam and I were sitting on the bench. Some, on the defensive, some polite but distant, some pleading, some guilty. The solicitor was assuring his very worried client that he would have more information and be better able to respond on Monday. I was not convinced.
Another was assuring his wife he would be back home from Birmingham on Monday. I doubted if the young lady he’d escorted into the pub would also be back with him to his home on Monday.
A third was saying he had put the cheque in the mail that very morning. The peace of my country idyll was shattered by the intrusion of mobile phones. Their owners’ problems, their deviousness, their cunning were all exposed as I sipped my hoppy pint.
No longer was the calm and beauty of the countryside to be appreciated. Instead I was able to enjoy one of the most interesting lunches I have had for years. I wonder if I should buy a mobile phone. Could exciting things like that then happen to me?
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