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NATIONAL SERVICE IN POST-WAR
GERMANY

I did my basic training at RAF Padgate. Looking back on it I think
I was fortunate that it was summer, making the eight weeks more
bearable. It was the usual square bashing mixed in with weapons
training and cross-country running with and without kit. The
positive side was that I came away fitter than I had ever been, as I
noticed when I had my first game of  rugby on leave. Then after a
brief  stay at RAF Honiley in the west Midlands and at the camp
at Castle Bromwich near West Bromwich I was sent to do my
trade training. This I did at a camp in Hereford. My �superiors�
had decided that I would make a good storekeeper.

This was winter 1947-1948, and what a winter. In the middle of
the hut we had a round pipe-stove with the chimney sticking out of
the back and going through the roof. We put our beds around the
stove as best we could. We soon ran out of  coke and coal. We
decided to go to the Sergeants� and Officers� mess to ask if  they
had any spare fuel. They said that all they could let us have was a
couple of  bags. So for the next two nights at least we would be
warm � this was my first experience of  central heating. When
that fuel was finished we drew up a roster of  three in a team that
would take it in turns to go out and forage for fuel. There were
days that were just below freezing, with other days and nights
with Arctic-like blizzards. Very soon we had burnt everything that
was moveable within the perimeter of  the camp.

I decided to liven things up at one of  our afternoon classes.
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After warning the lad who
sat next to me, I said
audibly, �Don�t be daft!�
The teacher asked what the
disagreement was. I then
told him what the lad next
to me had supposedly said,
that there were one-man
bands where he came from.
�Because I come from the
north,� I said, �he thinks I�m
daft. There is no such thing
as a one-man band. It
would be impossible.�

After a bit of
encouragement the
instructor proceeded to
explain how instruments
were fastened to the arms,
legs, back and so on. I
finally got him to parade
around moving his arm
and legs up and down as a
one-man band has to do.
He then realised that he
been tricked into giving the
demonstration. I will say
that � for a Sergeant � he
took it very well.

So after my �trade� training I was posted to that very select group
of  the Royal Air Force, 5352 Wing of  the airfield construction unit,
at the Hamburg (Fuhlesbuttle) airport. At that time it was being
used by British European Airlines.

After two weeks� leave I set off  for Hamburg, to the heartland
of  the �enemy�, as I thought. My journey took me from Leeds to
London King�s Cross, then over to Liverpool Street station, from
there to the port of  Harwich, ship to the Hook of  Holland, then a

National Service in the RAF, 1947-1949
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train to Hamburg. I made this return journey three times over the
next year and a half. Leeds to Hamburg had been organised by
the Troop Movement department of  the RAF. The last part of  my
journey, Hamburg to the airport, proved to be the most difficult. As
soon as I got off  the train in Hamburg I was literally on my own,
and it was midnight.

I set off  into the city. I had wandered about for quite a while
when military police in a jeep stopped to ask why I was away from
camp after curfew time. I explained that I had just arrived and was
trying to find my way to camp. They took me to a point where they
said I would be able to intercept a �liberty truck� going to the airport.
Then I had a bit of  luck. I waved down a truck (a Thornycroft) and
it was an RAF truck. The lads inside told me that there was no
such truck to the airport. When I told them that I wanted 5352
Wing they said, �Come aboard, welcome to the club�. By sheer
chance this truck was the 5352 liberty wagon returning from a night
out in Hamburg.

It was explained to me that while we worked on the airfield, we
were billeted at No. 5 Motor Transport Depot, five miles from the
airport at Langenhorn where we slept and ate our meals. But we
did not come under their direct discipline, meaning no inspections
or parades. 5352 Wing did not have any bull at all; the officers and
men were a law unto themselves. My first rebuke was to be told off
by an officer for saluting him on the airfield. He said we were a
working unit and we just had to get on with it. Most of  the officers
were engineers or architects and the Commanding Officer was a
civil engineer with an honorary rank of  Group Captain. We wore
sleeveless jackets in summer or just open-neck shirts with RAF
working trousers. In winter it was flying jackets, boots, and warm
headgear. The only time we wore our issue headgear was when we
went out of  camp or off  the airfield.

We were the envy of  everyone at No. 5 MTD. The officers did
not envy us; they just thought of  5352 as �the rabble�. But we worked
hard, and not eight to five like them. We worked very long hours
and sometimes non-stop day and night. This included �officers� and
men. This was because we were involved in the �Berlin Airlift�. The
airport became a base for aircraft being used to transport goods to
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Berlin. Some of  the aircraft belonged to Freddie Laker and I suppose
it was the beginning of  the Freddie Laker airline.

The airport also had the responsibility of  distributing PSP
(perforated steel plates) and their fastening clips to areas where
temporary runways had to be built. The PSP had to be loaded on to
wagons, taken to the goods yards and loaded on to trains. Civilian
labour was used, mostly made up of  prisoners from the local prisons.
Making sure a supply of  PSP was always available, and the logistics
of  the transport and labour was my responsibility, with my
immediate officer signing the order papers etc.

