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Chapter 1

From Dropout to RAF Ace

Frank Cromwell Griffiths was born on 1 May 1912, the same month the Royal Flying Corps was founded. Although the youngest of four siblings, Frank was essentially an only child. His brother Leonard was eleven when he was born, and his sisters Constance and Winifred nine and eight. He spent his early years wandering rural Cheshire, sometimes barefooted, often lost, and always in defiance of his mother’s rules. This was the age of insular village life, before the motorcar shrank Britain.

Although born in England on the northern tip of the Wirral, Frank was a proud Welshman. His family hailed from Denbighshire in North Wales, and it was here they returned in 1920 after Frank’s father had made enough money through his building company. Frank, aged eight, was taught to shoot, ride a horse and hunt a pack of hounds in a privileged, outdoor upbringing.

The same year the Griffiths returned to North Wales, Frank was sent to board at Mostyn House School on the banks of the Dee Estuary. Although intelligent, Frank cared little for the classroom. Sailing had become the first of his many obsessions. As a member of the school’s ‘wet bobs’ club, Frank and his friends spent their weekends sailing to remote spots along the North Wales coast where they built dens, lit fires and dreamed of never going back to school.

However, in 1926, when he was fourteen, the sailing-obsessed Frank was dispatched to Radley College in Oxfordshire, hundreds of miles from his beloved Dee. Little survived from his time there, apart from his accent which morphed from Wirral/Welsh hybrid to English public-school boy. Like most who have come through the boarding system, Frank learned how to fit in amongst a new crowd, when to keep his head down, and how to get away with breaking the rules.

It was adventures in the summer holidays that Frank lived for. In the summer of 1928, he and his friend Jack McQuade hiked ninety-two miles in four days across Snowdonia leading a pony called At Last. The Welsh Cob pulled a ramshackle caravan that Frank had made for the boys to sleep in. Averaging twenty-three miles a day and eight sausages a night, the boys returned home happy and exhausted, their feet coated in tar where their shoe soles had given out.

Frank had just started lower sixth when the Wall Street Crash happened. His father’s building company went bankrupt, Radley’s school fees went unpaid, and Frank returned home. For his final year of education, he was sent to Kinmel School in North Wales where, on account of his charm, he became head boy. Kinmel taught practical skills instead of the traditional academia, like a modern-day technical college, instilling Frank with a practicality that made him a lifelong ‘tinkerer’.

Apart from sailing, hunting and adventure, Frank Griffiths still had no idea what he wanted to do when he left Kinmel. He decided to live on his boat Olive, a 23-foot ‘Morecambe type’ shrimper. After building a cabin on deck, Frank and his dog took to the water in September 1931. Much to his family’s disapproval, he spent the next six years sailing around North Wales, sleeping on remote beaches and fishing. He was a young adult living a fourteen-year-old boy’s dream, a vagabond sailor seeking a different path.

But life on Olive was not cushy. In the winters, Frank moored up in the Liverpool Docks and worked for his uncle TJ’s business maintaining pubs across Liverpool. ‘It was a wonderful six years,’ Frank later wrote. ‘TJ was a tough boss and I was his lowest paid employee, despite being his nephew. I dropped any pretence of being publicly educated, imitated the Liverpudlian accent a little and survived. I got to know the hardest Liverpudlians, their weaknesses and their amazing sense of humour.’

Frank also used the natural world to supplement his income. On Olive, he caught shrimp and ray and sold them in Liverpool’s markets, while many dawns were spent shooting ducks and geese in the Dee Estuary before selling them to the butchers.

While his Radley chums settled down across London and the south-east, Frank learned to live with men at the other end of the social spectrum, eking out a meagre existence in the docks. Hardship was commonplace and women were banned from entering.

He recalled, ‘The police were always around asking questions of the old salts who lived on the other boats as caretakers, usually if they’d seen anyone nicking anything from their boat; when often the caretaker had pawned it himself. But we didn’t pinch each other’s belongings and an unusual camaraderie existed among the occupants of the dock.’

