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NJG4 (Nachtjagdgescgwader 4) was the Luftwaffe night fighter unit formed to counter RAF Bomber Command's strategic night-bombing offensive. I have introduced the possibility of Gael being used as a temporary site of night-fighter operations.

The affable Hauptmann Huber featured in this story is loosely based on a former Luftwaffe bf110 pilot I became friends with during the 1980's. He informed me that following D-day he travelled from France to Berlin on foot due to a lack of aviation fuel. Forty years after the war he was happily living in London as a naturalised British citizen indulging his fondness for the music of Glenn Miller. We would meet for dinner at an Italian restaurant in Red Lion Street, High Holborn.

For the assistance of American readers - the Channel Islands referred to in this book are those situated in the English Channel not far from the coast of France.

Biggin Hill airfield was still referred to as ‘RAF Biggin Hill’ in 1974. The Royal Air Force finally left Biggin Hill in 1992, but a splendid chapel of remembrance dedicated to the aircrew who lost their lives is still actively maintained and guarded by a static pairing of Spitfire and Hurricane.

West Malling was an RAF night-fighter base equipped with Beaufighters.

The description of Manor Fields Public Library is based on Manor Gardens Public Library, Holloway, North London where I spent many happy and educational hours as a child and young adult.

R C S Hutching 

March 2021
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Prologue
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At first the flickering of flames in the darkness was barely noticeable and any sound almost undetectable to the human ear. The creatures of the night were the first to sense the danger and a scurrying, slithering, exodus began. Predators and their natural prey ignored each other in their desire to escape the most feared of all natural enemies. Slowly but remorselessly, the hungry flames spread. As the heat radiated outwards the more susceptible, dryer items began to spontaneously ignite. Glass cracked and shattered, soft materials smouldered and we're swiftly consumed. 

Persistent rain during those early hours of the morning combined with the isolated nature of the building meant that the conflagration went undetected for a considerable time. Far too long, in fact, for there to be anything worth saving from the blackened, smouldering shell which remained. Once the fire brigade had done it's belated, but ultimately futile, best to suppress the blaze, the examination of the ruined building and devastated garden area was possible. 

In the many years that followed, the shell of the house stood, abandoned, and slowly decaying - a forlorn sight amidst the relentlessly encroaching weeds. 
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Chapter 1 - A trip to the coast
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In May 1974, Billy Hagen and his wife Cathy were sitting in their local park listening to a selection of Glen Miller compositions being enthusiastically rendered from the large circular bandstand. Bearing more than a passing resemblance to the famous American actor James Stewart, Hagen stretched his six feet three frame and looked languidly around. An American citizen who had followed a successful post-war career in the United States Air Force, his wartime service as one of the early American pilots in the Royal Air Force had imbued him with a love of Britain. This strong influence had resulted in he and his wife relocating to Dorset on his retirement from military service.

As the strains of 'Pennsylvania 6500' hummed on the warm Dorset air his gaze was arrested by the sight of a balding man of similar age to himself making his way between the rows of canvas- seated chairs whilst clutching an ice-cream cone in each hand. Hagen followed the man's progress and noted where he seated himself some twenty yards away. Leaning over to his wife, he said. "I won't be a minute, Cath. I've just spotted a fellow I believe I served with in the 708th."

The 708th was one of the original Eagle squadrons and known to any British personnel as 'The Yanks' despite the exasperated explanations by many of its members that they were Canadian - not American. Apart from the inevitable casualties, changes in personnel due to promotions transfers and illness, were unavoidable during the years of conflict. Once the USA entered the war, some American pilots took the offer made to them and opted for a transfer to a USAF squadron. Replacements were always necessary and the newcomers, some of whom were British, filled the gaps created by death, injury, and transfers. Regardless of the changes the 708th was always known as 'The Yanks'.

The man with the ice-creams and his wife looked up as a shadow fell across them and an unmistakably American voice said. "Am I right in

thinking you are former Flying Officer Bertie Newman?" There came a moment of hesitation as the balding man squinted at the tall figure silhouetted against the afternoon sun, before he slowly rose with outstretched hand saying "Good lord - it's Squadron Leader Hagen. How are you? I imagined you living on a ranch out in cowboy country - are you over here on holiday?" 

