EXTRACT FORTUNATE FEW 

A ragged miscellany of young men clamber down from the Manchester train, into a gentle drizzle. Each man carries a suitcase, a few made of leather with careful black initials, but most of cardboard, fraying at the corners, with nothing but a brown luggage label attached. All, even if they have flown before on Tiger Moths, are fired up with the thought of flying one of the latest jets, like those they’d seen at the cinema. Many of them are clutching their “call-up papers”, which few have read carefully to the end, to the last sentence reading, “You will be collected at Warrington rail station.” They wonder how they will get to Padgate RAF station. 

A bellowing corporal in RAF uniform soon puts them to rights, shepherding them out to canvas-covered lorries, which they are soon to call “gharries.” He carefully counts twenty-four men into each and secures tailgates behind them before joining the driver in the front vehicle. They leave behind some ten or twelve disconsolate rejects; “Back for you lot soon!” yells the corporal.

Rumbling through the dismal streets, many of the newcomers feel they have arrived in a foreign country. Yet for others the little town is not so different from home. Two or three lads from nearby villages are waiting at the RAF gates, having arrived on local buses and been refused entry by the guards.  The corporal leans out to them, “Hang on here, we’ll collect you when we come back for the leftovers at the station.”

The youngest boy is barely eighteen, the oldest perhaps twenty-four. Younger men, who are in the great majority, have just left school or perhaps a dead end job. Their accents range from Yorkshire to Cockney, from Scots to Welsh, from East Anglian to West Country. Many are missing their mothers for the first time, or even their sisters, a cold grip on their hearts never before experienced, alleviated only by the exciting prospect of flying. Older, more suave  and sophisticated men, some with PhDs -  often the ones carrying the leather cases -  speak with rounded vowels and perhaps the merest touch of their original Bristolian or even Liverpuddlian.

The chatter on the train had been something of a relief, with some Welshmen coming to realise how close the rhythm of Geordie sounds, and arguments raging between Londoners about the relative merits of Arsenal and Spurs, QPR and Fulham. But the chatter is now replaced by silence as impending unknown horrors begin to fuel imaginations. Recently formed and short-lived friendships are lost in the jumble of new bodies. The men are hurled against each other as the lorries whip round corners on a familiar route. There are few vehicles on the streets, even fewer than in the London suburbs many of the recruits come from.

The five gharries pull in through iron gates flanked by guardhouses and grind to a halt on a vast open parade ground. It is bitterly cold and the drizzle is beginning to settle on coat sleeves. Everyone looks out to see aeroplanes; there are none. “Out, out!” bellows the corporal, now joined by four other similarly built bruisers, again in spotlessly clean uniforms with berets at precisely similar angles. They have just been unpacked from special RAF display cases, mutters one daring and more articulate newcomer.

“Form three ranks for each gharry; tallest on the left, shortest on the right!” shouts the senior man. What does that mean? They look at one another for encouragement and a few of the older conscripts stand in threes and encourage others to follow suit. These men have served in the ATC, University Air Squadrons or Combined Cadet force units at school. They are immediately appointed leaders in the minds of the more naïve schoolboys. Gradually the four groups settle into some sort of order. “Come on, come on, you dozy lot, get on with it and straighten up those lines!” The older men raise their left arms to the horizontal  to show the rest how to line up and space themselves. This maneuver shows how unequal in length the lines are, and how their heights wander like the South Downs, resulting in fearful reshuffling to meet both requirements.  Finally the corporal is vaguely satisfied.

“Now, open yer ears, all on yer. Group One,” he says, indicating the left-hand group, “will report to Corporal Wallwork here,” with a friendly pat on his colleague’s shoulder, “and will be billeted in Hut Twelve. Over to you Wallwork.” Curious name, the southern half of the conscripts think, while others now feel even more at home. The huts are wooden, no trace of paint, darkly forbidding.

