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A young man sat on Biggin Hill in early 1940, watching an attack on the R.A.F. fighter station. As a German bomber spun out, chased by a British Spitfire, Eric knew what he wanted to do. The day he turned 18, he volunteered at the Air Ministry in Kingsway, London. Raised in a military family, his Marine father was disappointed with his choice. But both father and son served their country with stubborn courage that brought them both back home safely in 1946.

When Eric was passed over for pilot, he was designated an air gunner. When he was later assigned as a dispatch rider he adopted the mascot of a penguin. His dogged determination kept him going through countless conflicts and close calls across North Africa and Italy. His amiable character and optimism secured friendships that would last a lifetime. These are the memoirs of Eric Thomas Merry, a dispatch rider for His Majesty’s Air Force. These accounts are also part of the Imperial War Museum’s archives in London, England. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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FOR KING & COUNTRY

 

DURING THE WARM SUNNY DAYS of early September 1940, I used to cycle into Kent from London to watch the air war I so desperately wanted to join. For me in those early weeks, the war consisted of trails in the sky, machine gun noises high in the heavens, planes zooming about, and whistling bombs. The steady pattern of the bombers coming over was broken up by the British fighters, which dropped through the German formations like stones. The odd bomber fluttered to earth like a leaf caught in the wind. Others were hurled down like flaming arrows, leaving a funeral pall of smoke where they met the yellow corn and green grass, scarring the countryside with their machines as well as with their bombs.

On one occasion, I recall seeing several fighters sweep through a valley at zero feet. From my grassy slope, I watched an attack on the RAF fighter station at Biggin Hill. Later a Dornier bomber came through, spewing oily smoke from an engine, closely pursued by a Spitfire. I felt pride in those who became “the few,” as I absorbed the sights, the sounds, the smells, the roar of aircraft engines, the rat-a-tat of machine guns, the thrills of seeing the enemy going down. Now, it is hard to justify the tremendous enthusiasm it all generated in me.

On 12 September 1940, I became 18 years old. Knowing everything the world had to offer, I made my decision within days of my birthday. I volunteered for the RAF at the Air Ministry in Kingsway, London. I was allocated an appointment time for the first of many of the selection boards I would have to negotiate before being accepted. They were very fussy in the early days, and there was a selection panel to decide if you were suitable material to even take a medical.

Passing the medical allowed you to go before another panel, which would decide if you could go forward to the Air Vocation Board, which assessed you for a specific air training. At last, I was given a date and time to be at Euston House in London, a huge medical complex. My mother, Aggie, was distraught at the idea of her only son being “up there” and consoled herself with the thought I might fail the medical and be sent home.

[image: ]My father, Edward Thomas Merry, was a Royal Marine. At the time of my enlistment, he was away helping to setting up the special R.M. Services that later became the Commandos. He had joined as a regular in 1916 and was discharged in December 1937 at 38 years of age as a pensioner. He was recalled in September 1938 at the time of the Munich crisis.

I had returned to Deal with him. He did not come out of the service again until the end of the war, ending his career in India as Quartermaster General of the Royal Marines in Asia. I had been a “cadet” from the age of nine. At sixteen, I became a “boy marine” with the view of a Royal Marine career. It was to be the bitterest pill for my father when I did not follow him into the Marines.

However, on the appointed day and time, I presented myself at Euston House and was immediately handed a not-too-large towel and told to strip. For the whole of that day and the next, dozens of hopeful young lads and I ran from one room to another, submitting to this test here and that test there. I remember a medical orderly telling me my “sugars were out of balance” and advised me to drink quarts of water to “flush it through.” I drank and drank until I nearly burst, it was so important to me.

At the end of two days, I was adjudged A.1. fit for aircrew duties. I crawled back home to Camberwell with the grand-daddy of all colds. I said to my mother, “If I hadn’t been told how fit I was, I would be sure that I was dying.” Before I left Euston House, I was given orders to be at the Kingsway Air Ministry at the crack of dawn on 11 November 1940.

At Kingsway, I appeared before another Board that would finally decide how I was best suited to help win the war! The Air Vocation Board consisted of a terrifying group of senior air force officers arrayed behind a great long table. I recall the impression that my lack of academic achievements, and the fact that they had never heard of the Royal Marine School of which I was so proud, proved to be a drawback. I was not, therefore, considered pilot material. They did, however, offer me the chance of flying in the capacity of Wireless Operator/Air Gunner, which I readily accepted.

After waiting around for what seemed ages, I was ushered into a room laid out like a classroom with about two dozen other young hopefuls. There were bibles on the desks, and an officer asked us to pick them up and repeat an oath. We were being sworn in when he stopped abruptly and asked us to stand to attention “for the dead of the last war” (1914-1918). The whole of The Great War seemed to go through my mind as I stood there: pictures of the trenches, mud, mutilation, death, WW1 tanks, aeroplanes, airships, and graves. Then a voice returned me to the present.