"Just plain Billy Hagen nowadays, Bertie, I live here permanently with my wife, Cath. War does strange things and I grew to love the place. How are you?" The conversation took it's expected route and the impossibility of covering the twenty-nine years since they had last met in ten minutes was soon realised. Telephone numbers were exchanged and when Billy Hagen returned to his wife, it was to tell her that he had accepted a dinner invitation from Bertie and Janette Newman. The couple had only recently moved from London to Blandford Forum and were keen to develop a social life in their new surroundings.

The dinner party took place ten days later at the neat, detached bungalow now occupied by the Newmans. Cathy Hagen and Janette Newman got to know each other while the men, who had once been working colleagues did likewise and exchanged more detailed information than had been possible at the bandstand. Their association had commenced in 1943 when Bertie Newman had been transferred to 'The Yanks' and although comrades in the latter war years they had never been close friends. Now, however, the pleasure taken by Bertie in the unexpected renewal of the acquaintanceship was very evident. He had never intended to make a career of flying and when hostilities ceased was happy to put the years of conflict behind him. Contact with many of his former comrades had gradually diminished as post-war life took former servicemen in different directions and it was only when in his fifties that he began to experience a nostalgic desire to learn what the men he had fought alongside had done with their lives. 

During the long process of house hunting he experienced doubts at leaving London and an increasing need to cling to the familiar. A realisation that despite the company of his wife, loneliness may prove a problem magnified the longing to reconnect with the past. Finally, the move to the West Country took place, distancing them from long familiar surroundings but, fortuitously, was shortly followed by the chance encounter with Billy Hagen. Eager to establish friendships in their new environment, the unexpected appearance of his former squadron commander was a welcome occurrence and he was most interested when Billy told him that he had continued his wartime friendship with Colin Medhurst. "Do you mean 'Worker' Medhurst?" he asked. 

"Yes, I got to know him initially during the Battle of Britain when our squadrons were what might be termed, near neighbours. Now, he and his wife are among our oldest friends. We see quite a lot of each other - even more so last summer. We became caught up in the mystery of that young pilot who disappeared with his plane from the air display." 

Bertie nodded and said. "I remember the story being in the newspapers but didn't realise that you were involved." 

"It was nothing too personal - Colin Medhurst realised that he had briefly known the lad's father in the war and so took an interest." 

"I came to the conclusion that the poor chap went down in the Channel - plenty did back in the day." Hagen grunted noncommittally and was saved from providing further details by his friend's next comment. "Well, if it's mysteries you are interested in, then I can drop one into your lap with pleasure. It's been on my mind for some months and if you think that you and Medhurst can make something of it, be my guest." 

Hagen looked at his host with an expression of surprise and not wishing to snub one of the friendly overtures made during their visit, answered. "Tell me, Bertie, if we have time," he glanced at his watch. "It's getting rather late and we don't wish to outstay our welcome. We must think about going home, shortly." 

His host chuckled. "Don't worry, there's actually very little to tell. You are the second colleague from the war years I have met up with this year. Peter Willis is the only wartime pal I have kept in touch with, until now of course. When I was doing my training we became friendly and with me living in London and him near Ashford in Kent we used to meet up once or twice each year. I last visited him six months ago, shortly before we moved down here. We decided to check out one of our old wartime haunts combined with some bracing sea air and fresh fish and chips at Denning. It’s on the coast and about fifty miles from where we were originally stationed during training." 

"Did you find many changes?" Hagen asked. 

"Not a great many, the fish and chips were just as good, but with Peter being a keen visitor to second-hand bookshops we spent some time poking around in one named 'Arnott & Son'." Billy Hagen kept a neutral expression in place while wishing that Bertie would reach the point of his rambling tale. Undaunted, his friend continued. "The shop contained not only books but also boxes of odds and ends, old newspapers, theatre programmes, even old photo albums. While Peter was looking for books I rummaged around some of the boxes. In one of them I found some letters, not love letters or anything like that but when I looked more closely I bet you won't be able to guess what I discovered?" 

Billy had let his attention wander and it took several seconds for him to realise that a response was required. "What? Oh, um, no, what did you find?" 

"Letters dated in 1948 from E.P.R. Griffiths DFC to a boat owner named Norman Proudminster." 