Like Christopher McCandless, the young middle-class American who hitchhiked to Alaska to live in the wild, Frank possessed the particular trait that has made many young men with comfortable lives seek a life on the fringe of society.

Danger was never far away. One Sunday in September 1934, Frank was trawling three miles off the mouth of the Dee, when, hauling up his net and forgetting to put the engine in neutral, he was knocked clean overboard by Olive’s boom. Floundering in the water, he managed to grab the trawl rope as it was dragged past him. He tried pulling himself back to the boat, but the force of the propeller slipstream was like a millrace against him and his boots were dragging him down.

The Olive had six hours of fuel and was heading for Dublin. Exhausted from clinging to the rope and being battered by waves, Frank was beginning to accept his fate when suddenly he stood up. He was three miles from land, but by some miracle Olive had grounded herself on a submerged sandbank, where she was being drowned by the breaking surf.

‘At last I got to her,’ Frank related, ‘clambered over the side, knocked the engine into neutral, dropped the sail and took my boots off. I hauled up the net and to my surprise, it was filled with highly valuable ray! But I’d had enough fishing for one day.’

Frank loved his nomadic, vagabond existence and the freedom that living on a boat afforded someone with perpetually itchy feet. But something was missing from his life on Olive and he knew he could not continue this lifestyle forever. The unusualness of his six years’ ‘adrift’ is hard to overstate, however, as gap years did not exist in the 1930s.

Frank’s ‘Liverpool days’ came to an end in 1936, when he was twenty-four. His sister Constance had recently married a farmer from the Isle of Man and Frank wanted to visit them. Flights to the island had just started, so he booked one.

‘We roared into the air from Speke Aerodrome in a three-engine Spartan Cruiser,’ Frank recalled, ‘and the ground disappeared in a couple of minutes as we climbed through murky cloud. Then we burst through the “clag” into the dazzling sunshine. The sky was a brilliant blue and the white woolly stratus cloud drifted below us. I was spellbound. This is what I wanted to do – fly! On the way back to Liverpool I saw a poster of an airman in topee [sun helmet] and shorts, standing under a palm tree with a biplane in the background. The poster said: “Join the Royal Air Force and see the World.” So I did.’

Training began in Tiger Moths on 8 June 1936 at RAF Desford, Leicestershire. Frank was a natural. He went solo on 24 June after twelve hours in the air. On his second solo, he performed a loop out of sheer joy – an illegal manoeuvre that earned him an ‘absolute rocketing’ on landing. You can almost sense the reluctance of his instructors as they noted ‘above average’ in his logbooks, often caveated with comments about ‘overconfidence’.

By August, the trainees had been moved to RAF Grantham to learn aerobatics in a Hart. For the first time, Frank struggled. The slow roll had him ‘completely foxed’, and he vomited at least twenty times, fretting he might lose his career to airsickness. Sheer bloody-mindedness got him through. He passed out of training on 5 December 1936. His instructor wrote in his logbook: ‘Inclined to be overconfident.’

Although talented, the RAF was not particularly interested in Frank. He was awarded a short-service commission by King Edward VIII during his short reign. TEMPORARY was stamped in large letters across the top right corner. Frank remembered, ‘It was painfully obvious that unless there was a war, my services would not be required.’

Yet fortunately for Frank, war loomed. He was posted to 62 Squadron, who were training new pilots to fly twin-engine Blenheim bombers.

It was a dream come true. War had given him a chance.

 

There was only one problem. In August 1939, with Britain on the cusp of war with Germany, 62 Squadron were ordered to Malaya (present-day Malaysia) to shore up the Empire in the Far East.

Frank was standing underneath the wing of his Blenheim in the middle of the Iraqi desert when war was declared on 3 September 1939. He was roughly halfway through 62 Squadron’s epic journey to Malaya, a trip that took twenty-four days, eighteen stops and forty-seven hours of flying.

For Frank, it was flying 6,500 miles in the wrong direction. ‘In a fit of patriotism,’ he wrote, ‘each of us surreptitiously applied for repatriation to the UK so that we could take part in the war. We were all turned down.’

