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Introduction

A true story about a young lad who grew up in Blenheim, New Zealand, during the 1940s and early 50s. He developed an insatiable passion for flying, travelled to England and became a pilot in the Royal Air Force. He soon found himself involved in the United Kingdom’s nuclear testing programme in the Pacific. This took him around the world and in just a few short years he found himself on the front line of the Cold War in Germany.

If things had turned ugly this young Kiwi, along with others, was going to unleash nuclear mayhem on Europe and would no doubt have perished in the process. This is his story.
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Foreword

On the 24th of May 2007 Harry Scarff passed away. Harry was my close friend during that early part of my life when I found myself caught up in the Cold War. Just twelve days before his unexpected death we had met up again at a reunion in England after a gap of forty-five years. A few days after his death Harry’s son asked me about an old engraved copper tankard he had come across amongst his father’s possessions, he wondered if I might know anything about it, yes indeed, I knew all about it. It was this inquiry from Harry’s son that caused me to reflect on that early part of my life and the things I had done. I decided it was all worth recording and thus the idea of writing this story was born. The tale about the tankard appears towards the end, it’s a significant link with the past.
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Early Days
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‘Ok Harry, here we go.’ I nosed the big Canberra over and headed for the ground in a steep dive, at about 600 feet with the target firmly in the gun sight I squeezed the trigger. Four 20mm Hispano cannons burst into life and sent a shudder through the aircraft, I could see the shells shredding the canvas target on the ground. When we were ridiculously close I stopped firing, pulled up hard, and climbed away. Harry, my navigator, was jammed up in the nose cone, he must have been terrified. Again! We were at a live firing range in the old West Germany practising air to ground gunnery, I was having a ball, Harry was not! How did I come to be doing this?

Well I was a front line jet jock in the Royal Air Force, actually I was in NATO’s Second Tactical Air Force in Germany, how did I get to be there? it’s a long story.

In our cottage on a beach in Auckland New Zealand, amongst all the wine glasses, there’s a copper tankard, it’s lined with silver and looks old and tarnished. There are some words engraved on it. IN HAZY MEMORY OF SALISBURY SOUTHERN RHODESIA JUNE 1962. On closer inspection the engraving is a bit rough, the Os look like Ds, however, the quality of the copper, and the silver lining, appears to be surprisingly good. This tankard is a constant reminder to me about the early part of my life, the part that now seems so very far away when I was involved in the Cold War in Europe. On occasions I ask myself, did all that really happen? 

Was that me thundering around Germany in a jet, right down on the deck, eyeballing the East Germans? Was it me out in the Libyan desert amongst the flies, the sand, the heat and the sweat, trying to toss a bomb onto a target from very low level? Did I really shoot up the Larnaca range out in Cyprus with those big 20mm cannons? Did I really fly around those Norwegian Fjords in all that murk, ice and snow? That gun running business in Tunisia, did that actually happen? Was that me flying over the vastness of East Africa, the endless deserts of the Sudan? Did I do that sabre-rattling for Queen and Country in Central Africa? Was I really involved in that nuclear testing in the Pacific in the 1950s? Did I really wander around East Berlin at the height of the Cold War? Yes I did, it was all part of my Big OE, let me explain.

I came into this world way back in 1936 in Wellington, a second son for my hard-working parents. It was not long after the great depression, times were tough. While I was still young the family moved to Blenheim where my father found work as a farm manager on a series of dairy farms around Blenheim. I have pleasant memories from those early years one place in particular, White’s Farm.

The house was old and run down, the farmyard animals had taken to wandering inside. I thought this was pretty neat, a sheep or a pig rummaging around in the kitchen. The hens, we called them chooks, were constantly wandering about inside, and pooing. One day my father suggested I might like to help him build a culvert under the dirt track that led up to the house. It was down by the main road where the track to the farm branched off, the culvert was just a large water pipe under the dirt track. This was great, I was really helping Dad, we were building this huge bridge, I was about six at the time. The culvert is still there. I have gone out of my way in recent years when visiting Blenheim to drive by and have a look. 

