
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

RAFOC REMINISCENCES AND RAMBLINGS - WEEK 90 
24th DECEMBER 2021 

GREETINGS: 
 

Day 638: That was the year, that was...and what a year it’s been!  So, this is Christmas... 26% of 
SA public servants employed in senior management don't have the proper qualifications for the 
positions they occupy... now, if only that were the only problem... Head-on collision outside 
Beaufort West claims 8 lives as the national lemming run gets into its swing - 800 plus fatalities, 
and counting... SASSA is under fire (again, or still) over failing to resolve irregular expenditure, 
BoJo’s woes increase – the garden party that never was, “death and despair” as No 10 staff 
mingled in the sunshine... and a hiding from the Lib Dems in a safe seat... Brexit minister’s shock 
resignation... Fans chant ‘stand up if you hate Boris’ at packed world darts championship... 
Christmas in limbo... Christmas 'disaster' for pubs... No further restrictions before Christmas?...  
UK heading for bleakest of mid-Winters... Sturgeon bans Hogmanay... Ochone! Unbelievable... a 
turbulent year for the monarchy, but three most senior royal households finally united in adversity... 
“Freedom of movement” in EU -  but tall fences and tough border controls tell a different story... 
Germany and France shut the door to visitors from Britain... Emma Raducanu crowned BBC 
Sports Personality of the Year... England struggle in the Ashes... Ghislaine Maxwell’s 'Posh' 
demeanour helped lure victims, Court told... 
Biden threatens sanctions against China over Uighurs - Relations between Washington and 
Beijing at a low... Kamala’s ratings lowest ever... Los Angeles is in the grip of (another) violent 
crime wave... Philippines typhoon death toll hits 375... Irkutsk, the Bitcoin capital of Russia... China 
imposes a national security law in Hong Kong that criminalised much dissent and introduced 
political rules that vet the loyalty of anyone standing for office (What did we expect the Yellow Peril 
to do?) 
 
GLOBAL WARMING: 
 

“In all the global warming figures I’ve seen since COP26, one stands out. In 1943, when I was 
born, the earth’s population was 2,3 Billion. Now it is nudging 8 billion. That’s all you need to know 
about the causes of global warming. To satisfy this massive, unprecedented growth, we’re taking 
the place apart. Perhaps they should substitute the daily Covid figures for population figures…” 
(Michael Palin, The Spectator Diarist.) 
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RAF LAKENHEATH WELCOMES FIRST 5TH GENERATION F-35: 
 

RAF Lakenheath received its first delivery of F-35A Lightning II aircraft, after a force posture 
adjustment that has been six years in the making. 
 

 
 

RAF Lakenheath was selected in 2015 to host the first United States F-35A squadrons in Europe 
based on very close ties with the RAF, existing infrastructure, and combined training 
opportunities.  The U.K. is a critical component in training and combat readiness for Air Forces in 
Europe due to its excellent airspace and F-35 program partnership. The F-35A is an agile, 
versatile, high-performance, 9 g-capable multirole fighter that combines stealth, sensor fusion and 
unprecedented situational awareness.  The aircraft will belong to the 495th Fighter Squadron, 
which was nicknamed the 'Valkyries' during a voting contest in 2020.  The new F-35 squadron will 
consist of 24 aircraft, delivered in a phased approach. (RAF News) 
 
CHRISTMAS GREETINGS: 
 

Your scribe apologises for any omissions of greetings that have been sent in by other members – 
and if you want to extend greetings, please send then to bookings@rafoc.org and we will include 
the ones that did not make it in next weeks issue: 
To all at RAFOC from David and Liz MacKinnon-Little, Heather and Ivan Erasmus, Derrick and 
Heather Page, Rob and Sandy Tannahill, Gordon and Sue Dyne, Cookie and SMac Cookson, 
Clive and Terry Mitchell, Kathy Seeman (David’s sister in UK) 
 
DRONE DESTROYER: 
 

 
 