My opinion of  Germans was somewhat confused. On the one
hand the RAF education on the subject was one of  �you�re the boss
so let them know it�. I found this a bit difficult as in my department
I was in charge of  some very mature and cultured people. All had
been in the armed forces, from privates in the North Africa Corps
to officers in the Panzers. One was an officer on a U-boat. Then
there was the policy of  the Communist Party: East Germans were
socialists and West Germans were fascists. How simple and easy. I
am pleased to say that I never fell for that one.

There were two older Germans. The elder of  the two, Herr Franz
Lange, had been too old for the forces. He was proud of  the fact
that he had read all the works of  Shakespeare in English. Apparently
he had been a teacher of  English and European history. He resigned
as a teacher before the war to avoid having to teach the Nazi version
of  European history. He took up office work at the airport where
he stayed right up to the time I arrived to be his �boss�.

One morning Herr Lange asked if  he could have a word with
me. Apparently his wife had asked him to tell me that she was
prepared to do my washing. I knew that I would have to provide
the soap and washing powder, and no doubt the family wash would
be done at the same time. But I had no problem with that. Not long
after, Frau Lange asked for my mother�s address and I sent it to her
as I could see no harm in it. What followed was something that at
least made members of  my family think, that is in regards to their
attitude to �the Germans.� She wrote a letter to Mum telling her not
to worry about her son as she was looking after my clothes and any
repairs I wanted doing. She told Mum that she had all her four sons
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killed in the fighting, and two grandchildren killed in the bombing
of  Hamburg. To paraphrase, she also said that the ordinary people
were not to blame for the war but were used to fight each other on
behalf  of  big business. Considering that I was wearing the uniform
of  the RAF that killed her two grandchildren her attitude was
remarkable. No nationalism and patriotism was evident in her. This
was a lesson to all of  us and for myself  another incident that helped
to mould my attitudes and ideas in future life.

Erich Hagerdorn, another of  the older Germans, had just
scraped in for call-up and had become a prisoner of  war at a camp
in England. He worked opposite me at my desk. This man was a
bit of  a chess champion; every dinner time there was a game of
chess going on, and if  the game was nowhere near finishing then
the board used to go away ready to start the next day. But if  it
looked as if  a finish was imminent then the game would continue
with me keeping watch in case an officer approached.

Erich invited me to stay for the weekend with him at his sister�s
flat where a bit of  a family gathering was taking place. I gathered
together as much food as I could to help fill the table. Unknown to
me I was being watched by the CCG (Control Commission
Germany). The anti-fraternisation rule had been slackened, but even
so they thought my relationship was bad for discipline and I was
told to cool it. I arranged to have a weekend off  and I unofficially
arranged to be off  camp. Erich met me on the Saturday morning to
take me to his sister�s where the rest of  the family were to meet.
Unfortunately his wife and two daughters were over in the Eastern
Zone so could not be there. There was a short train ride to the
house. During that journey we passed through an area that had
been a working-class residential area. For about five minutes,
maybe more, both to the left and right there was nothing but rubble.
Erich told me that they were still digging out the dead. I was glad
that I had risked going out in my civvies, which was frowned on
by the CCG and which the RAF police (snow drops) had
instructions to discourage by periodically having a purge.

I expected to have a weekend where I was to be bombarded
with stories of  the war and the air raids. I did ask them about the
firestorms; the description that they gave me was horrific. But it
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was obvious that it was something that they did not want to dwell
on. Erich had been separated from his wife and two young
daughters ever since his repatriation back to Germany. He was
put in a camp near Hamburg while his family were in what became
the Eastern Zone. Erich encouraged me to write to the girls so
that they could practise their English. My last letter to them was
just before I left Hamburg for demobilisation.

There was an occasion when a transporter loaded with a D8
bulldozer broke down at a place called Celle. I was dispatched to
stand guard on it over the weekend. The place where it had broken
down was a little village with nothing much there. A cottage doubled
as police station and home for the village bobby. Saturday night
was spent sharing a bottle of  schnapps with the village bobby, a
young man in his twenties. As a young soldier he had been stationed
just outside Dresden. He was there during the fire raids. He explained
to me that it was as if  the air had caught fire. He was one of  those
sent in to do what they could. He very graphically explained to me
what they were confronted with. People on fire, or simply
smouldering from the initial effects of the heat. They found
themselves having to shoot those with no hope in order to put them
out of  their misery. He was no Nazi, just a young man plunged into
the carnage like millions of  others, of  all nationalities. Meanwhile
another cab arrived to pick up the transporter and bulldozer. I  had
to wait until transport arrived to take me back to camp.

While waiting the young policeman told me that the Belsen
concentration camp was close by and he volunteered to show me
the way there. When it arrived we used my transport to get there.
We pulled up outside the gates and walked into the camp. This was
about two and a half  years after the camp had been cleared and
cleaned but many of  the huts and buildings were still there. I tried
to imagine what it must have been like. I had seen pictures of  the
camps but to be stood inside one, even if  it had been cleaned up
and was now no more than a monument to the racism and cruelty
of  the Fascist regime, was overpowering. Kramer, the camp
Commandant (the �Beast of  Belsen�), was one of  the accused at the
Nuremberg war crimes trial. His defender said that he was kind to
animals, loved his family, and simply adored his children. This
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man had lampshades covered with the tattooed skins of  his victims.
Within a few months of  arriving in Germany I had seen the

result of  the firestorm raids on Hamburg, been told of  the terrible
details at Dresden, and visited the site of the Belsen concentration
camp. It was only in 1998 that I was told another detail of  the
Hamburg firestorm raids. A group of  200 or so men, women and
children huddled together in the centre of  the pitch at the Hamburg
football ground in the hope that they would escape the flames. All
that was left of  them was ashes. The heat had been so intense that
they had burst into flames. There would have been no escape
anywhere on the pitch. In 1948 I watched Hamburg play on that
pitch. Little did I know what had taken place there during the war.
In comparison with the devastation of  the residential areas the dock
area appeared to be damaged very little.

