My Service Story
by Steve Yates

I volunteered for the R.A.F. in the summer of 1941.  On my 19th birthday and after air attestation, medical etc., at RAF Uxbridge, I was told I would be training as a wireless operator/air gunner.

I had a knowledge of Morse, aldis lamp and semaphore at that time having learnt them in the boy scouts and was assistant Scout Master at the time of volunteering.  Within a month I received a railway warrant and was told to report to Blackpool to begin my "square bashing" and initial Morse training.

After learning to march, to use a rifle, increase my Morse speed etc., I was posted to RAF Yatesbury, Wiltshire for wireless training and air and ground wireless procedures.  After passing my exams I was posted to RAF Upwood near Peterborough, a pilots flying school where I helped to service and air test the R.T. equipment on short/long nose Blenheims.  I enjoyed flying with the staff pilots whilst testing the R.T. sets but, alas, after a short period I was posted back for further training to RAF Madley to experience air to ground radio communications whilst flying, this time, in "Proctors".  I suffered air sickness a couple of times on these trips but managed to complete the exercises.  However, once back on the ground, I was told to clean up the mess or pay the ground crew to do it.  In those days, having little money, I did the cleaning!  "Yuk"!

Passing the final exams, I was posted to RAF Bracknell in Scotland for gunnery training, flying in Botha aircraft for air to air, air to ground firing etc.  Where the Botha was concerned, it had a habit of engine failure!  Thank God, the one I flew in kept going!!

At the passing out parade, we were issued with our A.G. Breive, wireless flash and Sergeant stripes.  We were given an all too brief leave, receiving a railway warrant to report to RAF Wellsbourne Mountford, Wiltshire for O.T.U. training, joining a crew for operational flying training on Wellingtons.

My first crew consisted of a Canadian Pilot, Ernie Fisher and the rear gunner, Freddie Fry.  The Navigator, Bomb Aimer and myself being English.

Sadly, on a night flying exercise, flying in 10/10ths cloud, we got lost.  My wireless packed up and the RT equipment started causing concern.  Tuning and retuning to no avail we eventually spotted searchlights and circled until we saw the aerodrome – RAF Halfpenny Green.  The skipper tried to contact the ground and eventually assumed that they had heard him because he said that he had received a green signal from the station to land and was going in.  Unfortunately on approach to the runway the aircraft struck a house or tree and we crashed to the ground at the beginning of the runway.

With a terrific bang all went black and when I came to I found my head was sticking out of the fuselage – below was the port engine hissing as the rain hit it.  I tried to move but found that my right leg was trapped between the corner of my desk and the arm of my seat and I was stuck fast.  It would appear that Ernie had switched off the fuel before crashing and in double quick time the station fire/rescue services were with us and began to see to our needs.

Apparently the door between the navigator and me had swung round in the force, breaking my leg and foot.  In addition, as I was swung round on impact, I hit my right shoulder against the armour plating behind my seat and broke that too and finished off with the arm of the seat breaking my ribs.  Apart from that I was ok!

Sadly, the skipper died from his injuries that were severe; the rear gunner received a fractured diaphragm of the stomach caused by the buckle of his harness.  The navigator and bomb aimer received cuts, bruises and suffered shock.

For five months I convalesced in RAF Bridgenorth hospital with a full-length plaster on my right leg and foot and my shoulder was strapped.  For the first month I had to lay on my back with a sand bag in the centre of my shoulders to allow the shoulder to drop and heal.

The surgeon who fixed me up was Squadron Leader Leggett.  He did a good job for within five months I was sent to an RAF remedial centre next to Hoylake golf course.  I guess the crazy type of golf and walking round the course helped me to get full movement back to my limbs and have just the slightest limp.  Within 7 months I was pronounced fit and sent back to OTU at Wellsbourne.  On arriving back I was told by the training CO to wait for the next course intake before finding a new crew.

The next intake arrived.  One day whilst lining up in the mess for lunch there were three Canadians, a pilot, bomb aimer and gunner.  They were in earnest conversation about trying to find a good wireless operator and I broke into their conversation and confirmed that I was a wireless op and was looking for a crew.  "Would I do"?  The pilot turned around, took a look at me and replied, "you certainly will"!  The other two agreed, we shook hands and Wilf, the pilot asked me my name and when I told him "Bill", he said that he already had a Bill in the crew, so I told him to call me Steve (my second name), and this has stayed with me ever since, save from my late Mum and sisters.

After lunch I was introduced to Bill Cullen and after receiving his approval, was formally announced as one of the crew, which delighted me.

We sailed through our training at OTU.  Wilfred, Chuck, Stan and myself shared a billet together at Wellsbourne – Bill Cullen being a F/O was billeted in the Officers Mess.

The four of us had some great times in that Billet and when the food parcels arrived for Wilf, Chuck and Stan, they always shared with me – even the cigarettes (in those days I smoked).  Somehow we always managed to get food from the Mess having, it seems, plenty of tea and coffee as well as other liquid beverages!  If I remember correctly, I think Chuck helped by charming the WAAFs on the Mess staff.  All the girls fell for him and thanks to his charm and good looks on numerous occasions we had a good feed.

