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The Association returned to the Maids Head Hotel in Norwich for the 2023 reunion. Full report inside. 

 

 

Residents at the Maids Head have the opportunity to take a tour 

of the historic city in one of the owner’s classic cars, in this case 

the Bentley pictured here. Many of our members took advantage 

of this (some for the second time after last year) with a running 

commentary by the resident chauffer. A most pleasurable 

experience was the common consensus! 
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Membership Matters 
 

Matt and Sue Ford have a new address of 4 Michelbourne Close, Burgess Hill , West Sussex, RH159QX 

. 

Farewells 

 
Wing Commander Martin Bee AFC died peacefully on 21st May 2023 aged 85. 

 

David Jones writes: 

 

I first met Martin when he arrived at 

RAF Horsham St Faith in February 

1959 to join the Tigers.  I was still a 

new boy having joined 6 months 

previously.  From the moment that I 

met him he was an inspiration.  He 

worked hard and played hard.  He made 

friends easily and was always very 

supportive of those less able than 

himself.  He would lead from the front 

and encourage all those around him to 

do their best.  It is thanks to Martin 

that I studied for my promotion exams – he persuaded me that some study 

time in the evenings instead of visits to the bar would prove beneficial.  As 

usual he was right.  Thank you Martin. 

 

In 1960 the Tigers re-equipped with the Lightning and Martin soon mastered 

this incredible aircraft.  His superb ability as a pilot ensured that he was 

chosen to be part of the Tiger formation aerobatic team to display the 

Lightning at the 1961 Paris Air Show and at Farnborough later in the year.  In 

1962 he took part in a visit to Sweden and Norway to demonstrate the 

Lightning, and later in the year was in the Tiger formation aerobatic team at 

Farnborough that performed a coordinated display with the 16 Hunters of the 

Blue Diamonds (No 92 Squadron).  In 1963 he was selected to give an individual 

aerobatic display at the RAF Lakenheath Air Day and similar displays at 

Lossiemouth and West Raynham. 

 

His days were soon to draw to a close with the Tigers.  In 1964 he was selected 

for a very special posting to fly the U-2 in America.  (See Chris Pocock’s book 

50 Years of the U-2). On completion of this he returned to the UK and the 

Lightning world again and was soon given the 

command of No 56 Squadron in Cyprus. 

 

Martin had a distinguished career in the RAF and retired in July 1978, but was 

never far from aeroplanes. 

 

Left: Martin, second from right. 

 

Right: Martin at Vasteras in Sweden which 74 

visited in May 1962. 
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Summary of Minutes of the Annual General Meeting 

of the 74(F) Tiger Squadron Association. Saturday 

25th March 2023 

 
 

Apologies for absence were received from Derek Edwards, David Ketcher, Trevor McDonald Bennett, 

Margie Crow, Stu Price, Henryk Ploszek, Antonia Riley, Terry Maddern, Nigel Marks, Mark Manwaring, 

Dave Roome, David Jones, Barny Barnard, Ian Yorston, Tony Saw, Chris Faux, Simon Bostok, Es George, 

Stu Thornberry, John Williams, Mike White, Sarah Doidge, Des Schweppe, Ian Gale & John Bletcher. 

 

Minutes of Previous Meeting 

The minutes of the previous meeting were agreed.  

Matters Arising 

An ongoing discussion about a suitable hotel other than the Maid’s Head, which all agree is a fine venue but 

which entails a long journey for some members, led to various alternative options being considered. The 

criteria by which the committee have always worked has been a city/town centre location with good 

parking and competitive rates. The Falcon at Stratford (no longer a possibility for us)  and the Maid’s Head 

have met those criteria. But others are hard to find. However, the committee will continue to search, 

Treasurer's Report 

Presented by Rhod. The accounts to March 2023 show that the Treasurer’s Account/Interest Account 

holds £5708,18 . We have sales stock (polo shirts) to the value of £150 

Election of Officers 

The committee will continue during 2023-2024 as currently.  Proposed by Cliff Spink, seconded by Robin 

Birtwistle. 

