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To my loving wife, Elizabeth Johnson, for helping me through a desperate period after losing my brother and mother.

To my children, Sam, Kelly, Vincent, and Dylan, for always being there when I needed to look into my children’s eyes knowing that my life has all been worth it.

To our mother, Grace Alice Johnson (RIP), who did her utmost best to bring up two robust boys in most difficult circumstances alone.

To Sean Johnson for always being there when Dave and my mother were on their death beds. He is an angel! 

To, Mildred Manning (ex-Johnson), for being a wonderful mum to Shay and Sean and, even after her divorce to my brother, never abandoned the Johnson family. Mildred cared for our mother until she passed over, and I will always be grateful for that because I could not be there all the time.

To Shay Johnson, Dave’s loving oldest son, who also sacrificed his time and family life during the period his dad and grandmother became very ill.

To all my uncles who looked after my mother during the most difficult times after being abandoned by my biological father.

To Sam and Charlie Johnson for being men whilst still boys carrying Dave’s, and my mother’s coffins to their final place of rest. 

To Pink Floyd for writing “Wish you were here” A song that really said it all.

To Mr. Nick Cave for writing one of the most beautiful, poignant, and sad songs ever that I dedicated to my brother after he left us.
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Sadly, Dave is no longer with us, he died after suffering from a chronic lung disease. The disease was not caused by smoking or a killer dose of bronchitis. He died of pneumonia after receiving a new pair of lungs through a transplantation.  His body was so weak that it just could not fight the disease, and sadly, he had to give up the battle after fighting all his life to survive.

A sad story in many ways, a funny story in others and, even a life full of misdemeanors, adventure, love, and hate, that sometimes became extreme. Dave was not perfect, like the rest of us. He was, however, good, and bad, and his good side always appeared during times of extreme loss or hurtful behavior towards the ones he loved, and of course to his children.

I wish to take you back to the beginning of his life, and from those foundations he commenced a roller-coaster journey of all human emotions and actions thinkable, right until the very end. Whoever reads this true story will begin to comprehend how important it is to tell the stories of simple, unsung heroes, and ‘Little People’ who surround us, but never achieve fame or fortune.

Dave was such a character, notorious, brutal, loving, and caring. However, he was one of those people whose fascinating story hardly ever reaches the eyes and ears of those whose only desire is to follow the ‘masses of sheep’ and consume daily the news that global media has on offer.

This story is a bitter/sweet story of true life, and not fantasy invented by Hollywood. I am proud to present this insight into the life of a ‘normal person’, who many times took normality to its boundaries by being just like you and me. However, Dave, just happened to be someone quite fascinating and extreme due to circumstances throughout his life.   

Chapter 1    A midsummer night’s day      

Chapter 2     A step forward      

Chapter 3     Marriage, affairs, divorce!   

Chapter 4    Berlin, The End, a new beginning!   

Chapter 5    Dave goes international and how!   

Chapter 6   Dave conquers the Middle East!  

Chapter 7  Baghdad, Damascus or Riad?  

Chapter 8    Enough of the Middle East, it was now time to  

conquer Asia (or so Dave thought)  

Chapter 9    Separation and, divorce; a Johnson sickness 

Chapter 10   A new love and a new life for both of us.

However, fresh air turns stale quickly!  

Chapter 11   A fatal mistake made by me   

Chapter 12    Things quieten down, but only for a while

Chapter 13    Time tends to heal most things, sometimes?  

Chapter 14    Brotherly love appears at last, but only in a very 

tragic situation  

Chapter 15   Every story must end sometime  

Chapter 16   The End  

––––––––
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Chapter one
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A midsummer night’s day

Grace Alice Johnson, our mother, gave birth to David Ronald Johnson on this day. Not an epic day, just the longest day of any post-war year. Harold Edward Johnson was his father who returned from World War Two after serving king and country on two fronts, Egypt, and Northern Europe. Harold, stood under the shadow of Egyptian pyramids facing Rommel’s tanks whilst serving tea and food to those who really were on the front. A necessary position in times of conflict because the soldiers who fought Rommel needed people to keep them filled with nourishment, and Dave’s father just happened to be one of them. 

We really do not know if he ever raised a rifle in anger against the Germans, but does it really matter? He was there doing a good job for those who fought the battles, albeit, behind the front lines. Harold Johnson, just happened to be quite a rascal, a friendly one, and stories told by our mother confirmed that fact. Rascals do not change their skin during wars, they always remain rascals, and our father made sure he remained safe and secure whilst exploiting the small comforts on offer in such desperate times.

He returned from military service in Egypt and Holland, where he was involved in some form or another during the infamous Battle of Arnhem, among others. Before the war, our mother met him and fell head over heels in love with him. He was a lady’s man and enjoyed the company of many females. However, it is quite feasible that he did love Grace, but his ‘demons’ inside were seemingly uncontrollable.