It was years later when I first heard of  Bomber Harris, chief  of
bomber command. Then in 1996-1997 there was an article in the
Skyrack Express, a freebie newspaper that was circulated in East
Leeds, with an appeal for money to build a statue to Bomber Harris
in the forecourt of  St. Clement Dane�s Church. The appeal was
made by Sir Harry Burton. I sent the following letter to the Skyrack:

Another view of  Bomber Harris

Just in case some of  your readers, after reading the appeal letter
from Sir Harry Burton, think that Bomber Harris was some kind
of war hero, please allow me to make the following points.

There were two attitudes in Bomber Command. To attack
strategic targets. Docks, Shipyards, Armament Factories, etc. And
secondly kill as many people as possible, with strategic targets taking
second place. Harris was leader of  the �Kill Faction�. This meant
fire raids and the blanket bombing of  areas where there was nothing
else other than the homes of  people. Housing estates were his
�targets for tonight.�

After the raids he would receive aerial photographs to study. A
grid would be placed over the photographs and the target area
divided into squares. This was done, not to study and estimate
what damage had been done, but written into each square was an
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estimate of  how many were killed. The higher the estimate the
more successful was the raid.

In Hamburg Hitler had met with great opposition. The fascists
were fought on the docks and shipyards, with thousands taking to
the streets to fight Hitler and his fascist thugs. Those not killed on
the streets or in the concentration camps met their deaths when
Harris ordered their homes to be bombed (is this the infrastructure
referred to in Sir Harry Burton�s letter?).

I saw the Belsen concentration camp, some two and a half
years after the liberation. The horrors of  these camps were brought
home to me. The disregard for human life was fearful. I also saw
the mile after mile of  flattened streets and estates, destroyed not by
accident but calculated, by firestorm and bomb.

It is difficult to find anybody who supports the rape of  Dresden.
A city of  art, culture and beauty was destroyed and tens of
thousands of  its citizens killed in one night of  bombing, a fire raid
so intense that it was as though the air had caught fire. People on
fire were being shot like dogs to be put out of  their misery. It is said
that more people died that night than by the immediate result of
the Atom bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. I saw
Hamburg and Belsen and had many eye-witness reports of  Dresden,
whilst doing my National Service with the RAF.

Come on Sir Harry Burton. You must know that Bomber Harris
and his policy of  killing civilians was an embarrassment to many
members of  Bomber Command and the Air Ministry. Erect a statue
of  Bomber Harris in the forecourt of  St. Clement Dane�s Church,
London? How bizarre. Whatever happened to �Thou shall not kill?�

You must forgive me for thinking that Harris�s main aim was
to cold bloodedly kill civilians.

Norman Harding (address supplied)

I received no letters back, but I did receive phone calls � from people
telling me that they had family members killed either in battle or in
air raids, all saying that the Germans deserved it, or simply indicating
that it was revenge for the fact that they had lost loved ones in the
war. It was also suggested that I had no sympathy for the British
that were killed or for their families. Personally I regarded that as a
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great insult and was terribly hurt, especially when one of  them was
someone for whom I had always had a great respect because we
could always discuss our differences without falling out. Compare
Frau Lange�s letter to my parents with the statement that �the
Germans deserved to die.� This of  course includes the loss by Frau
Lange of  her four sons and two grandchildren. But she still had the
humanity to send such a letter to my parents so soon after the war.

All the phone calls raised the question of  whether I was a
Christian. This I had to reply to in the obvious way. To paraphrase
Samuel Johnson: �If  what you are saying is Christianity, then thank
God that I am an atheist.�

The fascists never really took full control of  Hamburg. It had
been a very strong working-class city both before and during the
war. There was a reflection of  this in an incident when a number of
German Jewish women were arrested and taken to the Gestapo
headquarters in Hamburg and a group of  non-Jewish German
women demonstrated outside, demanding their release. No doubt
the flag-waving, patriotic, our-country-right-or-wrong brigade in
Germany would have been accusing those German women who
were protesting of  being traitors to their country. No doubt flag-
waving patriotic our-country-right-or-wrong British would have said
the same if it had happened in Britain.