Chairman – Dick Northcote 

Treasurer – Rhod Smart 

Secretary – Bob Cossey 

 

Phantom F-4J ZE360/0 

Tony Clay reported on the progress with the restoration  of ZE360 as of 11th March 2023, when in atypical 

Manston weather (i.e. no rain, no ice, only light winds), a handful of British Phantom Aviation Group 

(BPAG) volunteers gathered with the intention of removing the first engine from ZE360. With final 

assembly of the stand completed, attention turned to the jet. Checking the technical publication, it 

appeared that everything that was needed to be disconnected had been and so the group moved on to the 

drop-out link. This important piece of the structure ties the keel of the aircraft to the wing, across the 

bottom of the engine bay. Shockingly, the bolts, untouched since at least 1990, came out easily. Not so 

though for the bushings in the bolt holes nor the actual drop-out link itself. Some creative engineering 

went into achieving that objective! Confidence was high as the stand was wheeled  into position - but it 

didn’t fit. 

BPAG had tracked the engine removal gear down via a contact in Canada, and had been informed that it 

was for an ex-Luftwaffe J79 engine. However, it seems that the gear was for the J79 in a F-104 Starfighter 

and not an F-4 Phantom. A setback, but not an insurmountable one. The team will get an extended set of 

rear legs manufactured to match the gear to the engine.. (One engine has since been removed successfully, the 

other will be soon.)Meanwhile work is continuing at Kemble readying a concrete hard standing to take 

ZE360 and the other BPAG airframes.  

Members agreed that a further donation of £200 be made to the restoration fund.  

 

Any Other Business 

It was agreed that the proceeds of the evening’s raffle should be donated again to the Disasters Emergency 

Committee Ukraine Humanitarian Appeal.  

(NB The total raised on the night was £350 and with Gift Aid was worth £437.50 to the fund)). 
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Jim Jolly always comes well prepared for the reunion! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

See our website 

for more reunion 

photos. 
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Boz’s Hunters 
 

In the last issue we sadly reported that our Vice President Boz Robinson had died. In the tribute to 

him we mentioned that he had shared with us part of a memoir about his life in the RAF in relating to 

his time with 74 Squadron.  The first part of that memoir is included here: further instalments to 

follow. 
 

 
 

Our 'new'  Hunter F.4s were passed on from 111 Squadron and had certainly seen some service already. After 

the distant rumble of two Derwents situated along the wings of the Meteor the noise of an Avon right behind 

you in the fuselage gave rise to some concern. Some pilots who had not flown a single seat jet at all found it 

very disconcerting. That was perhaps one reason why I was disinclined to believe complaints from some that the 

noise made by one aircraft, WV269, was distinctly unhealthy. I had flown it myself and the noise, though not 

entirely smooth, did not seem to me to be all that exceptional and hardly warranted asking the engineers to 

inspect it further than they had already done from up the jet pipe. On the 22nd March 1957, exactly one 

month after the squadron’s first Hunter flight had taken place, I briefed to lead Tony Dean for a regular sortie 

of battle formation and cine attacks at high level. I was allocated WV269 and remarked to myself as we 

climbed out of Horsham to head south west that the engine noise was certainly getting to be distinctly 

graunchy. I resolved to report it to the engineers when I got back. Tony was in a fairly close battle position as 

we climbed through 35,000ft overhead Cambridge when there was a very loud crump from behind me and the 

engine RPM wound down very quickly. It was clear to me that my engine had decided to serve no more so I 

stopcocked the engine (turned off the HP and LP fuel cocks) and selected manual control. That turns the 

Hunter from being a Ferrari into a heavy truck. To manoeuvre effectively one needs both hands on the control 

column. I turned for home and told Tony what had happened. Of course he had already twigged it as he passed 

me at high speed having seen a large puff of black smoke emerge from my jet-pipe. He was then kind enough to 

escort me whilst I glided back the fifty miles or so to Horsham St Faith. Having spent much time practicing 

engine out forced landings I was not all perturbed at putting the aircraft down for real on just 2,000 yards and 

it did not occur to me to seek to find a longer runway such as existed at Marham with 3,000 yards. So when 