Grace Alice Mission, our dear mother, RIP, was mesmerized by this handsome fellow, who charmed the petticoats off most females that crossed his path. She came from a family including five brothers and a father who was a chip off the “old school block” of good old fashioned, working class, socialist English values. 

Harold was a completely different ‘animal’ to our grandfather, Grace’s father, who was a sporting hero in the Royal Navy. He represented his country at military level in the field of gymnastics. He performed many times in front of royalty and military top brass at the annual show of British military prowess called, The Royal Tournament, held in London, when he was not on-board warships fighting for his fatherland in WW1. He was a very brave man indeed. 

[image: image]

Our wonderful grandma and granddad

He fought against the Turks in the Dardanelles during World War 1 as a sailor on the Ark Royal. A very dangerous place to be for British naval ships being bombarded by Turkish shells lodged high into the hills of the surrounding, very rugged coastline. Their job was to support British and Australian troops, among others, who were being massacred by the Turks at the time. His ship, the Ark Royal, was a member of a huge British fleet sent there for a mass evacuation of troops being slaughtered by Turkish shells. A very dark period in history of innocent troops, Australian, British, and other nationalities, being sent nonsensically to their deaths by commanding officers who totally underestimated the power of the Turkish artillery. Horrific battles, that were later documented as worthless, after the mass slaughter of so many young men.   

Luckily, he returned unscathed with a Conspicuous Gallantry Medal. He then pursued a working-class career at the local Plaster Board factory in Erith, Kent. After leaving the military his career in high-level gymnastics was over as there were mouths to feed, and many of them. Five boys and one single daughter all strictly brought up to show respect in very hard times. Respect, in those early days meant discipline; children should be seen and not heard, and it was never a problem receiving a smack or two when necessary. These were times when families were normally quite large, and although in the Mission household there was much discipline, there was also much love. But our grandfather kept his distance as far as showing outward emotions. 

As soon as our uncles reached the age to be sent out to diverse military services, they were. William, Arthur, Ronald, and Edward were all sent away to the military as soon as possible to pursue careers in the Royal Navy, Army, Royal Marines, and Paratroopers. The only ones’ left were Douglas and Grace. Uncle Doug was the youngest and did not enter the army until after WW2 was over. Grace, helped in the household and helped look after her brother’s requirements when they came home from duty on their free weekends.

When the Second World War broke out all the sons were automatically sent away to fight the Germans and Japanese, apart from Douglas, as mentioned, who was too young to serve king and country in the war. Grace joined the Land Army and was sent away to do her duties in the English countryside where she worked the fields on farms helping to keep the countries supply chains moving during Hitler’s attempt to conquer Britain.

In the latter years of the war, news from abroad reached the family home that her brother, Ronald, a paratrooper, had been captured by the Japanese army in Burma. It was heartbreaking for her, and of course for her father, who showed no outward emotions, but accepted the fact that when one is at war, it was one of the dangers of war to be either killed or captured by the enemy. Fortunately, after the war finished, Ronald, returned home psychologically scarred, and worse for wears, but basically, physically unscathed apart from looking like a skeleton.

During WW2 our other uncles were active in diverse roles. Uncle Bill served in the army as a private, Uncle Edward was an officer in the very proud Royal Marines, and Uncle Arthur served as an officer in the Royal Navy following his dads’ footsteps.   

The war years were desperate years for the family, but gradually, one after one, their sons returned hardened by their experiences and, although they were happily welcomed back into the family home, emotions were scarce. That is the way it was for hardened, battle-bruised fathers who had fought in World War 1. They felt it was the duty of all young men to go out and fight for their country, become real men, and return to form families of their own, which luckily, they all did.

When Grace returned from her duties in the Land Army it was a different story all together. She fell in love with a handsome chap called, Harold Edward Johnson, and when asked by her father where he served, and what he had done in the war, he realized that this was not the type of son-in-law he would have preferred. As mentioned above, Harold was a bit of a scoundrel, not a coward, but someone who had only witnessed real action in the war from behind front lines. He served his country in an important role because someone had to serve food and supplies to those who Grace’s father regarded as real men. He was in the NAAFI corps, whose services were unmissable, but not quite as dangerous as being on the front of course. Another problem was that Harold came from Preston, Lancashire, in the North of England, in other words, “a dumb northerner!” Our grandfather rejected him straight away.

Grace’s brothers, after returning from their duties, also rejected this smooth talking, good looking, petticoat hunting rascal from up north. Many arguments between her father, mother, brothers, and Harold, continued until Grace, determined to marry the one she loved, rejected her family’s protests, and tied the knot with him. This evolved into a very bad decision and dire consequences for her relationship with her father, who virtually rejected the only “apple of his eye” and single daughter.

Grace, headstrong, and a determined character, left the family home to go and live with her newly wedded husband in a prefab house made of asbestos that was rapidly built after the war to accommodate ex-young soldiers, and military, with their new families, albeit very low-level working-class families.