Aunty Mary, Mum’s sister, lived in Havelock, a small town at the head of the Pelorus Sound. The Marlborough Sounds are a series of flooded valleys, a prominent feature at the top of New Zealand’s South Island. Havelock’s not far from Blenheim, it was popular with us and we spent a lot of time there. These days the Sounds are a big tourist attraction however during my childhood the place was a real backwater. Mary’s house was a big wooden place that Uncle Doug had built with Kauri timber he had milled himself just after they married. There was a small clay bank down the front by the main road covered with ivy and the place was called Ivy Bank. They had two girls, Molly and Ivy. My older brother Noel and myself had a lot of fun with the girls when we went to Havelock which was pretty often. There was a downside to visiting however, the road from Blenheim was not sealed, it was dusty and rough. The Newmans bus, which was the only way of getting there, was a real ‘dunga,’ smelly exhaust fumes, no springs, well it certainly felt like that, and the dust just poured in, real choking stuff, I always felt sick after a trip on that awful bus, it was a real ‘put off.’ A big mulberry tree dominated the back yard, a favourite place, up the mulberry tree eating mulberries which always resulted in red stains on our clothes.

Life at Mary’s was real pioneering stuff, no electricity, the fridge was a muslin covered box hanging in a tree, ‘Daisy’ the cow supplied the milk, Mary separated out the butterfat then made butter in a churn. Uncle Doug made frequent trips into the thick bush up the hill behind the house and shot wild pigs. He butchered them and produced all sorts of nice things, bacon, smoked pork, salted pork, pork sausages. The meat was dark and tasty, pig fern, their main food source, gave it the dark colour. Opening off Mary’s big kitchen was a room where Doug hung pieces of pork to dry, it gave the room a distinctive smell. Mary’s kitchen featured a large black Shacklock wood burning stove, it was always going, day and night. Like most housewives of that era she was an excellent cook, sponge cakes to die for, cheese biscuits, pikelets, lots of very tasty things. There was a telephone on the kitchen wall, a large wooden affair with a crank handle on one side, a big hand piece on the other, a party line. Every now and again the phone would make some ringing noises, the idea was to identify which ringing sequence was meant for you and not one of the other six addressees on the same line, it was a pretty modern gadget. Molly and Ivy had become adept at listening to other people’s conversations without being detected.

My older brother, Noel, was a foody, he had discovered that the creek running through Mary’s garden was home to a lot of crawlers or Koura as they are called, a small freshwater crayfish native to New Zealand, excellent eating. Noel would spend hours splashing around in this creek chasing these things and he always finished up with quite a haul, he would cook them up in the kitchen then eat the lot. The creek held cockabullies as well, a small freshwater fish, Noel would catch these as well, not sure what he used them for, but he was always catching them.

There was one thing about Aunty Mary’s place that was not so good, the toilet, an outhouse well away from the main house, it smelt, actually it stank. There was no sewerage system so Uncle Doug had built this outhouse up by the orchard. Inside there was a seat with a hole in it and a large bin underneath. When the bin was full, or the smell became unbearable, Doug would pull this repulsive thing out and bury the contents, dreadful business. A nighttime visit to the toilet was not a pleasant experience, something to be avoided. The outhouse was full of spiders, big spiders and there would always be possums and hedgehogs moving about making strange noises and it always seemed to be raining whenever you wanted to go in fact going to the toilet during the night could be quite an ordeal for a young fellow.

Another thing fixed in my memory from those early days at Mary’s, the ‘rattly bridges.’ Out in front of Havelock was a large swamp, it formed the top end of Pelorus Sound, the road across this swamp included two wooden bridges, they made a distinctive rattle whenever a vehicle drove across. Lying in bed on a still night, not a sound to be heard, rattle rattle rattle, silence, then rattle rattle rattle; slow, fast, speeding, how long between rattles. They’re long gone, concrete now, no character.

Access to the Sounds was by water only, no roads. A mail boat serviced Pelorus Sound three times a week. A trip on the mail boat, a fifty-foot launch, was a real thrill, I must have done it dozens of times. Another highlight was the annual family camping trip somewhere in the sounds. We had this huge war surplus army tent. Every Christmas we would load the tent and all our gear onto the mail boat and get dropped off at some idyllic bay way down the Pelorus, ‘pick us up in ten days time.’ The fishing was excellent, plenty of blue cod. We lived off the land during those camping holidays, lived very well too.