On the weekends we often went into Leamington Spa – the town not far from camp – and one night they got me drunk and had to carry me back to camp.  I think it was Bill Cullen who spiked my beer – Happy Days!

At the end of our training at OTU, we, together with two other crews, were selected to fly our first mission.  We were to destroy a bomb arms dump in northern France.  To the best of my recollection there were possibly six aircraft on the mission in total with a round trip of about five to six hours of flying.  I think the Mess staff thought we would be away for a week as the food we took was laughable.  It consisted of 5 flasks of coffee and a large bakers wooden tray that contained neatly cut sandwiches of cheese, ham, sardines, egg and paste as well as some cake.  On our return the ground crew polished off what was left, which, if you can imagine how strung up we were, was a large amount!  In the Mess on our return, all three crews became heroes.

Eventually, it was time to move on and the five of us, Wilfred, Bill, Chuck, Stan and myself were posted to Croft, west of Darlington, so that Wilfred could convert from twin engine Wellington's to four engine Halifax's.  Here we picked up two more crewmembers – Pete Smith – flight engineer and Harry Pritchard – mid upper gunner.  We all had to familiarize ourselves with the new equipment on the Halifax.

Within a few weeks we moved to Middleton-St-George, east of Darlington, to join the "Ghost Squadron" 428 Squadron RCAF 6 Group Bomber Command.  The Flight Commander, Squadron Leader McLean, informed us that the "Ghost Squadron" was so named because they were rebuilding the squadron after heavy losses. We shared the aerodrome with 419 Squadron RCAF.

Wilfred was told by S/L McLean that when we were on stand down from missions, it was a good idea for the crew to get into town to "imbibe the amber nectar", which would help to relieve any tension caused by sticky missions.  Naturally, we had to obey our leader's instructions and were happy to take our ground crew along with us.  They were a great ground crew, led by a Sergeant Games RCAF.  They did us proud, keeping Q. Queenie in Tip Top condition.

Our initial quarters when we joined 428 were about four miles from the aerodrome where we slept in the gate house of a manor house called "Dinsdale Hall" in the village of Dinsdale which consisted of a few cottages, a church and a Pub!  Each day we had to travel back and forth often getting to bed in the early hours of the morning after completing a mission only to be called at lunchtime and informed that we were "on again" that same night!

However, within a month or so we moved back to the aerodrome with the five of us sharing a nissan hut.  This was, by now, November/December 1943 and was rather chilly to say the least and were all delighted to move into the Sergeants' Mess by Christmas.  Wilf and I shared a room, Chuck and Peter in one nearby and Harry and Stan in another.

A little aside

One afternoon after pay parade, walking into the mess, I got involved in a game of pontoon with a few others. After about an hour my pay had sadly depleted and I had a long way to go before the next pay parade.  Feeling very down I returned to our room.

Seeing that I was down, Wilf asked me the problem and when I told him of my stupidity, he immediately gave me some cash to tide me over.  Like a dope, after the flight next day, I got involved in a game again but, thank God, lady luck must have been with me for I recovered my pay and was able to give Wilf back the cash he loaned me

It was wonderful to be a "Band of Brothers" and I heeded Wilf's advice about avoiding card schools.  He truly was our older brother, keeping us in line on the ground, but having no problems in the air because we all worked as a well oiled team, following his example to the letter.

In Pete's Story, he mentioned our being shot at by our own "Ack-Ack" as we returned from a raid coming in over Southampton, hitting us, losing an engine and piece of wing, we landed at Newmarket (now a race course), but at the time, it was a Maintenance Unit.  We left the aircraft for repair and traveled back to camp carrying all our gear and were given a weeks leave on the strength of it.

I spent a couple of days at home with my family and then met the crew in London.  Wilf, Chuck, Stan and Bill and I stayed at the Canadian Legion Club.  Pete and Harry went to their respective parents in Wales.

A rather exciting incident happened after a raid on Berlin and it must have been either December '43 or January '44, but can't remember the exact date.

As we returned to base, I received a message on my radio that we, and the rest of the Squadron on the Raid, were to divert to a Station near Norwich in Norfolk called Shipdham.  Bill gave Wilf the course to steer and we landed safely along with the rest of the Squadron.  After parking the aircraft, we climbed out with our paperwork and were amazed to be confronted by a number of American personnel in jeeps.  It transpired that this was a US 8th air force base – flying Liberators and Super Fortresses and because the weather was so bad at Middleton-St-George, with thick fog and snow, we had to make the diversion.  We were snowed in for five days before the weather improved sufficiently for us to take off and return to base.

Landing at another aerodrome, naturally all our cash and personal things were back at M-S-G, but the Americans were kindness itself and in the PX canteen they issued us with shaving kits, soap, towels, even cigarettes and the food, compared to ours, was "out of this world".  After landing and after interrogation, the Americans took us to their mess for breakfast with the time being approximately 3:00am.  Lining up for our meal the cook said to me "Hi, how many eggs do you want"?  I replied, in jest, "oh, six should do it"!  To my horror, he began to pile the six eggs on to a plate and I just yelled at him that I was only joking and that "two would do nicely".  With slices of bacon and toast, it was a truly memorable meal.  Those American boys really lived well, but good luck to them, they deserved it.