In May 1948, all those of  our wing who were not working on the
airfield, along with the non-duty personnel on the camp, were
confined to barracks. Those who were living in the married families�
houses outside of  the camp were instructed not to go anywhere
near Hamburg. This was a mystery to all of  us, except one young
airman. I don�t remember his name but let�s refer to him as �Lefty�.
After we were dismissed from the parade where this announcement
had been made, Lefty let it be known in the canteen, NAAFI, and
anywhere else he could, that the reason for being confined to
barracks was that there was to be a massive May Day workers�
march through the centre of  Hamburg, to coincide with a dock
strike. Things like this weren�t for our eyes, lest we be corrupted!
On reflection I think Lefty must have been active in left-wing politics
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before he was called up. He told me that he had got the information
from a youth group called the Young Falcons (I think that�s the
right name). Apparently he had made contact with them and
attended their meetings.

Another thing Lefty used to do was to liven up our Sunday
mornings. When the padre had finished his sparsely attended Sunday
morning service, he would make a tour of  the rooms trying to drum
up support. Lefty used to follow him to question him on religion �
and he was obviously an atheist. Finally Lefty challenged our Padre
to a full-scale debate in the biggest dormitory in the block. Knowing
what I know now, the Padre didn�t have a chance. The following
weekend we were summoned to a lecture by the education officer.
It was to be on the East and West. Lefty was there and did a similar
job on him. A week or two after that Lefty was posted to some
remote spot in the Baltic, an island off  shore from Scharbeutz.

He sure left his mark. There was a period when the food in the
canteen went further downhill than normal. One day we arranged
for one person to speak at every table. If  one person spoke on behalf
of  a certain number of  people you could be put on a fizzer (charge)
for leading a mutiny or some such thing. When the duty officer
came in and asked if  there were any complaints (this was a daily
occurrence) one airman at each table stood up. Each complained
about the same thing, �food quality and food quantity�. He promised
to look into it. Nothing happened. After one particular bad meal I
smuggled one out and had one of  the technicians on the airfield
take a photograph of  it. This was then sent to the Daily Mirror. This
forced an investigation at the camp and a conspiracy between the
canteen Sergeant and the NAAFI manageress was uncovered: food
was being transferred from the canteen to the NAAFI where it was
being sold to the starving airmen. A kind of  miniature airlift, you
might say. Both of  the culprits were transferred. I bet Lefty would
have been proud of  us.

Arnold Chemelevski (North Africa Corps) had told me that he
had not seen any member of  his family since he was sent to fight in
North Africa. He assumed them to be dead. Then one day I was
called out of  my office to the reception counter. There was a young
man talking to one of the staff who told me that the visitor had a
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letter for an Arnold Chemelevski. I called Arnold to come to the
desk, where I left him and the letter bearer together. Within minutes
they both came into the office. Arnold was in tears. This letter was
from his mother and sister. While there was no news of  his father,
they were fit and well and living just across the border in the Russian
zone, close to a crossing point at St Hubertus near Lubeck. The
young man had told him that a meeting could be arranged if  he
could get to St Hubertus and across the bridge. The meeting was
duly arranged. It was to be from Friday night to Sunday night. A
weekend was best so Arnold did not have to answer questions about
why he wanted time off  work.

Some time earlier I had spent a few weeks at the camp at St
Hubertus. During my stay I witnessed quite a lot of  coming and
going across the wooden bridge between East and West. On Friday
and Sunday evenings civilians crossed from one side to the other
without any hassle from the border guards, and on occasions there
were no guards to be seen at all. The border between our camp and
the Russian camp was a river and the bridge was close by.

The anxiously awaited weekend arrived. Two or three of  us
filled a rucksack with goodies. I had fixed myself  up with a weekend
pass to go �see my friends at St Hubertus�. A Morris Cowley van
had been arranged, and a driver from the German driving pool. For
some reason we thought that it would be safer to have a German
driver. We set off  from Hamburg, headed down the autobahn to
Schleswig Holstein and on to St Hubertus and the bridge, with a
very excited Arnold. We parked about 800 yards away from the
bridge. I walked with him up to the entrance and then gave him the
rucksack so that the guard could see that I was with him. He walked
over and off  at the other end along with a few more. A guard from
each side stood in the middle of  the bridge chatting, and, I suspect,
exchanging goods. Cigarettes and chocolate were popular items of
barter. This happened at about 19.30 hours.

Having satisfied myself  that he was clear, the driver and I made
our way to the camp at St Hubertus. The German driver got himself
sorted out and stayed in the section allocated for the German
workers on the camp. As I remember I spent a pleasant but anxious
two days waiting for Sunday evening. The two of  us with the
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transport were there waiting at about 19.00 hours. It wasn�t long
before people started to arrive at the other side of  the bridge. The
guard on our side recommended that I go over the bridge, and let
them see that I was waiting for Arnold, but warned me not to go
over the boundary line as I was in uniform. When I saw Arnold I
indicated to the Russian guard that I was waiting for him, so he
was let through with no problem at all.

On the way back to Hamburg he told us that everything had
gone smoothly. His mother and sister sent me their best wishes and
thanks. When we arrived back at Arnold�s home we went in for a
drink. It was then that he told me that the majority of  those crossing
the bridge had work permits or some pass or other. The rest were
just hoping to get through. For some reason both sets of  guards
were relaxed on this point at the weekend. I now think that to meet
him on the other side of  the bridge was a little foolhardy. Maybe I
did take a bit of  a risk. Anyway the German driver and I made our
way back to the airport, where we parked up the van and then both
got our heads down in the duty house with the duty crew so we
were both ready for work on the Monday morning. The three of  us
were very pleased with the weekend�s work.