At some stage during my childhood I became infatuated with aeroplanes, I think it must have been all the flying activity around Blenheim that brought it about. It was wartime, there was a big flying school at a nearby airfield, RNZAF Woodbourne. White’s Farm was not far from this airfield and one day when I came home from school there was an aeroplane in the back yard, well not quite. A Vickers Vildebeest, a big biplane the Air Force used for pilot training, had made a forced landing in the back paddock and finished up quite close to the house, I thought this was just the greatest thing in the world. It became even more incredible when the men came from Woodbourne, took the wings off and carted the whole plane away.

When I was ten Dad gave up farm management, bought a shoe shop in Blenheim and we moved into town, 12 Grady Street, right next to the racecourse and close to Lansdown Park, the local rugby field. Farming had been difficult in the Wairau valley, poor farms, stony ground, burnt brown paddocks, the land would not support enough sheep or cattle to make farming viable, land values were rock bottom, who would want to farm in Marlborough?

When we moved into town I joined the Cubs, then the Boy Scouts. The Scouting movement was very active in Blenheim and during the next few years I got to enjoy plenty of camping. At every opportunity the Scouts were off camping in the foothills around the Wairau valley. I soon became conversant with all those skills that the Scouting movement teaches. These abilities were to come in handy. One of the junior Scout masters was a rather irresponsible character always finding fun ways of doing things, I did notice this chap was never allowed to be in sole charge, always ‘number two.’ On one occasion when we were camping he showed us his sure fire method of fresh water fishing, he lit the fuse on a stick of gelignite, a powerful explosive used for log splitting, and tossed it into the local stream. When all the water, debris, and what have you, had settled he showed us how you just gathered up all the eels, trout, koura, cockabullies, etc, you wanted, easy, they were all floating belly up in the water. As I mentioned this fellow was a bit irresponsible but he certainly had some bright ideas. I enjoyed my time with the Scouts in Blenheim.

Getting around meant pedalling a bike, cars were a rarity, expensive, and just not available. Biking, although not appreciated at the time, was one of the best things that could have happened to us, it made us fit, strong and healthy, qualities that set us up for life. As youngsters we did not quite see it that way especially when pedalling home from school into a strong nor’wester on a wet day. The family never did own a car, we all rode bikes, it was the norm for just about everyone in Blenheim.

What about a driving licence a young fellow had to have one of those, not much opportunity to use it, but you had to have one. An older acquaintance of mine had a mate who owned an old Chevrolet pick up, ‘what are my chances?’ ‘Yep, good, this is how the truck works, off you go.’ I was sixteen at the time, I taught myself. Crash gearbox, fortunately a very rugged gearbox, some scary moments, a bit of advice here and there, and I could drive, or so I thought. I presented myself to the local Traffic Officer who was well aware of my driving efforts, Blenheim was very ‘small town.’ The driving test developed into a driving lesson; at the end of it I was given a licence; just!

Lansdown Park, the local rugby field, just along the road from home. The main ground had a large scoreboard on a bank at one end that was manually operated, it was not long before I got myself the job operating it on Saturday afternoons. I would sit up in the box behind the board taking a very close interest in the game and altering the large scoring figures being displayed on the board immediately there was a change, there was no room for error, a mistake with the score would bring an immediate and very vocal response from the crowd. I became interested in rugby and started playing for the school team where I progressed through the ranks eventually finished up in the first fifteen. I have been an avid rugby fan ever since.

My father’s hobby was caged birds, apparently this interest had been with him since childhood. Wherever we lived there would always be some sort of aviary where Dad would keep budgies. He entered them in competitions around the country and was always winning lots of certificates and trophies. When we moved to Grady Street he built a really big aviary with a separate breeding room and became really serious about his budgies. His knowledge and skill must have been recognised nationally because he became a caged bird show judge and travelled all over New Zealand judging.

Not long after the move to Grady Street I became interested in shooting, my father decided this would be a good sport for me and he would give a helping hand. There were a lot of rabbits around Blenheim, we decided to go after them. I was still young, far too young to have a rifle so Dad became my minder. We would pedal our bikes out to a stony riverbed near Blenheim and Dad would supervise while I shot rabbits with a single shot Remington .22 rifle. This riverbed was home to thousands of rabbits, they were a real pest. The idea was to head shoot them so the skin would be intact and the body meat unspoilt. All these rabbits would be running around the riverbed, every now and again they would all stop, sit up, and listen. This was the time, careful aim, bang, one shot only and it must be a headshot. The rabbits would take off at the sound of the shot. About twenty seconds later they would all stop, sit up and listen again. This gave me time to reload the single shot Remington, bang, another rabbit. Ten or so rabbits we would call it a day and pedal our bikes back home. I skinned them and strung the skins on wire frames to dry, a couple of weeks later I sold the skins to the local dealer. The bodies were gutted, cleaned up and Mum would cook them, delicious. It would be rabbit stew, baked rabbit, or rabbit pie, for a few days. If the rabbit was body shot then the skin had no value because there was a hole in it and the meat would be a mess. The rabbit shooting went on for several years. I became a very good shot with that old Remington. This ability to shoot was 
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The Rabbit Shooter