Horsham hove in sight I was quite happy to position at 6,000 feet upwind for what we called 'high key' and got 
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the gear down as per the drills. 'Low key' was supposed to be at 4,000 feet opposite the point of touchdown 

and one third along the runway in theory, but we liked to touch down a bit sooner than that if we could. In this 

case I found myself too high downwind having erred on the side of caution and as I turned on to final approach 

realised I was way too high. What to do?  I heard the voice of my Pakistani flying instructor Ron Elkins in my 

head: 'Robinson you are too high – sideslip man – sideslip!'. So without further ado I shoved the Hunter’s pole to 

the side of the cockpit at the same time thrusting on full rudder. The effect was alarming! The aircraft rolled 

rapidly on to its back and I could see my planned touchdown point way above my head. I learned later that my 

fellow pilots watching from the hangar all removed their hats at that moment, convinced that my chances of 

survival had just expired! By the time I had heaved and tugged to roll the aircraft upright and got it pointing 

again toward Horsham St Faith there was not much time or distance left. With 200 knots on the clock, I 

banged the aircraft down onto the end of the runway much to the surprise of pilots of 54 Squadron sitting 

there on standby in their jets: ATC had forgotten to mention to them that I would be arriving fairly silently. 

With the aircraft still half full of fuel (150 gallons) but without wing tanks, deceleration was fairly rapid and I 

could feel the maxaret units doing their stuff valiantly, but the end of the runway appeared sooner than I 

wished and I became concerned that the aircraft was not going to stop at Horsham! But what a marvellous 

aircraft the Hunter was. It slowed just enough for me to be able to steer it onto the Operational Readiness 

Platform at the eastern end of Runway 09. I found that I was breathing rather heavily. I got out and went to 

light a cigarette at a safe distance -  there was plenty of smoke coming from the wheels so it wasn’t necessary 

to go too far. After a while Jack Atkinson, the Engineering Flight Commander, turned up in a Land Rover and 

berated me for not inserting the ejection seat safety pin when I got out of the cockpit. He was quite right to 

do so. As was the squadron commander who not long after berated me more for not deciding to go to Marham 

with its 3,000 yard runway. By the way, except for the engine, the aircraft was undamaged but my amour-

propre was badly bent. In the end our AOC, Air Vice Marshal H P Fraser, sent along a Green Endorsement to 

stick in my log-book as 'an example of exceptional flying skill or airmanship' which came as some consolation for 

what I had felt to be unfair criticism on the day.  

 

After the engine failure incident I could honestly say that for the first time in my life I was self-confident and 

content with my lot. For those who have not been fortunate to experience it, the camaraderie and elitism 

experienced as a member of a front-line fighter squadron really makes a pilot feel 'a million dollars' which is 

just as well because the salary will not! However, the qualities one develops in such an environment will last a 

lifetime and give one a sense of balance that will enable you to put life’s events into a realistic perspective. 

 

 
 

In 1957 life for pilots on a squadron was never routine and there was always a new challenge to be faced. From 

qualifying first as the leader of a pair of aircraft in all aspects of fighter operations, one next moves to 

becoming leader of  four aircraft and so on until at the end of one’s two to three year tour of duty one should 

be capable of leading a formation of  eight or more. After six months I was now regularly leading pairs in all 
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weathers and in all roles, e.g. navigation, battle practice, air combat manoeuvering and practice interceptions 

against targets provided by other commands. Bomber Command would provide Lincolns and later on Valiants and 

Canberras; Coastal Command provided Shackletons and the USAF provided a wealth of F-86s and in due time F-

100s and F-84s. Of course, these interceptions were not always pre-planned as officially authorised exercises. 

Remember, there was no civil traffic above 20,000ft and so a fighter pilot could roam at will around the 

country, depending always on the fuel available. Norfolk was a favourite hunting ground for all sorts and types 

of aircraft so one needed to keep a good lookout.. Except perhaps on Friday afternoons when the world and his 

No 2 made for overhead Norwich at 40,000ft. I remember counting once over thirty two aircraft of many 

types dogfighting there. Not that it ever lasted very long. Just like the war books say, you could be totally 

surrounded by aircraft then seconds later the sky would seem to be empty. These activities were a crucial 

teaching experience, one of the leftovers from WW2 that sadly were regulated out of existence early in the 

1960s when a great deal more emphasis began to be placed on reducing accident rates. Not that we did have any 

accidents during these Friday ‘balbos’ though of course there were lots of near misses. Until the early 1950s it 

was almost axiomatic that jet flying was inherently dangerous and the life of a fighter pilot could be very 

short. This was carried on from WW2 as to some extent was the acceptance of flying under the influence of 

last night’s alcohol. Behaviour often seemed to fit the saying 'Eat drink and be merry for tomorrow we die!' 