My first experience with the bridge had been during my stay at
St Hubertus earlier in the year. A report came through that a Russian
soldier had been seen in Lubeck a few miles down the road. The
duty officer sent an officer, an NCO and two airmen (I was one of
them) in a jeep to Lubeck to sort out the invader. We finally tracked
him down to one of  the bars in town. He was sat among a group of
Germans who were obviously having a good time. The Russian
soldier was a young lad no older than myself; it was his birthday so
he had decided to pop over to the West and have a few drinks with
the locals. The officer with us wanted to make an issue of  it but the
much more experienced Sergeant suggested that we simply wish
him happy birthday and get him back to the East. The Sergeant
drove us to the bridge, we waved goodbye and off  he went. Things
seemed to be OK at the other side for the birthday boy and the
guards were slapping him on the back and laughing. It looked as
though they had been expecting him.

The Corporal in the pay office had quite a scam going. He had
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four airmen on the staff  who didn�t exist. He got the pay, the flight
Sergeant got the cigs, I got the chocolate. The going rate for a bottle
of  champagne cognac was two bars of  chocolate. I had ten bars of
chocolate per week. The barter was done at the café Fiddler two
miles down the road from the camp. The owner was affectionately
known as �Fritz the Fix�. I was a chocolate baron until the pay clerk
was demobbed about two months before I was. The surplus airmen
were posted one by one over a period of  about four weeks and with
some very creative bookkeeping the whole thing ran very smoothly.
I mention the café Fiddler because a few of  us spent many happy
hours in the beer garden at the back drinking my chocolate.

My first Christmas in Germany was a very memorable one. It
all started on 24 December. The CO invited everyone to his office
for drinks. The officers and NCOs were allowed to drink sprits but
those of  us of  the lower ranks were only allowed to drink beer.
After two or three drinks we were all dismissed to go back to our
place of  work. When I arrived back at my office I found the German
staff  patiently waiting for me with a couple of  crates of  beer. They
did not want to start without me. I was very touched by this. When
we had finished they went home to their families and friends. I had
been invited to visit some friends living in the married families�
patch. I was passed on from one to another. At the last one, Warrant
Officer Spooner�s, I had a meal and a kip. Feeling somewhat
refreshed after my meal and sleep I headed for the Fiddler armed
with a few bars of  chocolate kindly donated to me by Mrs Spooner.
As I remember it I made a couple of  calls on my way. I finally
arrived at the Fiddler and swapped two bars for a bottle but saved
the rest of  my chocolate for New Year�s Eve. I sat with a group of
locals whom I had got to know during my previous visits. We talked
about everything: our families, our work, sport. They practised their
already decent English, and I tried out my poor German.

It was getting late and I would soon have to leave. Two of  the
men had gone to the bar to get some drinks. Fritz the Fix called me
over to the bar and asked me to have a drink with him and the two
men. He said something about it being a special drink. The bottle
was taken from the back of  one of  the bar cupboards. He said it
was a special kind of  Schnapps. The four glasses were set up, the
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drinks poured; we raised our glasses and drank to the future. Fritz
the Fix smiled, I coughed, and the other two went away muttering
something about �V2 benzine�. I bid every one good night and made
my way back to the camp. As I approached the camp I told myself
to be quiet and I made my way round the perimeter fence to the
spot where we climbed over. There was an arrangement with the
transport section to leave a soft-top wagon on the other side so that
we could drop down on to it and so to the ground. That night there
was no truck left and I hit the ground with a resounding thud.

I must have shouted or something because the guards on duty
ran over to where I was struggling to get to my feet. I was escorted
to the guardroom at the front gate and was promptly stood in front
of  the long length mirror that was used by airmen to check their
appearance before proceeding out of  camp. I was told to tidy myself
up. �Not my fault�, I said, �it�s those stupid idiots who forgot to put
the truck in position.� �Oh no it�s not�, they said, �it�s the fault of  the
stupid idiot who forgot that it was Christmas Eve and there was no
time limit on the gate, so there was no need for a truck.� I was
dismissed and sent to my bed. The tradition in the forces is that

RAF Christmas, 1948. I am seated second from right
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the officers act as waiters and serve the other ranks with drinks and
their Christmas dinner. We were served with our meal and drinks.
The duty officer did the toast, and hoped that we would enjoy the
rest of  the Christmas break. He also hoped that that the airman
who came into camp last night by the way of  the emergency entrance
would remember that there would be no time limit on the gate
tonight also.

The airlift was at its peak when I arranged a darts match with
the civilian flyers and crew of  Freddie Laker�s Eagle airline. The
planes were converted Lancasters or Halifaxes, ex-wartime
bombers. The match took all weekend because sometimes we had
to wait for the person we were playing to come back from a trip to
Berlin. Instead of  going back to the camp we decided to stay in the
airlift mess so that we were handy for work the following morning.
A good time was had by all.