spotted at school where there was a long-standing tradition of Marlborough College winning all the National shooting competitions. There was the Weekly Press competition and The Islington Cup for small bore and the Earl Roberts competition for 303s. I was conscripted into all these teams where I remained a fixture for all my years at Marlborough College. We just kept winning year in year out, I still have all the medals and cups to show for it. On a couple of occasions I managed to score 101 out of 100, excuse me? Well in shooting if you clip the inner ring, it’s a bull, 10 points, if the hole is entirely within the inner ring, it’s 10.1, not an easy thing to do. In a few years time this ability to shoot was to prove invaluable when I got to shoot seriously big guns from aeroplanes. I was able to put my shooting skills to good use while still at school, shooting Possums. We were still frequent visitors to Mary’s place. Her orchard produced a lot of apples pears and peaches but was plagued with Possums, they destroyed everything. The bush behind the house was home to hundreds, probably thousands of them, they ate every bit of fruit that appeared on the orchard trees. Uncle Doug had given up shooting them it was a no win situation however now that I was a bit older I took a big interest in Possum shooting. I made a crude spotlight using a car headlamp and a small motorbike battery, the light was strapped on my head, the battery on my back. The trusty single shot Remington was used and nighttime Possum shooting became popular. Into the orchard around ten o’clock, move your head around until you picked up two orange reflections in the spotlight close together, Possum’s eyes, it did not take long to spot them, they were everywhere, aim between the two orange bits, bang one Possum, reload, do it again, there was just an endless supply of the things. After a while it got a bit boring, there was no market for the skins, the meat, well you would not want to eat it; shooting Possums was just too easy. Over a couple of years I must have shot hundreds, it did not make the slightest difference to their numbers, it was still hard to get any fruit from Mary’s orchard. I remember Mum getting a bit hostile about the holes in my shirts, the old motorbike battery would slop a bit of acid about, not the best for a shirt.

I must have been about eleven when I took to making model aeroplanes, it developed into a real obsession. I was making all sorts of planes, all flying ones. In 1953 the National Model Aeroplane Championships were held in Blenheim at Omaka aerodrome. I entered my aeroplanes in many of the events and managed to become the NZ National Junior Champion. There was a competition for model gliders included in these events the idea being to select a New Zealand team to represent the country at an international glider competition in Europe. I won this event, I could not believe my luck. It was not to be however, the team never got to go to Europe. My interest in model aeroplanes continued right up until I left home. I have often had a hankering to take up this hobby again, it’s not happened yet, but you never know.

Mum was a keen gardener, she planted a grapevine that eventually grew right across the back of our house at Grady Street. Mum would prune it and do all the things that were required. This vine really flourished, it produced magnificent grapes. We used to sit out the back and eat them directly off the vine. The only downside were the blackbirds, they liked Mum’s grapes as well so it was a bit of a scramble to get the good grapes first. I did have a slug gun at the time so that evened things up a little. The significance of the extraordinary success of Mum’s grapevine was, I’m afraid, lost on us at the time. Today the Wairau Valley is New Zealand’s, probably the world’s, premier white wine producing area and the price of that stony land that Dad had so much trouble trying to make a living from? I can only guess!

A point of interest here. Those of you who are wine buffs may have sampled a range of whites carrying the Stoneleigh label. This vineyard is established on the very riverbed where we used to shoot rabbits all those years ago. I have visited the place in recent times and asked if there were any rabbits around. ‘Yes, indeed there are, in fact they are a problem, they eat the new growth on the vines,’ ‘really, what you need is someone to shoot them;’ now there’s a thought.

