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Wet Day at Tangmere
Robin Olds
Tangmere was, as the RAF would say, pissing with rain on that late October day in
1948. Ragged gray clouds caught in the trees and blurred nearby buildings. And it
was damp, thoroughly damp. Not your normal kind of rain-wet damp, but raw
damp right through your clothes, down in your shoes, between your shoulder
blades. It was the sort of damp that made mockery of a trench coat and made me
wish for a fireplace and a hot glass of something. On top of that, it was cold, the
kind of penetrating cold that drove the damp into your bones and made your nose
water.
I trudged on toward the flight line and tried to work up some enthusiasm for the
situation. It wasn’t easy with wet pant legs flapping against my shins and a trickle
of cold water trying to get inside my collar. Nor did it help my mood thinking of
the night before, when I had spent hours trying to light a coal fire in my room in the
officers’ mess. I had given up and huddled for the rest of the night under soggy
sheets and blankets. Most of all, it hadn’t helped this morning facing a limp piece
of toast upon which rested twelve evil-looking beans. That, together with a shot of
canned grapefruit juice and a small cup of bitter black liquid meant to be coffee, had
been breakfast, not just my own breakfast, but breakfast for everyone in the Tangmere mess. The hot sun of Southern California seemed remote and far, far away.
I had known it would be different when I finessed this assignment. I had wriggled my way out of a lousy desk job at March Field and back to a flying slot, a very
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special flying slot. I was assigned as an exchange officer with No. 1 Squadron of the
Royal Air Force. The warriors of the RAF had been my inspiration and envy when I
was a cadet at West Point. I grinned remembering how most of us back in 1940
worried the war would be over before we could get into it. The smile brought me
back to the challenge of the present, and suddenly I didn’t mind the water inside
my shoes and dripping off the visor of my cap.
How would No. 1 Squadron feel about having a Yank in their midst, especially a
twenty-six-year-old major? Maybe my two johnny-come-lately combat tours in the
last year of the war in Europe and my British Distinguished Flying Cross would
help. Time to prove myself would help most of all. I had been told I would find the
boss in squadron ops, and the small, nondescript building just ahead had to be the
place. Feeling every bit the new kid on the block, I squared my hat, gave a tug to
my trench coat, opened the door, and entered the ops office. The room was full of
men already. Even without his pips, anyone would have known the man over by a
small table was Squadron Leader Tommy Burne, DSO AFC. A bit stiffly, and quite
self-consciously, I snapped a salute, immediately wondering if the RAF saluted
when inside. The CO seemed somewhat taken aback and returned the salute with a
casual wave of the right hand. Lesson number one: Don’t salute in the ops, at least
not here in No. 1 Squadron. Lesson number two: Get here earlier in the future.
“Well, Major,” Burne said, “welcome to 1 Squadron. Bit of a bother this damned
weather, but I expect you’ll soon get used to it.”
Turning to the room in general, with a huff and a small cough that made his
magnificent moustache tremble, Squadron Leader Burne announced, “Gentlemen,
this is Major Olds of the United States Army Air Force. Major, these are the chaps.
That tiny one over there is Flight Leftenant Sammy Osborne, a thoroughly useless
fellow. And over there, Keith Pearch, our Turk. Here we have Patterson, a colonial
from some unlikely place out in the Pacific I think. This next chap is one of yours,
another Yank. Goes by the name of Dean Jones. Decent enough, but doesn’t seem
to be able to leave the old RAF no matter how hard we try to send him packing.
Jones, say hello to the major, and mind your manners, he’s a big one, this Yank.
Ought to do well at dining-in. The rest of these scruffy chaps are our other ranks.
Volanthen, good head on him. Foster, silly man wants to be an officer. Young Barton here, and our resident socialist, Flight Warrant Officer Cover. You might smile
a bit, Cover, we can’t have our Yank thinking the current government of jolly old
England hasn’t a sense of humour. And here we have the backbone of the old unit,
Chiefy Frazier, and his second, Flight Sergeant Bader. These two chaps keep our
kites fit and ready for flight.”
Introductions made, the CO turned toward me. He was heavyset; “portly” was a
better description. His florid face and full cheeks were ample and solid support for
the sweeping handlebar moustache that all but hid his mouth. He had a pronounced limp, and I heard the same squeak that had accompanied the heavy
thumping steps coming down the hall of our sleeping quarters early that morning.
Obviously, he had had a leg off and sported some kind of prosthesis. I wondered
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how he flew. My own air force would have retired him forthwith, intelligence and
usefulness notwithstanding.
“That’s it then, Major. I expect you’ll want to buzz off to the adjutant’s office
and get read in on squadron bumph and all that sort of thing. But first have a look
at what we call ‘Pilot’s Notes.’ “
The squadron leader handed over a booklet about the size of a Reader’s Digest,
but much thinner, perhaps no more than fifteen pages. A worn and dilapidated
chair with the stuffing bunched all to one side sat empty in a corner. Going over, I
thought of the rash of lessons so quickly evident. Squadron Leader Burne was a
man to be reckoned with. He knew his people, and maintained a gruff, goodhumoured association with them. They respected him and did not resent his brand
of understatement. I could tell he liked little Sammy, the Turk, Keith, and the New
Zealander. He tolerated Jones and Barton. The two warrant pilots, Volanthen and
Foster, were solid members of the squadron, but still “other ranks.” You knew the
CO was certainly not a socialist and didn’t think much of the current government.
You also knew he could barely tolerate Cover, but would never let that interfere
with his sense of fair play and judgement in dealing with the man. Anyone with
the squadron leader’s impairment and in his position had to be a determined and
resourceful individual. I knew I would enjoy working for him, but also I sensed I
would quickly come to like him as a friend. Finally, I wondered what “bumph”
was and why I had been identified as quite likely to do well at dining-in, whatever
that might be. All in good time, I thought.
The cover of the booklet handed to me by the squadron leader simply said “Pilot’s Notes” and halfway down the page: “Meteor IV”. The first page was a general
description of the aircraft. A row of them could be seen through the rain-streaked
window. They sat on the grass, gray in colour and notable for their high, horizontal
stabilisers. Twin engines were buried in wing pods on either side of the somewhat
long fuselages. Gun ports were visible in the noses, and the RAF roundel with the
squadron identifying letters gleamed on the fuselages midway between the trailing
edge of the wing and tail section. None of this, nor the first page of the book, taught
me much, but the impression was good. A general paragraph about the engine
came next, and I was musing at what seemed to be quaint devices called “torch igniters” when the CO stumped over.
“Righto, Major,” said he, “let’s go have a look at the kite.” Having seen many a
movie about my heroes, particularly David Niven in The Dawn Patrol, I knew immediately that “kite” meant the aircraft assigned to the squadron. Smart lad, I
thought; that practically makes me a bona fide member of the RAF. Looking at the
bird, er, kite, was a great idea and would make understanding the rest of the little
booklet much easier. Chief Frazier joined us as we splashed out to the tarmac. The
chief carried a big black umbrella and held it expertly over the CO. I trudged along
behind in the rain.
At the aircraft, there was a wooden stand with stairs moved up against the fuselage next to the cockpit; for the CO, I thought. This proved to be right. Up he went,
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a step at a time, and motioned to me to join him. The first thing I saw in the cockpit
was a parachute already placed in the seat. It looked to me as though it had been
there for a long time. As I found when the CO invited me to climb in, both assumptions were entirely correct. I can’t honestly say that water squirted out of the parachute in every direction as I sat, but I will testify that my bottom was instantly
soaked and icy water ran down the backs of my legs.
The CO leaned over me in the cockpit. “Have a look round, Yank. All the usual
stuff scattered about, as you can see. Throttles here, flap handle just there, and gear
handle over there. All work as you might expect. That’s the position indicator just
there, and down between your feet: the compass. Damned thing wants to swing
about but the boffins are working that out at present.” I wondered, what’s a “position indicator” and who are “boffins”?
“Oh, and here we have the um, ah . . . don’t know what you Yanks call it, but it’s
quite useful.” (“Quite useful” was sitting cattywampus within its case and occupied the centre-place of honour on the instrument panel.) “Belts are a bit different,