The next morning, noticing that I was a little tired and had a
faraway look in my eyes, the lads said that it would be a good idea
if  I had a little sleep in the office. While I slept, Erich took a
telephone call and made some excuse for my absence. He was told
that an officer was taking the de-Nazification committee on a
conducted tour around the airfield and would be taking in my
section. They were to be doing their de-Nazifying all week. Every
German had to appear before the committee and on the basis of
the interview would be de-Nazified. Erich and the rest decided
that it would not be a good idea for the visitors to get the wrong
impression, so I was bedded down in one of  the many rooms. They
locked the door and hid the key. The excuse for my absence for the
telephone call and the visit was that I had gone to the petrol
compound to do a snap check. The compound was told that if  they
received a message asking for me to say that I had just left to check
on a petrol bowser on the other side of  the airport and could not be
contacted. Everything went smoothly. I learned afterwards that the
North Africa Corps (Arnold) had masterminded the operation.

About this time an incident occurred that brought a great deal
of  tension on to the camp. Four of  us were sat quietly playing cards
and enjoying a drink of  brandy in a house on the edge of  the airfield.
The house was used as a duty house and a weekend retreat for
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those who wanted to get away from it all. The duty German driver
came and informed us that a number of  jerry cans of  petrol was
missing. Now this could be very serious, as petrol was a very valuable
commodity. Things became worse. Within minutes he was back
panic struck; all the trucks� petrol tanks had been emptied. At first
we had thought spillage added to evaporation could be used as an
excuse, but not now. The German driver in his panic informed the
Flight Sergeant in charge of  the airfield transport. He panicked. He
brought in the Special Investigation Bureau, the airforce equivalent
of  the FBI. Then we all panicked.

The person that I had taken over from had left me with a
discrepancy of  about 1,500 gallons of  petrol. Our supply of  petrol
came from the RASC depot about ten miles away. I had been able
to come to an agreement with the army lads that every time we sent
our two tankers to be filled, the tankers would be empty but when
the tanks were dipped it was recorded that there were 50 or so gallons
still in there. This figure varied at each visit so as not to cause any
suspicion.

Using this method I had been able to reduce the deficit to about
800 gallons, but with the visit of  the SIB being imminent drastic
action was called for. I made an immediate visit with our two tankers
for our routine collection, including 100 gallons� surplus. I had to
empty the tankers as soon as I returned into the underground storage
tanks and go back first thing the next morning with an empty tanker
on an unscheduled, non-recorded trip. They filled it from one of
their storage tanks known as the �petrol cow tank� that was used for
emergency transfers. The organiser of  this manoeuvre was a
Corporal national serviceman from Dewsbury, near Leeds, my
hometown. Once again, with help from my friends, the situation
had been turned round.

The SIB investigating team finally arrived on camp, a Warrant
Officer and a Sergeant. The first few days were spent moving around
the airfield getting to know the airmen and German staff. They
familiarised themselves with the layout of  the petrol compounds
and the method of distribution around the airfield. After about a
week of  this they started interviewing the personnel, starting with
the Flight Sergeant who had brought them in to investigate. As I
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was responsible for the petrol compounds, I was the next in. It was
soon obvious that the Sergeant was playing the hard man and the
Warrant Officer was the �reasonable� one. The investigation was to
discover how and when 200 gallons of  petrol went missing. At the
time a few of  us thought that the whole operation was like using a
steam hammer to crack a nut. Was it an excuse to get on to the
airfield in order to deepen some other investigation?

My biggest worry was that I was due to go on fourteen days�
UK leave a few days after my interview. I really did think that my
leave would be cancelled, but the �kind� Warrant Officer gave me
permission to go. Returning from leave, I had no sooner stepped on
to the platform when one of  my friends appeared at my side. He
told me that they knew that when the German driver reported the
missing petrol to the four of  us we were drinking brandy. But they
did not know where we had got it. We were not going to inform on
the Sergeant who had sold it to us. Twice in my lifetime I have been
met on a railway platform to be brought up to date on a situation;
this was the first. The second was to be 29 June 1985, 37 years later.
That story will come in a later chapter. My friend also told me, just
before he slipped away, that there was a reception committee waiting
for me. Sure enough as I passed through the gate from the platform
our two SIB friends popped up, one on either side of  me, and kindly
gave me a lift back to the airport, where I was immediately sat
down to be interviewed.

The German driver had made a statement to the effect that he
had reported the missing petrol to the four of  us as soon as he
discovered that something was wrong. He had been asked the
circumstances of  his discovery. His story was that we had been
playing cards and for a while he had been showing us how to play
chess. Following this he had left the duty house to do a check on
the vehicles, made his discovery, then returned to report it. A new
problem now occurred; he had mentioned during the interview that
the four of  us were drinking brandy. As we were not officially on
duty we could not be charged with drinking on duty. But we were
charged for the simple act of  drinking spirits. Other ranks were not
allowed to do this. A 19-year-old officer would be allowed but a 50-
year-old other rank would not. We were charged with breaking
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King�s Regulations. The charge was �drinking brandy on RAF
property�.

