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Author’s Foreword

T his book of three individual stories, follows my previous book  
‘Flight into Darkness’, which marked something of a departure in that,  
for the first time,  I wrote of my experiences as a fighter pilot during the 

Second World War in fictional and somewhat more dramatic terms.  I adopted this 
method, believing it to be the best means of more truly reflecting the excitement and 
horrors of the times and in order to get away from the more pedestrian descriptions 
of aerial combat and the parade of statistics and aircraft performances.  In short,  
I wanted instead to dwell more on the effect on those many young people, men 
and women, who were caught up in the exuberance and thrills of battle but also  
encountered the many stressful and heart-rending aspects of war.

As in my previous book, the stories here describe many incidents and events I myself  
experienced or of which I had first hand knowledge.  However, in order to broaden 
the scope of my tales, they also involve the activities and recollections of some close 
colleagues and friends with whom I flew or served.  On all occasions, although the 
stories may, and indeed should be regarded as fiction, all the situations described 
are based broadly on actual events and many of the places mentioned are authentic,  
particularly some airfields which are readily identifiable today and remain in use as I write.

Similarly, names will arise from time to time which are those of former friends and 
colleagues.  Should they perchance be recognised even now by distant relatives and 
perhaps others, despite their aliases - and the passing of more than 50 years is a long 
time now by any measure - I hope and trust that I will be seen to have dealt with them 
fairly and without malice.

Finally, these stories are, I believe, a true reflection of how events appeared to a 
young man flying a fighter aircraft in times of war, and later.  Many of the situations 
described are exactly as I remember them.  Moreover, the memory of some of the 
splendid young people with whom I became associated, although their names have 
been changed, will remain with me for ever.  And, though perhaps difficult to under-
stand now, it was painful at times for me even to write about them.

Tom Neil
Suffolk, July, 2008
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Questions of Guilt

 The business of going into battle, whether in a bomber or a fighter aircraft, 
inevitably resulted in stress, both physical and mental. So much so, that the effects 
of combat during the Second World War very often remained in the memory of those 
who took part for years; for some, for the rest of their lives. The wounds, injuries 
and burns were the more obvious reminders of desperate times, but the effect of 
battle on minds, although less obvious, was sometimes more deeply felt.
 The Royal Air Force and the German Luftwaffe, although experiencing the 
same problems relating to stress and morale, tended to deal with them differently. 
It was the German practice to keep their aircrew in the same units for lengthy 
periods but move their squadrons to and from zones of varying combat intensity, 
thus affording them at least some respite. The RAF instituted a system of ‘tours of 
duty’ in both Bomber and Fighter Command, each tour involving about 250 hours 
of combat flying.
 In Fighter Command this resulted in a pilot serving in an active fighter squadron 
for about nine to twelve months. This assumed he was not shot down or severely 
damaged in the meantime.  He was then posted away to some less taxing job, either 
as an instructor in an Operational Training Unit or to some minor staff appointment. 
In Bomber Command, an operational tour usually involved 30 sorties over enemy 
territory, followed by a six-month period of rest. Very few aircrew members in either 
Fighter or Bomber Command completed more than two tours of duty, although there 
were some notable exceptions.
 In order to alleviate the stress of combat, aircrew were granted an annual leave 
entitlement of 61 days. They were encouraged to take up other pursuits away from 
flying, although war conditions generally often made this difficult. ‘Questions of 
Guilt’ is the story of a successful young officer who, for reasons of his own and 
the whim of a senior officer, remained on operational flying duty for far too long, 
with sad consequences for him and for many around him. Although based on fact, 
this story and the characters portrayed are imaginary. However, the names of the 
airfields involved and some of the personalities described are real enough.
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CHAPTER ONE

Until that fateful morning of Wednesday, 7th January, 1942, Flight Lieutenant 
Marcus Wyndham Rayne had always regarded himself as normal, rational, 
and undemonstrative, even in circumstances amounting to crisis. However, 