you’ll see. Parachute shoulder straps come over, leg straps come to the crotch and
go under the loop, then all snap smartly into the quick release here on your chest.
You then rotate the catch. Got that? Now, the shoulder restraints go over and into
the lap belt device. Snap, and you’re snugly in. Good chap.”
The CO was warming to his task. Leaning forward, he pointed to a pair of buttons hidden on the upper left side of the instrument panel under the glare shield.
All this time the rain continued, and the canopy was open, but who cared when you
were having so much fun?
“Right you are, old boy! Advance the left throttle just past the idle stop. Good.
Now, smartly press that left tit” — tit? I thought it was a button — ”then reach back
port side behind the seat and grasp the outboard lever, pushing down slowly,
whilst watching that temp gauge over there.”
I did as I was told and a whine grew in volume. Needles on a flock of gauges
showed what I assumed to be rpm, temp, oil pressure, and fuel flow climbing. I
had managed to start the left engine without blowing us up and felt satisfied that I
would find the rest of my checkout easily accomplished after completing the
ground training phase and successfully passing the expected written exam.
Not to be so.
“Now then, Yank, start the right. Same procedure, other hand, other side.” A
horrible suspicion swept over me. The right engine started easily. I watched as the
gauges settled down and the “quite useful” object in the centre of the instrument
panel came to sluggish life like a boat being tossed on a violent sea.
“Jolly good,” said the CO as he handed me a leather helmet. Then he patted me
on the shoulder and said happily, “Now then, old boy, off you go!”
Off I go to WHERE, for God’s sake? Hell, I didn’t even know where the runway
might be, let alone how to close and lock the canopy, how to turn on the radio, what
my call sign was, whom to call, what kind of clearance to get, at what speed to take
off, where to fly in this soup, and more important, at what speed this critter landed.
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Most of all, how in the name of all that’s holy was I ever going to find the field
again in this stinking weather? The answer to these and a few other minor details
didn’t come immediately to mind, so I thought I might take a while finding out how
to work the radio. Maybe if-I took long enough I could run myself out of gas, er . . .
petrol . . . here on the ground.
It did cross my mind that the CO probably had some deep-seated aversion to
Americans, and the son of a bitch was trying to kill me right then and there. Putting
those thoughts aside and turning my attention to the radio, I soon found the lead
wire that fastened to my helmet. I also found the oxygen hose connection. Not that
I had any intention of going anyplace I might need oxygen, but old habits die hard,
and the oxygen mask contained the microphone. Unfortunately, the radio was designed with morons in mind, and I realised my scheme to run out of fuel on the
ground was no longer valid. A switch was clearly labelled ON-OFF. And it
worked. I looked around the cockpit, trying to find any gauge telling me something
was terribly awry, but that was no good, since I hadn’t a clue as to what most of
them meant anyway.
The radio was a four-button VHF set, very similar to those in the States. I
pressed button A and listened to the familiar hum, then an open silence as the set
cycled to that frequency. Not knowing who or what might be on the receiving end,
I timidly said, “Hello?” A cheery voice came back immediately. “That you, Yank?
Tangmere Flying Control here. What can we do for you?” What I wanted him to
do for me was not printable or speakable, so instead I said, “Uh, what’s the active
runway?”
“Runway 27,” said he. “QNH 29.87, ceiling 100, vis 500, light rain. You are clear
to taxi.” Taxi where, I thought? And what in hell is QNH? Ceiling I can see, but
vis 500? Five hundred feet or 500 yards? It sure as hell wasn’t 500 miles! He must
mean yards. I can see that, too. Holy mackerel, what am I doing? Make a plan —
now!
“Uh, Tangmere Tower . . . I mean Control . . . uh, just where is the runway?”
(Damn it, it’s not my fault I sound so stupid!) “Yank, this is Tangmere Flying Control. Turn left from your present position and taxi east. Further instructions to follow.”
This was strange. Making a left turn put me out in the middle of the flying field.
Nothing but grass. With rain puddles. And much splashing. Maybe one of the engines would suck up enough water to quit. Or maybe I could find a nice patch of
mud and get stuck. Might be embarrassing, but I’d be alive tonight. No such luck.
That expanse of macadam on my right . . . oops, starboard . . . was obviously the
missing runway. I taxied on east till I saw the end, turned onto it, and held the
brakes. A lot had happened during the past six minutes. I had taught myself to use
the differential braking system connected to the rudder bar and operated by a hand
lever on the stick grip. I had discovered “quite useful” was the RAF version of an
attitude indicator. The horizon line had happily bounced up and down and waggled side to side as I lurched along on the grass. It was plain to see that the set of
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needles, one pointing more or less up and the other more or less down, was the British equivalent of the American needle and ball. I knew how to operate the radio
and oxygen system. The engine instruments, though giving me indecipherable information, were at least telling me something as opposed to nothing. I had learned
to close and lock the canopy. And I had told myself the rest of the gadgets didn’t
matter.
What did matter, and what I didn’t know, was how to get this beast back on
terra firma in such weather. Come to think of it, I hadn’t flown instruments for a
long, long time. It was back there in sunny Southern California. Was there a
ground-controlled approach unit? I hoped so. There had to be. What was its radio
frequency? At what speed did one fly the pattern? How slow or fast did you operate the gear and flaps? Those were minor considerations compared to the problem
of getting back to the base. If I could just find the damned runway and get lined up,
I felt sure I could get down in one piece.
Well, I thought, here goes nothing, and released the brakes. “Tangmere, Yank is
rolling.” “Righto, Yank, have a good flip.” (Flip?)
I pushed the throttles forward, made sure I was aligned, glanced inside for the
engine and oil gauges, couldn’t find them, and peered through the heavy front glass
at the runway ahead. The Meteor IV accelerated smoothly and the stick grip came
alive. Experience told me when the elevators began to bite, and the nose rose easily
with a slight aft stick movement. Now we skimmed along nose high, gaining speed
rapidly. The jet felt eager to fly, and I no longer gave a damn about the rain smearing my windscreen and the dank clouds just feet above my head. The wheels left
the earth and I immediately and instinctively pulled back the throttles, raised the
gear, and lowered the nose. Not fast enough. We sailed up into the murk and I was
in a dark gray bottle of milk. But things felt good, and “quite useful” was steady
and level. I inched the power back a tad more and eased the stick forward very
slightly. Keeping my eyes over the leading edge of the left wing, I watched for
Mother Earth to reappear. Sure enough there she was, just where I had left her,
trees and all. I settled into a very low and very slow cruise, and did a gentle 90degree turn to my left, er . . . port. I knew that would bring me to the south coast
near Bognor Regis, as I had done some map reading as soon as I knew of my assignment.
After four minutes, more or less, houses appeared in the murk and I had to make
a correction to avoid a large gasholder in the town. Good landmark, I thought. A
port turn paralleling the beach just above the waves and I was beginning to enjoy
myself. I had time to wonder at the nature of a people who could enjoy a stroll on
the esplanade in such weather, when it occurred to me they were probably thinking
similar thoughts about the crazy pilot overhead. I guessed that made us even. Another ten minutes of this and it was time to tackle the hard part. I made a 45-degree
turn to starboard and watched for the beach again. There it was! A 45 back to the
west and soon enough, there was my gasholder. Turning around it and heading
back north, I dallied along for about three minutes, put the gear and flaps down,
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slowed to a crawl, said a silent prayer, and watched over my starboard wing for the
end of the runway. Suddenly, there it was! I didn’t care that I was looking at the
wrong end; a runway was a runway. And under these circumstances, any end
would do. A hard, careful bank to line up, back on the throttles, and I made what
would probably be my best landing for the entire rest of the year.
After that adventure, my taxi-in and shutdown were a breeze. I trudged up to
squadron ops feeling somewhat proud of myself and secretly glad I hadn’t had to
bail out on my first sortie under RAF colours. I walked in, not knowing what to
expect from my new squadron-mates, perhaps hoping someone might clap me on
the back and remark joyfully on my return to the land of the living.
The place was empty. Flying had been cancelled and they had all gone off to
lunch.
— To be continued