I still have relatives in Marlborough so we get to go there quite often, what a difference. My childhood memories of burnt brown paddocks, the sun beating down, sunburn, a few scrawny sheep, some miserable looking cows, plenty of nodding thistle, worthless stony land, lots of rabbits, old gum trees and Mum’s grapevine that did so well. There was a message there, we missed it! Today the Wairau valley is a very different scene, lush vineyards as far as the eye can see, magnificent wineries, restaurants, not a sheep or a cow in sight and apparently still some rabbits. Some things change, some things remain the same.

My older brother, Noel, had a good singing voice, he was very interested in music, particularly classical in all its forms. Mum was rather proud of this and encouraged him to develop this singing ability which he did, he developed into quite an exceptional boy soprano. He was very successful in numerous music competitions and eventually moved on to a full-time career in music becoming a well-known opera singer in Europe. Noel was five years my senior, we were not close, we certainly had widely differing interests. I must have been about fifteen when Noel left home and moved to Auckland to advance his singing career, I saw very little of him after that. Noel’s ability to sing had a direct impact on my own life in those early days. As I mentioned he was five years my senior and well known around Blenheim for his singing. When I came along it was assumed that I too could sing, not my thing, but the pressure was on. Mum pushed it, a bit too hard, I rebelled. I did have a singing voice of sorts and I found myself in the church choir. The Anglican Church in Alfred Street in Blenheim had a choir, I was a reluctant member of it for several years.

My obsession with aeroplanes manifested itself in numerous ways, I decided I wanted to make a career in aviation, the desire to become a pilot did not surface until later. I had been making inquiries about what was available in the aviation world then one day while visiting some relatives in Wellington, I must have been about fifteen at the time, I went out to Rongotai, an airfield near Wellington, The de Havilland Aircraft Company had a facility there. I fronted up to their hanger and made inquiries about what I needed to do to get into aviation. An elderly fellow advised me to go back to school, continue my education, then seriously consider joining the Air Force.

On another occasion I sought out the man who had been instrumental in starting up an airfreight operation in Blenheim, Straits Air Freight Express, Bob Hamilton. He had a fatherly talk to me about aviation in general and again advised me the place to learn the business was the Air Force. I was in the college Air Training Corps and the local Blenheim Air Training Corps as well. This gave me access to all sorts of aviation activities, Air Force visits, air shows, access to visiting military aircraft, and lots more, all incredibly interesting to a young lad. Around this time I realised I wanted to fly aeroplanes. I started saving my pennies with a view to taking flying lessons at the local aero club. Mum did not like this idea, ‘a pilot, you should think about a real career.’ Dad did not say too much. I stayed at school and did reasonably well, school certificate, university entrance, higher leaving certificate, but bursaries and university did not interest me, I had decided I wanted to be a pilot. Poor Mum, ‘I think you should consider architecture, or surveying, you are not going to be a pilot.’ Bit like red rag to a bull, ‘I am going to be a pilot Mum, and I am going to be a pilot in the Royal Air Force in England.’ ‘Heaven forbid, you ungrateful boy and after all we have done for you,’ Dad still did not say too much. Poor Mum, she just would not accept that I wanted to fly aeroplanes. ‘Well Mum, I have applied to the Air Force for pilot training.’ I was seventeen, things were a bit tense at home. Fate threw Mum a lifeline, I got knocked back by the Air Force, no real reason, there were so many applicants they had to reduce the numbers. Mum was happy, ‘there now, what about architecture?’ ‘Not a chance Mum, I am going to fly.’ I applied again and this time I was going to succeed, I had decided. I was successful and found myself on number twenty combined aircrew course at RNZAF Taieri near Dunedin starting at the beginning of May. It was 1955, I was 18 years old and I was in, little did I know just what I was in for. The Air Force was very picky about just who graduated from a wings course, the failure rate was frightening. Achieving was not enough, you had to achieve at a required rate, the learning curve was steep. I left home, and Blenheim, one sunny morning in May 1955 on a Newmans bus for Christchurch, it was to be my last happy memory of Blenheim. At that time there was a scheme in existence whereby a young lad in New Zealand could apply to become a pilot in the Royal Air Force in England, this was the scheme under which I had joined. To be successful you had to join the RNZAF and survive their initial wings training. You did not actually get your wings with the RNZAF because the RAF required all new pilots to be jet qualified, the RNZAF did not have any jet training aircraft in 1955. Interestingly, now more than sixty years on, the RNZAF still does not have any jet training aircraft. If you survived this initial stage that went on for eight months and the powers that be decided you had ‘the right stuff,’ and you were not likely to fail further along the line then you travelled to England and continued with jet training in the RAF.
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Tiger Moth