After breakfast we were taken to our sleeping quarters that consisted of five sided tents with a stove in the middle and the beds placed around it.  Sheets and blankets were provided and the stove had been lit with spare bags of coke placed outside the tent for when we needed them.  We were all in stitches of laughter when Chuck said, "Please may I have a single room"?  "I can't sleep with these rough boys"!  Although only at Shipdham for a short time, we had a lot of laughs with our American comrades.

I must put on record at this time that I have tremendous admiration for the US 8th air force crews.  To fly over Germany in broad daylight in full view of fighter and "ack-ack" took a lot of courage.  Sadly, a large number did not return – they took a hell of a beating.  God Bless them all.  We flew about two or three daylight raids and it was rough but, luckily for us as we reached the target, darkness was upon us giving us a chance to return safely although one or two of our planes did not return.

On occasions in '44, we were given the job of laying mines, dropping them with parachutes off Cherbourg, Brest and St. Nazaire at different times.

The St. Nazaire raid was the most hazardous.  St. Nazaire is on the west coast of France and directly opposite was an island and the channel between was the entrance and exit of submarines heading into U boat pens located at St. Nazaire.

Lining up to drop our mine, Chuck remarked that there was a hell of a lot of flak coming up to the aircraft in front us; there were three aircraft on this particular raid.  The first aircraft got through dropping its mine.  The second aircraft caught the full force, exploding in mid-air directly in front of us.

The German ground gunners must have been cheering their success which allowed us to drop our mine and hightail it out of there fast as the flak was again coming up thick and fast.

On our return to M.S.G. – George Games, our ground crew Sergeant, complained that we had allowed the German gunners to damage our Q-Queenie!!  -  Actually we had a few minor holes and scratches to the fuselage from the flack, but these were soon repaired and Q-Queenie was as good as new.

We dutifully apologised to the ground crew for the damage and promised it would not happen again!!  All lighthearted banter, which helped to cement a happy association with our ground crew.

Returning from a raid on Berlin, we encountered enemy fighters.  Harry and Stan saw them and with a quick reaction from Wilf, we corkscrewed our way out of trouble and managed to get back to M.S.G. unscathed.  Unfortunately, we saw one or two of our bombers go down in flames and we hoped and prayed that they had bailed out safely.

On a number of raids, to ensure we hit the target of major importance, a pathfinder aircraft would fly low over the target to check the accuracy of the bombing.  If the bombing was off, the pathfinder would drop different coloured target indicators and call the incoming bombers by R.T. to comb these T.I’s. – The pathfinder was called “The Master of Ceremonies”.  A very hazardous job.

Chuck, our bomb aimer, had been a photographer back in Canada and he was also a terrific cartoonist.  Often whilst we were being briefed for a mission he would start to draw a cartoon – usually some casual remark by the briefing officer triggered a thought and away went Chuck with his cartoon.

On the first raid where we had a “Master of Ceremonies”, it triggered Chuck into action.  As the briefing progressed, Chuck began to draw his cartoon – it consisted of a Mosquito with a man sitting astride it in dinner jacket, bow tie and top hat, holding an old fashioned microphone.  The caption read,  “This is your favourite announcer speaking”.

Chuck created a number of cartoons during our time together and he gave me a few of them to keep.  Alas, on my return to England I discovered that my personal belongings, which were forwarded to my mother, did not contain any cartoons so sadly I only have the memory of them.

On each mission, after briefing and our return from the mission, we were treated to our “night flying supper”.  This consisted of egg and bacon and all the trimmings.  At other times we were lucky to see an egg or rasher of bacon!

One evening during dinner in the Mess, Chuck asked if we had ever tasted a “Dagwood sandwich”.  We replied “No”, so he began to demonstrate.  First he buttered a slice of bread then he spread a layer of peanut butter, then a layer of jam, followed by a slice of cheese.  A further slice of buttered bread completed the sandwich.  We tasted it.  It was delicious!  Sometimes he came up with not so appetising mixtures – these we gave a miss.

Before each mission take off, 419 and 428 lined up on the perimeter each side of the runway.  Engines were switched off and we climbed out onto the grass away from the aircraft for a last cigarette and attend to the “wants of nature”.  

Prior to this ritual, we were visited by the Padre for a quick chat and prayer for our safe return.  One such Padre was Father Lardie, a catholic priest who was incredibly thoughtful and understanding and although I was Church of England, I admired him very much.  The whole squadron really appreciated his kindness and when we returned from a mission he would be there to meet us, all smiles offering us cigarettes and coffee laced with rum which wasn’t always the best thing as we were about to appear before the intelligence offices for our interrogation.

The debriefing consisted of information from us regarding: position of search lights on route; flak density and position; flak ships on the coast and their position; fighter interception, if any and any other movements that may have been seen below us or on our H2S radar.  As the wireless operator, I was asked if I had picked up any messages near our own frequency.  As we were on a W.T. silence, it was a listening brief.  W.T. silence could only be broken in a dia emergency.

One such emergency occurred when we were returning from a Leipzig raid.  Switching from group broadcast frequency to D.F. frequency, I heard one of our aircraft trying to contact the D.F. station giving the S.O.S. signal as it was about to ditch in the North Sea.  By this time we were nearing the English coast at a good altitude.  I informed Wilf about the aircrafts problem and after a short discussion, bearing in mind that we were in W.T. silence, Wilf agreed this was an emergency so he gave me permission to break W.T. silence to assist them.  I was able to relay the aircrafts messages to and from the D.F. station until I was told that the D.F. station were in contact with them.