This grainy photograph of No. 1 Squadron at Tangmere appeared in Flight magazine, 23 December 1948.
Front row, left to right: Robin Olds, H. W. B. Patterson, G. E. T. Forest, A. F. Osborne DFC,
T. R. Burne DSO AFC, H. R. Volanthen, A. E. Cover, F. Foster.

We thank Christina Olds, Robin Olds’s daughter and editor of his posthumously published autobiography, for her kind permission to print this edited extract from Chapter 12 of Fighter Pilot: The
Memoirs of Legendary Ace Robin Olds by Robin Olds with Christina Olds and Ed Rasimus (New
York: St Martin’s Griffin, 2010), ISBN 978-0-312-56951-8. The concluding part will appear in a
future edition of The Tangmere Logbook. — Ed.
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Tangmere, May 1945. Photograph donated by Museum volunteer Robert Blackadder.

Operation Exodus
Reginald Byron
Seventy years ago, as part of Operation Exodus, Tangmere and its then-satellite Ford
were among the main reception centres for British and other Allied prisoners-of-war
being airlifted home.
On 10 May 1945, two days after Victory in Europe Day, Tangmere received its first
mercy flights, all Lancasters. Many more arrived in the evenings of the 11th, 12th, 13th,
and 14th. All other flying on the aerodrome was cancelled and the students of the
Fighter Leaders’ Schools joined the staff of the station and the voluntary services to
assist with receiving the ex-PoWs, giving them a meal and helping them on their way to
their next destinations.
Neither the number of aircraft nor passengers arriving at Tangmere was recorded in
the station Operations Record Book except for the second day, when it was noted that 95
Lancasters landed. Each Lancaster had a capacity of 24 passengers, making a total of up
to 2,280 people received on that day alone. While it is certain that several thousand exPoWs touched down at Tangmere, probably the exact number will never be known; it
could well have been anything between 5,000 and 10,000. At Ford, a careful day-by-day
tally was kept. By the end of May, 11,700 had landed there, a huge humanitarian effort
and an extraordinary feat of organisation for such a small station.
Altogether, somewhere between 15,000 and 20,000 liberated PoWs were received at
Tangmere and Ford in May and June, a substantial proportion of the 74,000 airlifted
home during Operation Exodus.
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Beaverbrook’s American Merlins
George Galazka

In the 1930s, as the threat from Germany grew, Winston Churchill was a prominent
critic of successive governments about what he saw as the slow pace of British rearmament, especially in the air. His experience as Minister of Munitions in the First World
War persuaded him that separating the Air Ministry from its procurement responsibilities was going to be essential.
On 14 May 1940, four days after he became Prime Minister, Churchill appointed his
old friend Lord Beaverbrook, controversial proprietor of the Daily Express and other
newspapers, as the first head of a new department: the Ministry of Aircraft Production
(MAP). The MAP was to take over responsibility for aircraft procurement from the Air
Ministry (AM).
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The appointment of Beaverbrook was
controversial at the time (even the King
warned Churchill against it) and his
record at the MAP, where he stayed
until 1 May 1941, has been picked over
by historians ever since. He was noted
for his unconventional management
style, his sometimes ruthless way of
dealing with others and for operating in
a blaze of orchestrated publicity. Many
senior figures, including politicians and
RAF officers, were wary of him.

Beaverbrook’s overriding priority
was clear — the provision of the aircraft
which could enable the RAF to defeat
the immediate threat to Britain. He is
best known for urgent measures aimed
at boosting the supply of Hurricanes
and Spitfires during the Battle of Britain. However, even as France fell and
the Battle of Britain raged, he also pursued initiatives which had no prospect
of improving output in 1940, but which
were to prove beneficial later. One of
these was production in the United
States, under licence, of the Rolls-Royce
(R-R) Merlin engine. In May 1940 this
powered not only the Hurricane and

the Spitfire, but also the Defiant, Fulmar and Whitley Mk V amongst other
types.
The scale of production demanded
as rearmament accelerated in the 1930s
was beyond the capabilities of Britain’s
“professional” airframe and aero engine industry. This resulted in the creation of “shadow factories” run by engineering firms from outside the “professional” industry. Many of the firms
chosen to run shadow factories were
from the motor vehicle industry, because it was felt that their experience of
mass production could be harnessed in
the aircraft sphere. One of the first
“shadow” schemes, initiated in 1936,
was to produce Bristol aero engines and
involved five motor firms, including
Austin and Rootes.
R-R eventually put in hand two new
factories (Crewe and Glasgow) at government expense to supplement the
Merlin capacity at its Derby works.
However, this prospective extra capacity was still thought inadequate and in
October 1939 the AM asked the Ford
Motor Company of Dagenham to set up
and run a third new Merlin factory.
Ford management proved highly cooperative and the scheme, located in
Manchester, proceeded quickly. Production started in September 1941 and
the plant eventually became the most
efficient of the four Merlin factories in
the UK. (This was partly due to the fact
that development and early production
of new Merlin variants was retained at
R-R’s Derby and Crewe works while
the Manchester plant concentrated on
long runs of a limited number of established variants. A similar approach was
to be adopted for production in the
USA.)
The AM placed its first orders in the
USA for aircraft, and associated engines, in 1938. Others followed, but the
volumes involved were relatively modest for various reasons, the most fundamental of which was a failure to
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properly appreciate the supply potential of US industry. Beaverbrook, a Canadian, was a regular visitor to the USA
in the 1930s. Much of his wealth was
invested in North America and he had
influential contacts there. He immediately recognised the huge potential of
the USA as a source of supply. Within
weeks of taking office he was pursuing
a range of possibilities which included
manufacturing British aircraft types in
America (which eventually came to
nothing), increased orders for American
types and American manufacture of the
Merlin.

Negotiations
Pre-war there had been approaches to
R-R from American firms about licensing the Merlin for production in the US,
but these proved inconclusive and
nothing had been done by May 1940 to
resuscitate the idea. In addition, during
1939, there had been extensive discussions between R-R and Ford, at the instigation of the French government,
about production in France by Ford’s
French subsidiary. These discussions,
which involved personnel from Ford’s
US HQ, also came to nothing.
Two weeks after taking office, Beaverbrook instructed R-R to send a full
set of Merlin drawings to the USA to
facilitate investigation of production
possibilities there.
In characteristic
fashion, he did this without first consulting R-R directors. He appointed a
personal representative in North America, a respected senior Canadian banker, who he airily instructed to “go to
Washington and deliver . . . the plans to
the President forthwith . . . with a view
to their immediate use for the production of aircraft engines”. The pace of
events raised concerns among R-R
management that the company’s commercial interests were being jeopardised. However, Beaverbrook believed,
rightly as it turned out, that such matters could be regulated once momen-
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tum towards a deal had been created.
As an initial step, the British made the
US government a party to the prospective deal on the basis that the Merlin
could be useful for American aircraft.
This was done over the heads of R-R
directors on a government-to-government basis in a matter of days, with the
details left for subsequent clarification.
Notwithstanding the abortive discussions about production in France,
Ford was seen by R-R and by the two
governments as the best candidate for a
licensing deal because of its size and
expertise in mass production. It was
approached by the US administration
on behalf of both governments. The
initial requirement was for 9,000 Merlins, of which 6,000 were to be for the
British and 3,000 for the US government.
By mid-June 1940, Edsel Ford, son of
the famous Henry and nominal head of
the company, had indicated agreement
to the proposition. However, later that
month, after the deal had been announced in the press on both sides of
the Atlantic, Henry Ford intervened.
Ford senior, an isolationist anxious to
avoid US involvement in the war, announced that while he was prepared to
manufacture Merlins for the US government he would not do so for the
British. This killed any deal with Ford.
Henry Ford saw no contradiction between his stance in the US and allowing
Ford subsidiaries in belligerent countries, such as the UK, to manufacture
for those countries’ governments.
Therefore, in late June 1940 attention
turned urgently to an alternative potential supplier — the Packard Motor Car
Company. At its site in Detroit, Packard built luxury and mid-range cars of
high quality, which often incorporated
innovative technical features. It was
substantially smaller than Ford. Packard had got into aero engine manufacture during the First World War (as had
Ford) and continued in the field during

the 1920s with its own designs. However, output was modest and by the
early 1930s Packard had ceased aero
engine manufacture. Since the late
1930s it had been building marine engines for US Navy PT boats based on
one of its own V-12 aero engine de-

signs. Pre-war it had been one of the
US companies to make an inconclusive
approach to R-R about a licence to
manufacture the Merlin. Although this
approach was not pursued, R-R had a
high regard for Packard’s engineering
expertise.