With Japan not yet in the war, Frank and his 62 Squadron colleagues spent many happy weeks in Malaya sailing up the Strait of Malacca, climbing coconut trees and trying water skiing. But like most young men who had spent hours being trained for a job, Frank wanted to fight.

In early 1940, after just four months in Malaya, Frank’s wish to return home came true, but not in the way he wanted. An old back injury flared up leaving him unable to walk, let alone fly. It had happened years earlier in training, when he volunteered to test an experimental parachute with no experience of parachuting. He was strapped to the wing tip of a Virginia biplane in a chair and told to pull the ripcord when the pilot ‘throttled back’ at 2,000 feet. He ‘crumpled up’ on landing as briefed, but on tarmac. It took twenty minutes before he could stand up. The damage was done.

The injury’s return meant Frank could no longer fly. He wrote: ‘This seemed the worst moment of my life. Classified unfit for duties, being sent to England and leaving 62 squadron and my friends after three years.’ The Malaya jolly was over. Frank sailed home from Singapore on 29 April 1940.

By the time Frank’s ship docked in Weymouth a month later, Hitler’s forces had swept into north-eastern France, and more than 300,000 Allied soldiers were being evacuated from Dunkirk. As his ship approached the south coast on 1 June, Frank’s first glimpse of Britain in ten months would have been one of chaos, as a flotilla of ships and small boats ferried thousands of troops back across the English Channel.

Frank was sent to RAF Hospital Torquay to be fixed. ‘Here my fate was decided in more ways than one,’ he wrote. He met a woman.

‘One morning I was hobbling down the staircase and noticed a WAAF [a member of the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force] bending over and dusting the stairs, the same way any man notices a woman doing such things. She turned to look at me and something went “zing”. She had a round face, high cheekbones, blue eyes and brown hair wound tightly around her head. This was the woman I wanted to be the mother of my children.’

Ruth Fuller was achingly beautiful. She was six years younger than Frank, had flawless bone structure and perfect, pale skin. She was from London, wore stylish clothes, light make-up and knew about fashion. At the outbreak of war, she and her sister Daphne had joined the WAAF mostly because they liked the uniform. They had been posted to Torquay to help run the medical facility.

Ruth’s memory of meeting Frank differed somewhat. ‘Frank met me – or saw me – many times sweeping the vast staircase. I didn’t notice him. The place was full of young officers, but all in a state of repair.’

Frank began a series of deep therapy X-rays for his inflamed vertebrae. The treatment was working, and soon he was able to take Ruth on their first date, a sailing trip on the River Dart. The pair were joined by Ruth’s sister Daphne and a friend Frank had made in hospital, Stuart Robertson. A fellow Blenheim pilot, Robertson had been strafing a German train in the Low Countries when he received a 9mm bullet in the backside.

Through June and July, the Fuller sisters stuffed their gas-mask bags with sandals and skirts and headed out on the Dart with Frank and Stuart. As they romanced in the Devonian sunshine, Luftwaffe planes droned overhead. The Battle of Britain had begun and Hitler was preparing to invade England.

In October 1940, after four months’ treatment, Frank was passed fit for flying. ‘The repair must have been good for it gave me another 4,000 hours of flying,’ he recalled, ‘and let me carry on doing the things I love most: skiing, sailing and riding.’

On 16 November, Frank received a new and fascinating posting. The flying would be dangerous, secretive and highly challenging. It would be the most important work of his life.

With 900 hours flying on thirteen different aircraft, Frank’s skills and experience were desperately needed across the RAF as it expanded rapidly in late 1940. Fighter Command, fresh from victory in the Battle of Britain, was recruiting heavily to replace the pilot losses it had incurred repelling the Luftwaffe. Bomber Command, the most natural fit for Frank, badly needed more aircrews to escalate its campaign over Europe. Coastal Command, who had the vital job of escorting shipping across the Atlantic and deterring German U-Boats, was also operating at maximum capacity.

Despite the dire need for experienced pilots across the board, Frank had been selected for an even more crucial job. He was to become a test pilot in the Telecommunications Research Establishment (TRE).