A few days later, we were told by Group that the aircraft had ditched in the North Sea, but near enough to the English coast for the crew to be picked up by R.A.F. air/sea rescue boat.  We were not told if anyone was injured, but thanked by Group for our help.

Two thirds of the way through our tour we converted from Halifax’s to Lancaster's.  Wilf found this a great aircraft to fly being very manoeuvrable.  During a number of cross-country and practice bombing flights, Wilf gave Chuck, Pete and myself some tuition flying.  Again, we were allocated Q-Queenie as our call sign.

One of our most memorable op’s happened at the beginning of our tour.  The raid was on Gwent and we approached from the north, dropped our bombs and immediately turned west with a fast glide out along the English Channel, as there was very heavy flak from Gwent to the coast.  Our route took us along the English Channel turning north over Southampton to home at M.S.G.  Over Southampton we experienced a lot of heavy flak from our own ack ack and even though we flashed our identification signals, our outer engine was lost and wing tip damaged.  We were diverted to Newmarket racecourse – at that time an R.A.F. maintenance unit where we landed safely.  After a quick interrogation, we then had to travel back to M.S.G. with all our kit, by train!

We were given a week’s leave whilst our Q-Queenie was being repaired and on our return from leave we were all flown to Newmarket to collect her and then flew her back to M.S.G. to continue our tour.

Most of our missions were trouble free; lots of flak and action taking place around us, but due to the watchfulness of Harry and Stan, our gunners, we were able to corkscrew out of harms way if any fighters were near.  That is, alas, until our last mission.

Our Last Mission

We took off from Middleton-St-George on the evening of 4th July, 1944.  Our mission was to bomb the marshalling yards at Villeneuve-St-George, South of Paris.

Crossing the coast of France just after midnight, we were attached by a German fighter, which came out of the moon’s glow, not giving Harry or Stan a chance to see him until he was upon us.  Subsequently, we were hit and set on fire.  Wilf was unable to take evasive action and, because of the damage, was fighting to keep the aircraft as steady as possible.  He then gave us the order to abandon aircraft.

I clipped on my parachute and made for the rear door, which I found to be jammed.  Harry Pritchard and I managed to free it and prepared to bail out.  By this time, Stan was climbing out of the rear turret and Harry beckoned Stan to follow.

When I met Harry again at Bayeau, he explained that he thought he had killed me for as I sat on the ledge with my legs outside the aircraft, about to push myself out against the slipstream, I felt a thump on my back and out I went.  Evidently, thinking I was stuck, Harry had kicked me out of the aircraft!

Pulling my ripcord after a couple of seconds, I came to with a bump as my parachute opened with a “thwack” and I found myself swinging from side to side.  I managed to stop the swing by pulling the opposite cords and began gliding down to earth.

I looked around me for signs of the rest of the crew but all I could see were flashes of gunfire and sounds of aircraft all around.  Being engrossed in looking about me for the others, I was unprepared for the ground!!  Maybe it saved me from serious injury, for as I hit, I collapsed in a heap and only really suffered from bruises. Or so I thought!

Picking myself up I looked around and as the moon had come out, noticed that I had landed in a meadow, missing a barbed wire fence by inches.  As I began to gather up my parachute, my mind was racing – “what do I do next!”?  Remembering our escape lectures at M.S.G.,  - I must hide my parachute and harness and be aware of the enemy who would be beginning to search for survivors.

In the distance, I could see a five barred gate and made my way towards it, hiding my ‘chute and harness in a hedgerow just alongside the gate.  Cautiously I advanced, scanned the road that the gate led onto, but all was quiet.  By this time I had a thumping headache and began to feel really ill and realised that I needed help, come what may.

Next to the gate at the left of the field, stood a small cottage.  I moved out of the field, approached the cottage and knocked on the door several times.  No answer.  The thought crossed my mind that possibly old people may live there and were terrified to open the door for fear of it being the Germans.

Moving further down the road I came to a second five barred gate and standing back from it, stood a house.  I entered the garden and knocked at the door.  I learned subsequently, that if I had gone further down the road I would have walked into captivity as there was a German first aid post set up there.

After a couple of knocks, I heard movement inside and slowly, the door opened partially and a head appeared – a man in his late 60’s.  He grunted “oui”, to which I replied, “Je suis R.A.F.” a couple of times.  After what seemed like forever, he opened the door, beckoned me in and gave me a chair to sit on.  He then produced a glass of clear liquid for me to drink.  Thinking it was water I took a big gulp and nearly choked for it was neat Calvados.  Getting my breath back, I took it more slowly.

All this time his wife stood in the background, at the foot of a staircase, speaking in a very earnest manner.  I cannot speak French, but learnt the odd phrase at M.S.G. during escape lectures.  I realised that she was very anxious and urged her husband to get rid of me as I could be the “Bosch” pretending to be R.A.F. so that they could catch the Resistance.  On hearing her mention “Bosch”, I replied “Non Madam, Je suis R.A.F.”