A RAF Typhoon has shot down a small hostile 
drone in Syria which posed a threat to Coalition 
forces in the area. This unprecedented event was 
the first operational air to air engagement conducted 
by a RAF Typhoon, and also the first RAF air to air 
missile firing during Operation SHADER – the UK’s 
contribution to the Global Coalition against 
Daesh. The engagement took place on 
14th December, when the drone activity was 
detected above the At Tanf Coalition base in Syria.  
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Two RAF Typhoon FGR4 pilots identified a small hostile drone and succeeded in eliminating 
the threat during an air-to-air engagement with an Advanced Short Range Air to Air Missile. This 
comes several weeks after the RAF successfully eliminated a known terrorist threat in Syria using 
a remotely piloted Reaper armed with Hellfire missiles. The Global Coalition against Daesh has 
liberated 8 million people across 110,000 square km, from Daesh tyranny in Iraq and 
Syria.  Nevertheless, Daesh is still a threat.  The UK remains firmly committed to working with our 
Coalition partners on further degrading the terrorist group. (RAF News) 
 

*************** 
OBITUARY: 
 

DAVID “BING” CROSBY: We regret to advise that we received the news yesterday, via a family 
friend, Charmaine, that David passed away at home in Craighall on the  morning of Monday 20 
December. He was 99 years old and would have celebrated his 100th Birthday on 10 January 
2022. A senior and longstanding member of RAFOC, he was one of our (very few) surviving World 
War 2 veterans. His daughters in the UK have been advised and we await contact with them in 
due course. 
Born in UK, David attested into the RAFVR in 1941, and after initial training at EFTS Fairoaks on 
Tiger Moths, he was posted to No 4 BFTS (Basic Flying Training School) in Mesa, Arizona, USA. 
As the US at that stage had not entered the war, the cover was that David and coursemates had 
been sent to Canada for training with the Empire Air Training scheme. In fact, they entered the US 
as civilian trainees, and their instructors were likewise “civilian” flying instructors. Here they trained 
on Stearman PT 17As, followed by the Vultee BT 13A and then AFS on the North American 
Harvard. David and his coursemates feature in “The RAF in Arizona: Falcon Field 1941-1945” by 
Jim Dawson. Back in the UK, he went through a conversion course on the Miles Master, and was 
then posted to Imphal in Burma for conversion to Hurricanes Mk1 and Mk11 and operations in 
Assam.  
Later in the war he converted on to Republic Thunderbolts at Bangalore India and spent the rest of 
the war as a Squadron Pilot on 146 Sqn RAF until VJ Day. His final flight was as leader of 146 Sqn 
when they flew the aircraft back to Kanchrapara, India. Nine RAF Squadrons exchanged their 
weary Hurricanes for brand new Thunderbolts in the Summer of 1944 and became operational in 
the last quarter of that year. A total of 826 Thunderbolts Marks I and II were delivered to the RAF. 
These aircraft formed a potent strike component of the FEAF and made a valuable contribution to 
the re-conquest of Burma by the Allies, as they did to the progressive destruction of the Axis forces 
in Europe in Operation Overlord. The contribution of these mighty aircraft is commemorated at 
RAF Museum Cosford. 
David was a “regular” at RAFOC lunches for as long as we were able to hold them and relished 
the company of Air Force colleagues. In 2000, David and Tony Weber, a Pathfinder and 
Peenemunde Veteran, who had become firm friends in RAFOC, together with their wives made a 
visit to Europe and the UK, and there met up with John Chatterton DFC, a well-known Lancaster 
and Lincoln pilot, and enjoyed a reunion after 58 years. John, now a prosperous Lincolnshire 
farmer, had been a fellow student on 4 BFTS with David in 1942. 
We salute his memory, and We Will Remember Him! 

 
RAF Thunderbolts over Burma 
************** 
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HURRICANE MK I P2961: 
 

 
 

After a restoration spanning 15 years, this Vintage Wings of Canada Hurricane XII is ready to take 
to the air in Spring 2022. Painted in the markings of P2961, a Hurricane I flown by Flying Officer 
William Lidstone “Willie” McKnight, DFC and Bar, a Canadian in the Royal Air Force, Canada's 
most outstanding fighter pilot of the first 18 months of the Second World War. McKnight, from 
Alberta, joined the RAF before the outset of the Second World War and fought in the Battle of 
France, Dunkirk, and the Battle of Britain. He was lost in an enemy engagement in January 1941 
over the English Channel. He has no known grave. He is commemorated on the Runnymede 
Memorial and McKnight Boulevard in Calgary, Alberta is named in his honour. This aircraft was 
built under license by the Canadian Car and Foundry, Fort William, Ontario, equipped with a 
Packard Merlin 29 and was one of the total of approximately 16,000 built when production ceased.  
 