Stirred at last from the cloak of boredom that had started to envelope him, Billy asked. "So Griffiths was a flyer, then? I don't recognise the name but by the tone of your voice you do, did you know him?" 

Bertie's eyes gleamed from behind his glasses. "I should say so. When I was on pilot training, Flight Lieutenant Griifiths was one of our instructors and not a bad chap as instructors go," then he chuckled and

added. "Although it's fair to say that his wife was probably the more popular of the two." 

"So what is the mystery you referred to?" Billy asked, mindful of Cath's attempt to signal 'time to go'. 

"The mystery is that Flight Lieutenant E.P.R. Griffiths DFC was killed in 1944 and so it was impossible for him to write letters four years later!" 

Against his better judgement, Billy said, "May I see the letters?" 

"Certainly, but I only obtained them shortly before our move down from London and they are still buried in one of several unpacked removal boxes in the loft." 

Hagen nodded, his interest stirred, he asked. "You've no doubt they are from your old instructor?" 

"I haven't made any attempt to check them out, but even though the rank is not mentioned, how many E.P.R. Griffiths are there likely to be with a DFC? I paid a couple of shillings for them out of curiosity, but as I said, it was not long before we moved and since then I have far more important things to do - you know what it's like. After God knows how many years in one house, a move to an entirely different locality breeds hours of work on the DIY front." 

Hagen smiled sympathetically and answered. "I think moving from the USA to Dorset was probably easier because there is a limit to how many accumulated possessions can be worthwhile transporting several thousand miles. I'm due to meet up with Colin Medhurst in August for our annual contribution to Brailsford Fortnight so if you dig out your letters before then, I'll take them with me. Colin enjoys something that presents a challenge."

They had parted with a handshake and Billy's promise to return the dinner invitation when summer holidays were out of the way for both couples and the Brailsford Fortnight commitment honoured. His tentative suggestion that Bertie and Janette could visit the Brailsford 

Air Show was firmly rejected with the words. "Thanks old boy, but I've no interest in such things nowadays. The war is now a fast fading memory - the faster the better in my opinion."

By the time August arrived, Billy and Cath had already visited both sons, who lived and worked in Europe, as part of their own motoring holiday in France. The weeks since their dinner at the Newman's had flown by and the mysterious letters had all but disappeared from memory. Their appearance in the post, together with an apologetic letter from Bertie, two days before their intended departure for Brailsford, was too late to attract more than a cursory glance before Billy dropped them into his suitcase.

"Well, come on then. Now we've settled in, let's hear what these letters say." Colin Medhurst swirled the whiskey in his glass, making the ice cubes rattle pleasantly. The four friends were sitting together in the lounge of 'The Coach House' at Brailsford. They had checked into their rooms in the afternoon of the previous day and spent the first full day of Brailsford Fortnight learning the programme of events and the duties they would be required to undertake. Now, following a satisfying dinner they were at last able to relax on the evening before the Air show’s first public opening day. In contrast to Billy Hagen's laid back character, Colin Medhurst possessed a restless energy which often gave rise to an impression of short-tempered impatience. In truth, he was restless, particularly since taking semi-retirement following the sale of his business. He had never suffered fools gladly and It was mainly fools who triggered the occasionally explosive outbursts.

Billy smiled and drew three folded sheets of paper from his jacket. "I'll read them to you, here is the first. It's addressed to 'N. Proudminster & Co', Denning Yard, Denning, Kent. This is dated 7th April 1948 and says 'Dear Mr Proudminster, Last summer my wife and I enjoyed an excellent few days in Denning. We stayed at The Lord Nelson and spent some time in the evenings in the downstairs bar. You won't remember us, I'm sure, but your tales of life in the wartime Navy, both amusing and serious, were of great interest and enhanced our short stay. So much so that we intend to return to Denning this year and would very much like to hire your motor launch again for a trip to the Channel Islands and back. Is this something you will be able to assist us with? I regret that we do not possess a telephone but trust you are able to oblige with a written reply to: The Chamberlain Hotel, Maidstone High Street, Kent where we are temporarily residing.' 

He signed the letter E.P.R. Griffiths, DFC.

‘The next letter is dated 12th April 1948 and reads 'Dear Mr Proudminster, thank you for your letter of the 9th Inst. We will be arriving in Denning on 17th June, and as suggested, we will meet you at 9 a.m. on the 18th.' The letter is signed as before.”

