Isle of Tiree - Memoirs of the “Cold War”.

I have been requested by historian Mike Hughes to recount my experiences as a National
Serviceman with the Royal Air Force, while stationed on Tiree during the height of the
Cold War in the mid fifties. Bear in mind that was fifty years ago, and I am now seventy
years old and my memory is not what it used to be - also “wait for it” - I was only there
for a week!! Now read on.

The Threat.

As 2741397 S.A.C. Anderson D, I was doing my National Service at a radar station in
the East Neuk of Fife, 351 Signals Unit, R.A.F.Anstruther, better known now as
Scotland’s Secret Underground Bunker. (Well worth a visit I may add). Anyway, in 1956
at the height of the Cold War, the threat of East West relations breaking down and NATO
finding itself in direct opposition to the Warsaw Pact countries were secondary to a threat
posed by Sergeant Lowe. (I think he spelt it L.O.U.G.H.). “ If you don’t behave, you’ll
Jind yourself posted to Tiree” Nobody knew where Tiree was, but he said it with such
venom that we were led to believe it must be the end of the world

The Selection Process

Say what you like about Sergeant Lowe, he was a man of his word. Early in 1956, several
groups usually of about eight airmen, consisting of one Officer, one N.C.O., Fighter
Plotters (x 2), Radar Operators (x 3) and including at least one Radar Technician, (All of
whom had obviously not listened to Sergeant Lowe’s warning) found themselves

“posted to Tiree”. Despite paying heed to the “warning” and behaving myself |
eventually fell foul of the selection process, and in May of that year I found myself among
the defaulters.

The Journey (Out).

As 1 said at the start, this all happened fifty years ago. We were advised we would only be
away for a week, so we must have only packed the minimum amount of kit. Perhaps large
pack, mug, irons (knife fork and spoon), pyjamas, shaving kit etc, and a couple of collars
for one dirty shirt! ( Fifty years ago service issue to airmen at least, did not have collared
attached shirts. Every morning I had to allow myself an extra 15 minutes to wrestle with
collar studs)!

The day eventually dawned and we were transported by “garry” RAF slang for a
lorry/truck from RAF Anstruther (actually situated in Cellardyke) to the nearby former
Royal Naval Air Station at Crail, where we boarded an ancient RAF Avro Anson aircraft
which was obviously being used as an aerial taxi. The flight was most enjoyable, even
although there were no air stewardesses to pamper to our every whim. The Anson took us
up the Firth of Forth, at about 5,000ft and directly over Edinburgh. As I belonged
Edinburgh I found myself looking for familiar landmarks. I remember clearly I was on the
port side and saw Portobello beach and the chimney of the now demolished Portobello
Power Station. I also remember seeing what looked like a large football pitch. I thought



that’s not Easter Road (Hibernian F.C.) or Tynecastle (Heart of Midlothian F .C.) before it
dawned on me that it was Powderhall Greyhound Stadium. Flying (as a wingless wonder)
at 5,000ft was fun in those far off days, none of this being at 35,0001t in a sealed
container with tiny windows!

Before we reached Tiree the Anson touched down at Prestwick Airport to pick up a
couple of passengers. I cannot remember for the life of me who or what they were, but it
must have been all part of the airborne taxi service performed by the Anson. After take
off from Prestwick I remember the officer in charge (Flt.Lt. ‘Bob’ F erguson - although I
was far from being on first name terms with him) pointing out the Isle of Arran and its
highest peak Goat fell (2,850ft approx). Years later, I spent many happy holidays with my
young family on the island, so I presume from the officer’s obvious enthusiasm he must
have spent many happy times there himself,

R.A.F. Scarinish, Tiree (the Station)

I can’t remember the Anson landing but it must have been bumpy. The runway had been
allowed to fall into disrepair. Some months before our arrival a Hawker Hunter from
RAF Leuchars while under radar contro] from RAF Anstruther had made an emergency
landing on Tiree and promptly burst a tyre when it touched down! There was the devil’s
own job getting it repaired and airborne again and back to Leuchars. When [ was at RAF
Scarinish there was a lot of reconstruction work being undertaken by civilian contractors
on the runway. This may have been the result of the ‘Hunter incident’ or the increased
"Cold War’ importance of Tiree The majority of RAF radar stations in the mid-fifties
were based on the east coast of the United Kingdom and faced east to Russia and the
Warsaw Pact countries. In 1956 the Warsaw Pact countries regularly flew missions over
the North Sea to test the RAF response time for interceptions. The introduction of long
range Russian, NATO code name "Bear’, aircraft meant that an additional watch had to
be kept on our *back door’ from the Atlantic - hence the upgrading of Tiree.