The husband must have told her not to worry and moved me further into the room, closed the kitchen door and put a light on.  This was when I realised that I had been hit and this was the reason for a thumping headache and feeling so ill.

My silk scarf I wore on Op’s was covered in blood and I had blood down my face.  I must have looked an awful sight and could understand the lady of the house being scared.  I gingerly touched the top of my head and my hand came away covered in blood.  It transpired that along with the bruises, I had had a narrow escape as a cannon shell of flak had struck me a glancing blow.

By this time, the owner’s two sons had joined us from upstairs and finding some cigarettes in my battledress, I handed them around.  I asked “parlez vous Anglais?” and was told “non”, but that “mademoiselle parlez Anglais.”  One of the sons was sent to fetch “mademoiselle!”

All the time I was trying to indicate that I needed help for my head wound.  My parachute and harness needed to be recovered and destroyed, also my Mae West, which I was still wearing.

The son returned with another brother and their sister, Lucy.  She lived next door with Maurice and his wife and two children.  Although her English was little better than my French, with hand signals and signs we began to communicate.

Lucy could see the situation and began to organise everything.  One brother was dispatched to find my parachute and harness and destroy them and my Mae West was burnt in the stove.

Whilst this was going on, Lucy boiled some water and began to bathe my head and then carefully bandaged it up.  The parachute and harness were recovered – the harness was destroyed, but the parachute was folded away and hidden in the bottom of Maurice’s wardrobe I later found out.

All the family began to discuss what to do with me and it was obvious that Maurice’s mother wanted me out – quite understandably!  However, the decision was made.  Maurice and Lucy would take me off their parent’s hands.  Draping a dark cloth over my head to cover the bandage, they led me out of the back door into the garden, through a gate, across a small copse into another garden and into Maurice’s house.  Inside I met Madam Yvonne, Maurice’s wife and their two children, Mauricette who was eleven years old and Yve who was 7 years old.

I was then taken upstairs into a small room containing a single bed, bedside table and chair and put to bed.  By this time I was exhausted with the throbbing of my head and loss of blood, I spent most of the night slipping into and out of consciousness.   Lucy stayed with me all night bathing my forehead with cold compresses to help ease the pain.

By morning the throbbing had eased and I was able to take stock of my situation.  I began to be concerned that if I were found with the family, then they would all be made to suffer.  I managed to get this across to them, but Maurice insisted that everything was ok and that I was not to worry.  Lucy explained that although my head really needed stitches, they could not take me to a doctor for fear of being betrayed.  Fortunately, nature took its course and the wound healed without infection or any repercussions. 

Next to the house stood a large barn or garage which was a fairly long building and at the far end, stacked six feet deep and to the roof, were logs tightly packed and in front of this on blocks, stood a taxi with its wheels missing.  To stop the Germans confiscating it, the wheels were removed and buried in the garden; Maurice had been a taxi driver before WWII.

Before leaving the house, Maurice checked that all was safe and beckoned me to follow him.  We went to the back end of the barn and here stood a shed connected to the barn.  Maurice opened the shed door and I could see three rabbit hutches stacked against the back and on the floor a thick covering of straw with a dozen or more rabbits all shapes and sizes, running free.  They also had the run of the garden during the day. The hutches were approximately a metre off the floor containing breeding mothers and young.

Maurice indicated for me to kneel down under the first hutch.  He then pushed the wooden panel at the back wall where it immediately dropped back revealing a metre and a half square room which contained clean straw and a blanket.  This was to be my hideaway for at least a week or until the Germans had given up searching for survivors.  I was told to crawl inside and shut the panel and secure it with bolts to keep it in place.  Maurice confirmed that he and Lucy would bring me food and bathe my head and rebandage it later, but that I must keep quiet if I heard any movement outside.

In the late evening, Maurice and Lucy would bring me food and attend to my head wound and, when safe, I would walk around the garden for exercise and fresh air.  Each night I was locked in the shed, rolled myself up in the blanket and slept on the straw floor with the rabbits for company.

Maurice had built this hideaway long before I arrived for the sole purpose of helping allied escapees.

For the next ten days I ate and slept with the rabbits!  Occasionally, I came out during the day to take advantage of the sun and during these times the children were my lookouts and would warn me if any Germans were near with the words “Monsieur Marcel, la Bosch”.  Because of the nearness of the German first aid post, they often strode up and down the road.  After the ten days I returned to my room in Maurice’s house.

Two weeks after I arrived, Maurice was able to obtain a French identity card for me.  Back at Middleton-St-George we all had passport photographs taken and sewn into the epaulets of our battledress.  Amusingly enough, when I had mine taken, I had sprouted a moustache, but on being shot down, I was clean shaven, so I had to grow another!

On the identity card I was named Marcel Henrie Simon and my occupation was “Agent de Commerce” which, translated, means commercial traveller.  They decided on this title to explain that I was able to move around and was there visiting my cousin, Maurice and his family.  The name was chosen by Lucy because her favourite actor was Marcel Simon (a French heartthrob of the day!).  Thankfully, I was never called upon to produce this card.  (You can see the ID card on my website).  As a final touch, Maurice fitted me out with French clothes.

We had a few narrow squeaks, but with the whole family looking out for me, and ushering me into hiding, we avoided trouble.