Certainly, few people bothered about the ‘duty of care’ which bewitches and bedevils so many challenging 

aspects of a healthy lifestyle today.  

 

For all of us though, life was beginning to change for the worse despite RAF pilots being given a pay rise that 

brought them a salary of a thousand pounds a year – unheard of riches then for a Flying Officer. In two years 

my pay had risen from four shillings a week (20p) to twenty pounds a week. Sadly my overdraft rose at about 

the same pace. The Government decided that manned aircraft were not likely to be needed for much longer and 

that missiles would be able to do the job instead. We just laughed. Not that many of us had taken much care to 

study world events beyond knowing that the threat we faced came from the USSR. Looking back on those times 

I am amazed at the level of my ignorance but remember them as being pretty blissful. However, what we did  

know for sure was that we still had a lot to learn to become as useful as our predecessors in WW2.  

 

Survival and Rescue  

 

Every pilot was allocated a secondary duty after he had settled in, in addition to the weekly chore of Orderly 

Officer. I was very lucky indeed to be given by our wise old bird of a boss Keith Haselwood the post of 

Squadron Survival and Rescue Officer. This involved teaching my colleagues how to survive in a variety of 

situations that we might face from finishing up in the North Sea during the winter to combat escape in a range 

of different countries. It was a mammoth task and clearly needed some diligent application on my part. The 

first step was to attend the 12 Group Combat Survival and Rescue Course in the Scottish Highlands. This was 

run by Major Josh Ward, a WW2 veteran and a Durham native for whom I developed a life-long respect. The 

course warrants a whole article to itself but suffice to say that for a week in May 1957 a group of fighter 

command pilots walked huge distances in the Cairngorms simulating hostile conditions when the weather did not 

make them for us and learning a lot about survival, some of the lore having been gleaned from the experiences 

of our counterparts during the Korean War. We were delivered to RAF Kinloss, the starting point, by an Avro 

Anson flown by Flying Officer Tony Hilton. The Ansons were part of the 12 Group Communications Flight based 

at RAF Newton. For the duration of the course we lived in the Rothiemurchus Hut, a good stiff walk uphill from 

Loch Morlich near Aviemore. Today there is a track for vehicles but not in 1957. The highlight of the exercises 

we conducted was being airlifted back to our hut after a two day survival trek involving a crossing of Loch Arne 

by rubber dinghy after spending the night sleeping under the Shelter Stone. The aircraft was a naval Dragonfly 

and it was the only occasion that I flew in a Dragonfly.  When I returned to 74 Squadron I became most 

unpopular by insisting upon a rigorous programme of survival training that up till then had been somewhat 

neglected. Canny Keith Haselwood, who had spent much of his war in Burmese jungles with the Chindits, had 

realised the need for such training on 74 and picked me, a one-time Queen’s Scout, to do the honours. I got 

maximum support from him.  
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During the Summer the squadron went to RAF Aldergrove 

(left – Boz is standing, second left) just outside Belfast in 

Northern Ireland. Before the detachment ended I had to 

ferry a sick aircraft back to Horsham then make my way in 

my new Standard 10 to RAF Thorney Island close to Havant 

on the south coast. While there I took take a Sea Survival 

Course for two weeks. Sheer bliss! We carried out endless 

dinghy drills in the warm sea off the Hampshire coast - 

ejection seat rig riding, escape from underwater cockpits 

and other submersibles. We learnt a good deal more than we 

had known before about the dangers of the waters around 

the British Isles. Especially how unlikely one is to be able to survive for long in winter (or summer) without 

protection and early location having abandoned one’s warm and comfortable air conditioned cockpit. Lesson One 