Based at RAF Christchurch near Bournemouth, the TRE was a truly cutting-edge organisation. It existed to keep the upper hand over the Luftwaffe, and it did this by pioneering, testing and perfecting aviation technology. Radar, for example, was a product of the TRE. The early warning system had played a crucial role in the RAF’s success during the Battle of Britain.

Christchurch was unlike any other RAF Station: it was dominated by civilians. Britain’s leading brains had gathered here – physicists, engineers, mathematicians, academics, cryptographers and chemists – united in a mission to beat the Luftwaffe. And amongst this epicentre of innovation were twenty-or-so pilots, guinea pigs to test the boffins’ experimental equipment. They would not only test whether the scientists’ inventions worked, but judge if an average airman could operate it.

These pilots represented a handpicked elite, chosen for the job on account of their skill, technical knowledge and ability to work with civilians. With 4,000 pilots in Bomber Command and another 1,000 in Fighter Command to choose from, these men were the crème de la crème of Britain’s aviators.

Frank arrived at RAF Christchurch on 16 November 1940. ‘There were 1,000 men and women employed at TRE, from boffins to bottle washers. It was a most unusual station. We RAF found some of our new colleagues very strange in dress and manner, and at times mirth-provoking, but we had great respect and admiration for them.’

The next morning, Frank completed his first sortie as a test pilot. The boffin accompanying him was testing airborne radar because ground radar, the type in operation for the Battle of Britain, had a range of only sixty to eighty miles. If successful, airborne radar would be fitted to all RAF fighters, meaning the benefits of radar could be harnessed anywhere a fighter could reach.

‘I was surprised to find my passenger, who was wearing his helmet the wrong way round, had never flown before and had received absolutely no instruction regarding flight preparation, use of parachute, etc.,’ related Frank. ‘Yet he was mad keen to get airborne and test his so-called “breadboard”. As the flight proceeded, the colour drained from his face and eventually he was sick over his breadboard, which short-circuited and started a small fire. This was extinguished and obviously, we returned to base.’

Despite the humorous first outing, this secretive, unglamourous job far from the frontlines contributed far more to winning the war than an average fighter or bomber pilot.

Months after arriving, Frank personally tested the first airborne radar with Robert Watson-Watt, aka ‘the father of radar’, on board. Through winter 1940 and spring 1941, he helped to develop groundbreaking navigational aids such as Gee and Rebecca/Eureka, which vastly improved bombing accuracy and navigation, particularly at night or in poor weather. As the war progressed, these aids became ever more important to the RAF’s strategic bombing campaign and, ultimately, the breaking of the German war machine.

As Churchill said: ‘The effects of our bombing were seen in the very crumbling of the German economy. The destruction of the German industrial machine and the decimation of the enemy’s transport and communications systems were vital to our strategy.’

Frank enjoyed the TRE’s streamlined, anti-bureaucratic nature and the fact that with so many civilians around, rank and uniform meant little. His logbooks reveal how test-piloting allowed ample opportunity for individualism and, when necessary, encouraged pilots to ask questions and contribute to the research. There was never a dull moment and Frank would have known he was contributing to the war effort without having to be shot at by German flak.

When he was not test-piloting, Frank spent much of his spare time with Ruth, who had been posted from Torquay to Christchurch. Their romance continued on the Dorset coast and one day in the late spring of 1941, nine months after meeting, Frank proposed.

Their wedding, held on Saturday, 30 August 1941, involved a short service in the Christchurch village church with no choir and no bells (as bells ringing would have signalled a German invasion). Afterwards, the newlyweds left in a canvas-topped Austin 7 for their bungalow, the first of thirty-six homes they were to live in together. In it their friends had laid on buns and tea, but the wedding cake, though it looked real, was made of cardboard.

After the tea party they drove to Swanage for their honeymoon, stopping to climb Corfe Castle and let the kippers tied to the car exhaust get cold. ‘We went to our hotel and handed in our ration coupons for a rather lonely dinner,’ Ruth recalled, ‘where we chose bread or pudding. We went for a walk after dinner, then bed.’

