One Came Back

by Philip Gray

Born in Scotland, Philip Gray is a journalist now living in Canada but in World War Two he found himself as Captain of the crew of a Lancaster bomber as the RAF took the war right into the heart of Germany. 

War is like an honest politician. Its coming is so unreal it catches everyone off balance. The two of us, Canada and I, were classic examples of those off balance.

Before the outbreak of a fracas that would come to be known as World War Two, I was a country boy, my township lost along the byways of the Kingdom of Fife in Scotland. Summer holidays were bliss for our clique of five small troublemakers, the Fearless Five. Running barefoot with cuts and bruises everywhere, we would chase rabbits across the harvest fields, scoop frog's eggs and newts from none too healthy looking ponds at the rubbish dump, live dangerously at the local sewage complex, and nick apples from the minister's orchard. Trouble? Of course we were trouble. It was expected.

By 1939 Canada was moving out of the Great Depression, with its people feeling grief on all fronts. They need not have worried. After the holocaust of 1939-1945 had run its course, Canada was a wealthy land with its industrial potential fully established.

My personal wealth hadn't changed by the time the guns fell silent, but my one and only youth had gone forever. The early 1940s was no time to be twenty-one.

I can still remember my thoughts of disbelief as I strapped myself into the pilot seat of an operational Lancaster bomber for the first time. How had a reticent country boy like me finished up in a lethal situation like this? The day before yesterday I had been chasing rabbits across a field. Today here I was a Captain of Aircraft of Bomber Command, about to reduce selected Deutsche real estate to rubble, 12,000-pounds of dynamite dangling inches beneath my toes.
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Was this bizarre set-up a reality, or had I slipped through to the other side of the mirror? The unmistakable growl of four Rolls Royce Merlin engines quickly answered that one.

Up to that point my journey to reach the seat of that bomber had been fun, with one criterion holding firm all the way. I kept bumping into Canada and Canadians. True, there would be one minor hiccup before I could place my destiny on track.

Philip Gray at the British Isles Show at Exhibition Place in Toronto last March.  Behind him is the hulk of one of the 430 Lancasters built in the Victory Aircraft factory in Toronto. Two out of every three of the 21-year-old young men who wheeled these Lancasters into the sky never reached age 22.

I was one of 1,000 aircrew cadets, all sure they were potential Billy Bishops, set to leave Manchester, England on a Canadian draft. Canada had scores of airfields spread across its land, turning out 85% of Britain's wartime pilots. Rhodesia and the U.S.A. accounted for the other 15%. A bubble-like blister on my waistline, already sheltering under a piece of Elastoplast, saw me removed from the draft. I had shingles.

One month later I joined the next draft bound for the U.S.A. Our group of hopefuls crossed the Atlantic in the fastest liner afloat at the time - the Queen Mary. For fellow passengers we had large numbers of German and Italian prisoners-of-war, plus Winston Churchill no less. Docking in New York we were hustled to Moncton, New Brunswick.

Philip Gray’s book is an invitation, encouraging you to have a closer look at the brutal world of Bomber Command during World War Two.  In an engaging yet brutally frank style, Gray reveals the true relationships between himself and his team, and his team members.  It is as much a book about the interaction of people in terrifying situations as about bombing and war itself.
There we became virtual Americans, being kitted out totally in G.I. uniforms, right down to socks, shoes, and underwear. The one piece of Britain retained was our wedge cap, complete with its famous white flash.

Our U.S. destination was Number 4 British Flying Training School, Falcon Field, Mesa, Arizona. As we were numbered Course 16 our arithmetic told us that the six British flying schools in the U.S. had been churning out pilots for the Royal Air Force long before the United States had entered the fray. Ah well!

From and to the snows of Moncton and from and to the searing heat of Arizona required a six-day train ride either way. Back in the U.K. I converted onto the light twin Airspeed Oxford, followed soon by the much heavier Wellington bomber.

My fly-for-yourself days were over. From then on I would have the added responsibility of a crew. Along with the Wellington came a crew of five with the sixth member, the Engineer, joining us as I moved over to the four-engine Avro Lancaster at Heavy Conversion Unit (HCU). Ten crews arrived at HCU but ours was the only one to move to an operational squadron. The reason for such elite selection may be found in the chapter of my book entitled If We Can Get Away With This.
Moving to a front line squadron of Bomber Command's 3 Group was like following Alice down that rabbit hole to Wonderland. Our leader, Sir Arthur Harris, ensured that his crews received the best. They in turn would have flown through the gates of hell for this commander. All he had to do was ask. Our squadron boss was Canadian Wing Commander Giles, a much-respected pilot who placed himself on the Battle Order regularly.

In case you wondered, oh yes, all members of our Fearless Five grubby little boys answered the call to arms, and I can see them any time I want. Their names are right there on the War Memorial in the Station Square at Ladybank in Fife. I was the only one of the five to physically return home.
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We meet many people as we journey through life, but only true friends leave their footprints on our hearts. 