When I bailed out, I had an escape kit with me that consisted of a silk map of Northern France, water bottle, French currency and compass.  Maurice had a radio hidden away and in the evening I would listen to the BBC news and plot on the map where the allies were for at that time they were fighting in Caan and Falaise.

I gave Maurice the French currency and he was delighted as it was the real French notes, not the German equivalent.

Near the end of July 1944, Maurice told me he had been asked by the Resistance to accept another airman.  He duly arrived, having been shot down near Rouen and his name was Tommy Sharples, a flight engineer from 57 Squadron, R.A.F.  They were also flying Lancasters to bomb marshalling yards near Paris.  We shared the room and bed as best we could, also the hideaway.  A bit cramped, but we managed.

Once Tommy had settled in, Maurice asked if we would help build an air-raid shelter in the garden.  Naturally, we readily agreed and set about digging a hole large enough to take us all.  Over the top we placed sleepers and logs, then after covering these with canvass, piled earth on top and grass turfs.  The entrance was via a solid door and Maurice built a bed at one end for Madam Yvonne and the children and the rest of us sat on chairs brought in from the house.  By the time it was finished, Tommy and I looked like miners, brown from the sun, and covered in dirt and grime.  (Photograph also on the website).

A few days after Tommy arrived, we had a visit from a Resistance Officer named Jacques.  He told me that Bill Cullen and Harry Pritchard were safe and had been living with him also hiding from the Germans just waiting for them to give up the search for survivors.  Eventually the Resistance were able to get Bill and Harry through the German lines to the Allied lines, but as the fighting was fierce, he had no further information to share.

Jacques confirmed that as the allies were launching further offensives, it would be difficult for them to get Tommy and me through.  So it was advisable for us to stay with Maurice until the Allies had pushed the Germans back over the River Seine and we could make contact.

During our conversation he told me they had buried my comrade in the La Mailleraye Cemetery – at the time it was difficult to find out whom – but it turned out to be our rear gunner, Stan Swartz.  Later, Wilf was re-interned beside Stan.

I was anxious to see the grave and show my respects, so the next day Maurice fixed us up with bicycles and, dressed as French farm workers, we ventured out through the village to the cemetery.  We passed some German soldiers patrolling the village but, to our surprise and relief, they took no notice of us.  I can only assume that our disguises were good!

At the graves, Maurice took a photograph of us paying our respects and this photograph also appears on the website.

Whilst we lived with Maurice and his family, we ate well.  The Resistance supplied ration cards but we often wondered how they managed to be so generous with the meat ration.  We found out!!

One particular evening, towards the end of our stay, Maurice asked Tommy and I to go with him “to help”.  What, we didn’t know, but were soon to find out.  On leaving the house, we passed through the gate and crossed the road to a lane opposite.  Making our way down the lane we came across a five-barred gate, the entrance to a field.  Inside the gate stood a tree and tied to it was a young bull.  Maurice untied it and led it out of the gate and we followed, shutting it behind us and we all headed back up the lane.  Checking to see if the road was clear, we quickly crossed into Maurice’s Garden and into the barn.

Inside the barn, Maurice tied the bull to the wall by its horn and, with a rope attached to the other horn, told us to pull tight to keep its head rigid.  Imagine our surprise and shock when Maurice produced a sledgehammer and pole axed it!  Down it went with a thump.  He then cut its throat, attached pullies to its hind legs and with our help, hoisted it up, to allow the blood to drain into a galvanised container.  Then he proceeded to remove its intestines.  When this was completed, he told us to bury them in a hole at the bottom of the garden.  Having made sure no traces were left, we returned to the barn and left Maurice removing its hide.

Next morning we were told by Lucy to stay indoors and not be seen.  We had a spy hole in the roof of the house that enabled us to see anyone outside, either in the garden or on the road.  During the morning one or two people at a time entered the barn with bags and then came out with them looking rather full.

It transpired that during the night Maurice had cut up the animal into joints of meat and was supplying local people with it.  The local farmer, a Mousier Chamberlain who lived nearby and whom Maurice worked for, supplied the beast.  The farmer knew of our existence and supplied Maurice with milk, cheese, vegetables etc.  This was the reason we ate so well.  Madam Yvonne was an excellent cook and her salads were amazing.

A week before we were picked up by the Allies, we had a visit from a Mousier Vatin and his daughter.  They both spoke fluent English and we were able to have an interesting conversation.  M. Vatin had spent some time in London before the war, staying at the Dorchester and the Savoy and visiting other UK cities.  I understood from Maurice that he owned Forest De Bretonne, near La Mailleraye, so I presume he was quite wealthy.  As a surprise his daughter produced a lovely homemade cake that she had made herself, especially for us.  It was delicious and she was thrilled when we praised her efforts.

During my time with Maurice, I obtained some hard wood and was able to carve out a model of a spitfire on a stand.  On the stand I inscribed “We are very grateful”.  I presented it to Maurice and he thanked me profusely and then set it in pride of place on their sideboard.

After Monsieur Vatin’s visit, the allies and Germans began shelling in earnest.  Also a lot of German troop movements up and down the road made it imperative that Tommy and I spent a lot of time in our hideaway and the shelter at night.  The shed door was locked, but the rabbits were free to run in and out.  They had free range of the garden with the chickens and ducks.