“Gentlemen.”

At exactly two minutes past eleven on the 11 November 1940, I swore to serve my King and Country. As the officer remarked, we would always remember that precise moment, and I have! As I left, I was given a piece of paper with my name and number on it. The number was 1381917. From another room, I was given a leave pass, a ten-shilling note, and a rail ticket to Cardington.

My mother cried when I told her I was officially in the air force. She had secretly hoped they would not take me and had not mentioned it to my father in her letters. Quite by chance, he came home for the weekend.

[image: ]When I said I had signed on, he laughingly asked me, “What took you so long?” From the tone in his voice, I have always suspected he knew something was amiss.

I was 18 years and two months old.

When I told him I had to report to Cardington (not to Chatham, Portsmouth or Plymouth—Royal Marine depots) the realisation that I had actually joined the RAF and not the Marines hit him like a sledge hammer. He turned away and hardly spoke a word to my mother or me before he went back to his war. Timothy, a pet name for Dad but Tom to most people, went to Havant in Hampshire before going north to the Isle of Arran for the development of the Commando concept and the Green Beret. I went to Cardington and thence to Morecambe for “square bashing”—learning how to march and drill. That was to be followed by Gunnery School and some preliminary wireless training at Calshot near Southampton.

It was at Calshot that I met Cyril Morgan. Through him, I met his sister Berenice, who became my life partner after the war.

***

WHEN “TIMOTHY” AND I left to go to war, Aggie had given her all. Her husband had returned to the Royal Marines and her only son to the air force. Then she did a really brave thing but typical of her. She packed up our home and returned to her native town of Harwich. With the support of friends and family, she began the hopeful process of preparing a place for her men to come back to. She didn’t know that it would be nearly five years before we were to meet as a family again. Or if we would ever return again for that matter!

So off to Cardington in Bedfordshire to become an airman!


CHAPTER TWO
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CIVILIAN to SERVICEMAN

 

AN ASSORTED GROUP OF CIVILIANS assembled on the windy parade ground of the RAF depot at Cardington in Bedfordshire. We were to begin the transformation from private citizens into a crew of uniformed airmen. We started the conversion by going through the old R.101 airship hangar to collect our ill-fitting uniforms, big boots, as well as all the other paraphernalia of a serviceman. Our civilian clothes were then parcelled up and sent home without a covering letter. Heaven alone knows what effect that had on my mother!

Cardington was my first introduction to the army hut, although the battleship grey linoleum of a barrack room was no stranger to me. Lino so deeply polished that it looked as though the whole floor was a sheet of glass and squeaked as one walked gingerly across it. The coal scuttles with their shiny, dusted, and correctly sized pieces of coal that no one ever burned. The tall cast-iron ebony black round stoves on their white washed surrounds stood like proud sentries at each end of the hut.

Drawn up outside the huts, the forty new inmates of the squad listened to the corporal’s first list of “do’s and don’ts.” Behind my back, I idly slipped my china mug from one finger to another. Just as the corporal said, “Any airman breaking his mug will have to reimburse the Air Council with six pence,” mine went crashing to the ground! Some of the blokes thought it funny, but I just felt a bit of an idiot. They introduced metal mugs later, so perhaps I wasn’t the only fool to join the air force. We then had a group picture taken outside the hut, and I proudly sent it home.

Cardington was the initial shoe-horning of civilians into the service life, but it was still all very civilized at this stage. The corporal said, “I’ll call your name and last three (of ones service number) and you’ll answer with ‘Sir’. Got it?”

Indeed, I should have “got it” because of my long but youthful marine tradition and my familiarity with service numbers. However, this RAF number was one million, three hundred eighty-one thousand, nine hundred and seventeen, 1381917. I had it written on a piece of paper and kept saying to myself, “My last three are nine hundred and seventeen—nine seventeen.”

I came to at the corporal’s exasperated voice, “Come on nine-one-seven Merry, I know you’re here.” Oh my God! I realised it was me.

“Sir?”

“Thank you, Mister Merry.” I can still remember how stupid I felt.

The forty of us were allocated a hut, and I was elected Head Man because I was the youngest. Seemed logical at the time. Some of them were as old as 25! It took a few hectic days to get used to the very early mornings, especially the cold washes and shaves (it was November of 1940), the awful smell of the cookhouse, and the crowded mess hall. We were quickly organised, equipped, and bundled up by train to Morecambe in Lancashire within a few days.

As we marched from the railway station through the town, we were counted off into seaside guesthouses like refugees, but we were ready and keen for our new experience. The drill squad! This was where we would learn how to march, and counter-march; this was where we would learn how to handle a rifle, salute and become proper service men. This is where I shone because of my life-long association with the Royal Marines, a fact not lost on our drill corporal who used to lean against the seawall while I “took the squad.”