R.A.F. Scarinish (the Operations Room

At Anstruther the technical site operations rooms was below ground encased in concrete.
Scarinish operations room as I remember it was a large house above ground. Also at
Anstruther there were radar masts. The old Type 7, everybodys favourite, Type 13 for
calculating aircraft altitude and the American F P3 which nobody liked and didn’t work
anyway. Anstruther had been promised Type 80 but it never arrived, Eventually RAF
Buchan near Aberdeen and RAF Boulmer in Northumberland got the new Type 80. - and
with these two stations overlapping Anstruther became redundant.

At Scarinish I don’t recall ever seeing any radar masts. This might be explained by the
fact that setting up a radar site on Tiree to cover the U.K.*s back door was still in its early
days. The ‘bad boys’ from Anstruther were just there to check what was already available
on site, and to make any suggestions and report what equipment was missing or in urgent
need of supply. It could be that the civilian contractors I have mentioned earlier were
already working on a new underground site and that the radar masts had still to be



erected. The boys from Anstruther appeared to be the only staff working in the ‘above’
ground installation except for an elderly Warrant Officer who appeared to have been on
Tiree too long! He used to wonder around chewing his handkerchief!!

Island Entertainment.- 1950’s style

Tourism is big business on the Isle of Tiree nowadays (21% Century). I’ve seen on
television surfers from as far away as Hawaii battling with the big surf on the beaches of
Tiree. - but 50+ years ago it was a totally different story! For a start there wasn’t any
television, and I don’t remember there was even a picture house (cinema).

I remember one evening there was a dance in a hall ‘somewhere‘. An RAF driver
stationed at Scarinish used his lorry as a makeshift bus to go around the island picking up
all and sundry to take people to the dance. I don’t know if he got paid, was on
commission or if he even got free admission, but he was most enthusiastic about his job
and all the locals were at the various pick up points looking for him. We were in our
“working blues’ because we had not thought to pack any civvy clothing. The band
consisted of an accordionist! There might have been a fiddler there too, but I’m not too
sure. The Fifties were innocent times - I remember I plucked up courage to ask one wee
girl up to dance - her face went beetroot red but she didn’t refuse me - all these years later
I 'hope I did not embarrass her in front of her friends and relations.

There wasn’t a NAAFI at RAF Scarinish but there was a canteen of sorts. I don’t know if
it had a licence to sell liquor (possibly not!) but it sold beer As the Commanding Officer
of the station at that time was a Flt.Lt. Bull the canteen was called appropriately the “Bull
Inn”. We would go there for a beer. I remember some of the civilian workers would join
us also two American Air Force servicemen would turn up regularly so the Americans
must have been involved in bolting the UK.s *“Back Door” in the 1950s. At the “Bull Inn”
one of the locally stationed airmen played the piano. Now this guy could play, in fact he
reminded me of a British Victor Borge, he was that good. (Did the late Tommy Burton do
his National Service in the RAF on Tiree?) Anyway we could do with this guy on
television now. While cracking jokes he could play anything requested without music.
The Yanks loved him so much, that I don’t think the piano player ever put his hand in his
pocket to buy a drink, and he usually finished the night blotto!

On National Service pay we couldn’t afford to go drinking every night. As the weather
then was lovely some of us would go for a walk to the nearest beach. Now, at or near the
beach that was near the airfield was a rubbish dump! A very cheap form of entertainment
was to go to the dump, set up some bottles and guess - yes throw stones!

There was a football pitch near the billets - but no ball! However someone produced what
I can only describe as a large (about 4ft-5ft in diameter) bladder, black in colour. It may
have been a weather balloon of some kind. So we regularly played football - all be it
Tiree rules!! The ball was certainly round and we moved it around the pitch by kicking it!
- but I don’t think there was ever a goal scored. After about half an hour, forty minutes we
were completely knackered!



Overall Impression

A lovely place completely unspoiled in 1956. Despite Sergeant Lowe’s threat we all
thoroughly enjoyed ourselves. The accommodation could have been better - old nissen
huts dating back to just after the first world war perhaps? But the food was great! Perhaps
that was because the cook house was catering for the civilian construction workers too.
They would complain whereas the ‘squaddies’ couldn’t!

There didn’t seem to be much scope for local employment, so I suppose all the young
men would go to the mainland for work. (that might explain how I got a dance at the local
‘hop” and didn’t start a fight!).

With little or no employment that I could see, times must have been hard. So much so
that we saw and had sympathy for a family of ‘travelling people’ (are we allowed to call
them tinkers nowadays?) when we travelled from the domestic site to the operations site.
A broken down caravan thing with matching pony/horse! - and dear knows how many
bairns! How they survived I’ll never know.

The Journey (Home)

After a week our aerial taxi returned in the shape of the Avro Anson and flew us back to
Turnhouse (Edinburgh). Flt.Lt. ‘Bob’ Ferguson whom we had not seen during our
enforced stay travelled with us. He had a supply of Leave Passes, which he issued
liberally. So we did not have to return immediately to Anstruther.