Shown above is the Curtiss-Packard R3C-3, as prepared by the US Navy for an attempt on the 1926
Schneider Trophy. It was powered by a normally aspirated Packard 2A-1500 24.6-litre V-12 of 700 hp with
a geared propeller drive. Reckoned to be the fastest of the American contenders, an accident during the
qualifying trials destroyed it on the day before the race.

Beaverbrook maintained pressure for
progress with the help of his representative on the spot. On 13 July 1940,
three weeks after Packard had been approached and two months after Beaverbrook’s appointment, the Wall Street
Journal announced a preliminary agreement between the company and the
British and US governments. Production was to start within ten months of
contract signature at a rate of 20 engines per month rising to 840 per
month after 15 months. (At the time
total UK Merlin production was running at 740 per month.) The initial order, unchanged from the abortive deal

with Ford, remained at 9,000 engines in
total. The value of the deal was put at
$150 million.
Over subsequent weeks the three
parties (the British government being
represented by its New York-based
British Purchasing Commission) gradually resolved the issues necessary to
turn their outline agreement into full
contracts. Packard’s directors had no
option but to negotiate on a strictly
commercial basis. They pursued, and
got, provision of substantial finance to
pay for the creation and equipment of
the Packard Merlin production plant
and arrangements which guaranteed
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significant compensation in the event
that the UK contract came to a premature end (by this time, France had fallen
and Britain was under threat of invasion). The bulk of these financial undertakings fell on the British government, as the major customer in the deal.
In addition, there was considerable discussion of the prices which Packard
was to be paid for the engines it pro-

duced. On 3 September 1940, as the
Battle of Britain approached a climax,
Packard signed a contract with the British government and, the following
week, one with the US government.
The two governments’ initial orders
were to run concurrently with the British entitled to two-thirds of monthly
output and the Americans the other
third.

Packard’s main factory, Detroit. The bridge over Grand Avenue was built in the 1930s; the escutcheon at
its top is in the shape of a 1934-39 Packard Eight/Twelve radiator grille. Packard weathered the Depression
better than its competitors, outselling all other luxury marques. Shown below is a 1938 long-wheelbase
Touring Sedan, available with five or seven seats and 8- or 12-cylinder engines.

The Technical Challenge
The Merlin was a centrifugally supercharged V-12 in-line liquid cooled engine consisting of some 14,000 parts. In
1940 it represented leading-edge technology and was more advanced than
aero engines being produced in the
USA.
R-R directors were quick to point
out to Beaverbrook that getting from a
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set of drawings (prepared to British
engineering standards) to high-volume
production would be a major challenge,
even for an experienced engineering
company. Packard management, too,
realised from the start that close cooperation with R-R would be essential.
Therefore, in early July 1940 Beaverbrook authorised the despatch to Packard, under the auspices of the MAP, of
three senior R-R engineers, even though

this weakened R-R at a critical time.
The three, between them, offered expertise in the design, development and
production aspects of the Merlin. In
October a senior MAP official was sent
to the USA to help expedite both commercial and technical aspects of the project. All four of these proved to be
long-term assignments.
In the interests of future interchangeability between UK and American-produced Merlins it was agreed
that Packard would retain British screw
and pipe threads, such as Whitworth.
In the short term this decision added to
the difficulties of getting production
under way, because these threads were
virtually unknown in the USA and taps,
dies, and other cutting equipment for
their manufacture would have to be
imported from the UK or custom-made
by Packard.
A full set of Merlin drawings consisted of over 2,000 blueprints. Dimensional tolerances were frequently omitted from the R-R drawings because they
conformed to general UK practice or,
where they were shown, were often
departed from on account of accepted
variation known to R-R staff. There
were also national differences in material specifications and engine accessories. Therefore, all the blueprints had to
be redrawn to make them useable for
Packard’s purposes.
Notwithstanding differences between British and American engineering practice, it was integral to the project that the standard of all Packard
output was equally acceptable to both
its customers. This was achieved
through technical discussions between
R-R, Packard and the US inspection
authorities. Resolving this issue was a
key responsibility of the senior MAP
official on the spot.
It was envisaged that Packard
would manufacture the then latest production variant of the Merlin, the Merlin XX, which powered the Hurricane
Mk II amongst other types. In practice,

the opportunity was taken to make the
first Packard variant — designated the
Merlin 28 by the British — somewhat
more advanced than the XX. It differed
primarily in having a Packard-designed
two-piece, rather than single-piece, cylinder block. (Two-piece blocks had advantages, including greater tolerance to
higher boost pressures and longer engine life.) The first Packard variant was
closely equivalent to the Merlin 22,
which had an R-R designed two-piece
block, and started coming off UK production lines in 1941.
The key to the ultimately prodigious
progression in Merlin performance during the war was supercharger technology. Early Merlin variants, which powered aircraft such as the Hurricane Mk I
and the Spitfire Mk I, had single-stage
superchargers of the relatively simple
single-speed type. However, the XX
and the Packard 28 variants had singlestage superchargers of the more advanced two-speed type. The next big
advance in superchargers came with
the introduction of the still more complicated two-stage two-speed models;
Merlins incorporating these went into
production in the UK in December
1941.
Initially, technical differences between UK and Packard superchargers
were minor. The difference became
more marked with Packard Merlins
incorporating two-stage superchargers:
these used a supercharger specially designed for the purpose by Packard
which employed a different type of
gearing for the supercharger drive.
There were other relatively minor technical differences between UK- and
Packard-built Merlins and, for supply
chain convenience, the latter were fitted
with US-made magnetos and carburettors. The latter were of the injection
type and came from Bendix-Stromberg.
In parallel with the resolution of a
myriad of technical issues, Packard was
constructing, equipping and staffing its
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new Merlin production facilities at its
site in Detroit. As in UK shadow factories, there was considerable use of unskilled female labour in the production
process made possible by high levels of
automation.
The first (handmade) Merlin 28s
were demonstrated on test stands in
Detroit on 2 August 1941, eleven
months after the contract had been
signed. Output from the production
line was a mere trickle in the early
months, with just 60 produced by the
end of 1941, but started to rise quickly
during the first half of 1942 as experience grew. Later, Packard production
was switched to equivalents of some of
the improved Merlin variants developed by R-R in the UK. These included
the Merlin 38 and 224 which still had
single-stage two-speed superchargers.
By 1943 Packard was also producing
variants with the more advanced twostage two-speed supercharger.
The quality of Packard Merlins
proved to be very high. Technical
problems were similar to those suffered
by equivalent UK-produced Merlins.
Overall, there was nothing to choose in
reliability terms between UK- and Packard-produced engines.

In the UK, Packard engines were
used entirely in the Lancaster for the
first two years. Production of the Packard-powered version (designated the
Mk III to distinguish it from machines
using UK-produced Merlins) commenced in November 1942. The fitting
of Packard Merlins to other types in the
UK, including the Halifax and the Mosquito, was considered but rejected.
Eventually, from September 1944, the
Packard Merlin 266 (which had a twostage supercharger) was adopted for
some Spitfire Mk IXs. A total of 1,054
Spitfire XVIs (the designation for Packard-engined machines) were built.
The marriage in the UK of the Packard Merlin to just one predominant
type —the Lancaster— helped to maximise output of the most capable of the
RAF’s heavy bombers and made for
supply chain simplicity. The Mk III
used, in succession, the Packard-built
Merlin 28, 38 and 224. A total of 3,460
Packard-powered Lancasters were produced (including 430 in Canada), representing 47% of total Lancaster production (7,377). Interestingly, this included
the Lancasters on the “Dambusters”
raid, which were specially modified Mk
IIIs, the Type 464 (Provisioning).

The Results
After a slow start (which mirrored experience at Ford’s UK plant), monthly
output reached 700 units by June 1942.
By October 1942 it had hit 800 and cumulative total output stood at 5,080.
Monthly output continued to rise, averaging 1,100 in 1943.
Rising output in Detroit was reflected in a significant flow of Merlin
28s to the UK from mid-1942 onwards;
by the end of the year 3,300 had arrived. This was very timely as, despite
growing output from the four UK Merlin factories, a shortage of UK-produced
engines was emerging caused by the
escalation in four-engined heavy
bomber output.
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British policy was to diversify aircraft supply by developing production
of British types in the Dominions. In
fact, the first recipient of Packard Merlins under the UK contract was Canada.
Starting in 1942, some of the UK government’s allocation of Packard output

was sent directly to Canada where it
was fitted to Hurricanes initially, and
then to Mosquitoes and to Lancasters
being built there. Later, some of the
UK’s allocation was also sent directly to

Australia for fitting to locally produced
Mosquitoes. Total wartime Canadian
and Australian production of these aircraft amounted to some 3,000 machines,
including 1,100 Mosquitoes.

