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      Of the 125,000 men who flew with RAF Bomber Command in the Second World War, 55,573 were killed and 9,838 were taken prisoner.

      

      Ronald Malcolm Wade was one of the 9,838.

      

      This is his story.
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        The sands of time without relent,

        Doth trickle out till youth is spent,

        Then wise eyed man in knowledge decked

        Indulges in his retrospect

        O' youth — most happy transient state

        Why do I cherish thee

        Too late!!

      

      

      

      Poem written by Ron, some time between January 1941 and May 1945, in one of the four camps at which he spent the war. He was imagining the old man he would one day be, looking back at the youth he was losing. He lived to be that old man, and this is what he remembered.
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      The first I knew of the shell was the light.

      A wash of orange along the leading edge of the port wing, visible to me in the small forward panel of my turret. Wrong colour for that hour of the night. Wrong place for a light to be coming from. I did not, for the first quarter of a second, understand what I was looking at.

      Then I understood.

      The port engine was on fire.

      This was at 21:15 on the night of 16 January 1941, over the North Sea, a little short of the Dutch coast. I was twenty-three years old, and I was in the rear turret of a Whitley bomber called Z6462. The rest of the crew were twenty or twenty-one. We had been on our way to Wilhelmshaven. We were not going to get there.

      There had been, in the seconds before, no warning I had registered, no flash of a gun on the water, no stream of tracer coming up at us, no stutter on the intercom. One moment the sea below was the same wet-slate dark it had been for two hours; the next there was the wrong light in the plexiglass, and a sound I did not immediately identify as the sound of a port Merlin having its cowling blown open from behind, and a change in the pressure of the airframe through the back of my seat that said the aircraft had taken a hit she was not going to recover from. A shell had burst near the wing. Fragments had hit the engine. The engine had caught.

      The Whitley did not lurch, at first. She began, very slowly, to slip.

      To port. And down. A diagonal slide I felt through my seat more than I could see. Whitleys did this when one engine had gone and the other was trying to hold the full weight of them. It was not a manoeuvre. It was a state, an admission, something the aircraft became rather than did. Somewhere further up the fuselage, the skipper came on the intercom. His voice was calm, which I was grateful for. He said the port was on fire. He said we were going to lose altitude. He said the navigator was working a course to see whether we could make the Dutch coast. He said, “Stand by to bail out.”

      My hands, already in the firing position on the triggers of the four Brownings, went cold.
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      I knew the procedure. Every rear gunner on 58 Squadron knew the procedure. It came in seven steps.

      Centralise the turret. Open the rear doors. Crawl backwards into the fuselage. Put the harness on over the flying jacket and the Mae West. Climb back into the turret. Close the rear doors. Rotate the turret ninety degrees. Fall backwards into the night.

      That was what they had drilled into us at Stormy Down and again at OTU. In the dark, in a slipping bomber with the port engine on fire and the altimeter beginning to unwind, I began it.

      I got as far as step three.

      I was crouched on one knee in the fuselage, harness half-fastened across my flying jacket, when the first wireless operator came past me on his way to the back of the aircraft.

      He had come down the fuselage from his station forward of the wing. He was making for the main crew door, the fuselage door, we always called it,  on the port side, aft of the wing. He moved fast. He did not stop. At the door, he took the release handle, and he jettisoned the door.

      The door went into the night.

      Where the door had been, suddenly, was a torn rectangle of black air. Through the black air I could see the sparks and flame of the burning port engine going past in the slipstream, very close — close enough that I could feel the heat of it on the side of my face from where I was crouched, and the smell of burning petrol came into the fuselage for the first time that night and filled it.

      He waved at me.

      Then he jumped.

      The two pilots, whose voices had been on my intercom all evening, had gone out the forward hatch as soon as the skipper gave the order.

      I looked at the turret behind me. I would have had to climb back into it, close the doors, rotate ninety degrees, and fall out of it backwards, all the steps I had not yet done. I looked at the open fuselage door. A man could simply walk out of it.

      “Now I'm not getting back in that turret,” I thought. “I’ll never make it.”

      I turned forward.