On Sunday they drove back home. ‘We should have had the next day to ourselves, if for no other reason than to get to know each other!’ said Ruth. It had been a typical wartime wedding – married Saturday, honeymoon Sunday, work Monday.

 

By May 1942, Frank and Ruth had spent the best part of a year living at RAF Christchurch. But British top brass had realised how vulnerable the airfield’s position was on England’s south coast. So, the TRE was relocated to RAF Defford, near Malvern in Worcestershire. On 25 May, Frank flew a Hudson to Defford with Christchurch’s twelve hens on board. To his surprise, all laid eggs on the journey thanks to the reduced atmospheric pressure.

It was a timely move. The Luftwaffe bombed Christchurch a week later. German intelligence documents retrieved after the war revealed: ‘We never thought the British would be stupid enough to have such a valuable base so close to France.’

Although he may not have looked it as he surveyed RAF Defford for the first time, clambering out of his Hudson with an armful of fresh eggs, Frank was one of the RAF’s most valuable pilots, perhaps one of the most versatile in the world.

In eighteen months test-piloting at Christchurch, Frank had flown 442 sorties in more than fifty types of aircraft, including Lancasters, Spitfires, Hurricanes and Stirlings. He had taken his total flying time to 1,502 hours, which at the time was more than Douglas Bader and Leonard Cheshire, two of the RAF’s most famous pilots, albeit in less hazardous circumstances. His ability to get on with everyone had made him a lynchpin between RAF types and the scientists, who knew nothing of military tradition.

But there was no time for self-congratulation at the cutting edge of aviation. Frank and his colleagues were immediately reengaged in their next project – Oboe. This bomb-aiming system, tested by Frank over the summer of 1942, used two radar stations to track an aircraft and pinpoint the location it should drop its bombs.

Oboe helped birth the RAF’s famous ‘Pathfinder Squadrons’. It was their job to locate bombing targets and drop flares on them before the main force arrived. With Oboe onboard, the Pathfinders achieved unprecedented accuracy. In August 1942, when the Pathfinders formed, just 25 per cent of RAF bombers got within three miles of their target. By 1945 that number had risen to 95 per cent, largely thanks to Oboe.

In the autumn of 1942, Frank was moved from Oboe to a new, more pressing project, the development of depth charges to counter the German U-boat menace. The Battle of the Atlantic was reaching its zenith as ‘wolf packs’ of German submarines pounded Allied shipping on the arduous journey from America to Britain. Coastal Command needed better means of fighting back. For Frank, this meant piloting flying boats like the Walrus, Sea Otter and Catalina over the Irish Sea, an area he knew well from sailing along the North Wales coast and in the Dee Estuary.

It was his most enjoyable work to date. One day, he was flying a Walrus over the mouth of the Dee when he recognised a trawler from his days in the Liverpool Docks. Fancying some fresh fish, Frank landed his Walrus alongside the vessel, fastened a rope and bought three buckets of fish from the skipper, pouring them into the bilges of his aircraft as he had nowhere else to put them. The dying fish were still flapping when he landed at Malvern hours later.

Later that winter, Frank was carrying out trials on Loch Foyle in Northern Ireland when his Walrus was approached by a man in a rowing boat offering eggs. He negotiated the sale of 432 eggs, which the man rowed ashore and duly brought back to him. The process was repeated for days afterwards, to the delight of the personnel at RAF Ballykelly.

Frank and Ruth’s first child, Tessa, arrived on 30 December 1942. She seemed to have little effect on her father’s daredevil spirit. Still flying mostly over the Irish Sea, Frank often used Anglesey, an island off the north-west coast of Wales, as a navigational aid. But he also used it for entertainment, specifically the bridge connecting it to mainland Wales over the Menai Strait. If the tide was low and the conditions good, Frank would bring his Walrus in line with the Menai Strait, descend to a hair-raising altitude and thunder below the magnificent Menai Bridge, through a clearance of 100 feet. Of course, there was a war on and silly bravado like this was deeply frowned upon. But for Frank, life was not worth living without it.