Packard-engined Avro Lancaster LM577 HA-Q “Edith” of No. 218 Squadron at RAF Chedburgh, Suffolk.

US Demand for the Merlin
When the project started the MAP
thought it likely that the UK would get
the benefit of all Packard production
once the initial order for the US government had been fulfilled. However,
events were to dictate otherwise. The
entry of the USA into the war in December 1941 and the effectiveness of the
Merlin in American aircraft led to further substantial US demand. This, and
increased British demand, led to more
orders and the installation of more capacity at Packard; by early 1942 Packard had received its first follow-on order, for 14,000 engines.
By the end of the war total Packard
production for the British and the
Americans totalled over 55,000 units.

Some 100,000 Merlins were manufactured in the UK during the war, so
Packard production represented about
one-third of all wartime Merlins produced.
Initially, the US government’s share
of production was used for the Curtiss
P-40, the most capable of America’s single-engined fighters early in the war.
The fitting of the Merlin (known as the
Packard V-1650 by the Americans), instead of the American Allison V-1710
engine, improved the P-40’s performance significantly, especially at altitude.
Over 2,000 Packard-engined P-40
“Warhawks” were produced and saw
widespread action with the Allied air
forces in North Africa, the Southwest
Pacific and China.
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Conclusion

The Merlin-engined Curtiss P-40F Warhawk,
identifiable by the lack of an air intake atop the
cowling, was called the Kittyhawk II in the RAF.

In 1942, a two-stage supercharged Merlin was fitted experimentally in the British-inspired North American P-51
“Mustang”, instead of the Allison V1710. This famously transformed the
type into possibly the best all-round
single-engined fighter of the war.
Therefore, from 1943 onwards, an increasing proportion of the US government’s share of Packard output was
allocated to Mustang production. Over
12,000 Merlin-engined Mustangs were
produced, of which more than half
were the P-51D variant. The Merlin
Mustang saw extensive service in all
theatres, but in Northern Europe it was
notable for its role in the Allied strategic bombing campaign by escorting
USAAF daylight raids into the heart of
Germany.

Beaverbrook’s involvement in the US
production of Merlin engines is relatively little known. It is swamped by
the story of his efforts to boost shortterm UK aircraft production at the time
of the Battle of Britain, regardless, apparently, of longer-term consequences.
It demonstrates that his focus was not
entirely short term: he knew that there
was never any prospect of US-made
Merlins becoming available until well
into 1941. As well as seeing the opportunity and driving through the deal, he
ensured that the scarce technical resources necessary to make it a success
were made available, even as Britain
fought to remain in the war.
The Packard deal proved to be an
even better one than he could have
imagined — it was to make a significant
contribution to Allied air power and,
therefore, to ultimate victory.
We thank the author, a Friend of the Museum,
for researching and writing this article especially
for this edition of The Tangmere Logbook.
Mr Galazka’s sources included National Archives files AVIA 10/385, AVIA 10/376, and
AVIA 38/92; Peter Pugh, The Magic of a
Name: The Rolls-Royce Story; and Alec Harvey-Bailey, The Merlin in Perspective. —Ed.

P-51D Mustang 44-72922 “Scat VII” being flown by Major Robin Olds, then CO of the 434th FS, 479th
FG, pictured from a Liberator on 25 April 1945 during the last big 8thAF bomber offensive of the war.
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Stalag IX-C, Bad Sulza, showing the sentry-box and main gate into the prisoners’ compound on the left.
To the right are the German barracks. Photo courtesy of Heinz-A. Renkel.

Third Time Lucky
Part Two of an Autobiographical Memoir
James Atterby McCairns

Following his forced landing and capture near Gravelines in July 1941 as recounted in the last
issue of The Tangmere Logbook, Mac McCairns was taken to hospital and then to a transit
camp. He was sent to Stalag IX-C at Bad Sulza, a resort renowned for its thermal saline baths,
18 km north of Jena in Thuringia, deep inside Germany. Once there, he resolved to escape. In
September-October 1941, he worked with other British prisoners attempting to dig their way out;
their tunnel got within 3 yards of completion before its existence was discovered. On his second
attempt in November, a smaller-scale initiative, he climbed over the wire in the dead of night
with Sgt Ken Fenton, RAF. The two became separated the next day, but Mac kept going on his
own and by making his way cross-country on foot and by train, he managed to cover 250 km in
48 hours before he was arrested at Warburg railway station and taken back to Bad Sulza. Mac
then teamed up with a Belgian PoW, Lucien Charlier, whose local knowledge and contacts with
the Resistance helped Mac’s third attempt to succeed. We rejoin Mac’s story at a point where he
and Lucien had devised a plan to pose as French PoWs, a party of whom, every morning, was
allowed out of the prisoners’ compound to clean the Germans’ quarters. — Ed.
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It was now 6.25 am on Thursday, 22nd
January 1942. The Belgian barrack was
beginning to rouse itself. The lights
were on, the Germans were in rousing
the prisoners and the moment their job
was done and they were away, we crept
to the front entrance of the barrack and
stood huddled there in the shadows
waiting for the first French to leave
their barrack and pass the German sentry.
Farewell and goodbye had already
been said to those who remained behind, their good wishes had been made
and Lucien and I, feeling absolutely
immense in our many layers of coats
and trousers, were ready for the flight
to freedom. After a few minutes’ agonised waiting, the first of the French
filed past and when the eighth man had
gone by in a rather disorderly procession, we seized our buckets. I pulled
my balaclava more closely round my
face and off we set close behind this
man. In the blackness of the early wintry morning we crossed the 30 yards to
the main gateway, well illuminated by
an overhanging lamp which shewed up
the German sentry huddled frozen in
his sentry-box.
Boldly we strode, filed through the
small side door, hurled a decisive
“Putzen” once again at the miserable
Bosch and steered a very determined
course towards the second German barrack. In we went, Lucien to the fore,
swinging his bucket and the sight before us a long barren corridor perhaps
30 yards long, with doors giving onto
offices at every few yards. Fortunately
no one was in sight and we passed
through without incident, out the other
side and into a space of about 5 yards
which separated the two barracks.
Instead of entering the second barrack we shot round the corner where
the barbed wire ran alongside and hastily we stripped off our Belgian greatcoats and the balaclavas and deposited
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them in a garbage bin for future re-use.
I whipped out my cap and put that on
whilst I adjusted my leather-protected
gloves and stuffed my battledress trouser bottoms into my stockings to avoid
tearing on the barbed wire. No sooner
were these preparations completed
than we started creeping down alongside the barrack. The snow was about
a foot thick in this small strip and kept
cracking underneath our weight. Our
footprints were so obvious I couldn’t
help thinking that as we were the first
to choose this way no doubt we should
be the last: this time the Germans were
bound to discover our means of egress.
The barrack along which we were
creeping was gradually coming to life.
It was, apparently, the German dormitory and lights kept coming on, shutters
hurled open and the blare of the odd
radio. This time Lucien insisted that we
should proceed as far as possible along
the barrack before crossing the barbed
wire fence, in order to obviate the
mounting of a further wooden picket
which Ken Fenton and I had had to
cope with. So along the wall we went
for a good 30 yards, the snow crunching loudly under us until we were finally brought up by a barrier of' light
coming from a wide-opened window
together with a faint selection of German dance music. We could go no further so we retraced our steps for about
5 yards, adjusted our clothes, shook
hands, took a deep breath and with the
words “La Liberte” Lucien grasped the
barbed wire and noisily began to clamber over the nine feet.
Once again the noise was colossal. I
was scared stiff and without waiting for
him to finish I went to the next pole
about 5 yards away and step by step,
making an incredible din, climbed up to
the top and managed to cross over to
the roof of a small shed which sloped
down to a height of 6 feet, from which
position it was possible to jump down