For the next 30 days, we slowly became a competent unit of men wheeling and drilling, as real soldiers do, in the face of the chilly winds that came in from Morecambe Bay. We spent many hours stomping up and down the frozen sea front, past the boarded up entertainment booths and the parade of shops. In the summer time of previous years, this beach would have had throngs of gay and happy people with candy floss. The billet landlady looked after us like paying guests, because that’s what we were to her, and out of season visitors at that!

In due time, we passed out on a great parade, and later, we received our individual postings to various parts of the country. The square-bashing squads had been made up of airmen of all trades. Now was the time for each man or group to go to the various trade and flying schools or on to the holding stations, prior to their specific training.
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THE PENGUIN FLIES

 

I WAS POSTED WAY DOWN south to Calshot in Hampshire, a flying boat station about 20 miles south of Southampton on the Solent. I was so very pleased at the prospect of being on a Coastal Command Air Station.

The living quarters and main camp were about two miles from the actual air station, with its huge hangers built on the end of the long spit of land jutting out into the Solent. The land spit is curled somewhat like a bent finger, trapping a flat marshy area in its crook. When I arrived at the Calshot guard house, I was booked in and given a hut. As I entered, I was greeted by an “old hand” (he had arrived the day before) who welcomed me warmly. It was Cyril Morgan, and for as long as we were able, we were firm friends.

[image: ]I couldn’t get down to the hangers fast enough, and Cyril was game to come down with me to see the flying boats that were there. The Sunderlands were extremely large and carried eight, sometimes ten in crew. They patrolled the English Channel and the Western Approaches to meet convoys and into the Bay of Biscay to catch U-boats close to their bases. The other aeroplane used was the old fashioned Saro London flying boat (sometimes called the Walrus). It had great wide upper wings and an engine suspended high in the rigging above a fuselage that made it look more like a motorboat than an aeroplane. An open gun cockpit in the front of the fuselage had a surrounding circular metal bar called a scarf ring, on which was mounted either a Lewis or Vickers machine gun. This gun position was situated on the tip of the hull and was reached by crawling on one’s hands and knees through the claustrophobic bottom of the hull. I was to learn my gunnery skills in these aircraft that owed more to World War 1 than to World War 2.

[image: ]The normal camp routine took over, and once again (I was to think it often until I matured a little) I thought the war would be over before I could get into it. The C.O. was very aircrew minded and insisted that we wore the distinctive aircrew under training “white flash” in our caps. (It was here that I adopted the personal mascot of a penguin, a flightless sea bird with white underparts. I little realised that I would spend the majority of the war not flying.) We were rather proud of our white flash, even though it was a boastful thing. Nevertheless, it did carry certain privileges on the camp because we were excused many tiresome chores like guard duties. We spent many hours in practical and theoretical gunnery, and I particularly remember Cyril and I practising stripping the guns down with fingers bound together (duplicating frozen hands) and blindfolded (just in case we couldn’t see). Cyril was not too good at this. His gunnery left much to be desired and he could never make a good deflection shot, but he came into his own with Morse code. However, although I was good at gunnery I was always struggling with the Morse code.

I spent a great deal of my free time in the Calshot library and discovered that a very special airman had been there before me, “Lawrence of Arabia.” Lawrence fostered a rebellion of Arabs against the Turks during WWI, thereby helping Britain because the Turks were allies of Germany. Lawrence wrote a book called The Seven Pillars of Wisdom, which was hailed by Winston Churchill as one of the greatest books ever written in the English language as a narrative of war and adventure. But as famous as he was, Lawrence joined the RAF between the wars as an ordinary airman under the name of Shaw, and as Shaw, he looked after the Calshot library. I was fascinated with the thoughts of Shaw and spent the majority of my spare time in the library where I found many interesting notes, pictures, and other mementos of his stay there. He was killed riding his motorbike excessively fast in a Dorset country lane.

[image: ]The routine of gunnery training (and Morse practise) went on apace, and I was soon very proficient at one if not the other. I always consoled myself with the thought that the wireless school was still to come, so I threw myself wholeheartedly into the art of air gunnery. In due time, I
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SUNDERLAND
Four Engine Reconnaissance Flying Boat
Wing Span 113 ft. Length 85 ft. Height (Top of fin) 33 ft.
Armament Eight 0.303" in three power operated turrets.
(Two in front, two amidships and four in tail unit plus two
beam guns).
Bombs and depth charges wound out on racks under wing.
Crew. Two pilots, radio operator, navigator, engineer, 3 power
operated gunners, bomb aimer/cook, plus two beam gunners.
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Single Engine Amphibian Flying Boat.

Wing span 44~ Length 37ft.

Armament. Bow cockpit gunner with Scarff ring (Vickers
or Lewis gun). Aft gunner with special mounting.

Crew. Pilot, navigator/wireless operator, one or two air
gunners.