In April 1943, the depth-charge trials finished. Frank returned to Malvern, where he was soon awarded the Air Force Cross, a gallantry medal for non-operational flying. It was a reward for accumulating a staggering 1,842 hours of flying on nearly sixty aircraft, the Dakota, Mosquito and B-17 Flying Fortress being the most recent. He had a proven track record of testing some of the biggest aviation breakthroughs of the war.

Frank’s personal success mirrored that of the Allies. The last six months had seen the tide turn against Axis forces. In North Africa, Montgomery had reversed British fortunes at El Alamein, driving Rommel’s forces west. Pearl Harbor had finally brought the United States into the war, and on the Eastern Front, Germans were being killed ‘unit by unit’ around Stalingrad. After years of German ascendancy, momentum was finally shifting.

Aged thirty, and with a four-month-old at home, Frank could have remained at Malvern as a test pilot and spent the rest of the war in relative safety. But something drove him down a different, more perilous path.

‘I’d been in Singapore for the start of the war and I didn’t get back home until after Dunkirk,’ he remembered. ‘Then I’d been working as a test pilot, so I thought it time I got cracking operationally. So I applied to join a Squadron.’

Perhaps it was a fear of missing out. Maybe it was a desire to fight. Either way, Frank chose to go to war.

He was going operational.




Chapter 10

Spanish Prisoners

‘Follow me, please,’ said the Franco policeman on Figueres train station platform.

Frank and Joe filed in behind the bulky frame of the officer, who parted the crowd boarding the train with a wave of his hand.

‘Aviators?’ he asked.

Frank nodded. ‘Inglés,’ he said, and ‘Americano,’ gesturing at Joe.

The man looked impressed and signalled for them to follow. After ten minutes he turned into Figueres police station. A group of men in plain clothes sat around a table playing cards.

‘I want to speak to the British consulate,’ said Frank firmly. No one replied.

He repeated himself.

‘Mañana,’ the officer replied half-heartedly. He took Frank and Joe downstairs, ushered them into a cell and closed the door firmly. The bars of its small grille rattled down the corridor.

No one knows I am in here, thought Frank. He had heard of airmen being imprisoned in Spain for months, even years. The thought of doubling or tripling his three-month stint in Europe filled him with dread. He had already missed nearly half of Tessa’s life. It was her first birthday in two months. That letter better reach the British Consul.

Even Joe, who feared nothing but dogs and rats, was rattled. He leaped to the door and gripped the bars of the grille, pulling on them like the collar of a man in a fight.

‘Ever heard of a trial?’ he yelled through the grate. ‘I’m never complainin’ about the USA again.’

Frank took in his new surroundings. The cell was filthy. Measuring five feet by eight, it was made entirely from stone and there was not so much as a bench to sit on. It had no window; the only light came through the grille in the door. In one corner stood a broken-down lavatory with several dark stains running out of its base.

After an hour the officer returned. ‘Follow me,’ he said to Frank, leading him downstairs to a dirty cubicle. He jammed Frank’s hands into a putrid smelling ink tray to take his fingerprints. With the ink still wet, he was then led to a back room downstairs. A close-cropped, brutal-looking Spaniard sat waiting for him.

‘How did you enter Europe?’ he demanded.

‘I crashed on the fifteenth August in the Milan raid, but escaped to Switzerland,’ Frank half-lied. ‘I want to speak to the British Consul. I’ve been locked up with no trial.’

‘Yes, yes, we are contacting the consul,’ came the reply. ‘But how did you come to Spain? What was your route over the Pyrenees?’ His manner was aggressive. ‘What aircraft were you flying?’

Frank babbled nonsensically about his route, before telling the Spaniard he was flying a Halifax on the Milan raid.

‘No, it was a Spitfire,’ the interrogator said.

‘No, Halifax,’ insisted Frank.

The Spaniard wrote down Spitfire. He was not very intelligent.

‘Tell me your route over the mountains.’

‘I can’t, we crossed at night-time. I didn’t know where I was.’