to the snow-covered ground. Once
more on terra firma with Lucien in the
lead, we cautiously made our way
through various garden allotments in
the general direction of the saline baths.
With the absolute necessity for speed it
was impossible to travel cautiously and
what with the noise of breaking snow
and the various clashes in the dark with
trees and fences, it was a great wonder
to me that no alert was given. Every
few minutes some cry or din would
issue from the camp compound and
every time we imagined our cause was
lost. There came a moment when one
shout seemed very distinct indeed and
immediately the searchlights came on
in the sentry boxes and scanned the
neighbourhood.
We immediately
threw ourselves flat and the thought
flashed through my mind that at last
“This is it — finis!” But no, we had
nothing to fear, it was the regular 6.40
am check which I had watched for on
so many prior mornings.
The lights went out and, without
further trouble, we found the saline
baths and Lucien searched for his small
hole under the promenade and eventually started wriggling through it and,
with a hand on his heel, on hands and
knees, I too plunged into Stygian blackness. Like that we went for 10 yards,
crawling and winding our way under
rafters and between supports, never
being able to see a yard in front. Suddenly Lucien took alarm. We had come
up against a solid wooden wall, absolutely barring further progress. Obviously we had not hit the right hole.
Rapidly he requested me to turn, by no
means easy, and find the exit again.
Fortunately, by this time I could see a
little light so immediately I made a beeline for this, and·after a minute or so we
were once again out in the open. This
abrupt experience seemed to have
rather shaken Lucien for he started tearing round rather madly in a frantic ef-

fort to find the right hole and then in an
absolute frenzy he ran off towards the
river leaving the baths behind. This
move I was at a loss to understand;
nevertheless I started following him in
a mad rush back towards the camp.
Strangely enough he was heading almost exactly for the corner of the camp
where the sentry box adjoins the river
and where one could pass using only
the greatest caution. With daylight approaching it was suicide. I made a grab
for him and in my garbled French tried
to find out what was his form. He
stopped and appeared to reconsider the
flight, then turned abruptly and headed
once again for the baths.
Just then, on our right, there was a
violent crackling in the undergrowth
about 50 yards away. We froze in our
tracks and as the crackling continued,
Lucien assumed that it was probably
nothing more than the other two Belgian escapees who had left the working
party via the hotel. Now I really began
to panic. I realised there was no future
in following those two through the
various villages. Better to be in the
lead, so I urged Lucien on in his fresh
endeavour to find a means of getting
underneath the baths. This time fortune smiled and Lucien quickly dived
into another opening and after what
appeared an eternity on all fours we
eventually came out on the other side,
picked ourselves up and hastened
down to the river. Once there we rapidly tore off our khaki trousers which
had taken a good deal of punishment
during the crawling episode, pulled off
the gloves, anti-barbed wire, and threw
the lot into the river which was half
frozen over. After a hasty brush-down
and checking of each other’s appearance, I pulled out the white silk scarf to
a conspicuous angle. We threaded our
way with caution across the ditchcovered field, taking care not to fall into
the icy water and presently we had re-
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gained the road into the village.
Our first venture had proved one
hundred per cent successful. Exhilarated, we strode boldly along the road
leading to Bad Sulza, Lucien about 50
yards in front. It was now about 7 am
and we were given to understand there
was a 9.18 from Apolda station which
was a good 8 miles to the west. Lucien,
who claimed to know the way, knowing there was little time to be lost, set
off at a brisk pace towards Bad Sulza.
Just as he reached the main road footsteps could be heard well in our rear
and also to our front. Lucien appeared
to hesitate and as I caught up with him,
he dashed across the road and concealed himself in the shadows of an inn
until the owners of the footsteps went
by in their respective positions. Apparently Lucien was a little unsure of his
bearings and didn’t know which of the
two roads to take to Bad Sulza. Here
my previous experience gained in
working parties proved of worth so I
was able to advise and after listening
out for any travellers, we crept from the
friendly shadows and Lucien sallied
forth again. For the·next half-mile all
went well until an old woman emerged
from a house and joined the procession
midway between Lucien and myself.
That in itself did not matter but I was
horrified when suddenly Lucien
abruptly turned right off the main road
into a side road which I knew by experience led directly to the Luftwaffe
barracks where I had worked and
where was posted a sentry. With the
woman between us it was impossible to
warn him. I merely had to watch him
walk to his doom and continue my own
solitary way. Imagine my relief when,
five minutes later, hearing footsteps
behind, I slackened my pace and joyfully watched Lucien stride past me, at
the same time muttering a word of encouragement.
Just a few more minutes and we
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were in the middle of Bad Sulza and by
this time quite a number of people were
astir. Once again Lucien shook me by
not turning into what I believed the
correct street to Apolda. It was still too
dark to make out any of the signposts
so I blindly followed his rather hesitant
progress. Out we came again into the
country and onto a narrow, winding
road. By this time I was quite convinced we had hit completely the
wrong direction. Nevertheless I decided to follow and not catch up Lucien
and argue — I remembered what happened before. Next we went over a
level crossing and in desperation I
couldn’t help querying his direction.
To my surprise Lucien replied that this
was a landmark on his last escapade
and we were well and truly launched. I
resigned myself and once again fell into
line astern.
After about an hour of this I was beginning to tire quite a lot. The pace was
very brisk indeed. We had passed
through about three villages, one or
two dogs had barked, the odd person
had passed us without evincing any
interest, until, with the morn beginning
to dawn, I saw a French P of W coming
down the road towards us. He passed
Lucien, came almost abreast of myself
and then exclaimed “Ça va?” I was
horrified. I did not dare speak, I forgot
to raise my hand to Heil Hitler. In fact,
I was quite nonplussed. All I could
muster was a haughty silence as I swept
by. That greeting made me think. I
wondered if my appearance was so obvious, merely another Frenchman trying to escape.
Why hadn’t I tried to shout the man
down in German or at least greet him in
German?
Was he a collaborator?
Would he even now be on the telephone warning the Gestapo? Anyway I
plodded on, benefitted by the experience and by the time I met the uniformed postman I had so far recovered

my composure as to offer a most excellent Heil Hitler, the first of many on my
new venture. By 8.45 we were on the
outskirts of a large town which Lucien
warned me was Apolda and informed
me of his intention to go directly to the
station even though we had bags of
time. So I continued in formation
through the more industrial part of the
town which seemed a mass of blackcapped workmen. Just before 9 am
sure enough we pulled up in front of
the large station and Lucien opened the
door and walked in. I gave him a few
moments and then walked in. It was
exactly as described. Dead in front was
the barrier onto the platform with a
huge notice advertising the various
trains, including an express to Kassel at
9.20. On the left were a series of offices,
one being the ticket office, whilst to the
right were waiting refreshment rooms,
a weighing machine and a few odd notices. It was a huge room, there were
only two or three people in it and I
automatically noticed Lucien at the
ticket window. As soon as he left pocketing his change and ticket, I tried to
steer my wobbling legs over in that direction.
My state was dreadful. Up I trembled to the window, tried to moisten
my lips with a very dry tongue, pulled
out the 20 RM note from my pocket,
laid it on the sill and from somewhere I
managed to produce a “Schnell zug,
Kassel.” Not that it sounded anything
like that. Still, the result was the same.
Two tickets were banged down and I
had to control myself to prevent picking them up and rushing off before receiving my change which was something like 5 Marks. The moment the
change arrived I literally tore myself
from the window and thrusting the
money and tickets into my pocket I
rushed out into the snow-covered street
outside. Fortunately, my watch was
still with me and keeping excellent