 
Willie McKnight, Douglas Bader, Eric Ball 242 Sqn 1940 
 

Eighty-one years ago this year, the namesake of McKnight Boulevard, a young Calgarian by the 
name of William Lidstone McKnight, was battling for the fate of Europe in the skies over England 
and France. He often flew with his squadron commander, a legendary fighter pilot by the name of 
Douglas Bader, a man who had no legs. Each and every night, these two fighter pilots rested, 
caroused, attempted to sleep and readied for the next day’s inevitable pitched battles, while the 
ground crews of No. 242 Canadian Squadron laboured through the days and nights to refuel, 
repair and rearm their Hawker Hurricanes. Bader’s loyal, diligent and talented “engine fitter” 
[mechanic] was another Albertan by the name of Noel Barlow. McKnight and Barlow - one died, 
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one lived - and Bader, an Englishman, had a lot to do with their names being associated with 
two intersecting thoroughfares in the booming oil town of Calgary. (Vintage Wings) 
 
SQUADRON LEADER TREVOR SYDNEY “WIMPY” WADE DFC AFC RAFV: 
 

 
 

A Collection of seven medals awarded to a Battle of Britain Spitfire Ace is expected to fetch up to 
£70,000 when it goes under the hammer. Decorations won by Sqn Ldr Trevor Sydney 'Wimpy” 
Wade of the Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve are being sold by a collector. Wade, who was shot 
down five times in dogfights, was killed on a test flight shortly after admitting to losing his nerve. 
Auctioneer Dix Noonan Webb associate director Mark Quayle said: "Wade was a pilot’s pilot and a 
member of one of the elite squadrons of the Battle of Britain. A Spitfire ace who survived multiple 
dices with death during the war, he tragically succumbed to a peace-time test flight." Wade Joined 
the RAFVR in 1938 and was posted to 92 Sqn flying Spitfires and covered the evacuation from 
Dunkirk. Mr Quayle said: “Wade's ability in the air was reflected by the number of his victories, 
damaged, shared or otherwise, but his aggression and willingness to get close in and take risks 
was also reflected by the number of times he had to make a forced-landing or was shot down 
during a dogfight” ln total on five separate occasions, three of which occurred during the Battle: His 
narrowest escape came when waiting upside down in a Spitfire which he expected to catch fire, on 
Lewes Racecourse, having been shot down by crossfire from a formation of Dornier l7s: After the 
war Wade was employed as Chief Test Pilot to Hawker Aircraft and travelled to the USA on an 
exchange scheme, meeting old squadron friend Tony Bartley whilst out there. He was killed while 
testing a one-off Hawker P1081 jet fighter prototype in April 1951 and his funeral took place at St 
John's Crematorium, Woking, Surrey. ln an unpublished letter, included in the lot, Mr Bartley 
revealed: “Just before Wimpy was killed he came out to Hollywood where he stayed in my home 
and, one evening, confessed to me that he had lost his nerve for test flying. I told him to, for God's 
sakes, quit while he was ahead. Could happen to any of us, but he obviously disregarded my 
advice and warning. He was one of the most skillful pilots I knew and flew with. Maybe it was his 
natural conceit forbade him to do this, but in any event he was a very nice fellow whom I was very 
fond of, and a very sad and unnecessary loss in my book.”  (Telegraph) 
 
SOUTH AFRICA’S “DRUGS HIGHWAY” TO THE LAND DOWN UNDER: 
 

Successive arrests of suspected drug smugglers in Australia with ties to South Africa have 
exposed how syndicates, who are operating between the two countries, are going all out when 
trying to conceal illicit substances. In June 2019, in one of the most talked-about drug busts at the 
time, Australian Border Force officers intercepted a 20-tonne excavator that had arrived from 
South Africa. It was X-rayed and, in it, a consignment of 384kg of cocaine, worth about R1.4-
billion, was discovered. This interception was one of at least nine, over roughly two-and-a-half 



 

 

