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Foreword

Fourteen short stories drawn from the author’s vast treasure trove of experiences. He spent a lifetime in aviation, both military and civilian, became involved in the Cold War in Europe, nuclear testing at Christmas Island, topdressing in New Zealand, and spent many years flying the Pacific. Now retired, he has turned his hand to writing. His aviation background is reflected in many of these stories.

Set in Europe, North Africa, Hong Kong, New Zealand, Sydney, Honolulu, Christmas Island, Tahiti, Mo'orea, Rangiroa and Bora Bora, it’s a diverse and entertaining collection of fact and fiction, all based on the author’s real-life experiences.

The dramatic engine failure described in A Close Call In Tahiti did occur, July 17th 1980, at Faa'a Airport in Papeete. The Gun Running happened back in 1957.

The author flew into Hong Kong’s old Kai Tak airport many times, Remember Kai Tak describes what it was like flying into that extraordinary place. The yacht featured in Andria is the Jardilinka, a well-known vessel in Hong Kong waters. The author was lucky enough to enjoy many cruises on this fine old vessel.

The Jury is a true story as are, A Curious Business, The Bottle, and Christmas Island. A Labs Attack describes some of the things that went on during the Cold War, all true, these things happened.

Aerial topdressing features in The Greening Of Northland, a unique insight into this New Zealand industry.

I’m sure you’ll enjoy reading these stories just as much as the author enjoyed writing them. 
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‘You’re on standby sir, the aircraft’s full but there may be some no shows,’ this could be a problem, I have to get to Sydney.

‘We’ll take your bags now sir, you go down to the gate, we’ll call you if a seat comes up.’

I don’t need this, free travel? a perk the airline offered, the reality, a gamble, free if there’s an empty seat and the unsold seats are all flogged off on the Internet for five bucks the day before. I make myself known to the hostess at the gate.

‘Wait over there sir, I’ll see what I can do.’

Not looking good, there are several others waiting around, I wonder if they’re all on standby? The lounge is full, all types, some pretty scruffy, whatever happened to dress standards? Kids running around making a lot of noise. There are a couple of flights later in the day, bound to get a seat, but I need to be on this one, got to get to Sydney. It’s Narell’s wedding, she’s marrying a Kiwi chap at an up market do in Potts Point, always an eye on the main chance that girl.

The invitation arrived a week ago, out of the blue; ‘you are invited, with partner.’ I was aware something was in the works, but not this. I had known her for some time, Australian, very attractive, bit of a man-eater and a lot of fun. She had taken up with this New Zealand fellow, an entrepreneurial type, green stamps was the current venture, it was going to make him rich.

‘Your girlfriend’s wedding and I’m invited?’

‘She’s not my girlfriend, what are you saying?’

‘I’m sure she’s not, how come I don’t know about her?’

‘She’s someone I know in Sydney, we spend a lot of time there.’ 

‘Ok, off you go flyboy, don’t expect me to tag along.’

The atmosphere was poisonous, damn, why did she send that invitation? Why did she have to get me involved? Just marry your man and be done with it. I was beginning to rue the day I’d met her.

‘Captain.’

It’s the girl on the desk, no secrets, her computer knows everything.

‘There are a couple of no shows, looks promising.’

‘Thanks, I’ll keep my fingers crossed.’

She does not speak to the others waiting around, perhaps they’re not standbys.

Boarding, the lounge empties out, no approach from the hostess, not looking good. Will I have to wait around the airport for a later flight, could go home for a while, no, bad idea, the vibes were not good, best left alone. A now smiling hostess approaches.

‘Captain, you’re on, seat 25B.’

‘You’re an angel, thanks.’

It’s on old stone church in the heart of Potts Point, one of Sydney’s wealthier suburbs, that’s definitely Narell. I had met Martin a couple of times, good guy, very intelligent, I wonder if he knows what he’s getting into?

‘A pageboy?’

‘This is Tommy my son.’

‘Your son!’

Narell had been married? she’d kept that quiet, and a flower girl, Martin’s daughter, another surprise, weddings can be like that. Big gathering, don’t know a soul, Sydney social crowd. Martin was well established in the business community, his latest venture is attracting a lot of interest. How come he’d decided to marry Narell, spur of the moment thing? bit of Narell’s scheming was my guess, perhaps I don’t know this girl as well as I thought. The invitation, sent to my home address, not appreciated. Perhaps she wanted to sock it to me for not making a serious play for her, she’s done that all right, going home is not going to be pleasant.

Traditional Anglican wedding, hot Sydney day, bit drowsy, been up too long. I was nodding off and found myself day dreaming about another service I had been to recently, the funeral of a murder victim, a very emotional affair.

The woman’s estranged husband had broken in one night and cut her throat in front of their two young children. Apparently it was so bad the investigating police had to be counselled; what effect would it have on the children? The funeral had been a strange experience, emotions were running high, there was a lot of anger.