The Administration Flight Sergeant (the one who got the cigs)
remembered that the previous year he put in an application for
permission to decorate the duty house. He was turned down on the
grounds that the duty house was not under the jurisdiction of  the
RAF. He gave each of  us copies of  the relevant document to make
sure that whoever went in first had a copy. As it happens the four of
us were marched in together. Our civvie CO sat between the two
SIB chappies, with our friend the Flight Sergeant standing by the
side of  the table. We were informed by the CO that the SIB were
only present as observers, and could not intervene. The Flight
Sergeant was there to offer advice to the CO if  he thought that he
needed it. The charge was duly read out to us. The CO then asked
if  we had anything to say. As the appointed spokesman I pointed
out that the charge was incorrect. We could not be charged with
drinking brandy on RAF property when the building did not belong
to the RAF. I gave the CO the document. He read it and gave it to
the Flight Sergeant to read. He did a great job in pretending that he
had never seen it before. �Well, Flight Sergeant, what shall we do
now?� asked the CO. �Under the circumstances we can only drop
the charges, Sir�, he said. With that the charges were dropped.

Why spend so much energy on such a trivial matter? Many
were asking themselves this question. We later found out that it
was an excuse to stay around the airport. After spending many
days rooting around the plant compound examining the bulldozers,
graders, dumpers and such like, they finally told the officer in charge
of  the plant machines what it was all about. A bulldozer had been
discovered working on a farm close enough to Hamburg to make it
easy to guess where it might have come from. Somewhere among
the masses of  paper work they had found references to requisitioning
parts for a bulldozer matching the serial number on the one found
on the farm. But better things were to come to light; the bulldozer
was being housed in what looked suspiciously like an ex-aeroplane
hangar. The bulldozer was an RAF one but the ex-hangar�s previous
owner had been the Luftwaffe. It was obvious that the two objects
had been together at the airport. The transaction had taken place
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in the first six months of 1946. The SIB acquired a list of all those
who had been stationed at the airport at that time. As I remember
it, none of  us came under that category.

Early in 1946, something had happened that was still talked
about while I was there. A trainload of  cattle had been smuggled
out of  Holland into Germany. The story has it that an officer who
had enough clout around the place was responsible, but he could
never be pinned down. Some of  the Germans who had been on the
airport for a few years knew about it. This was not surprising as
they were at the centre of  events. The SIB discovered that one of
the personnel around at the time of the disappearance of the
bulldozer and the hangar was the same as the one that was at the
centre of  the rustling job. So the Sheriff  along with his posse went
off  in search of  the rustler.

Before they left they had one more job to do. It came as no
surprise to me. I had been warned that they were more than angry
when the brandy-drinking charge was dropped. I thought they would
get us in the end. What I was not prepared for was that I was to be
the only one of  the four to be re-charged. I was in charge of  the
petrol, so I was responsible. I was charged with drinking brandy,
and for not acting on the information that petrol had gone missing.
The Flight Sergeant was powerless to help on this one and the CO
had no option but to award me fourteen days in the guardroom.
That is, to report with full kit for inspection early in the morning
and in the evening (in between I did my normal work at the airport)
and then carry out guardroom duties, with a short break about 21.30
hours, to prepare for a further full-kit inspection at 23.00 hours. For
fourteen days, everyone pulled together to make sure that I had a
full and polished kit for each parade. The North Africa Corps and
the Panzers volunteered to clean and polish my webbing every
afternoon.

A few days into my �jankers� our area of  the British Army of
Occupation of  the Rhine (BAOR) along with the British Air Force
of Occupation (BAFO) were due to start military manoeuvres. Since
all the trouble that we had gone through, my immediate superior
officer, Group Captain Patton, in his wisdom had instructed me
never to part with the keys to the compounds to anyone except
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himself, unless he authorised it. I had just had my evening jankers
parade when a jeep pulled up outside the guardroom with a most
obnoxious young flying officer who had been posted to us from
Cranwell officers� training school. He was the type who waits for
the driver to run round and open the door for him, who expects to
be saluted. Nobody liked him. He marched into the guardroom
with a purposeful step. He demanded that the Sergeant of  the
guard produce AC Harding. The Sergeant was ex-aircrew and did
not take kindly to this nineteen-year-old sprog. He told him that I
was in the back making tea and asked if  he would like one. The
young officer turned down the offer and repeated his request to
speak to me. I heard all this through the hatch between the kitchen
and guardroom. Not knowing what it was all about I made my way
into the guardroom with the tray of  tea with caution.

He asked me to hand over the keys to the petrol compounds. I
told him that I was in no position to do that. He called me to
attention and instructed me to hand them over. I told him that my
senior officer, who was much more senior than himself, had
instructed me not to give the keys to anyone without his authority.
�You must give me the keys. The manoeuvres start at midnight�, he
said, �and we need fuel for the vehicles.� I remember distinctly that
I was starting to enjoy the situation and decided not to budge from
my position. Even so, I was not 100 per cent sure of  my ground. He
carried on demanding, and I continued to repeat my reasons for
not doing so. By this time he was shouting at the Sergeant of  the
guard to do something. He said it was not his problem. This seemed
to irritate the young sprog even more. He went on saying that our
vehicles would run out of  fuel and we would be the laughing stock
of  the manoeuvres. This point had already crossed my mind. I
suggested that the best thing to do was to waste no more time and
go and get my superior officer to come and collect the keys, or to
bring a signed authorisation giving me permission to hand them
over to him.