if pressed, he would have admitted - albeit reluctantly - to being a trifle unrestrained 
when confronted with what he considered to be inhumanity or official stupidity.
 Few, however, regarded him as normal in the sense that he was ordinary. To his 
doting parents in far-away England he was the greatest of heroes, whose survival they 
prayed for every day. To many of his contemporaries and colleagues he was a young 
man to be honoured and admired. After all, which other RAF fighter pilot, not yet 
22 years of age, had already been awarded three Distinguished Flying Crosses,  had 
fought with notable success throughout the Battles of France and Britain and later 
in Malta, been credited with close on 20 victories in aerial combat, and had been 
obliged to bale out twice and crash-land his crippled fighter on three other dire 
and memorable occasions? Clearly, here was a young man of merit who had been 
granted a charmed existence, having taken part in some of the most intensive air 
battles of all time. Here, indeed, was a person for whom the future held consider-
able promise.
 Privately, however, Marcus Rayne’s mind had increasingly harboured 
doubts about his ability to survive or even to continue. In short, how long 
his morale and luck was likely to last.  In particular, he had hated the A.O.C 
Malta’s most recent instruction, requiring his squadron to seek out enemy 
aircraft supporting the Axis armies in North Africa, by flying endlessly at low 
level over the waters of the Mediterranean in inadequate and poorly maintained  
Hurricane fighters equipped with unjettisonable long-range fuel tanks.
 His log-book would reveal that he had flown operationally for four months in 
France, during the so-called ‘phoney war’ of 1939/40, 141 times during the 16 weeks 
of  the Battle of Britain in England, 50 or more over France and Belgium in the 
bitter winter of 1940/41, and a further 102 sorties fighting in the defence of Malta.
 Finally, having quite recently survived - miraculously - five engine failures in eight 
weeks over Malta’s inhospitable rocky terrain, he had quietly rejoiced when it had 
very recently been announced that his tour of duty had finally come to an end.
 In the silence and solitude of his monk’s-cell bedroom in Torre Combo, the 
ancient building accommodating the officers’ mess and sleeping quarters at RAF 
Ta Kali in Malta, after hearing the news, young Rayne had flopped onto his bed, 
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closed his eyes, and breathed an audible prayer of thanks to the Almighty for the 
respite. Where their ‘Airships’ were likely to send him now he didn’t know, nor did 
he very much care. The important thing was to relax and rest; above all for there to 
be a end to the feverish take-offs, the straining climbs, and the tensions of combat. 
Yes, lots and lots of glorious rest. Because, after more than two years of constant, 
mind-bending effort, he was exhausted. Physically and mentally spent. Too tired to 
go on. Thank God!

He awoke in an instant, which was unusual for him, his mind racing. It was dark 
and silent, too dark for him to consult the luminous hands of the RAF’s two-guinea 
watch still on his wrist. Even so, he sensed the approach of dawn. Burton, his 
bedroom companion, would have already left. He glanced across the room through 
his draped mosquito net but could see nothing.
 For a time he lay on his back, listening. Waiting. Staring up into the blackness 
of the ceiling, his head tilted, his mouth open, to catch even the slightest sound. 
But, nothing. Deafening silence. And stillness. Unusually, however, he felt strangely 
aware. That sixth sense he knew he possessed more than almost anyone else he had 
ever known. The awareness of an enemy’s presence. Almost like an odour, a smell, 
a prickling of the skin.
 He sat up quickly. Yes, this was the morning they would come. He knew it! 
Sensed it with his whole being. They would come - attack! - as soon as the light was 
sufficient. In fact, they would already be on their way.  Impulsively thrusting aside 
his mosquito net, he stepped out onto the cold flagstones of his room and walked 
quickly in bare feet to the open window space.
 The shutters pushed back, he looked down onto the dim, dark square of the 
courtyard beneath. Nothing. No movement. No sound. Then, turning, he reached 
for a towel, hitched it around his naked middle, then walked by instinct through 
the bedroom door into the open and to the elevated walled passage that led to the 
mess and ante-room. Outside, the night was damp and cool. He shivered, looking 
towards the north and into the darkness. Behind him the first glimpses of dawn 
lightened the eastern sky.
 Yes, from the north was the way they would come, directly south from 
Sicily. Any moment now. He strained his eyes and senses. Shivered massively 
once again. And waited. Then, in moments, as though at the flick of a switch, 
it all started.
 First, and to his distant left, the cough, splutter and roar of a Merlin engine 
starting up. Then, another, after which three more, as a group of Hurricane fighters 
came to life. In his mind’s eye he could see the clouds of dust rising in the wake of 
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their fast revving airscrews as they began to move off, turn, then taxy quickly to the 
point of take-off. He was right. They were off! The alarm had been sounded!
 Simultaneously and out of the northern darkness, came the hum of many ap-
proaching aircraft. A crescendo of noise followed by a mass of swift-moving black 
dots, all in a gentle dive. After which, lines of glistening beads as the guns of the 
attacking force sent their lancing, lethal streams towards the ground, tracer that 
streaked and curved then bounced as the bullets and cannon shells struck or rico-
cheted into oblivion.
 The dark shapes, larger now . . . 20? . . . 30? . . . many of them anyway, racing 
overhead, the clamour of their engines a shrill, deafening scream. 
 As they streaked away, the defending guns responded: the rapid ‘tonk-tonk-
tonk’ of the two 40 mm Bofors guns in their emplacements just beyond the airfield 
boundary, and the coarse, tearing chatter of several machine guns and 20mm 
cannons. In desperate curving lines, the glistening balls and tracer rose - oh, so 
slowly! - in pursuit of the enemy, now racing eastwards down the island and out 
towards safety.  Finally, and little more than a defiant gesture, the roar of five . . . six 
 . . . seven Hurricanes as they clawed their way into the air in fruitless pursuit of an 
enemy now rapidly disappearing into the greying darkness.
 As the noise died away and lines of tracer continued to rise silently into the sky 
some miles away to the east, Marcus Rayne was suddenly aware of the cold. He 
turned wearily away with a shiver, and sighed. As per usual. Too little and too late! 
Much too late! God! What a way to fight a war!