- stay with the aircraft if you possibly can. Lesson Two - stay overland if you can. Lesson Three -  get as much 

training as you can beforehand. Returning tanned and healthy from so much exposure to sea and sun I found my 

newly kindled enthusiasm for dinghy training received with some scepticism by fellow pilots. Their aim was to 

avoid any such training like the plague. Of course our boss knew he had chosen me well. We carried on our daily 

flying activities of practice interceptions over the North Sea, practice attacks on each other involving ranging 

and tracking an evading 'enemy' -  that is, closing from 800 down to less than 200 yards while holding the 

target inside the graticule ring with the pippa right on the other cockpit. After all, this was our bread and 

butter; this was what we would have to do when the Russians came over the horizon. But now I had another 

important purpose and that was to ensure that if any of my colleagues ejected over the North Sea he would 

stand a good chance of survival. By now I was a fully qualified Combat Survival and Sea Survival Training 

Officer. Whenever there was a gap in the never ending routine of watching and assessing each other’s air-to-air 

cine film (every exercise flown was filmed from the cockpit and assessed on the ground later when the weapons 

instructors harried one always to do better), I would hammer home the message about survival. Hiring a local 

swimming pool I would carry off any aircrew not flying and we would bring their dinghy drill up to date. 

However, it was clear to me that only by carrying out those drills in the sea would we get everybody to 

understand the problems. By mid-winter of 1957/1958 I was throwing myself into the freezing waters of the 

North Sea, not only to convince myself but to practice what I was preaching and to prove that one could 

survive. This was long before the era of the Immersion Suit and we only wore a thin flying suit with maybe some 

thermal underwear when we flew. Most pilots of 74 Squadron at that time didn’t bother even with the thermal 

underwear that was available. If you hit the water clothed thus and you failed to get into the dinghy and 

covered within thirty five seconds, your chances became slim indeed. I tried to get all the aircrew to watch me 

doing a dinghy drill at sea off an Air Sea Rescue launch. When I hit the water the cold shock was overwhelming; 

I just managed to get into the dinghy in thirty three seconds and was totally exhausted. Others who followed 

my example and tried it in those hostile waters were amazed and astonished at how quickly they lost control of 

their fingers and then soon after, their bodies. However, the effects were modified considerably by wearing 

some warm underclothing. 

              To be continued 

                                                                                                         

. 

Our friend Ian Simpson is 

always on the look out for 

74 Squadron images. This is 

from beyond Boz’s Hunter 

era but is a fine photo of 

Hunter T.7  XL620  at the 

Waterbeach Battle of 

Britain Day on September 

16th 1961. It’s a Hastings 

behind it. 
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Twist Giles.                   Part Two 

 
Over the years I have been privileged to meet and talk to 

many Tigers past and present (writes Bob Cossey) and that 

included a memorable conversation with a survivor from 

World War One, Twist Giles. This continues on from what 

Twist told me in Tiger News 83.    

 
What was the SE5 like to fly? 

  It was a lovely machine. We loved our SE5s and felt comfortable 

in them. A bit lonely of course being a single seater but we usually 

had plenty to occupy our minds so we weren’t too bothered. We 

never hankered after anything new. I had a few of them in my time 

and crashed a few too. Amongst the things I did was shoot off the 

blade of my own propeller! I had been sent up to London Colney by 

Wickham-Fiennes to test the guns. We had a target (a tablecloth) 

in a field where we used to test the guns. I went up and on the 

first pass in a shallow dive fired and shot off two of the four 

blades because of badly synchronised guns and lost control. In 

front of me was a wood and so I had to make up my mind. Many  a 

pilot had met their deaths by trying to do a turn with no engine and 

with this in mind I decided to clip though the tops of the trees 

which would effectively slow me down. This I did and crashed into the field beyond, turning the aircraft onto 

its back. I got out, shaken but otherwise OK apart from a tear in my trousers. I saw a stile in the fence around 

the wood and walked across to it to sit down. They had seen what had happened from the aerodrome and out 

came the rescue squad. They went straight to the machine to look for the pilot, not noticing me sitting on the 

fence. Of course they couldn’t find him in the aircraft: he was sitting back calmly watching them. When I 

eventually shouted to them they took me back in the tender to Colney. I had lunch then the CO sent me up 

again. I was OK. 

  When in France we came under the command of an Army Brigade and were ordered to patrol certain areas, for 

example the Ypres to Vimy Ridge to Arras. Another squadron would be ordered somewhere else. We would fly 

several patrols a day. On occasion we were ordered to go on special jobs. I remember one involving 200 aircraft 

over which 74 flew top cover at 20,000 feet – very cold it was too. We always carried four 9lb bombs under the 

fuselage and used them over enemy lines, dropping them anywhere. I dare say some civilians were killed as a 

result of this rather indiscriminate policy. Carrying the extra weight meant that the climb of the SE5 was 

impaired quite severely so we were always glad to drop them. Release was by a handle on the cockpit floor. 