The New Zealand training started on Tiger Moths at Taieri, it was wintertime, snow on the ground. It was like something you see in the movies, early morning runs through the snow, drill sergeants barking at you on the parade ground, inspections, spit and polish, lots of study, and the best part, we were taught to fly a Tiger Moth. Now for those readers who are not aviation buffs let me tell you about a Tiger Moth. It’s a small biplane, made by The de Havilland Aircraft Company, it dates from the 1930s, an old design and a good one. They were produced in their thousands, an excellent aeroplane to learn to fly on. The ones at Taieri were quite old, left overs from the war years. We were to spend three months at Taieri, I was just lapping it up, right in my element, it did not last. You may have picked up on the fact that my father and I were close, we did a lot of things together, particularly when I was very young. One day, while I was at Taieri, I was called in by the Commanding Officer who told me he had received a phone call from my mother advising that my father had been diagnosed with terminal cancer, he had been given six months to live, I was completely devastated, my father was a pillar of strength in my life. I was offered the chance to terminate my training and return home to be with my mother, what should I do? Going home would probably mean the end of my flying ambitions, it was a testing time. I phoned Mum, her wish was for me to remain at Taieri, that is what Dad would want. She had accepted the reality that all I wanted to do with my life was fly aeroplanes, so that’s what happened, I stayed in the Air Force. My remaining time at Taieri was miserable, I enjoyed learning to fly but emotionally I was a mess. I immersed myself in all the learning that was required, I found that this occupied my mind and stopped me from thinking too much about my father. There was a surprise benefit from this, I scored the top academic marks and managed to top the course overall; I was awarded the Brevet Club Trophy, a large silver cup. Perhaps this could be construed as a gift from Dad.

When we moved to Wigram, near Christchurch, for the advanced flying training on Harvards things got really tough, Dad deteriorated, I was called home on two occasions. Dad passed away suddenly in December 1955, I was not there. I returned home from Wigram immediately. The Air Force supplied a Harvard and my instructor flew me to Woodbourne, it really hurt not being there when Dad died. The funeral was just before Christmas, I don’t think I have ever been so miserable in all my life. I had just turned nineteen.

The Wigram course was tough, the required standard was high, so was the failure rate. Fridays were ‘chop days’ when those who had failed to make the grade during that week were advised of their failure, they were required to depart from Wigram that evening. On Friday evenings we would go along to Christchurch railway station and farewell those unlucky souls, we all dreaded Fridays. On the positive side, the flying was great, the Harvard was a serious aeroplane and flying it was exhilarating, I certainly needed something good to be happening in my life. I guess I must have got lucky because I survived the course. In January 1956 I boarded the SS Rangitane in Wellington harbour for a four-week journey to England, I had just turned 19 and had 112 flying hours in my logbook, Mum was distraught. I had a mate, Peter Dwyer from Christchurch, he had joined under the same scheme as myself, we had been on the same course at Taieri and Wigram. There were three others fellows who wanted in on the RAF scheme, they had fallen by the wayside.

It was a sad departure for me, Dad had died just three weeks earlier, I was really hurting.
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Off To England
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Peter Dwyer and myself sailed out of Wellington harbour on a fine summer’s day leaving a sad faced bunch of relatives behind on the wharf. It would be five long years before we would see them again, I think they thought they might never see us again. We were leaving behind a lifestyle, which although we did not appreciate it at the time, had equipped us extremely well for what lay ahead, we were about to find out that life outside New Zealand was very different to what we were used to. The trip to England was meant to take four weeks but the boat broke down, it took six. The contract we had with the RAF was a twelve-year commission as a pilot with the option of leaving after eight, a free trip back to New Zealand for two months leave on completion of five years service, and a free return to New Zealand on completion of the contract. We held the rank of Acting Pilot Officer. As we were Officers we were allocated suitable accommodation on the boat, single cabins on the top deck, how lucky can you get. The Rangitane was operated by the NZ Shipping Company, it was a dual-purpose ship that carried both freight and passengers. Chilled and frozen NZ lamb and 250 passengers, about 150 of these were youngsters off on the Big OE, the Overseas Experience, a right of passage for young people at that time. In 1955 it really was an OE, it took four weeks just to get to Europe, no big jets, you had to go by boat. About half of the OEers were girls in six-berth accommodation way down in the bilges. It was to be a memorable trip!

