The following extracts are from a personal record of my early life,
which I wrote for the benefit of my grandchildren.

On the 21st September 1944, | caught a train from Kings Cross to Scotland. At seven-thirty on the
following morning | sailed with the rest of the crew from Oban to Tiree in the Hebrides.

Tiree is a treeless island, 12 miles long and six miles wide at its widest, with glorious sandy
beaches, but exposed to the Atlantic Ocean and frequently cut off from the mainland by bad
weather. Gale force winds and stormy seas often prevent the boat from making the crossing to and
from Oban which, at that time, only operated twice a week. However, we soon found that those
who lived on the island were kind and hospitable, and the weather was not always unpleasant. The
absence of trees meant that inland views were bleak, but sunsets, especially across the sea, could
be stunningly beautiful.

Life on the camp was primitive but we soon got used to it. We slept in Nissen Huts but had
to walk outside to the latrines to wash and shave and even further to the Mess for food and drink.
When we were not flying there was not much to do on camp although there was an occasional
Dance shared with members of the WAAF, but | joined a Play-reading Circle, at which | became the
Secretary and chose which plays to read. | also joined the Music Circle where | was invited to
present a programme of classical records. One of the regular members at play reading meetings,
who also produced a play on the camp stage while | was there, was an RAF Corporal called Eddie
Rudd who went on to teach at the school in Gidea Park where Tim and Emily and Philippa began
their schooling. So we were to meet again after the war !

Some of us found friends on the island and | spent many happy hours with a family at their
farmhouse and through them | met two young schoolteachers who lived together in a crofters
cottage on a wild part of the island called “the machair”. They both came from homes on the
mainland, to which they returned after the war, but were now teaching at the only school on the
island. With two other Met Observers | became a regular visitor to their cottage and enjoyed their
friendship and great hospitality. One of them told me how a shipwrecked sailor from the Spanish
Armada may have been responsible for her black hair and dark eyes. They made good cakes and
baked their own bread in a cottage without electricity or a mains supply of water; illumination at
night was by oil lamps and candles. On occasions when we left rather late at night we were asked
to leave by the back door in case we were seen by the neighbours !



Apart from such indoor pursuits | enjoyed walking along the sands and climbing over rocks
with our squadron mascot, a very pretty golden retriever; and cycling over the machair -at first
with a borrowed bicycle and later with my own that | brought from home after a spell of leave.
The only shop on the island was at Scarnish, where the boats came in on Tuesdays and Thursdays
(weather permitting) but whatever we needed would either be bought from the camp or delivered
by post.

But, of course, we were not there on holiday. 518 Squadron of Coastal Command was
there to fly specially converted Halifax bombers over the Atlantic to observe the weather. Most,
but not all, weather over the British Isles comes to us from the Atlantic and during the war our
forecasters depended on these flights to know what was in store before it reached us.
Consequently, missions were flown every day, whatever the weather, both westwards from Tiree
and north-westwards towards Iceland. During my time on the island there were only two occasions
when the weather was so bad that all flights were abandoned because it was considered unsafe to
take off.

Instead of carrying bombs the Halifax was fitted with extra fuel tanks to increase its range,
and thermometers were attached to the nose of the aircraft, outside the Met Observer's window,
so that air temperatures could be measured, In addition to measuring the temperature | had to
report the amount of cloud | could see, what type of cloud it was, and at what height, whether it
was raining or snowing, and how good or bad the visibility. After making my observations | had to
put them into code and the wireless operator would send them back to base where they were
transmitted by teleprinter to Met. Stations all over the country.

Unfortunately, | got off to a rather bad start because only one of my first five flights on 518
Squadron completed the course | have described. On the first two sorties we were recalled after
400 miles because of bad weather, and on the third we only got 300 miles out before an engine
failed and we had to return to base “on three engines”. My next “op” was completed successfully,
but on the fifth the weather was so bad that | was unwell and after an hour or so the flight had to
be abandoned. As a result word got around that | was a “jinx” and the Flight Leader called me in
to suggest that | might like to take some leave. However, | remembered the best cure was to carry
on and my luck changed. | continued flying without mishap until | went on leave with the crew
from mid-December until early January 1945.

The squadron was making four flights every day, two in daylight and two at night, but not
every crew had a dedicated met.observer, so each of us had to fly many sorties with unfamiliar
crews. During one period | flew six times in fifteen days. Another matter that was giving us cause
to grumble was that we had no distinctive brevet to wear and we were obliged to use either a
navigator's N, or an observer's O. While | was on leave after Christmas | called on our local M.P,,
and explained our position. He raised the matter with the Air Minister in the House of Commons
and four months later we were told that our aircrew status had been confirmed and we could
wear a brevet with the letter M.

Weather over Scotland was particularly bad in January and on one of the nights when all
our aircraft were grounded, | left my hut to walk the hundred yards or so along a footpath to the
Sergeants Mess. A gale-force wind was blowing over an ice covered path and | was immediately
knocked off my feet. Each time | tried to stand up | was flung to the ground again. When |
eventually reached the Mess | was trembling and expected a cheeky reception from those already
at the bar. But only two or three others had made it that far, and their silence told me they were
too embarrassed to talk about it. It took a very strong drink to revive us and a long time before we
attempted to go back to our quarters.