‘That’s impossible, you arrogant English think you can fool us . . .’ Frank pulled out a small pocket compass. The Spaniard stared as if he had never seen one before. After several minutes’ explanation, he finally understood and called for all his colleagues to come and see this marvellous instrument. Frank was sent back to his cell, but Joe was gone.

An anxious hour passed, the first he had spent alone in weeks, until the guard returned and took Frank back to the interrogation room.

‘You were not on the Milan raid on fifteenth August,’ the interrogator began. ‘We checked. So why are you lying to us? Do you think we Spanish aren’t intelligent enough to check?’ Frank, who was still shaking from his cold cell, tried to hide his fear, but he was sure he was going to be roughed up.

‘Tell me how you came to Spain,’ the interrogator continued. ‘Your American boy already has, so there is no point in lying anymore. If you tell me, you can have a bed. You can sleep.’

It was standard interrogation procedure that the RAF were trained for.

There’s no way Joe has told them anything, that’s for sure, thought Frank. Could I make up a route over the Pyrenees without endangering Antoine and his family? His bones still ached and fatigue clouded his brain. If he could just sleep, he could work out what to do. He had to sleep somehow . . .

‘How did you enter Spain!’ roared the interrogator, standing up and banging a fist on the table. It had a peculiar effect on Frank. The physical action triggered some competitive response within him. A stubbornness forged in the Dee Estuary came alive. I’m under this man’s skin, he thought. He’s not going to break me. I don’t think he’s even going to hit me.

‘I told you I walked over the mountains, but it was at night-time, I didn’t know where I was.’

‘Lies! We know you are a squadron leader and that you were carrying arms for the French Resistance. Why won’t you admit it? Typical English arrogance. You will lose this war because of it,’ lectured the interrogator.

Blimey, they know all that, thought Frank. The Spanish must be in cahoots with the Germans to know that. So much for their neutrality.

‘How are you a squadron leader at only thirty-one? The RAF really are desperate. No such thing would be allowed in Franco’s great Air Force.’ On and on the interrogator went about ranks in the Spanish Armed Forces, Franco’s strength of character and why Russia was a menace to the world. He was so interested in his own lecture, he forgot to continue questioning Frank.

By dusk the interrogation was over. Frank and Joe were ordered to form up outside the police station.

‘Where are we going?’ asked Frank.

‘To a nicer prison,’ said one of the guards. ‘Move.’ Marching at gunpoint, Frank could not help thinking about the party of chained prisoners he saw being marched across the French border town of Annemasse to the Pax Hotel, to face Barbie and his Gestapo colleagues in the dungeons.

Two huge walls loomed out of the half-light and Frank recognised the building immediately. It was the fortress he and Joe had rested against on their way into Figueres, the one he thought was a barracks. ‘Each wall, fifteen feet high and five feet thick, had an armed guard at each corner. We passed through three sets of great iron gates on the way in and I had a feeling it was going to take some getting out of,’ he recalled.

The duo were marched into one of the central buildings, along a corridor and into cell number seven, where they joined five elderly Frenchmen. Like the police station, the cell was all stone with a lavatory in one corner and a stone basin in the other. The floor was thick with grime and the air heavy with the smell of drains. There was no bench or newspaper, but there was a window way up on the outside wall. The last of the day’s light was filtering between its iron bars. It was a pathetic amount of light, but it was vitally important, for it allowed a prisoner to keep a track of time.

The Frenchmen seemed to have accepted their fate and were sitting down in the grime. Frank joined them and felt the penetrating cold leap up through the concrete. He put his head in his hands and tried to think, but his mind was utterly fatigued from three nights’ marching and hours of interrogation. He seemed only to focus on his aching bones and the filthy hole he found himself in.

Gradually the sun set, extinguishing what little light the prisoners had left, until they sat in pitch darkness. ‘I had the feeling one might easily die in such a place with no one any the wiser,’ wrote Frank.

The door flung open and the cell filled with harsh light. A shaven inmate stood in the doorway.

‘Up. Everyone out. Hurry if you want a blanket,’ he said. Joe barged his way out and everyone followed. Several men with shaved heads bossed the inmates into a line and began a thorough search. They were obviously senior prisoners trusted by the Spaniards to help run the prison.