Clean, the SE5 was a sprightly machine and the engine was in the main pretty reliable. The aircraft was pretty 

resilient to shell damage etc and would often carry on flying after being hit. 

 

When was 74 officially recognised as the Tiger Squadron. 

  I don’t know. I should imagine never! I don’t 

think that the Air Ministry at that time would 

regard us as the Tiger Squadron. But other 

squadrons used to call us tigers – we were known 

as such because of our success, our 

determination and single mindedness in pursuing 

the enemy.  

  Our markings consisted of a simple white 

rectangular band, about three feet long by six 

inches wide. (left) These were carried on the 

rear fuselage before the camouflaged, toned 

down roundel. Then we all had our individual 
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code letters carried alongside the band. Mine was ‘L’. There were no markings on the wings at all. We kept to 

the same machine as far as possible. The patrol leader used to attach a narrow coloured signal flag to his 

rudder. If we got into a scrap and ours and the enemy’s machines got all mixed up in the melee we would look 

around for our leader so that we could reform on him. The flag trailing from his fin would readily identify him. 

He also used to carry a Very pistol with a red cartridge and if he fired that it was the signal to reform on him. 

These were our only means of communication. Incidentally the flag had a little pocket on the end with a lead 

weight in it. Its real purpose was to carry messages down to our troop below. If we sighted something of 

significance we would scribble a message on a piece of paper, put it in the pocket with the weight and toss it 

over the side. 

 

Did you know Mick Mannock well? 

  Yes. I knew him quite well. He was a pretty ruthless sort of a character. He would stand no nonsense, was a 

good fighting man and was very good with the younger pilots. He was commander of A Flight. I was in C Flight.  

We lost our first leader, Captain Cairns. He went down in flames. He was a nice fellow. We all shared the same 

fear of burning aircraft. I had quite a near miss from catching fire. We had taken off and were climbing to 

height – at least 12,000 feet was the ideal although 20,000 feet was better. This particular morning I could 

smell petrol and not wishing to risk anything I switched the engine off. I was 10-15 miles from the aerodrome. 

A long and gentle turn got me pointing in the right direction and I glided all the way back to a safe landing. 

When they opened the cowling and examined the petrol feed they found a missing screw which was allowing the 

fuel to spew over the engine. If I hadn’t switched off I would have been on fire pretty soon. 

 

When you were in combat did you have time to think about these things or did you find fighting was the 

sole point of concentration? 

  Yes. But at least the concentration of effort pushed the fear to one side temporarily. When fighting your 

eyes were on a single part of the enemy aircraft or on the pilot. They were all open cockpits then of course so 

you could always see your adversary very well. You were looking at that head through your sights and that was 

all you were thinking about. You should have been thinking about what was behind you but there were times 

when you were so close you forgot to do that. There was also a very real risk of collision in a dog fight. The 

mêlée of your own and enemy aircraft was such that it couldn’t be avoided and I can recall several instances 

when aircraft on both sides were lost in this way. It happened to our own CO Keith ‘Grid’ Caldwell. He was hit by 

Carlin, the one legged man, in the course of a scrap we had. There were six of us who had gone down to help the 

French one day. I was one of the six. When we disengaged we went home 

where all landed except the CO who we hadn’t seen. Carlin was in an 

awful state because he knew he had hit Caldwell’s machine. In fact such 

was his distress that we had difficulty in stopping him from shooting 

himself. 

  However Grid Caldwell (right) survived. We all respected him 

immensely. He was a very good leader, a fine chap who went on to hold 

high rank and was a big noise in the second war as well. I heard from him 

every Christmas for years. Of the other pilots, Roxburgh Smith I 

remember as one of the originals. Howe came from Swaziland, hence his 

nickname ‘Swassie’. Dolan was killed. Many of our colleagues who were 

killed came down on the enemy side of the lines. Sometimes the bodies 

were never recovered and very often we didn’t see it happen and so had 

no details of death. Clements survived the war: in fact he and I were in 

Leicester together after the war. He became a boot polish salesman. 