6
years, that involved drugs being channeled from SA to Australia. Figures with ties to policing and 
the underworld suspected that the cocaine consignment was linked to a syndicate operating 
between Cape Town, Johannesburg and Durban as well as internationally. In an arrest in August, 
a 28-year-old Perth man was detained after heroin was discovered in mascara tubes sent from 
South Africa. Major busts in 2021 included: January 2021: 81kg of methamphetamine discovered 
inside a consignment of meat smokers delivered to Melbourne from Cape Town. Five suspects 
charged there. March 2021: Police in Gauteng intercept a lion statue destined for Australia with 
crystal methamphetamine hidden in it. June 2021: Cocaine worth R400-million discovered in a ski 
boat being towed by a bakkie in Pretoria. Six suspects subsequently arrested, three on the run. 
This crackdown involved South African, US and Australian authorities. August 2021: 440g heroin 
discovered in mascara tubes results in the arrest of a man in Perth. The mascara tubes were sent 
there from South Africa. November 2021: Suspect arrested in Australia in connection with a 2018 
cocaine importation from South Africa.  
Another side effect of the lockdowns and focus on Covid is the exponential growth of the illegal 
tobacco and alcohol industries, the theft and export of high-end vehicles, and the associated 
criminal syndicates. (no doubt to the delight of cadres who have connections in these sectors) The 
illicit alcohol trade has grown at a compound rate of 17% since 2017 and now stands at 12% of the 
R177.2 billion total industry market value. By 2026 the illicit market share will be worth R44.5 
billion (Euromonitor Report “Alcoholic Drinks in South Africa in 2020) “Two police officers wounded in liquor 
heist in the E Cape”, “A truckload of illegal liquor was intercepted in Cape Town”, and “SARS and 
police discover a warehouse in Mpumalanga with duty-free liquor worth R15 million” - These odd 
headlines are straws in the wind, clearly just the tip of the iceberg…(Business Tech) 
 
CHEERS!   FOR TODAY: 
 

The world around us continues to be in a near-constant state of panic and hysteria – or over-
reaction, denial and rebellion. Just when we’re getting used to “new normal”, whatever that is...... 
Now 638 days since the start of the great lockdown, this is the ninetieth weekly Newssheet - 
“Members News, Reminiscences and Ramblings” - items of Air Force interest, or greetings to the 
Club or any other items of interest, to help us keep in contact and entertained through the 
lockdown...the Covid clouds seemed to be lifting until OMG - Omicron!... Just when it appeared 
that things were starting to come back to some kind of normal, another bogeyman – the Ghost of 
Christmas present!... 
Thanks for the continued contributions.... We’ll use them in successive editions... And please 
continue to take care – Support others where you can. Don’t spread alarm and despondency on 
social media and try to keep cool heads and perspective. 
Remember that all this, too, shall pass... We look forward to resuming lunches in the New Year -– 
next year will be better… The Committee wishes all members and their families everything of the 
best for Christmas and New Year.... Enjoy the “Silent Night” Air Force Christmas Story attached. 
 
TAILPIECE: 
 

I remember our brave leader accelerating away,  
When the Tower gave him the signal to stay, 
So when we land, 
He will have to stand, 
The whole formation a round of drinks - okay? 
(The Sherriff of Nottingham Road) 
 

Christmas Cheer: Feuerzangenbowle: 
Here’s an Air Force recipe for a serious Christmas Punch from our man in the County:                
“Our Christmas tradition is Feuerzangenbowle - a traditional German Christmas season drink. We 
discovered it while I was stationed in Münster, West Germany, in the early 1970s. It could simply 
be described as mulled wine on steroids. It is a mix of red wine, seasoned cloves, and cinnamon 
with sliced orange and lemon, that is heated in a suitable container over a burner. A sugar cone is 



 

 

7
placed in a holder over the wine. Brown rum is poured over it and then set alight. The sugar 
melts and drops into the wine below. The aroma is almost intoxicating. "(David McManamon, Wiltshire) 
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CHRISTMAS GOLF STORY: 
 

Four old-timers were playing their weekly game of golf. One remarked how nice it would be to 
wake up on Christmas morning roll out of bed and without an argument go directly to the golf 
course, meet his buddies and play a round. His mates all chimed in and said, "Let’s do it. We’ll 
make it a priority - figure out a way and meet here early, Christmas morning." Months later, that 
special morning arrives, and there they are on the golf course. The first guy says," Boy this game 
cost me a fortune! I bought my wife a diamond ring that she can’t take her eyes off it." The second 
guy says, "I spent a ton too. My wife is at home planning the cruise I gave her. She was up to her 
eyeballs in brochures." The third guy says, “Well my wife is a home admiring her new car, reading 
the manual." They all turned to the last guy in the group who is staring at them like they have lost 
their minds. “I can’t believe you all went to such expense for this golf game. I slapped my wife on 
the bum and said, Well babe, Merry Christmas! It’s a great morning - golf course or intercourse?”  
She said, "Don’t forget your hat."      
 