Frank’s searcher, the large Frenchman who had opened their cell, discovered his last few items from his escape kit but, strangely, he popped them back where he had found them. He gave Frank’s arm the slightest pat. It was a clear signal and it felt terrific. He’s one of us.

After the searching, each man was issued with two blankets and a hunk of bread, both from the Red Cross. ‘I did not appreciate the Red Cross until Figueres,’ said Frank. ‘I do not know how I would have survived without them.’

Back in the cell, Frank attempted to get comfortable for the night. ‘I will never forget that stinking floor. There was not enough room for us all to lie down, but I managed to get in a corner as far away from the lavatory as possible. This was fortunate for as the night wore on, it soon became apparent that the old men suffered from weak bladders. The consequences of this in utter darkness in an over-crowded cell are best left to the imagination.’

Frank and Joe tucked up against one wall and were able to sleep sporadically, turning over every forty minutes to relieve their aching backs. The night was filled with fierce scuffles as the other inmates trod on each other on the way to the lavatory. Through the window, sentries called to each other every fifteen minutes on the perimeter wall.

Friday, 29 October, was Frank’s first morning in prison. The cell door was kicked open. It was the prison governor checking that all prisoners were present. His assistant followed, handing out bowls. Behind him some orderlies were dragging an enormous black cauldron of coffee down the corridor. The inmates were allowed to take one ladleful each. The pot was almost certainly never washed and the coffee stank.

‘It tasted foul,’ Frank recalled. ‘Only extreme thirst enabled me to drink it.’ His cellmates, who had been inside longer than him, fought to get their ladleful first, which resulted in much of the putrid liquid being spilled.

‘Showers! Everyone out,’ called the governor’s assistant, walking down the corridor banging on every door. All fourteen cells emptied into the prison yard, where some communal showers stood.

‘Strip and shower!’ came the order. It was the first time Frank had seen all the prison’s occupants and it was a grisly sight. Ranging widely in nationality and age, most had the huge, bloated tummies of malnourishment, sunken eyes and shaven heads. Their skin was peppered with red blotchy bites, festering impetigo scabs, and one man even had several deep scars criss-crossing his back. He was a Polish soldier who had been captured at the very start of the war and whipped by the Germans after attempting to escape.

The shower was freezing but refreshing. Afterwards, Frank was marched to the prison doctor’s room where he was inoculated, then the barber’s room to be shaven. ‘It was the most luxurious place in the whole prison. There were chairs!’ observed Frank.

Under a large portrait of General Franco, the prisoners had their heads shaved. It was a convivial atmosphere. The barbers, who were also prisoners, talked openly about their hatred of Franco and held their razors to his throat each time they passed the imposing painting.

With Frank’s abundant locks hacked off in tufts and smoothed over with a razor, he got up to join Joe and the rest of the men filing out.

‘Joe, what are those scars on the back of your head? Did you get them when you baled out of your Fortress?’ he asked.

Joe turned around and grinned. ‘Nah, they used to throw bricks at me when I was a kid living on thirty-third street. Reckon they wouldn’t mess with me now.’

Frank agreed. Joe was a terrifying sight. He had appeared tough before, but now his six-foot-four frame was complete with a scarred, shaven head. He looked like a hardened criminal.

Despite their battles in the Pyrenees, Frank could feel them growing closer in prison. Joe knew he needed Frank’s smattering of French and Spanish, as well as his status as a Brit and an officer. Frank knew he needed a big bloke who could fight. Like typical men, they had gone from hating each other to close comrades without so much as a word said. They knew they were in this together.

Back in their cell, the two men sat shoulder to shoulder on their blankets until dinner time. Like the coffee, dinner was dragged along the corridor in a cauldron. When it reached the cell door, a mêlée broke out as the men fought to get their ladleful. ‘The strange thing was that although you were mad with hunger, when the soup arrived you would be overfull by the time you had drunk it, yet half an hour later you would be hungry again,’ said Frank.

‘Oi, you two, come to the door now and I can transfer you to my cell with the American,’ said
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