Sometimes the weather over Tiree was too bad for us to land there on our return and we
were diverted to an airfield where it was safe to do so. The first time that happened to me was one
night when we were blown off course on our homeward journey and our navigator, Jack Masters,



said he was unsure of our exact position. Shortly afterwards he said he thought we must still be
on track because he could see the white flashes of waves breaking over water. When he was told
that what he had been looking at was snow on the hills he realised we must be flying over the
Scottish mainland. We later learned that we were the only aircraft flying over Scotland that night
and all airfields in the area had been told to look out for us. As soon as we saw a runway with its
lights on we went in to land and were met on the runway by an excited group of airmen who were
surprised to be asked where we were. When they said “Banff” it was we who were surprised
because we thought we had come down at Lossiemouth. Later that morning we set off by bus to a
nearby town called Huntly where our flight engineer, Bill Piree, lived and surprised his parents.
They were overwhelmed and treated us as heroes. Their neighbours helped provide beds for us to
sleep in overnight, and that evening we went to the local pub where the publican broke all
expectations by treating us to a tray full of whisky and a solo performance on his violin.

The next time | was diverted was to Wick, also on the east coast of Scotland far from the
bad weather over Tiree. In those days Wick was a “dry town”; that is it prohibited the sale of
alcohol, and my recollection was of the number of local inhabitants who walked to the Sergeants
Mess in the evening for a drink at the bar. | also remember making a last minute dash into the
town to buy something and being driven at great speed on the back of a motor-bike in time to
catch the aircraft returning us to Tiree.

My third diversion was to Lossiemouth which was then an Operational Training Unit for
prospective pilots and where we were greeted as a currently operational crew. On the morning
after landing | was walking up to the Mess for breakfast, wearing scruffy flying gear and no hat,
when a car drew up alongside with a huge dog in the front seat and a Group Captain driving.
Unable to salute, | expected a reprimand but the Group Captain asked if | was going to the Mess.
When | said yes he told me to jump in and drove me there. Such was the fame of being
operational !

Not all the crews were lucky enough to land safely on remote airfields when unable to
“return to base”. A few days before | joined the squadron at Tiree two of our aircraft had collided
off shore and all crew members were killed. Months later the squadron lost an aircraft somewhere
over the sea without knowing what had happened to it, and in it was a young friend called Keith
Thomson with whom | had worked in the Met.Office at Egginton the previous year. When another
aircraft suffered a similar fate | also lost a friend | had made on the camp at Play Reading Circles,
called Flight Lieutenant Beutel, from whom | had borrowed a book about psychology which is still
somewhere in my possession. Probably the nearest | got to that predicament was when we
crashed off the runway at Tiree after the aircraft had failed to gather enough speed to get
airborne. My recollection of the incident was sitting in our take-off positions half way down the
Halifax listening to the roar of four engines, when we were told to brace ourselves for a crash. |
remember thinking there was nothing | could do to avoid disaster and saying to myself : “What a
pity!” |then felt a shudder as we struck the ground and realised the aircraft might catch fire, so |
rushed to the escape hatch close-by and jumped out. | could see a red glow over the grass on
which the Halifax was embedded and ran as fast as | could, thinking that a fire had started.
However, when | stopped running | could see that the glow had come from a navigation light on
the port wing of the aircraft. Instead of flying we spent the night in sick-bay under the watchful eye
of the doctor.

Once, when we were flying above a large cumulonimbus cloud, our aircraft was struck by
lightning. Fortunately the only damage was a burnt-out wireless aerial, but the noise was
shattering . On another occasion we were sucked into a cumulonimbus and thrown around by
severe air currents until the aircraft was flung out below the bottom of the cloud. For 15,000 ft
the aircraft had been out of control and our skipper had offered us the choice of bailing out or
chancing our luck when we hit the sea. The prospect of survival in either of those circumstances



was minimal and it was fortunate that we met an updraft of air when we emerged from the cloud.
It was a very scary episode and the only time when | thought we might not return. Back on camp
we were ready for our usual meal of steak, chips, and baked beans - having been 12 hours in the
air with only a small supply of sandwiches.

One morning | was still in bed when the Station Commander burst into our Nissen Hut and
called out : “There's a kite in the drink. Can anyone in here row ?” | got up and was quickly driven
by the C.O. to join a group of three or four others who were already aboard a large rowing boat.
We must have been rowing for nearly half an hour when someone shouted “Look ! | can see a
body in the water.” We “shipped oars” and stared at what was clearly a head in the water.
Expecting it to be the head of a drowning airman we were surprised to find we were being
followed by an inquisitive seal. We turned back soon after that, and found that the crew of the
stricken aircraft had been rescued by a passing trawler.

Some weeks later | was talking to the C.O. (Group Captain Carr) at a Dance in the Sergeants
Mess when he asked me if | was thinking of applying for a commission. [ said | thought | would
have to wait until | finished my present tour of flying, but | later discovered that was not the case
and took steps to apply. First, however, | had to get permission from our squadron leader so |
went to see him in his office. As | brought my hand to salute | felt something rub against my feet.
Looking down | saw that | had almost trodden on his dog - a beautiful large, grey poodle | My
subsequent interview, with the C.0., (Wing Commander Cocheme ) was successful and | was
recommended for a commission. Whether or not my skills as an oarsman had contributed as much
as those of a Met.Observer | may never know.

February 7th 1945 was my twenty-first birthday. 1 spent most of the day in the air and was
toasted with coffee and orange juice over the Atlantic, but that evening the crew arranged a party
for me in our Nissen Hut. Beer was brought up from the Mess in buckets and they drank to my
health before doing their best to destroy my moustache.

On May 6th 1945, | was in the air all day when we heard on the radio that the war in
Europe had ended. Soon after that | learned that my application for a commission had been
accepted and my days at Tiree came to an end.

Written in 2010
by RAF Met.Air Observer:
Fred (Freddie) Gee.
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