      I started down the fuselage towards the door, the lean of the slipping aircraft pushing me onwards, the canted deck sliding away under my boots so that every step was half a step taken and half a step caught. Slipping. Slipping. Slipping. Nose first, on a diagonal, the altimeter running down faster than I cared to know. We had crossed the coast at some point I had not seen, I knew it only because the cold air coming in through the open door ahead of me carried, now and then, the smell of land instead of the smell of the sea. The starboard engine, the one we still had, had gone from the sound of an engine running to the sound of an engine being asked more than an engine has to give, a thinner, harder note, a pitched complaint. Somewhere very close beneath us, the ground was waiting. I could not see it. I could feel it coming up at us like the floor of a lift that had stopped pretending to slow down. I reached the door. I put a hand on the torn edge of the fuselage where the door had been.

      The cold of the slipstream hit the front of my flying jacket. The sparks were coming past my shoulder, not six inches from my face.

      I was about to go.

      And then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw the navigator.

      He was coming up the fuselage towards me, from the direction of the forward hatch. He was dragging his parachute and harness in his hands. He had not put them on.

      This took one look to understand.

      He was twenty. He was the navigator of an aircraft I had joined that afternoon, and he was old enough to know what to do and young enough — I felt this in that second more than I thought it — not to be left to do it alone. I was the older man on the aircraft. The older man on the aircraft is held to account for the younger ones, whether anyone has ever said so or not.

      There was no parachute between him and the fire.

      The plane tilted. He almost fell.

      I couldn't leave him.

      The aircraft continued to slip, the way she had been slipping the whole time, and he couldn't work his own harness because he was almost falling over every time she moved. Between the instant I saw him coming up the fuselage and the instant I turned round and started back along it to meet him, no more than about seven seconds passed. I have thought about those seven seconds a good deal in the years since. I have not found much to say about them except what I did.

      What I did was go back.

      I took the harness out of his hands. I worked it onto his shoulders. I pulled the straps through the buckles. I fastened them across the front of his Mae West. I checked the fit. I turned him round. I put him at the door. I pushed him through it.

      He went.

      From the moment he was clear of the aircraft, whether he lived or not depended on a parachute and the pull of a ripcord and a handful of other things I was no longer in a position to help with.

      “Hoping that he's there.”

      That was my thought.

      Then I went after him.

      RAF parachutes were made of silk, which, in air thick with burning petrol and cooking-off ammunition, is a highly flammable thing.

      I cleared the door. The slipstream took me. I pulled the ripcord.

      At about the same instant, from the tail of the Whitley behind me, the ammunition belts for my own four Brownings, which had been sitting in the heat of the port engine fire for some minutes by then,  began to go off in earnest. I did not see this happen. What I felt was a thump at the back of my head, a blow that had no context for me at the time and that I took to be part of the bailout. Then the canopy came out of the pack above me and opened. For a second or two, the silk above my head was not white but the colour of a small sunset, because it was on fire as it opened, and then the fire went out as it filled with cold air, and I was hanging under it, white above me, dropping towards a field in North Holland in the dark.

      The blow at the back of my head, I would learn in the morning from a Dutch doctor in Haarlem, had been one of my own rounds, cooked off in the heat, that had come out of the tail of the Whitley behind me and stopped a few millimetres short of the place that would have killed me. I did not know it yet. What I knew was that I was under a canopy. I was falling, and that, against the weight of the premonition I had been carrying since my last trip, I seemed to be, for the moment, alive.

      And, because everything that ever happens to a man from the Potteries happens with a trace of the Potteries in it, what I found myself thinking about, under the canopy, in the cold air between the burning bomber and the field, was breakfast.

      Specifically, bacon and eggs. In wartime Britain, bacon and eggs were rationed and were kept, for civilians, for rare occasions; on an operational bomber squadron, however, they were the mark of having come back from a night op, and the canteen at Linton-on-Ouse put them out in the small hours when the ground crews began bringing the aircrew in. I was not coming back. What I was annoyed about, in that cold Dutch sky, was that somebody else at Linton, in the morning, would be eating my bacon and my eggs. “Lucky bastards,” I thought.

      That was who I was.

      I hit the field, and I did not hit it cleanly. She had been very low when I went out of her, and my canopy had not had long to slow me. The ground came up hard and at an angle the training had not quite prepared me for, and the landing drove my knees into my chest and the back of my head into frozen earth.

      I can only tell you about the next few minutes secondhand, from what the Dutch people who came out to the field told me afterwards.