Twenty minutes later, and fully dressed, Rayne walked the half-mile to the airfield 
he knew so well - the undulating square of impacted yellow earth, sparse brown 
grass and dust, from which he had flown for more than seven months. 
 Several of the Hurricanes he had earlier seen taking off in the half-light, 
were in the circuit preparing to land. He stopped to watch them briefly before 
walking towards three other fighters parked with their ‘chore-horses’ and starter 
batteries set well apart in the distance, and the single, low, oblong building 
built of ochre-coloured sandstone that was the dispersal hut, squadron office 
and crew room. There were still obvious signs of confusion. An ambulance 
and fire-tender were still in attendance and figures were moving about in haste, 
gesticulating and conversing. 
 He was some 50 yards away when a figure he recognised as his replacement, 
Flight Lieutenant John Davenport, came into view. Turning, the man saw him 
before coming in his direction. Even from a distance Rayne saw excitement and 
concern on his face. As they drew near, Davenport shouted, “Come back to give 
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us a hand? What a bloody business!” Then when they had fallen into step. “Is this 
what normally happens around here?”
 “Every day of every week,” Rayne lied with a grim smile. Then, “How badly 
were you hit? I saw it all from the mess.”
 “Strangely, very little.” Davenport was pointing. “One Hurricane damaged su-
perficially and three airmen hit by spent bullets.” His voice still tense, he went on. 
“I’m not even sure they were going for us as only some of them fired. I think they 
were aiming for Luqa and perhaps became confused in the dark. Gave us a hell of 
a fright, though. I was sitting in my cockpit when they arrived and really thought my 
number was up.”
 “Did you see who, or what, they were?”
 Davenport nodded. “There were two groups. The first, Macchi 202s - Eyeties, 
about ten of them. The second, the escort presumably, a dozen or so Hun 109s. 
And not just the old ‘Es’ but the new ‘Fs’, with their ruddy great painted noses.’
 Having reached the dispersal hut they stopped and Davenport was pointing 
again. “The Bofors boys over there say they hit one of the Macchis, which seemed 
to come down somewhere between here and Luqa. Luqa confirms this though they 
say they haven’t been out to see it yet. They lost two Blenheims, by the way, which 
kept them pretty busy.” He turned. “You can still see smoke from them rising in the 
distance even now.”
 Rayne stared towards the eastern horizon, only mildly interested. Suddenly he 
felt tired and utterly superfluous. This wasn’t his fight any longer; he was going 
home - he hoped. It was now Davenport’s show; he didn’t want to get involved. He 
ought to get away.
 On impulse he asked: “You wouldn’t lend me the squadron buggy, would you? 
I’d like to find that Macchi and see what’s what. Perhaps Terence Burton could 
come with me and bring the car back - if he’s free, that is.”
 “If he’s free!” Davenport’s frustration was obvious. “Half the ruddy squadron’s 
free; we’ve only got five serviceable aircraft left.” He turned away, muttering. “Malta! 
What a hell-hole to come to.” 
 