We could hear a lot of heavy movement going up and down the road and the odd shouts in German all day.  Two or three days before the allies arrived, Maurice came to the shed early one evening and told us that two German officers had commandeered his bedroom which was on the ground floor, and were sleeping like babies and would we like to see them!  We crept out of the shed to the house.  His bedroom windows were wide open and we looked in.  Sure enough, the two German officers were sprawled on the bed snoring away.  One of the soldiers had a wooden leg from the knee down and this he had removed and it lay on the foot of the bed; a sight that tickled Maurice’s sense of humour!

We took a chance I suppose, but as they were obviously exhausted, we were fairly safe.  In the morning they left and did not even thank Maurice for his hospitality!  Not even a cigarette!!

That same evening the shelling became much heavier, and we all moved to the shelter and spent a very sleepless night.  At dawn the shelling stopped and all was quiet.  Maurice discovered that the Germans at the bottom of the road had moved out, so we all returned to the house and tried to get some sleep.

An hour later we were awakened by an excited Yves calling us and saying that English soldiers were on the road outside.  For a moment we thought he was mistaken, but looking through our spy hole, we could see that he was right and we quickly dressed and ran down stairs and out to the gate.

We were greeted by a British Army corporal coming into the garden, and Tommy exclaimed how great it was to see an English soldier.  The very surprised corporal, with an extremely strong Welsh accent then asked who were we and how had we got there?

I explained that we were RAF and had been shot down and had lived with this French family for nearly two months to which he replied  “you don’t look too bad for it!”  He passed out cigarettes to Maurice and us as we conversed and he explained that he was a corporal in the South Wales Borderers Regiment and their camp headquarters were established just outside La Mallieraye village.

He told us he would have to take us to headquarters to meet his C.O., a Major, who would then arrange for us to be sent back behind the lines a soon as possible.  On the way to Field Headquarters, Maurice asked if we could stay another night so we could have a going away party.  I explained this to the Major when we met him and he spoke to Maurice in French and explained that this would not be possible.  However, after a while he relented and agreed we could stay providing we were immediately issued with Army battledress, sewed on our stripes and brevies, and to be ready first thing the following morning.  We were taken to the field stores and issued with the necessary garments etc., and returned to Maurice’s where Lucy sewed on our stripes and brevies.  The reasoning behind this was that if the Germans pushed back, and we were caught, it was safer than being in civvies.

That evening we had a large meal, lots of wine and a jolly good time was had by all!

Next morning we said our goodbye’s, expressed our extreme gratitude and I personally thanked the family for literally saving my life and then we made our way to the field HQ where we boarded an army lorry and set off to Bayeau, a temporary holding station for escapees.  We arrived in the afternoon at a large house and garden where a number of tents had been pitched.  We were issued with blankets and allocated a tent.  Luckily, as it was August it was warm and dry.  That evening we were given a meal and told that we would be interrogated the next day.

It was here that I met Bill Cullen and Harry Pritchard again.  They had spent some time with an American contingent before being handed over to the British to be taken to Bayeau.  That evening they flew home to England and I lost track of them.

The next morning Tommy and I were interrogated by Army intelligence.  After verification, we were told that we would be flown home to England and in the afternoon were taken to the aerodrome near Bayeau, put on a Dakota aircraft and flown to RAF Northholt, England.

On landing we went through customs, then given some cash to see us through.  We then boarded a coach to London and the Marlborough Hotel at Marlborough Street station.  On reaching the hotel we were allocated a room for six of us, given blankets and pillows and told to make ourselves comfortable on the floor!

The next morning we were given a thorough medical, given a new Army battledress, pants and vests, socks, etc.  The other uniforms were destroyed.  Again, we were sent to interrogation then back to the hotel.

The following day the RAF personnel of our group of returnees were taken with our belongings to the air ministry.  I was once again given a thorough medical but this time by R.A.F. doctors and my head was x-rayed at different angles to ensure that I had not suffered a fractured skull.  Thankfully I was passed A1 fit.  The medical officer said that whoever had tended my wound had done a fine job.

Next day I was once again interrogated, but this time by RAF intelligence when I had to repeat my version of events and prove who I was.  Eventually, I was given the all clear and welcomed home.  Off I went, this time to RAF stores, where I was completely fitted out with full RAF kit and the Army uniform was once again destroyed.

Reporting to the Repatriation officer, I was issued with a travel warrant, given two months pay and sent on two weeks survivors leave and two weeks sick leave.

Before making my way home, and trying to save any shock to my family, I telephoned my sister and tried to disguise my voice.  She immediately said “is that you Will?”  (Will is my family name).  It was obvious that the RAF had informed my family that I was safe and on my way home.

I spent a wonderful four weeks with family and friends in what was then, a small village, where everyone knew everyone.  Whilst out and about I was stopped time and again and asked what had happened.  Naturally, at that time I was unable to relay the series of events because of secrecy orders.

At the end of September 1944, my leave came to an end and I was posted to Morecambe, Lancashire, put in civilian billets with other aircrew personnel to wait for reallocation back to flying duties.  During the two weeks I was there I met up with Harry Pritchard again who happened to live nearby and was on leave and, as you can image, had some good evenings together, catching up on the events that had befallen the pair of us.