      For a short time, they said, I had been on my feet, moving in the direction of the burning wreck as if I were still trying to do something about her, and they had called out to me in Dutch to come away. I had not understood them, and had not known they were there.

      Then Z6462 exploded, loud enough to wake the villagers of Anna Paulowna, a small hamlet twelve kilometres southeast of Den Helder, and bright enough, they said, to throw shadows on the snow, and I fell; and that was the end of my evening.

      The snow came down through the dark of a Dutch January and covered me where I lay. My hair was wet. The back of my head was bleeding, and then it was not. My flying jacket was still warm, and later it was not. The canopy's silk, which had opened above me and saved me, lay spread across the snow like a second field.

      The navigator was somewhere, alive or dead, landed or not, I had no way of knowing. The wireless operator had made the door. The two pilots had gone out through the front. I was the last man out of Z6462, and I was in the snow in a Dutch field. I was twenty-three years old, and the decision that had ordered the rest of my life had taken me about seven seconds to make.

      This is the story of how I got there, and of what came after.

      Of how a Potteries boy, a Master Grocer's son, ended up in that turret at all. Of the four and a half years that followed, from that January onwards, as a prisoner of the Reich. Of a long march, in the last winter of the war, on which I turned back a second time, for other men, in another kind of fire. Of a homecoming, in May 1945, that was harder than the four years behind the wire. And of the long quiet tail of the thing: the woman I had married and who, it turned out, had not waited; the daughter who had been two and a half when I went away and seven when I came back, and who did not know me; and the rank the Royal Air Force, in the end, took off me.

      That is the book.

      What you have just read was the first two minutes of it.
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      The pottery-works whistle went at half past five in the morning across Longton, which was one of the six towns that made up Stoke-on-Trent, not five, as Arnold Bennett had it; Fenton was the one he forgot, and Fenton was where a great many of my friends lived, and on the first morning I came down the hill from our house as a working man rather than a schoolboy, I had my father's old grocer's apron folded over my arm, because he had given it to me the night before with the observation that it was a pity to waste good cloth, and I was fourteen years old.

      That was April 1931. I had left school that week.

      I had gone to school at Woodhouse Elementary, on the edge of Longton, and I had enjoyed it. I wasn't very good at maths; I would say later to anyone who asked me why I hadn’t become a pilot, but I enjoyed school. The enjoyment, in a boy from a working family in the Potteries at the tail end of the twenties, was not to be taken for granted; a good many of the boys I knew at Woodhouse could not wait for the thing to be over. The master was not above the strap, and the yard was cold. I liked it. I could read. I liked history. I was, as I say, not very good at maths, but I had not, until my fourteenth year, ever had cause to worry that it might matter.

      What ended schooling was money. In those days, you paid to go to Grammar School, and we could not afford it. My father had been a Master Grocer, which, before the First World War, had been a proper trade with an apprenticeship behind it and a certificate to hang on the wall; by the early thirties, when the chain stores had made their way up from London and the Co-ops had eaten most of what remained, a Master Grocer was not a man in great demand. My father had been put out of his shop by the man he had worked for, and had taken a small place of his own at the bottom of our street. The shop paid the rent and not very much else. The matter of Grammar School fees did not come up twice.
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        Ron, circa 1933

      

      So I was, in my own words, “kicked out” of education at the age of fourteen, and I wandered around Longton for a week trying to find a job.

      You have to understand that this was the Potteries at the beginning of the thirties, and unemployment was what it was. A good many of the men my father had known from his years behind his old counter had been out of work for a year or two. For a boy of fourteen to walk into a factory and ask for a wage was an easier thing than for a man of forty to do the same, because the wage was lower and the jobs were the kind nobody of full size wanted; even so, it was still a matter of going to four or five places before anyone said yes. In the end, a pottery factory at the Longton end of town took me on as a warehouse boy, at five shillings a week, which was the going rate for a boy of my age in that line of work.
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      My father's apron, in the event, was not what I wore to work. The factory gave me one of their own, lighter and more suited to the job, and my father's apron went back on a hook behind our kitchen door, where it stayed for the rest of the thirties. But I had carried it with me on the first morning, because my father had given it to me, and there were not a great many practical things a man in my father's position could give a son at fourteen.

      Being a warehouse boy meant two things. It meant you were given the jobs nobody else wanted to do, and it meant you were blamed for anything that did not get done on time.