time, so all I had to do was to synchronise it with the station clock and off I
went to waste just 15 minutes walking
round the streets of Apolda. In order
not to lose myself I planned a large
square walk and set off on the first leg.
I had not been walking for more than
four minutes when, horror of horrors, a
woman approached me and questioned
me as to the whereabouts of Friedrichstraße. I was completely caught out.
Couldn’t even remember or try to articulate a simple “Ich weiß nicht” or
some such phrase. Instead, I blurted
out a very abrupt “Nein” with a horrible English accent, and even more
abruptly marched on. Out of the corner
of my eye I watched for reactions but
the woman did not appear to notice
anything untoward in my strange behaviour. No alarm had been raised, so
although the incident startled me considerably, I was rather bucked that I
had managed to scramble out of my
first contact with the enemy.
For the rest of the walk I took good
care to employ evasive action if my
course took me into the close proximity
of anyone else. So, without further
alarms, at 9.15 I once again found myself outside the portals of the station,
not at all sure what was going to be the
exact form at the ticket barrier and platform. Once again I opened the door
and was relieved to find Lucien stuck
away in one corner of the room apparently studying some advertisements,
whilst in another corner was the only
occupant of the room, a young girl who
seemed to wear a rather mystified expression as she regarded us. There was
no sign of a train in the station and I
began to wonder whether or not one
was supposed to stay in this lobby until
the train, presumably late, arrived.
There was little I could do about it so
resolving to take my cue from Lucien, I
went over to a vacant corner and stared
with interest at the weighing machine
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standing there. So the first quarter of
an hour passed, each of us interested in
our own little corner. Meanwhile several other civilians came in, stamped
the snow from their boots, and either
went straight into what I presumed was
the buffet and waiting room, or else
would hang about the cold, dismal
lobby, after a few minutes give it up as
a bad job and go to join their companions in the waiting room. I was sorely
tempted to join them and investigate
the inside of the room from which came
a good·deal of chatter and breaths of
heat. For by this time I was miserably
cold and could no longer conjure up
any enthusiasm over the several notices
and pictures in which I was supposed
to be interested. Most of the time I kept
a weather eye on Lucien and when he
moved I would move so that at any
given time there was little risk of compromise.
Meanwhile the solitary girl, now
joined by a younger brother, kept her
eye on both of us but said absolutely
nothing; neither did she look like making any approaches. Eventually, in
desperation, I was forced to evolve an
expression with which I became only
too familiar in the course of the next
few days. Standing in one corner of the
lobby, in a slouched position, shoulders
well down, I became the absolute picture of apathy, completely expressionless, jaw hanging loose, eyes dull
and vacant, gazing fixedly into the distance. What a miserable young yokel I
must have looked. This very convenient pose I was able to maintain until at
10.15 there was a sudden bustle and
crowds suddenly poured from the waiting room and formed a queue at the
ticket office. Seeing Lucien attach himself to this queue I did likewise and
then I thought of a minor panic. Did
one proffer one or both tickets to be
punched? Desperately I tried to scan
what was happening to my predeces-
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sors but I was none too sure. When my
turn came I held out both tickets in a
very casual manner, keeping my face
well averted and looking towards the
train which at this very moment was
pulling up. It drew up at the near platform whose number agreed with that
indicated on the board, so through the
crowd I managed to keep in formation
on Lucien and seeing him clamber into
a very crowded carriage I began to
climb in at the other entrance at the extreme end. Walking along the corridor
most of the compartments were full,
but I came across one with only six
people in — four soldiers and two civilians. Now for it I thought as I slid
back the door and made a very shy,
nervous entry, not daring to say a word
to anyone. As I crept in all six glanced
up, a civilian looked very enquiringly
and then resumed his paper. I shut the
door and looking round for the most
convenient seat found, curiously
enough, that the corner seat nearest the
door was vacant, so without more ado I
thankfully sank down into oblivion in
it. From that moment I refused to display any interest whatever in my travelling companions. On went the mask of
apathy and I gazed out of the window
into the corridor with vacant, unseeing
eyes and a sullen, moody expression on
my lips. For the most part, one or two
of my travelling companions contented
themselves with reading whilst the others were engaged in animated conversation. More than once did I catch the
word “England” and curse the fact that
I could make nothing of the guttural
tongue. Once I gathered the subject
might be aerial bombardment but my
curiosity was not to be satisfied.
In this state we proceeded as far as
Weimar, my old station on the adventure with Fenton and without showing
undue interest I searched eagerly for
the aerodrome site and possible exits
from the station but of the former there

was no sign. At that moment the door
of the compartment was pushed open
and a civilian made to enter, but first he
drew himself up and with his right
hand held shoulder-high in something
akin to the pose at the Boy Scout salute,
uttered the greeting ”Heil Hitler” before stepping into the compartment and
claiming a seat. With horror I realised
my previous omission and appreciated
the quizzical looks of the six passengers. Truly one had to “Heil Hitler”
one’s way through Nazi Germany and I
decided that would be my motto. At
the next stop two of the soldiers got out
which considerably relieved the congestion in the compartment. But the next
thing I heard was the high-pitched
voice of a woman in the corridor, using
a tone of order. Two bodies hove into
sight and I was frozen in my seat when
I recognised Lucien being pushed by a
German woman inspector, our door
being opened and Lucien deposited in
my compartment. No need to panic; it
was merely an act of kindness for this
woman had seen our two vacant seats
and Lucien standing solitary in the corridor, so she had induced him to take a
seat exactly opposite to me. It was a
ludicrous predicament — the last thing
on earth we wanted. For there we
were, two rather young, odd-looking
civilians in a compartment full of German military, our knees almost touching, but avoiding each other’s eyes with
utmost caution.
As if that were not enough, I was
roused from a light doze by the crash of
the brusquely opened door and there
on the threshold stood a German Feldwebel. After the usual “Heil Hitler” he
demanded something which sounded
like “papers” and with a sinking heart I
realised the game was up. I hadn’t a
single paper of identification on me. I
cursed the day I didn’t accept the offer
of a faked paper, no matter how poor,
anything to try and keep up the bluff. I

had nothing. Escape was hopeless, the
train was on the move with a sergeant
guarding the door and three soldiers
between myself and the outer door.
Already the soldiers were busy unbuttoning the pockets of their tunics and
pulling forth wallets or the necessary
papers which the Feldwebel proceeded
to scrutinise with care. I resigned myself to my fate and waited till his baleful
glare lit upon me.
I could not resist flashing an agonised look at Lucien and realised how
he too was suffering. But at the same
time I noticed he was sitting back and
attempting to ignore the situation. I
immediately took my cue from him and
pretended not to concern myself, at the
same time observing the behaviour of
the two civilian businessmen. After the
first lowering of their papers they had
resumed their papers and definitely
were not engaged in any frantic search.
Could it be true? Was there to be no
civilian examination? The Feldwebel
was still examining the third paper; he
appeared satisfied. God! It was now
or never. The Nazi turned, went towards the door. “Heil Hitler” and he
was gone.
I could have cried with joy. My legs
were so weak that if I had been told to
stand up I am sure I would have fallen
base over apex. Once again I could not
refrain from looking at Lucien and it
needed considerable restraint not to
burst into a smile and exclaim
“Whewww!”
— To be continued
Before his death in a flying accident in 1948,
Mac McCairns wrote a 200-page account of his
crash-landing and capture by the enemy July
1941, his imprisonment in Germany, his escape
attempts and his clandestine journey across
Europe to Gibraltar with the help of the Comet
organisation. We thank his son Chris for giving
us a copy of this memoir, which has never before
been published. Further extracts will appear in
future editions of The Tangmere Logbook.
—Ed.
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Letters, Notes,
and Queries
The Jools Alarm
At the end of the 36-week course (the
need being now so desperate that the
RAF was soon training “24-Week Wonders”, as we called them) I duly passed
out as an air radar fitter with the rank
of Junior Technician, proudly wearing
one inverted stripe on each sleeve. I
queued to collect my rail warrant to
Tangmere and sign a paper which was
thrust in front of me. Having been
brought up never to sign anything I had
not read, I started to peruse the document, at which the flight sergeant in
charge became incandescent and perforce had to sign without further ado,
as did the man in the queue behind me.
It turned out that he, Tony Marshall,
had like me been assigned to Tangmere
and we travelled there by train, after
very nearly one whole year in the RAF.
We booked in and were allocated to a
hut where we settled on two adjacent
pit spaces, the start of a friendship
which endures to this day. Then off to
the cookhouse where we arrived just
after the evening meal had finished
serving. A sullen cook told us we were
too late and the junior officer on duty
asked whether we had collected our
subsistence allowances. The reason for
the extreme haste of the flight sergeant
at Yatesbury now became abundantly
clear, and hearing that we hadn’t been
given any, he shrugged — it was clearly
a common occurrence — and ordered
an even more sullen cook to provide us
with something.
Our hut, one of a row of four or
more, had originally been built to house
WAAFs, which explained why the toilet
block contained a long row of “sit
downs” while a single “stand up” had
later been shoe-horned in at the end of
the row of wash basins. Tangmere was
little different from the other camps I
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had seen — neat bedpacks had to be
made daily, sheets sent off to laundry
and redistributed, and every so often an
officer would come round on kit inspection. We soon learnt that whoever he
was, he always moved down one side
of the billet and back up the other, in a
clockwise direction. This was convenient as there were always people with a
pair of socks, a tie or whatever missing.
As the officer passed down one side
past a set of complete kit layouts, behind his back items would be tossed
across the gangway to complete layouts
on the other. Only later did I learn the
technical term for this.
The inhabitants of our hut had
mostly enjoyed a good education and
we all got on well together — Tony and
me, and Gus, Trevor, “Dickie” Bird and
others whose names I can’t recall. We
had very little problem with the corporal who inhabited the single room next
to the hut’s entrance and who, for some
reason, we called “Dakkers”. We had
audio equipment and long-playing records of classical and other music, we
had the occasional wine and cheese
party in the evening and there were
various billet games. One of these was
table climbing. One knelt on the table
in the middle of the hut, lowered an
arm and a leg over the side, followed
by the body, grabbing the other side of
the table with hand and foot and completing the circumnavigation back to
the original position without touching
the floor.
We soon settled into the camp’s routine and I was drafted to the radar section. This was located at the opposite
side of the airfield from all the other
buildings, and entailed a drive half-way
round the peri track in a Bedford garry.
I drove it once but our usual driver was
another Tony, Tony Dubois. To distinguish the various Tonys, each was
given a nickname — our driver became
Tony Dubious.
Occasionally, for
amusement, half a dozen or more of us