My next posting came through.  I was sent to RAF Jurby on the Isle of Man – a navigation flying school – as a staff wireless operator.  I was allocated a staff pilot whom I flew with regularly, a warrant officer named Johnny Dwyer.  We flew Ansons and/or Oxfords at Jurby.  We flew cross-country trips with the pupil navigators navigating and I supplied them with the radio aids such as courses to steer (QDM’s) from different stations on route to assist them.  Once or twice I had to get us back to base by radio when they got us lost.

Coming back to Jurby from a cross country training flight I received a message that the station was partially fogged in, cloud base 200 feet, and we would have to divert to Ronaldsway, a civilian aerodrome on the South of the island.

Johnny and I decided we would try to land at Jurby by radio (QGH).  This caused a bit of a flap on the ground and they asked us to wait but eventually gave us the OK.  I switched my intercom to allow Johnny to hear as I worked with the ground station D/F hut.  As they gave instructions for course and height we landed safely and whilst taxing to dispersal, were asked to report to flying control!!!

Johnny said, “I guess you and I are in trouble”, and my reply really isn’t printable!

Walking into flying control we were met by the Flying Control Officer and Training Squadron Commander.  We whipped up a smart salute and waited for the worst!

“Warrant Officer Dwyer and Flight Sergeant Yates, you both put this station flying control and D.F. station in a real flap”.  “Your successful landing and control does you proud and I congratulate you both.  Keep up the good work”.  Turning to the Flying Control Officer he continued… “It would be a good idea to start some QGH practice for others”.

Short after this I was given the job of Signals Briefing Officer and assisted the ground signals training officer in setting up equipment for signals instructor training.  I sat the course and passed and continued to fly on and off with Johnny as well as handling briefing officer duties.

At this time my promotion came through and I became Warrant Officer Yates.

Having met my future wife, Olive, at Christmas 1944, we married in 1945. Olive was a WAAF, service as a cook in the Officers Mess and we discussed my de-mob as VE day had passed but not knowing what the job situation was like in civvie street I decided to re-engage for three years and four years on the Reserve.  When my re-engagement came through, I was asked to go to air ministry in London for an interview covering re-engagement and information teams.

I arrived at MI6 and was ushered into an office where sat an Air Vice Marshall, a Group Captain and a Wing Commander.  They discussed my Air Force service, married status etc and explained that I would be required to tour the countries aerodromes with two other N.C.O’s and a Squadron Leader to assist airmen on re-engagement.

Having been accepted, I moved from Jurby to London Air Ministry Billets, Baker Street.  Each Team travelled to different aerodromes, set up office for a few days and interviewed airmen with queries on service and engagement.  Then back to Air Ministry for briefings.

Two months later I was sent to a permanent station with a Wing Commander Geddes and he and I set up an office in RAF Petreavie Castle, Near Dunfermline.

Early 1947 and I returned to flying duties and low and behold I was sent to Middleton-St-George, my old Squadron Station, which was now an RAF navigation school, as a Staff Wireless Operator.  Once again I flew Oxfords and Wellingtons although each time I flew in a Wellington I was always airsick, so was told to report to the medical officer.  The MO confirmed that as I had crashed in a Wellington at OTU, it was probably a delayed reaction and although I did not want to stop flying, he grounded me for a month.

During that month I did numerous duties, including signals briefing, and half way through the month, our signals officer asked if I had completed an instructors course and as I had, and passed, he recommended me to go to South Cerney, near Cirencester, as a Signals Instructor at the Pilots flying school. 

During my time at South Cerney, as well as signals instructor, I had to take my turn on Station Duties such as orderly Flight Sergeant.  Although at Jurby I was promoted to Warrant Officer, someone in Air Ministry decided to alter Rank names such as Signaller1, Signaller 2, Master Signaller.  I was dropped back to Signaller1, equivalent to Flight Sergeant.  Then it was changed back again to our original rank names except that we were dropped a rank and I again ended up Flight Sergeant Yates with 9 years seniority.  This happened to a lot of aircrew.

None the less, I applied to sign on for the full term, but on receiving my application back from Air Ministry, it was accepted, providing I dropped my Rank to L.A.C.  This I could not accept.  My Station Signals Officer endeavoured to get the Ministry to give me my rank of Flight Sergeant, but to no avail, so sadly I declined the reengagement and left the Service.  For all that, I still consider the R.A.F. a wonderful service to have been involved with.

Post Script

I am proud to have flow with Wilf, Bill, Chuck, Pete, Harry and Stan during our tour at Middleton-St-George.  We were like brothers, looking out for each other, with Wilf our leader – a wonderful pal to us all.

My regret is that they are not here with me today to talk over our time together.  Such happy memories.

Final Notes

Sadly we have to report that Steve passed away on the 28th February 2010.

Just a few weeks earlier he had become a great-granddad for the first time and that meant that a lot of photos were taken and we are lucky to have some lovely ones to remember him by.

Steve was cremated on March 18th and a memorial bench is being positioned near the sports fields of the Pegasus Club in Corringham, Essex.

This story and other memories are contained on his website at www.syates.co.uk