The first couple of days were a settling in period where we got to know our fellow travellers. The evening dining was done in two sittings, one of them formal. As we were RAF Officers it was the formal sitting for us. We were placed at a table for four, the other two were a couple of girls from Christchurch. Small world, we had noticed these very same girls a couple of months earlier at a restaurant in Christchurch. They had come to our attention because they were enjoying a fairly noisy going away dinner with some of their friends, we just happened to be in the same restaurant. They were characters, always an eye on ‘the main chance.’ They quickly determined we were not wealthy lads, a bit young as well so they devoted a lot of effort trying to catch the attention of those males they thought might be a better bet. Peter and I wondered how long it would be before they ‘moved up’ in the dinner table stakes but it didn’t happen; they did score an early invitation to the Captain’s table for dinner though, we had to wait about ten days for ours. It took all of the first week for them to decide we were actually a couple of nice fellows, no money, but nice, they stayed at our table for the duration of the trip.

First call, Pitcairn Island. The locals came out in their longboats to sell their wares, I was blown away by the appearance of these people. They were all descendants from the Bounty mutineers, Christians, McCoys, Mills, Youngs, Smiths and the rest. Their gene pool had not been refreshed for many generations, the inbreeding was obvious, small mongoloid looking people. We offloaded supplies into their longboats the design of which had not changed from the original Bounty design, and continued on our way.

We had teamed up with some Kiwis and some Australians, boys and girls. They were a bit older than us, we were the youngsters on board, and in those single cabins on the top deck! We involved ourselves in all the onboard activities as a group, it did not include our two dinner partners however, they were playing a different game. All the usual things were available, deck tennis, quoits, shuffleboard, bingo, various pool games and of course a lot of activity at the numerous bars. There was a fair bit of ‘girl chasing’ going on as well, we found ourselves having a really good time.

One evening approaching the Panama Canal there was a loud bang, the ship shuddered and slowed right down, what was that? ‘That’ was one of the ship’s two engines having a catastrophic failure, interesting, what happens now? Two days in Panama while the damage was assessed, Panama City, pretty exotic place for a young lad from New Zealand. When we berthed in Panama some American Marines from the local garrison came aboard and struck up an instant friendship with our group; they offered to show us around the city later in the day when they came off duty. Their generous offer was double edged, they were interested in our girls. We did not have a problem with that, the Americans seemed to be nice guys, the girls thought so as well. We arranged to meet with a couple of them later in the day. This was a good idea, we were way out of our comfort zone here. The Americans were indeed good company and yes they did make a play for the girls. They showed us around Panama City, took us to places I will not be telling mother about. It was an interesting night, an eye opener for a naïve young lad from the back blocks. I will never forget that night out in Panama City it made a huge impression on my young mind.

Our damaged engine turned into a real problem, it could not be fixed at Panama, we would have to go to Colon at the eastern end of the canal for further assessment. The journey through the canal was incredible, a bit different to the Opawa river back in Blenheim. The actual waterway across the isthmus consists of a couple of sections of man-made canal and a large lake, Gatun. There are two locks where ships are raised to the level of the lake. At the eastern end there’s another section of canal and another lock that lowers the ships down to the level of the Caribbean ocean. Everywhere there were ships, every size, shape and colour imaginable, it was a very busy place, the surrounding jungle made it hot and humid. I found myself mesmerised by the sight of it all and spent hours at the ships rail just taking it all in. A day in Colon, the answer, the engine could not be fixed there either, it required dry-docking, the verdict, continue on to England on one engine at reduced speed. We sailed out through the Caribbean then out across the Atlantic at a very reduced speed. ‘We’re going to be late for our wings course Pete.’ We were late, a bit too late, we would have to wait for the start of the next course.

Our slow progress had some curious side effects. An extra two weeks at sea had not been catered for. No problem in the dining room, I did not notice any decline in the standard, but the various bars started to run short, no more tonic, sorry girls. The ultimate disaster was announced as we sailed up the English Channel, there’s no more beer. We were twenty-four hours from berthing in England.

I have vivid memories from sailing up the Channel in
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