      On a given morning, I arrived before anyone else did, at a quarter past six, and I scrubbed the wooden floors of the warehouse on my hands and knees with a scrubbing brush and a bucket of cold water, and then I scrubbed the wooden stairs between the two floors the same way. Then I went down into the basement and laid a fire under a small iron heater in the workshop, so that when the men and women came in at seven, they could lay their tin lunch-boxes on it and have them warmed through by midday. If any of this was not done by seven, there was what a warehouse boy in Longton in 1931 knew as “dead trouble”, and on more than one morning, I caught it.

      The centre of the factory was two large bottle ovens in the basement, one for the gloss firings and one for the biscuit, each of them the size of a small cottage, built of brick in a sealed cone. A firing ran for about twelve hours, and when it was done, the men took the bricks down from the kiln entrance. The oven was allowed to cool for about another twelve hours before the ware could be handled. When the ovens were cool enough for a boy, I was sent in with the others to carry the plates and the cups and the saucers and the jugs out, still almost too hot to hold, up the two flights of wooden stairs, along the corridor I had scrubbed at dawn, and into the warehouse where the women were waiting with their baskets.

      You carried the basket on your shoulder, with your left hand underneath it to take the weight and your right hand on your hip to balance. That was the way a warehouse boy in Longton carried a basket of cups and saucers up a staircase, and the baskets were loaded to the top.

      One morning, going up the stairs with a basket of them, I caught the lip of the basket on a water pipe that was sticking out of the wall at the level of my shoulder. The pipe caught the lip, and the basket began to tip, and I had, all at once, a choice. I could grip the basket with my spare hand and try to save it, which would mean going down the stairs underneath it, with cups and saucers and a warehouse boy in a tangle at the bottom; or I could let it go.

      I let it go.

      The basket went down the stairs without me. The cups and saucers broke on the way. I kept my balance on the top step and came off with a scraped shin and a dent in my pride. The foreman, when he came up to see what had caused the noise, agreed with me afterwards that I had made the sensible choice, and he did not dock me for the breakages, which was a small mercy.

      I understood something that morning: you do not go down with the basket. It was a lesson I would have occasion to remember.

      What ultimately took me out of the factory was my brother-in-law.

      One of my sisters had married a joiner, a quiet man from Burslem who ran his own small business and had a workshop at the back of his house, and he had called at the factory one evening a few months after the basket incident, looked me over, observed that I was thin and pale and had brick-dust in my hair most of the time, and said to me, simply: “You. Out.”

      I went out. He made me his apprentice that week. For the next four years, I learned dovetails and scarf-joints and the trick of driving a chisel without splitting the wood, and I brought home a few shillings more than the factory had paid me and came back in the evenings with something standing that had not been standing in the morning. I was not going to be a joiner for the rest of my life. But the joinery was the first of the trades I took to that had any shape of craft to it, and I was grateful to my brother-in-law, then and afterwards, for having fetched me out of the basement.

      My eye was already on the sky. I had an uncle on my mother's side who had been a pilot in the First World War and had been killed flying, and although I had never met him (he was dead before I was born), the idea of flight had lodged itself in me early, from the fact that flight was something a man in our family had once done. I always, right from a tiny child, wanted to fly. It was not an ambition I had ever put into words. It was a settled background notion, the kind of thing a boy keeps while he is scrubbing a warehouse floor or driving a dovetail, waiting for the world to ask him what he wants.
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      Before the world asked me what I wanted, I made the mistake of getting married. I was nineteen. She was a girl from Stoke, and the marriage of young people in the Potteries in the middle of the thirties was not the same as that of later decades. I will not name her here. We had a daughter in 1937. She was the thing in my life I had not expected to love as much as I did, and I spent the evenings of the next three years coming home to her. In January 1940, when I left for the Royal Air Force, she was 2½.

      I will come back to my daughter. For the moment, there is one more piece of the house to set: my brother.

      I had two sisters and a brother. One sister had followed my mother into the freehand work at Aynsley, where my mother had painted the sides of china cups with cobalt for as long as I could remember. The other was the joiner's wife. My brother was the youngest of the four of us, and he worked at the gas company; he was also the quietest of us. He did not ride motorcycles. I rode motorcycles.

      In 1941, after I had been reported missing, believed
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