Billy then shuffled the letters and said. "This last one is dated 30th June 1948 and is a little more informative than the others. 'Dear Mr Proudminster, I appreciate that you are expecting a cheque as a deposit for our proposed booking, as discussed when we met earlier this month. I have, however, decided not to take matters any further and to look for a different project. If we return to Denning we will make a point of looking you up.' Signed as usual. 

‘Here they are, Colin, when we last met, you complained that you were bored. Is this something to stir your interest? I know that last year our search for the missing lad became something of a personal mission for you, but this could exercise our combined grey matter for a day or two. I'm sure Margaret will be just as relaxed about losing your company for a short while as Cath is about losing mine."

Medhurst's attention diverted from his whiskey glass and fastened on the letters his friend had dropped on the coffee table. "There is nothing remotely remarkable or interesting in these letters, Billy. The only reason for sparing them any thought at all, is the assertion by your friend that this fellow Griffiths was killed in 1944 and so couldn't have been able to write letters, or do anything else for that matter, in 1948. I do, however, take on board the unlikely nature of there being two RAF pilots with identical initials, surname, and DFC award. That, of course 

should be our starting point." 

Margaret Medhurst interrupted at this stage by saying. "In case you are in any doubt, Billy, I think he is interested." 

Cath Hagen added. "Which means that Mags and I can get some peace and quiet ourselves after Brailsford."

'After Brailsford' seemed a long time coming, with the warm summer weather contributing in no small way to the unusually high public turnout during the next two weeks. Much as they enjoyed Brailsford Fortnight, it was unusually hot and very hard work. Both couples were relieved when they were free from their commitment and within three days the men were heading to Denning in Colin's new Vauxhall Ventora. They managed to park in a convenient space close to the small harbour. "Lunch first, then let's have a look for 'Arnott & Son'" said Colin as he made a beeline for the 'Lord Nelson' pub. A substantial fish and chips meal washed down with two pints of Fremlins bitter not only satisfied their hunger but also, via the barman, provided the location of the second-hand bookshop. 

Arnott’s Bookshop was a corner property with trestle tables supporting trays of old books lining it's two outer  frontages displaying old paperbacks. The interior was a different matter - a veritable Aladdin's Cave, full of bookshelves reaching from floor to ceiling and creaking beneath the weight of hundreds of hard backed volumes. The proprietor recalled the sale of the letters only because Bertie Newman had professed no interest in the other personal possessions of the late Norman Proudminster. "We also occasionally undertake house clearances," the man volunteered. "Old Norman's personal oddments had been sitting there in our store room for more than five years. I decided to see if I could sell them to someone interested in a little bit of wartime history and the box had only been standing on one of these tables for a day or two when a couple of former flyers came in. Those letters just happened to be in a box containing an old wristwatch, a cigarette case, ration cards, and various other odds and ends. I never expected to sell them because to a lot of people they would be no more than junk. But I liked old Norman and dumping them would have seemed like dumping him - if you get my meaning. Although I told the chap who bought the letters that he could have all of it, he said he was trying to get rid of clutter, not acquire more. He said it was only the letters which interested him because he knew the person who had written them - nothing to do with Norman himself." He paused before adding. "Sad isn't it, when someone's personal effects are described as 'clutter'?"

Medhurst nodded. "Rather a shame that such items end up being discarded when someone dies. You'd think that a relative would take more of an interest." 

The proprietor shook his head in a sorrowful fashion. "This shop was first opened by Jacob Arnott almost a century ago and remained a family business until I bought it back in the mid-fifties from one of the younger members of the family. That generation had no interest in continuing the family business - the same applied to old Norman Proudminster. The boatyard was only leased and that old Navy boat of his was barely seaworthy. He spent most evenings in The Lord Nelson and was happy to be regarded as a 'local character' and accept drinks from trippers who were entertained by his tales of Navy life. By the time of his death the drink had got the better of him and there was barely enough money left for his funeral. He left next to nothing and his nephew asked us to clear the old, rented cottage he lived in. He had no interest in reviving the business and I think the old Navy boat was past redemption. Poor old Norman, besides the nephew there were just a few of us older locals at the funeral - even his accountant turned up. Decent of him, as I believe he was still owed fees. The last we saw of his nephew was when he pushed off back up North where he lives, right after the funeral." 