I come to with a start, what’s going on, ah yes, Narell’s wedding. There’s some organ playing and a young girl sings, outside we throw confetti. There’s a guard of honour with swords that the newly weds walk under, then we adjourn to a nearby reception lounge. I had done this myself some years ago. It had been a happy time, we were both first timers, in love, we too had the honour guard and the swords. This was different, the couple were older, there were children. Was there love? or is that the preserve of the young? Anyway the happy couple disappear with the photographer. I’m left with the strangers and a lot of alcohol. The catering’s top notch. Narell might have got lucky here, I hope for her sake it lasts.

The honeymoon is going to be on Hamilton Island, then a trip to the States, Martin does do things in style. I’m happy for Narell. There’s plenty of champagne to keep us occupied while the photographer takes the nostalgia shots. When they eventually come back everyone is well on the way. The conversation is flowing and suddenly I know everybody.

‘He’s a con man that Martin’ one of his buddies proclaims loudly, ‘reckons he’s going to get Hamilton Island on board his green stamp bandwagon, bet he’s got a deal with them, that’s why he’s going there, probably got an eye on the States as well.’ 

Looks like this marriage could be a meeting of the minds, good luck.

We eat and drink exceptionally well, I make a whole lot of new friends, very easy when the senses are a bit addled.

‘You get to Sydney a bit then?’ my new friend asks.

‘Yes I do.’

‘Well here’s my number, give me a call.’

‘Where was your honeymoon?’

‘On a cruise boat,’ I tell him.

‘Awe, that would be good.’

‘Yep, great, ’while ago though.’

‘Been cruising since?’ 

‘Yep, quite a bit.’

‘Tell me, we’re thinking about doing one, what sort of boat?’

‘That’s not easy, there are so many, depends what you want?’

‘I don’t know, just want to go cruising.’

I spend some time explaining that you really do have to make some decisions, all cruises are different. Do you want to do the every day a different port with compulsory sightseeing, or do you just want to loll around a sunny deck all day drinking cocktails, not a port in sight. Some ships are huge, great seaborne cattle trucks, others are small and discreet; you need to do some homework.

‘What do you suggest,’ he asks.

‘Well last year we did one around the Greek Islands on a smaller boutique boat out of Venice, expensive.’

‘Was it good?’

‘The best I’ve done, seriously good, but you pay for it, no onboard charges though and that creates a great atmosphere.’

‘I’m getting the idea, thanks for the info, now what about some more of Martin’s champers,’ we grab another couple of glasses. 

‘Tell me where did that cruise take you?’

‘Several of the Greek Islands, a couple of places in Turkey, the highlight was a visit to Gallipoli.’

It had happened a year ago. We’d been on this boutique cruise boat, it stopped at Canakkali, the jump off point for Gallipoli. We did the pilgrimage to ANZAC Cove. It developed into an emotion filled day. I was glad I did it. The youngsters all do it these days, it’s mandatory, part of the big OE, a right of passage.

‘Sounds interesting.’

‘It was, you’ll have to do it one day. Australians are even bigger on ANZAC than we are. We finished up in Istanbul, that was the best bit of all.’

‘Is that right.’

‘Put Istanbul on your bucket list, it’s underrated, a fascinating place. We had four days, no way near enough, give yourself a week.’

‘I’ll keep that in mind.’

Istanbul, my thoughts wander, those four days in that fabulous place, unlike anywhere else. Did all the tourist things and they were good. The Blue Mosque, nothing like it anywhere in the world, huge, how could they build structures like that, the Hagia Sophia, amazing, the size of it. We gave our cameras a real workout, spent months sorting the pictures. Topkapi Palace; remember that old Peter Ustinov film, well the place was more amazing than the film. The Topkapi Diamond, I’ve seen it, really, it was in a glass cabinet, the man said it was the real thing. The Bosphorus, we did a boat trip, fabulous. The buildings along the waterfront, not seen anything like it before. The Bridges to Asia, huge! The Spice Market, the Grand Bazaar, what can I say, you need to see it for yourself. Not just see it, spend time there, soak up the atmosphere. We had quite a bit of ‘soaking time,’ well the boys did, the girls got carried away with the shops, all a bit much, they were in the place for hours, the boys just followed along, you know the scene! 

Where am I? oh yes Narell’s wedding, my glass is empty.

‘Time to deal to Martin’s excellent spread, where are you sitting?’

The food is excellent, more drinks, speeches, thank yous, getting a bit tiddly now. Narell’s right into it and it’s showing. Her big day, she’s snared her man, she’s happy. I catch her eye, she gives a big wink and beckons me over; she’s slurring her words.

‘We’ve got to keep in touch, I still want to see you, I like you.’

‘Come on Narell you’re married now, things have changed.’

‘Don’t matter, we can still be friends.’

‘Perhaps.’

‘He’ll never know.’

Alarm bells, this is not good, I am seeing another side to her, something I had long suspected. Oh dear girl, what are you doing, do you have any idea what marriage is all about. Martin is seated nearby, hope he’s not party to this conversation. He’s no fool, he must know what she’s like. I make some excuse and move away, better avoid her, she’s a loose cannon.