After about half  an hour my officer turned up and told me to
get him the keys. It was arranged for me to be taken to the airport
so that I could get the keys out of  the safe in my office. With a
broad smile he said thank you, then gave the keys to the sprog
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who dashed off  to play soldiers. Then Group Captain Patton,
reputed to be the best plant mechanic and operator in the 5352
Wing of  the airfield construction unit RAF, waved cheerio and
said if  anyone wanted him he would be in the officers� mess, �trying
to keep clear of  these damned manoeuvres�.

I had now become well established both on the airfield and at
our host barracks. I finished my jankers. The SIB, who had been
about as welcome as a fox in a hen run, had finally departed. Normal
trading could now resume. All ranks started the usual practice of
bringing goods for barter to my section for distribution. I discovered
that unfortunately we had one theodolite surplus. I had to put it on
one side until I could work out how to balance the books on this
particular item. This problem was a recurring one.

There were three forms that were well used in the RAF.
1. Certificate Issue Voucher (CIV 173) for issuing surplus

equipment you have to the camp in the sky. By its very nature this
was very rarely used.

2. Certificate Receipt Voucher (CRV 174) for receiving
equipment you don�t have, from the same camp in the sky. Very
well used. And

3. Certificate Exchange Voucher (CEV 175), a magic form which
very usefully by-passed the camp in the sky and could convert items
such as shoes to boots, trousers to coats, and even beds to wardrobes.

Get the drift? One minor problem was that you needed the
signature of  the equipment officer. The problem of  the surplus
theodolite was solved in the old-fashioned way. I flogged it on behalf
of  the syndicate.

I was by now only about three or four months away from my
demob. Any thoughts that I would be able to simply pass this period
away without problems were soon to be dashed. I was called into
the office and Warrant Officer Spooner outlined what he had in
store for me. The previous day he had been approached by the officer
who was in charge of  stores at our host camp. Apparently he was
told on the grapevine that enquiries were being made at BAFO HQ
regarding the running of  his department and the movement of  goods
and equipment under his direct control. This included everything
you could think of: all types of  clothing and equipment for just
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about every kind of  work carried out on any big RAF camp. On top
of  all that he was responsible for everything needed to equip the
houses in the married families� quarters outside the camp. This
household equipment was stored in a huge warehouse a few miles
away.

We had been asked, because we were a �practical outfit�, if  we
would use our skills and experience to help out, as his lads were
new to the game. There was to be a full audit of  the books and
stock covering the whole spectrum of items. I will never forget the
smile on Spooner�s face when he told me that as our work on the
Berlin airlift had slowed down he had volunteered me for the job.
There were only three weeks to do it before the auditors arrived. I
made it clear that the officer would have to sign everything put in
front of  him for the operation to run smoothly. This was agreed. I
was to start immediately. We chose a decent size office to work in.
The one with the most experience was to work with me. The rest,
about six of  them, were to do the counting and checking. Taffy and
I were to work on the ledgers, which we had brought into the office
and piled up in the corner. Each of  us had a good supply of  the
three conversion vouchers that I have mentioned previously.

During this period we had our own clothing and equipment
distribution service. We had the best-dressed airmen in BAFO. Boots
were swapped for nice shiny shoes. The few of  our lads who lived
in married quarters found that their old furniture could be exchanged
for new. We worked feverishly and we were ready two or three days
before the auditors arrived. Not all the books balanced � it would
not do for everything to be too clinically clean. The auditors were
there for three or four days. Everything was found to be in order. As
soon as the auditors had left Taffy and I were called into the office,
and a very relaxed and relieved officer wanted to show his gratitude
by sending the two of  us to a forces� leave hotel at Scharbeutz on
the Baltic coast. We insisted that all eight of  us should go. We were
driven there on the Friday afternoon and collected on the Monday
morning. Another job well done.

The next weeks were spent carrying out routine work. Then
one morning I received a telephone message from the orderly room
that my demob number had come through. This meant that in
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two weeks� time I would start my journey to the demobilisation
camp just outside Blackpool. Warrant Officer Spooner said, �Why
hang around here for two weeks?� and gave me a clearance sheet
to go round all the different sections. Once I had a signature for a
section as far as they were concerned I did not exist. A couple of
hours later I was back in his office for his signature for the final
clearance. After that I could pack my bags. Instead of  having to
use the traditional kit bag I was able to use a canvass holdall and a
wooden suitcase lined with an army blanket that had been made
for me by the German staff  in my department. I also had a parting
gift, an ash tray turned out of  a solid piece of  wood engraved with
the Hamburg coat of  arms and a message saying: �To Norman
from his friends at Fuhlsbuttel�.

Transport would be waiting for me at 07.00 hours the following
morning to take me to St Hubertus (Lubeck) where I was to spend
the remaining time waiting for my travel pass and arrangements to
come through. On arrival I was given my clearance sheet. I cleared
myself  from all sections except the pay and canteen sections. I only
existed on pay day and at mealtimes. So I had nearly two weeks of
virtual holiday.

Summer 1949. I was out of  the RAF and back home. Two weeks�
leave and then back to work in the clothing factory. At this point I
was twenty years old. In retrospect I am convinced that the
experiences that I had gone through played a large part in moulding
my attitudes for the rest of  my life � well over 50 years.