"That pretty much wraps it up, don't you think, Colin? All we have are the letters." Hagen said as they retraced their footsteps." 

His friend did not answer immediately but then shook his head and

said. "Maybe not. This is a small community and I'm willing to bet that the accountant who was mentioned is a local man. The pub landlord is probably the chap to ask - if not, he's bound to have a Yellow Pages we can look through." It was a good suggestion and he restricted himself to a soft drink while enviously watching Billy Hagen indulging his long since acquired taste for English beer. The directory placed at his disposal on the bar admittedly contained beer stains and smelled faintly of fried food but disgorged the information he required. "Here we are," he murmured with quiet satisfaction. "Viney & Partners, Clifford Terrace, Denning." The landlord confirmed that the address was no more than a ten minute walk away and as they finished their drinks, Medhurst said. "Let's take a walk to number 24A Clifford Terrace and hope they used to act for the late Norman Proudminster. If not, we can admit defeat and gracefully retire from the fray." 

To Billy Hagen the word 'terrace' evoked pictures of imposing Regency buildings such as the famous Royal Parade in Bath, and unlikely as that would have been in a small coastal town such as Denning, he was ill-prepared for the reality that was Clifford Terrace. It lay towards the back of the town, where it petered out and gave way to the steeply rising ground that merged into the line of hills beyond. Located on one side of an anonymous back street, Clifford Terrace consisted of a dozen two-storey stone cottages at one end of which was a newsagents shop. A narrow doorway alongside the shop entrance gave access to a wooden staircase at the top of which lay the first floor offices of Viney & Partners, Chartered Accountants. An elderly receptionist barred the way to the inner sanctum of her employer who, having been informed of their arrival, agreed to see them. 

Benjamin Viney was a man in his sixties and although judging by his fleeting expression of disappointment on learning that they were not prospective clients, he graciously motioned them to be seated. "The late Norman Proudminster, you say?" He intoned. "Yes, I did act as his accountant for many years. At the end, his business affairs were in rather a mess and the limited company through which he traded was wound up only a matter of months before his death."

"You have no idea whether any of his business records survived, I suppose?" Medhurst asked, hopefully. "We are trying to trace an old RAF colleague from the war and we understand he hired Mr Proudminster and his boat on at least two occasions. It was a very long time ago, 1947 and 1948, to be precise, but we hoped that there might be an address we could start from. I don't suppose you have retained any of the Proudminster files?"

Mr Viney looked with pursed lips for some time at the speaker and was met with the unblinking gaze that had on many occasions cowed newly posted squadron members into red-faced silence. Benjamin Viney also possessed similar intimidating qualities built from many years of summing up clients and their business dealings. The almost telepathic agreement, transmitted soundlessly between them, served in some mysterious manner to satisfy both parties. "You understand, gentlemen, that in normal circumstances I would not disclose confidential client information to complete strangers." He paused, moved his gaze from one to the other and said. "However, Norman Proudminster had few to mourn his passing and your enquiry is the first occasion I have heard his name mentioned for quite a number of years. Always sad when someone like Norman who served his country and survived dies at a relatively young age. Mind you, he did like a drink and I expect that was the cause." Realising from the neutral expressions on the faces of his visitors that the Proudminster life story was of little interest to them he hastily returned to the matter in hand. "So, the information you have requested, if buried in the records of what is now a non-existent company, can do old Norman no harm."

Billy Hagen shifted in his chair and said, "Are you saying you do have some old paperwork, Mr Viney?"

The elderly accountant nodded. "Ridiculous though it may seem, that

is the case. There was no need to keep hold of the company books once it had been satisfactorily wound up, but his grasping nephew had no interest in anything other than a hoped-for windfall from his uncle's death. I shamefully admit to the personal pleasure I took in his realisation that no such windfall was possible. So the books remain on a shelf in my storeroom because I looked after the business accounts from start to finish. Destroying them would have felt like erasing Norman completely." He smiled self-consciously. "Accountants are supposed to be only interested in figures, but clients like Norman became friends over the years. Unless Mrs Taylor has succumbed to her enthusiasm for disposing of unwanted paperwork then if my memory serves me well they should still reside on a top shelf in our storeroom - under several layers of dust, no doubt. I'll get Mrs Taylor to dig the sales day-book out of the storeroom, it should only take a few minutes. Don't get your hopes up though, Norman was never a prolific earner and I'm sure he did quite a lot of cash business with summer tourists, if you get my meaning."