A loose cannon all right, I had not seen it before, perhaps I had not wanted to see it. There had been a couple of parties in Sydney where she had filled herself in, made passes at anything in pants. Bit embarrassing, too much to drink, not like this normally. I could have been wrong, I could have been blind too. Think back, how did you meet her? A party, she made a big pass and you fell for it. Perhaps you’ve been a bit stupid, now you have a problem, a big problem. How come you never knew about the boy, why had she not told you, and the husband, what happened there? Surely Martin must be aware of these things, for god’s sake he’s marrying the girl, he’s not stupid, is love that blind? Is he in love? Or is it because she’s such a strong personality he’s been drawn into her web; just like me. 

Oohh, sore head, dark hotel room, must be mid morning. I remember a taxi ride, a bemused taxi driver, ‘Kiwis, all out of the same mould.’

What happens today? That’s right, fly home this evening, eight o’clock, standby. Phone the newly weds? don’t think so, not sure about the scene there, I hope for Narells’ sake she keeps her feet on the ground. Oh yeah, that bloody invite, the whole wedding thing, could be a hornets nest at home. Get up, go for a walk, sort your head out, why the hell did you get involved anyway? Don’t know, made a bad life choice that could well bite me on the bum, take a huge chunk right out probably, bugger! Into the bathroom.

Hello mirror, who’s the fool looking at me? He’s definitely a fool, ask him. What’s he going to do to fix his life because suddenly it needs a lot of fixing. I’ve always been a good guy, a few mistakes, nothing unusual, but this? Suddenly I’m in serious trouble, how did it happen? Think! Life was just going along and I met someone. You’re always meeting someone, it’s what life’s all about, it’s normal. This someone however got in under my skin, I never noticed. Did not want to notice is probably closer to the mark, now it’s burst out in a great festering sore that could consume me. Where to now? Where indeed? You cannot just walk away, it has to be confronted. How much damage has been done? How much do I need to divulge? That’s dumb, need to divulge? everything of course, if you start with a lie you’ll be lying forever. Tell me mirror, what have I done that’s so bad? Did I set out to deceive? No of course not, but it looks exactly like that. That’s not fair, I was just being friendly. Well all that’s going to get is a big ‘yeah right.’ I need serious time to think, I don’t want to destroy my life, I am happily married, I don’t want to go off with someone else, far from it, quite the opposite. Well what have you done that’s so bad? Had an affair? no, having an affair implies that you’ve been deliberately deceitful; I have not been deliberately deceitful. Think again flyboy, that’s exactly what it looks like! Enough, I need air!

A bite to eat and a walk in the park, my life is turning to custard. I spend a couple of hours on a park bench reflecting, not coming up with any answers. This could be life changing, it’s not what I want. We all make mistakes, some pretty dumb ones at times. I don’t know what to do?

Well I’ve got a few more hours to think it through before I go home, in the meantime pack your bag and get out to the airport. Another couple of coffees and I front the check in.

‘You’re on standby sir, the aircraft’s full at this stage, but there may be some no shows.’
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A cold wet night, I’m standing on the tarmac at Lyneham, a big military airfield in the south of England. I’m a pilot on a transport squadron in the Royal Air Force. I’ve been told by my boss my services are required tonight for a job the details of which are confidential, bit different, normally our flying is pretty straightforward stuff.

‘You will be advised on the detail just before takeoff, please don’t ask questions before then.’

Definitely a bit different, why all the secrecy?

I was young, just turned twenty-one, a New Zealander in the RAF, a colonial, an expat. I was the co-pilot on a big Hastings transport aeroplane. At this stage I was on my own, the rest of the crew had not shown. Bit unusual, crews were usually rostered as a group. A couple of days notice is the norm. This was a last minute affair, just a couple of hours. There’s a truck out by the aircraft, I could see some wooden crates being loaded, no markings on the truck. I guess I’ll be briefed shortly and all will be revealed. The crew arrive, all fellow New Zealanders, an exchange crew from the RNZAF, what was I doing with this lot? Apparently they did not have a co-pilot, they needed another New Zealander to take his place, I was it, the expat Kiwi. An all New Zealand crew, why would that be? I approach the skipper, introduce myself and ask him what the story is?

‘Can’t tell you just now, bit of secrecy involved, don’t know much myself.’ The plot thickens.

We go through the usual preparations and when it gets to the operational details of the flight there’s an awkward moment, the skipper advises that he is unable to tell us just where we are going until we get airborne. He would appreciate it if we did not pester him for more information. Well that focused the mind, what the devil’s going on? I nail the navigator.

‘Come on, what’s up?’

He does not know any more than the rest of us.

‘But you’re the navigator, you must know where we’re going?’

‘Wish I did, apparently the skipper’s the only one who’s been briefed, the rest of us will find out after we’re airborne.’

We get airborne without anything further being divulged.

‘Ok, let’s have it?’

‘We are going to El Aouina, a military airfield just outside Tunis, we’ll offload our cargo then go on to Malta.’

‘What’s the cargo?’

‘You don’t need to know.’

‘For christs’ sake skipper, what is it?’

‘Officially I don’t know, please don’t ask.’

I could see the skipper was under some pressure, apparently we were involved in something unusual, better just do as I’m told, don’t rock the boat.

We approach the French coast. We have to fly right across France, then the Mediterranean
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