in the back of the garry would jump in
concert from one side to the other and
back, causing the vehicle to snake violently. A shout from the cab would order us to pack it in; if we did not comply the result was a crash stop leaving
us all in a heap in the back with a few
bruises to boot.
My job in the radar section was to
service AI10, the radar carried by the
station’s NF11 night fighters of 29
Squadron. At No. 2 Radio School I had
been trained on Eureka, Babs, IFF and,
the most interesting of the bunch, Gee
Mk III, in fact anything but AI10. However I soon had the measure of this ancient kit that had seen service in WW2;
the fault was usually low sensitivity,
reported by the crew. This was due to
low emission in the row of knobshaped glass-topped octal pentodes;
replacements were apparently unavailable, either from RCA or anywhere else.
So each time I took them all along to
someone we called “Pilley”, in the section’s stores, a smallish square room
with shelves all the way round. He
would take them and carefully put
them in a box on the shelf to his right,
then provide replacements from a box
on his left. When empty, this box was
moved to the right-hand shelf and all
the boxes moved round one space. So
eventually, either you or someone else
would be issued with the valves you
had just returned. Pilley stoutly maintained that the rest did them a power of
good, but we were not convinced.
Christmas 1955 was approaching
and someone brought a very tall candle;
we calibrated this with “days to go” to
Christmas and ceremoniously burnt it
down one day’s worth daily. Various
games and other activities were indulged in to relieve the monotony, for
example one might see an airman due a
few days leave standing in front of the
dish of AI10, the beam with its 75W
average power output aimed at his
genitals — this was claimed to be a sure

way to avoid an “accident” with his
girlfriend or other lady. More technically inventive was the “Jools Alarm”.
This consisted of a pre-war American
radio with the usual valve line-up and
line cord, modified to act as a two-tone
sound generator. Flying Officer Jools
evidently held some sort responsibility
for the radar section — we never discovered exactly what; normally it ran
perfectly satisfactorily if somewhat unconventionally under the beady eye of
“Flight”, our flight sergeant. With the
remote situation of the section, there
was usually ample warning of F/O
Jools’s visit and anyone who noticed
him setting off from main camp or on
his way round the peri track would
switch on the Jools Alarm; “rabbits”,
“foreigners” or other private initiatives
would instantly disappear followed by
a quick tidy-up. The Jools Alarm was
actually the second incarnation of the
old radio. Previously we had set the IF
stage oscillating and the local oscillator
to about the same frequency. With a
telescopic aerial attached to the local
oscillator circuit we had made a
theremin, or proximity sensor, which
kept us amused for quite a while.
During the course of the winter I
was given responsibility for the daily
checking of the Eureka/Rebecca beacon
which was housed in a hut involving a
trek across some long wet grass, snow
or worse. In view of this I was issued
special cold/wet weather boots which,
with their thick woven nylon insoles,
were very warm, comfortable and
much sought after. The task consisted
of checking that the kit was all switched
on and connecting the antenna lead to a
Megger to check that the resistance was
not less than 10MΩ. One then had to
sign the log sheet for that day, or for the
last seven days or however long it was
since it was last checked, which all took
a little time. I was just finishing when
the phone rang — I hadn’t even realised
that there was a phone in the hut — and
a furious officer wanted my name and
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number and ordered me to get the kit
back on the air instantly as “I’ve got
pilots flying around up there who can’t
tell where the hell they are.” Fortunately I was not charged and I never
Meggered the antenna again. When the
task was taken over by someone else, I
was forced, regretfully, to surrender
those boots.
— Dave May
(www.ianhickman.org.uk)

A Legend in his Lifetime
In October 1972, I was posted on an
exchange tour with the USAF at Luke
Air Force Base, 20 miles northwest of
Phoenix, Arizona. At that time, Luke
was home to 310th Tactical Fighter
Training Squadron (TFTS) — the F-4
Central Instructors’ School — and three
Replacement Training Units (RTUs),
each a training squadron with the same
task as the RAF’s Operational Conversion Units. I joined the 310th as a
member of the instructional staff. The
Vietnam War was still engaged and all
my fellow instructors had completed
one, sometimes two, operational tours
of duty in theatre. The base was inextricably linked with Vietnam: personnel
had either been or were likely to go
there, war stories abounded, the fighter
pilot image as a “god” amongst mortals
was freely advertised and displayed.
Against this background, it was announced one day in 1974 that recently
retired Brigadier General Robin Olds
would be visiting Luke — the Robin
Olds, the Second World War ace and
celebrated Wing Leader with over 150
operations over North Vietnam to his
name, the epitome of what every USAF
fighter pilot should aspire to, a legend
in his own lifetime.
One evening
would be set aside for him to give an
informal talk to RTU students in the
Officers’ Club — members of staff not
invited. I went to the club on the night
in question and stood with others at the
bar to hear shrieks of laughter and ap-
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plause emanating from the adjacent
room where Robin held forth for over
an hour, obviously to much delight
from his audience. He later joined us in
the crowded bar and similarly enthralled those present. My overriding
memory of the occasion was Robin
Olds’s presence; he captured and held
everyone present and caused me to
wonder how many human beings had
been bypassed during the allocation of
charisma to finance his.
— David Baron

Boy and Firefly
When I was 12, I went to the site of a
forced landing involving a Firefly AS-6.
It had come down in an extensive
marshy area behind Brown’s Golf
Course, at Sandown, Isle of Wight, an
ideal place for a wheels-up landing. I
took my Brownie box camera and was
amazed to see hardly any damage, just
bent props. The plane, WD920, was
from Ford, 1840 Squadron RNVR, the
date 21st November 1953. I hung
around for a while until a policeman
told me off for taking a photo, and
asked where I had my film developed.
Before I left, a Dragonly S-51 helicopter
arrived. I don’t know how the Firefly
was retrieved from the marsh, but I
think it was removed within days. I
like to think it was repaired and flown
again. According to the UK Serials
website, WD920 was scrapped at Bramcote in 1957.

— John Cassford

Photo Quiz
Where are we? And approximately when was this picture taken?

Everything you need to know about

TANGMERE
is in our 328-page, fact-filled book
and all proceeds benefit the Museum if you buy it from us!

A special offer price of £15 is now available to customers
calling in at our shop, or £20 by mail including P&P.
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Above: HM MTB 307, ex-USS PT 49, in the
Mediterranean. This was one of 10 Lend-Lease
boats built by Elco in 1941, powered by three
Packard 4M-2500 42-litre V-12 supercharged
petrol engines originally designed to an aeronautical specification. Below: Together, the
engines had a one-hour rating of 3,600 hp at
2,400 rpm giving a speed of 41 knots (47 mph).