They waited patiently while the redoubtable Mrs Taylor dutifully visited the store room and returned with the sales day-book. 1947 gave no mention of Griffiths as a customer, but luck was with them and an entry in 1948 restored their spirits.

"OK - you were right, Colin. I admit it." Billy Hagen chuckled, as they walked back to their car. Medhurst looked at the sheet of paper on which was written the address: Cantwell's, Pound Lane, Ottisham, Kent.

"Well, it's a slim enough clue, but a start," he acknowledged.
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Chapter 2 – Death at Daybreak
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Despite the early morning sun, cloud cover could be seen closing in and for those waiting in the open the distinctive sound of a Merlin engine was heard before the Hurricane dropped into view. It was not a smooth landing but, hopefully, the pilot's technique would improve. Only one aircraft when there should have been two and the second ground crew watched and waited in vain as the recent arrival taxied off to the dispersal area before coming to a halt. A figure in officer's uniform stood impatiently by the administration block, hands on hips and no trace of a welcoming smile. "How come you are back so early and where's Blue leader?" The question was addressed sharply to the young pilot who had landed his Hurricane minutes earlier. The questioner was the station adjutant, a fair-minded man in his late thirties, although not known for his patience when confronted with indecisive replies to his enquiries. 

Flying Officer Chris Harper, hurriedly responded. "The weather was beginning to close up near the French coast and so he abandoned the mission. H-he said his engine was p-playing up and we lost visual contact, Sir. Visibility was fading and he told me to make for home and not wait for him. He said he was going to cut back his speed in the hope of nursing his kite back. It was very quiet, no sign of Jerry," he added, lamely. 

The adjutant pinned the luckless novice with a steely glare and rapped "Full report, on my desk, soon as," before turning abruptly on his heel and striding back to his office. 

The lone Hurricane slowly lost height during what were destined to be its final few minutes of active service weather, as the sun began to cast it's light over southern England was fine although the 'met' report had forecast the early arrival of clouds with a possibility of rain in the afternoon. But at this moment the sky was crystal clear. The life-saving technique of continually scanning the emptiness for signs of 

hostile activity continued although the chances of being bounced were becoming more remote by the day. Following the successful D-Day landings Luftwaffe activity was mainly taking place over French skies with few incursions into British airspace. He hummed a currently popular tune, more to boost his own spirits than to signify happiness. 

In a world gone mad, the occurrences in his personal life had taken madness to a frightening new extreme. Happiness was for the present suspended until further notice. He began his approach and wondered for the hundredth time if it was worth it. Following the initial shock the plan had been put together with undue but necessary haste. Barring rank bad luck, it should work provided he didn't manage to kill himself in the process. Timing as ever was critical, as it had been leading to this moment, and would be if success was to be achieved. He reflected on the increasingly bitter exchanges that had punctuated what had once been a volatile but passionate relationship following his failed mission while with the night-fighter squadron. The final straw, or so he had thought at the time, was the incident at the pub shortly after his posting to the Hurricane squadron. Fortune had come to his aid on that occasion when a fellow pilot had mentioned the untenanted house on farmland near the Fetterton Marshes. Not only was it just a twenty minute drive away through the lanes in his nippy little car but it's isolated position, remote from the social life of Fetterton town was ideal. It's very isolation made it unattractive to both airfield personnel and townsfolk with the result that the rent was more than affordable. 

There was of course the inevitable price to be paid in dealing with the resulting temper tantrums and abuse once he announced their new accomodation but, borne of long experience, he was more than equal to the challenges. Once she had sulkily accepted their new situation she started to indulge in what he regarded as more appropriate pastimes. She became an avid letter writer and began to take an interest in the large garden area surrounding the house with its little pond and fertile soil. 

The removal of temptation was the most important element and initially his life became less stressful. Two factors had then rapidly emerged to disrupt his short-lived peace of mind. The first was when he had reluctantly agreed that a vegetable garden should be laid out
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