Kiddie was a South African. The squadron never had more than 18 pilots 

plus the CO. If we lost someone they were replaced on a one for one 

basis. There weren’t many Englishmen altogether. We were quite a 

cosmopolitan lot by and large. 

  I led C Flight on many occasions because Carlin was incapacitated. I was 

credited with five victories. I cannot remember the instances and in 

fact I am not sure they were all confirmed by my colleagues or by army 
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units. I never followed any of them down being more intent on getting away from the dog fight with the rest of 

the flight and not breaking away individually. That would have been a mistake which would have put us very much 

at risk. 

 

What were conditions like in France? 

We always lived in pre-fabricated huts and as far as officers’ quarters were concerned there were three of us 

in a hut. I shared with Taffy Jones and Skeddon who was a Canadian. I remember the occasion when we’d been 

up and got involved in a fight.  Skeddon was successful but when we returned to the aerodrome (Clairmarais) he 

did a victory roll and crashed. The aircraft burst into flames and he was killed. Taffy and I had the job of 

writing to his parents and collecting all his belongings together. Sadly he paid the price of not listening to the 

CO who had drummed into us many times that no risks must be taken when celebrating in such ways. I wouldn’t 

say that successes were celebrated by big parties on the ground. 74 were a pretty abstemious lot in those days 

– not teetotal by any means but we rarely drank in excess. By the way, the fact that I could speak a little 

French meant that I was given the job of buying all the wines to go with our meals. We got on very well with the 

locals. At Clairmarais there was a farm on the edge of the airfield and we became very friendly with the owners 

who used to make butter and so forth for us. I can’t pretend that we were particularly uncomfortable, 

whatever the season. 

  One unpleasant time however was during an influenza epidemic. Taffy got it and he was sent to a hospital in 

Bruges which was in fact a converted nunnery. Then I caught it. We survived but sadly of the whole squadron 

strength, officers and groundcrew, thirty of 74’s men died. I didn’t know any of the groundcrew except for my 

personal mechanic and rigger/airframes man, both Sergeants. This wasn’t the only time I was sent to hospital. I 

remember my engine cutting out when I was right over the lines and I glided back looking for a field. I 

eventually thought I had found one. I kept the nose up as I came in to land but hit the field and somersaulted, 

not for the first time. What I hadn’t been able to tell from the air was that the field was ridged from previous 

ploughing. I was jammed against my machine gun’s triggers which set off the front guns. Running towards me 

were some army people, bullets flying all around them. But they got me out and got me to a field hospital but I 

was only in for three or four days with a bit of back trouble. 

  We were the only squadron at Clairmarais (photo below). It was a very small field, in fact barely big enough 

for take offs and landings, and wouldn’t have accommodated another squadron. There were just three hangars, 

one for each flight of six aircraft. They were prefabricated and built specifically for the job they did. 

  In the relatively short time we were in France, we became the most successful of squadrons. There was a good 

esprit de corps, good leadership from Caldwell and we were lucky enough to be in the right places at the right 

times. We were just doing our job, doing what we were supposed to be doing. I have never been back to France 

to revisit the sites we flew from. I had had enough of it by the time I left and have never had any inclination to 

return.  In fact I haven’t flown as a pilot since the end of the First World War. I went back to the squadron at 

Biggin Hill as joint guest of honour in the late 1930s. Clements the Canadian was with me. My lasting memory of 

that is the number of barrels of beer on tap! We were given accommodation at Biggin and when the orderly 

woke me at 0800 the following morning he asked me very politely whether I wanted a cup of tea or a glass of 

beer! 
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  Unusual perspective! OC 74 John Howe in Lightning F.1 XM147/P flying inverted over the coast 1961. 

                               

 
Look out for the July issue of Aeroplane as it 

contains an excellent, extended feature about 

the introduction of the Lightning into RAF 

operational service by 74 Squadron at RAF 

Coltishall. 

The story is told by Association member David 

Jones (below) talking to aviation writer Dennis 

Calvert and gives an excellent perspective of the 

busy, often problematic but ultimately 

successful time in the eerily 60s as 74 explored 

the full potential of the exciting new addition to 

the RAF’s fleet of fighters. 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 