 
SILENT NIGHT – a short story by WOII Alan Taylor (SAAF) 
 “Mags off”, “Battery off” I said to myself as I completed the shut-down checklist. “Well that’s it – 
thanks chaps, as they say - another job well done”, I said to Piet, my navigator and Terry the radio 
operator as we left the cockpit and walked down the inside of the Dakota to the cargo doors. 
“That’s us done until tomorrow afternoon then, so don’t go celebrating with the Aussies too much – 
tonight or tomorrow morning!” “Not me, all I want to do is just catch up on some sleep.” “It’s been a 
busy shift – newsprint in, cargo out, coal in, more cargo out ….”, “Ja, that newspaper is heavy 
stuff, and man, but coal can make a blerry mess of the place – just look at me!” Terry said. We 
both laughed, he did look rather grubby “Looks like you’ve been down the mines where you grew 
up!” The cargo, in crates bearing a black stenciled emblem depicting a bear breaking free of its 
chains with the inscription “Made in Blockaded Berlin”, was being offloaded by British army 
personnel as we were driven in the back of a truck back to the Ops hangar, identified by a large 
white “OPERATION PLAINFARE” painted on it, and signed the aircraft back.  
Having showered and eaten lunch in the Officer’s Mess, Piet and I went back to our room and after 
a short while fell fast asleep… We were woken by a gentle but persistent knocking on the door, 
“Come in” I groggily called out, noting through the window that it was already dark outside. “Sorry 
to disturb you, sir” our RAF Aircraftsman batman said. “That’s OK, Jonesy, what’s up?” “Your 
Major is requesting your presence downstairs, sir” he replied. “Wonder what the old man wants,” 
Piet wondered, “Haven’t the faintest,” I said, “let’s better go and see. Can’t be anything serious…”                                                                             
“Evening, Major.” I said saluting him as we met. “Evening, Captain. Sorry to disturb you, I know 
you and the Lieutenant are off-duty and were sleeping.” “That’s alright, sir. What can we do for 
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you?” “We have a little bit of a problem.” he said. “Yes, sir?” “One of the on-duty crews has had to 
pull out at short notice – Hennie has been booked off sick. He’s rather annoyed about it, and there 
is no replacement. Can you do his flight later on? This is one delivery we simply have to make 
tonight; Berlin is counting on us.” He added. “I’m OK, I’ve had a good rest. How about you, Piet?” I 
asked “Ja, sure, no problem. I’m not much of one for partying ‘till late anyway.” “OK, sir, we’ll let 
Terry at the Sergeant’s Mess know.” “Thanks Captain, be at Ops by nine to sign in and get all the 
gen. We’ll make it up to you tomorrow, promise!” 
Back at the hangar and having put on our flying overalls and collected our parachutes from the 
lockers, I signed off the F.700 at the Ops desk. Behind it was a large blackboard listing each 
aircraft tasked to fly that night, the crews, times to take-off and set course, height to fly and time to 
be over Fronhau beacon. Our names were already there. We gulped down a cup of coffee in the 
crew restroom and a quarter of an hour before start-up we got together with the other crews, 
sharing a cigarette and a joke before being taken to our assigned aircraft. Our cargo had already 
been loaded and secured by German labourers under the supervision of the army guys, but we still 
checked the tie-down straps ourselves. You never know … heard a few scary stories which have 
happened to the Yanks. As I was strapping myself in prior to doing my pre-start-up checks Piet 
came up to the cockpit with the flight plan worked out by Jannie, the navigator in the lead Dakota 
of the block, using all the weather gen available at Ops. No special briefing for pilots was ever held 
– not like in the war. No time for that; and in any case the route was exactly the same all day, 
every day. Everything we needed was printed on a sheet of paper we kept with us, and which was 
changed from time to time as circumstances required. “Weather looks OK, Piet – nice for a change 
this time of year. Bit of moon, some overcast, no wind. A doddle really.” “Ja, we have had some 
really lousy ones recently.” he replied as he left and went to his little compartment just behind the 
cockpit.  
So, there we were, sitting in a worn-out old Dakota for the third time that day. It did happen 
sometimes, depending on the scheduling during our on-duty times. “What’s with this load, 
Captain?” Terry asked “Why so blerry important? Others have been left for the following day if we 
couldn’t make it.” “The old man asked us. That’s good enough for me, Sergeant” I replied, 
wondering much the same thing myself. After start-up and once the engines had warmed up 