Now work is something that Harold did not adapt to particularly well and after the war years this certain part of his character began to appear as he drifted from job to job. In and out of employment and working only when it suited him. He preferred to spend the money he did earn or receive through unemployment benefits down the local drinking establishments, on beer, tobacco, and cigarettes, or chasing other women, who also fell under his spell.

Grace took on a full-time job in a local factory polishing periscope prisms made for tanks, submarines, and other military machinery to make ends meet whilst her loveable scoundrel of a husband spent more time in the pubs than at work. She often had to humbly return to her father’s home to borrow money, because Harold would often pick her purse when his funds run dry, and she would be left with no money to pay the rent or buy food. One can well imagine how terrible she felt begging to her father for help and the acrimonious answers she received from a very angry father and brothers if they just happened to be at the family home visiting. In fact, she became an outcast, and only through the illness of her mother, who had developed cancer, was she allowed to enter the home.

By the end of 1946 she became pregnant, and this was the final straw for her father. He could not face the thought of having a grandchild from Harold, although her mother, by now very ill, forced him to allow Grace to visit because she needed her desperately. David Ronald (named after his uncle who was captured by the Japanese) Johnson was born on the longest day of the year, 21.06.1947. A healthy baby, a bouncing boy, and his proud father celebrated by going down the local watering hole to tell all his charmingly crooked and devious friends of his proud achievement. It was even recorded that an unknown female visitor to the establishment joined in the fun.

The relationship between Dave’s parents, Grace, and Harold, gradually began to show signs of deterioration, although he at least kept several jobs for longer than a few weeks. One of them would have dire consequences later in his life as he worked in an asbestos factory in Erith, Kent, on the production line. In those days asbestos was one of the most important materials utilized in the building of prefab houses, factories, etc. In fact, it was a booming business. Sadly, for those who worked in asbestos factories, with no protection at all, the deadly, tiny particles of death invisibly lodged themselves in the lungs of factory workers and radically reduced the lifespan of many of the workers.

Harold loved anything in a skirt, and showing off with his brand-new motorbikes, bought on credit of course. He would wow the ladies in the area whilst Grace struggled at home virtually alone bringing up baby David on a pittance. Of course, Dave’s grandmother made sure that mum and baby did not go hungry or survive without a roof over their head, but times were very hard, and although Grace’s father protested violently, enough money was given to make sure she had the necessaries to survive. She was also dependent on milk coupons, free medical care, orange juice, baby food supplements, and food given to low-income parents after the war. Great Britain had just conquered the mighty German army and was certainly not going to allow those who fought so bravely, and their families, to end up in poverty and squalor.

Several years passed, and although suffering under the intolerable behavior of her husband, Grace managed to survive. She worked when she could, and as Dave grew older, he was taken into daily care offered by the local council or left with his grandmother, who by now, had become seriously ill with cancer spreading rapidly throughout her body. She managed to survive until the birth of Grace’s second child, Leslie Robert Johnson, born on the 28.04.1951; the author in fact.

Shortly after I was born my grandmother passed over surrendering to this terrible illness that ravaged her body. Graces father was now left alone to deal with his loss, and the one who offered him consolation, help and solidarity, was Grace, alongside her brothers, who had united after their tragic loss, and fortunately, accepted Grace back into the fold. Harold was nowhere to be seen, only at the funeral did he have the decency to show his respect, and then rapidly disappeared from the family’s sorrows. Even the death of Grace’s mother could not exorcise the rascal inside him. He just could not take the misery, and Grace’s brothers made sure that he would never be accepted into the family no matter what happened.
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The only photo of my ‘father’ with mum, and me, when they visited a very sick Dave, who nearly died with meningitis in Great Ormond Hospital, London.

The following years Grace would catch the trolleybus twice a week with David walking, and me still in a pushchair. After getting off the bus, she walked a few miles from the bus stop to our Grandad’s house making sure her father had a warm dinner, and as much as she could, comfort him in his great loss. Luckily, there were other family members who cared for him, the sister of his wife, Aunt Lil. A few years after the death of our grandmother, Aunt Lil, a widow herself, and our grandfather, decided to live together. Such things happened in those days and, although they never officially married, they become partners. This was a relief for Grace because dark storms were growing rapidly on the horizon, and she really did not need the pressure of looking after her forlorn father. 

Harold, as mentioned, was never accepted by the family, and hardly ever visited or had any contact with Grace’s brothers or father. He was too busy chasing other women and spending his hard-earned money on them, booze, and his beloved motorbikes. While Grace was busy bringing up little David and baby Leslie; working all day and slowly accepting the fact that Harold was not quite the man of her dreams.

Then a near tragedy happened. David, at the tender age of five, developed meningitis, in those days, especially for poor children, a possible deadly illness. Dave was rushed off to Great Ormond Street Children’s Hospital in London hanging on for his young, tender life. This was the only time in their marriage that Harold showed any care or passion for their relationship as they waited by the bedside of their oldest son who nearly died. Luckily, the doctors, and nurses, working at this renowned children’s hospital managed to
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