nicely, I gave the marshaller the signal; he removed the wheel chocks and gave us the thumbs-up, 
indicating we were good to go. We took our place in the queue and taxied out onto the PSP 
runway. The Air Traffic Controller confirmed our allotted time to be at the Fronhau beacon; miss 
our slot and its turn around and go back home again, cargo and all. Never happened to us yet, no-
one in the South African contingent for that matter and we weren’t planning on it happening any 
time soon either, thank you very much. Timing was everything, from taxying to landing. The tower 
gave us the go ahead and I opened-up the throttles. Despite the weight in the back the tail soon 
lifted, the undercarriage cleared the ground and was retracted. There was a deadline set down for 
the last aircraft to be airborne so as to slot in with blocks from other bases; we were bang on time 
and on our way. Flying down the Northern corridor over the Russian-controlled zone of post-war 
Germany we set course for Gatow in the British-controlled sector of Berlin at 4 500 ft, second in 
our block of six aircraft. I could just see the lead up ahead from his formation lights. Though quite 
clear it was dark outside with the waning crescent of the moon and the stars providing little light. 
The glow of the instruments on the panel in front of me illuminated everything in a soft greenish 
light. The old Dakotas weren’t always sealed very well against the weather outside, rain was just 
plain lousy! Luckily the weather had improved a bit since November, but it was still cold out there. I 
was dressed warmly, as were the rest of the crew and at least the heating system worked like a 
dream. Sitting alone up front gave me brief moments to let me thoughts wander, despite the 
almost hypnotic drone of the two Pratt & Whitney radial engines behind me – what made tonight 
any different than all the others I had flown since we had arrived in mid-October to take part in the 
Airlift? It was certainly different in the sense that four years previously to the day I was in another 
Dakota flying a supply mission from Italy into Yugoslavia in absolutely filthy weather, in one of the 
coldest winters on record. This was now my 43rd flight and I can barely remember all the stuff we 
have already flown into Berlin. You name it, we’ve probably carried it …  
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Berlin. Poor Buggers. As if they hadn’t had enough from the Brits and Yanks bombing them 
halfway to hell and back both day and night in the last two years of the war, now the Russians had 
closed off the western bits of the city and were trying their darned best to starve and freeze them 
into submission. Everything they needed to survive had to be flown in. Literally everything; food, 
coal, clothing, the lot. Ironic isn’t it, I thought. Here we were three years later, and those same 
allies were now working all-out again, day and night; this time to save them. I was pulled out of my 
reverie when Terry came up front, “You like something to drink, Captain?”, “No thanks, Sergeant. 
I’m good until we land. But if you don’t mind, I will have one of those emergency ration sweets from 
that tin you keep in the back!” Terry was a bit younger than both of us, having joined the SAAF just 
after the war. A bit of a rough diamond but a friendly type, always with a smile. Even though he 
tended to gripe a bit. He looked after the radio equipment, supported Piet in his navigation duties 
and being an NCO, acted as a general aircrew dogsbody, looking after the cargo in the back and 
so on. 
The weather that night was indeed surprisingly good. Officially, the weather experienced during the 
winter of 1948/49 was described as ‘better than expected’, but this did not mean that flying 
conditions for us were anything other than extremely demanding and occasionally hazardous 
because of heavy fog, turbulence, or icing. Despite the navigation aids we used, it was not 
unknown for visibility to be so poor that pilots had to rely on Very flares fired from near the runway 
threshold to find the Gatow airstrip. Fog remained a challenge – said to have been the worst in 
eighty years and both flights and cargo figures were low when compared to previous months. At 
times like these Piet was kept busy – even though he was a former wartime pilot like me, as a 
Lieutenant he had recently been trained as a navigator at Langebaanweg before being assigned to 
the Airlift contingent; and a damn good one he was too. Top notch bloke and a good mate – I was 
glad to have him as part of my crew. He had to ensure that the aircraft was not only on course and 
that we did not stray out of the corridor – the Russians took exception to that, but also to be 
precisely on time over the Eureka beacon at Fronhau, the focal point of entrance to Berlin situated 
12 miles north of Gatow. The maximum latitude for arrival was 30 seconds either way. To maintain 
the intervals which separated individual aircraft within each corridor, navigators were often forced 
to fix position every three minutes. Despite these strict procedures, the unexpected could still 
occur… 
I remember one night sortie where we entered cloud at 400 feet on leaving Lübeck and did not 
break out of the muck until passing through the same altitude on descent into Gatow, an hour and 
a half later…. Piet had picked up the beacon a good way out on the "Rebecca” set and at the 20-
mile checkpoint I called up Gatow who instructed us as to the height we were to arrive. The route 
took us right over an aerodrome outside the city; used by the Russians, it housed a few transports, 
light bombers, and spotter aircraft but I noticed little sign of life and I was sure that everyone down 
there would be spending that particular night much like countless others around the world. “Over 
Fronhau”, I called on the radio almost dead-on time and the response came immediately, “Turn 90 
degrees starboard for identification.” I had begun my turn when the voice came back, “I have you 
identified, resume course and change frequency for let-down.” I never ceased to be amazed at the 
speed at which the controller was able to identify us on his little radar screen.  
Thank goodness we flew into Gatow and not the main airport at Templehof like the Yanks did. We 
had the luxury of 200-foot ceilings and ¼ mile visibility unlike Tempelhof’s 400-foot ceiling and 1 
mile visibility limitations due to buildings and other structures. I was passed landing instructions by 
the airfield controller, a couple of minutes ahead of us was the lead Dakota, visible by his 
formation and landing lights and as we settled down into our approach pattern for landing, I began 
to feel his slipstream. Immediately after touch-down I saw another Dakota on the ground turning 
onto the runway for take-off and as my tail wheel came down and I began slowing down to turn off 
the runway, it cleared the ground. I glanced at the clock on the instrument panel – it was just after 
midnight. “By the book, Captain.” said Piet, “Yup, strictly routine stuff – nothing special about this 
one!” I replied, “Go grab us all a coffee and a bite from the NAAFI hut once we’ve stopped and the 
Gerries are off-loading.” 
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We had hardly stopped taxying onto the hard stand when, illuminated in the floodlights, an old 
former Wehrmacht lorry began reversing up to the side of the Dakota. Out jumped an elderly man, 
thin, haggard, and unshaven, wearing a grubby and well-worn army greatcoat as protection 
against the cold. One of the German crew leaders, I knew him as Hans, though whether that was 
actually his real name I never knew. On the back of the lorry were six similarly looking men, the 
labourers who formed his crew. They worked long, weary, and hard hours for a few Deutschmarks 
and a hot meal. Looking around I saw about ten other aircraft being off-loaded or loaded – this 
went on right around the clock. We had about fifteen minutes before we were due to taxi out again 
– barely enough time to do much… “Guten morgen, herr Kapitan.” he said, “Good morning, Hans.” 
I replied, offering him a cigarette “Danke, herr Kapitan. Es ist kalt heute morgen.” “A special 
delivery this cold morning, Hans.” “Ja?” He asked “Haven’t done one of these loads before – bags 
of flour yes, more times that I can count; but this time bags of raisins and tins of honey too.”  
His English was very poor, then again, my German was no better, but there was a younger man in 
his crew who could translate for him. Tears ran down his cheek and he hugged me, saying 
“Danke, danke, danke,” and a string of other words I could not understand. I looked at the man 
who explained in halting English that the older man and his wife looked after their two 
grandchildren, their father having been killed on the Russian Front and their mother during an 
Allied bombing raid on the city towards the end of the war. They lived in a partially bombed out 
building close by to a baker who in about two hours’ time would receive part of this load. He and 
his staff would be working until sunrise baking special pastries for the children of the 
neighborhood. 
Now I understood. Ours might have been only one of several similar deliveries made that night and 
for the citizens of West Berlin, one Dakota load would have made little difference. But for the 
children of a section of that battered city, it made all the difference in the world.  
“Frohe Weihnachten, herr Kapitan”, he said  
“And a Merry Christmas to you too, Hans.” I replied. 
(From SAAF Museum “Stringbag” Edition Vol 2 No. 4, with permission) 

 