Rayne walked towards the ancient ochre-camouflaged Austin 16, which was the 
squadron vehicle used by whichever senior officer was on duty. He was hailed by 
Flying Officer Terence Burton, for the last seven months one of the senior mem-
bers of his former flight and Rayne’s roommate.
 Burton, a few years older than himself, was a quiet, resourceful Rhodesian. As 
short-service commissioned officers since 1938, they had both joined the squadron 
in England at about the same time in late ‘39 and knew each other intimately. In the 
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air he was reliable rather than flamboyantly successful, having less than five shared 
victories to his credit in more than two years of fairly intensive combat. Rayne 
had flown with him a hundred times and knew him to be utterly dependable. An 
uncomplicated man but not a natural leader, Burton was, even so, an asset to any 
squadron.
 As they neared the car Rayne said, “You drive. It’s your car now. I’m just a 
guest.” Then: “D’you know where to go?”
 Burton shook his head. “Haven’t a clue, except that they said the Macchi came 
down somewhere between here and Luqa.” He turned the car into a minor lane 
and sped away.  “I suggest we drive in the general direction of Luqa and keep an 
eye open for a small crowd of Malts and a few whisps of smoke. Which’ll probably 
be all there’ll be to see.”
 Rayne nodded and, saying nothing, scanned the rocky path ahead and the pass-
ing tiny stone-walled fields. 
 They had barely driven two miles when Rayne perked up and pointed.  “There! 
Over there on the right. As you said, a crowd of Malts and smoke.” Then, as the car 
was obliged to slow to a crawl, “We’ll have to get out here and walk.”
 Parking their car in a slight widening of the narrow lane, they clambered over 
an adjacent stone wall and plodded across a field of furrowed grey dust barely fifty 
paces wide. Then another stone wall and a further tiny field, after which, to their 
left, a huddle of dust-stained chattering locals and a rising haze of blue smoke.
 Immediately, Rayne detected the noisome odour of fuel, burning rubber and 
aircraft paint. It was a poignant reminder of an earlier occasion when his own air-
craft had been set on fire in the air, compelling him to bale out in haste.
 The grey, dust-caked crowd, observing their uniforms, parted obsequiously to 
let them through. Rayne saw that they were mainly farm workers - women mostly 
- and road labourers, all with leathery brown parchment faces and arms. They were 
clad in the ubiquitous Maltese country garb of sweat-stained flannel shirts, shapeless 
pantaloons and skirts. The proletarian wide flat cap was much in evidence and there 
were many bare feet. And all around were wandering animals, a few skinny pi-dogs, 
and a clutch of bleating Bethlehem sheep with trailing, milk-heavy udders - referred 
to by Rayne and others at Ta Kali as either ‘Geep’ or ‘Shoats’, because of their 
similarity to the all too numerous Middle Eastern goat.
 Halting in front of the crowd, Rayne saw that the Macchi had struck the ground 
at a fairly sharp angle, so that the shattered debris was spread over an area of less 
than 30 yards.
 There was only a small crater - the island of Malta was almost entirely sandstone 
and rock - and much of what had been in the crater itself had burnt away. The tail 
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of the Italian aircraft was almost whole and lay to one side, as though lonely and 
unbelieving of what had just occurred, and there were unidentifiable twisted pieces 
of the aircraft everywhere.
 The pilot, too, had been pulverized except for a few recognisable remains - 
several yellow snakes of the man’s intestines and one hand, pathetically spread 
out, with all five fingers intact, everything obscenely visible. And all around was the 
stench of fuel. And of burning. And of death.   For some moments both Burton 
and Rayne surveyed the scene in silence, their noses wrinkled in distaste.   Burton 
said quietly, “Poor sod! Someone’s darling son.”  Then, turning. “Still, that’s what 
we look like when we go in!” 
 Rayne making no response, Burton glanced in his direction to see a look of 
burning intensity on his companion’s face.   Continuing to stare, Rayne said tightly 
and in a low voice, “Watch that character over there! The one bending down! 
Picking something up!”
 Burton eye’s followed his gaze. A burly man in his mid 20s had just retrieved 
something from the side of the crater and was carrying it to a point where he could 
sit on his haunches and examine his trophy, like a monkey with a nut. To Burton’s 
frowning horror, he saw it was the dead pilot’s hand. Then, after glancing hastily 
round, the man drew out a knife and began to chop away at one of the fingers.
 Immediately, Burton heard Rayne utter a cry and saw him launch himself in the 
man’s direction, grab the fellow by the neck and throat and lift him bodily into the 
air, screaming abuse. Instantly, the severed hand and knife, released in the fury of 
the assault, flew into the air and fell among the ashes.
 Everyone, including Burton, stunned momentarily by the suddenness and violence 
of Rayne’s attack, was transfixed and silent. Then Burton took several swift paces 
forward, pinioned Rayne’s arms as they were lifting again to beat the man into the 
ground. Rayne’s face was contorted with rage, his eyes wild as he struggled to free 
himself. He almost screeched. “The bastard! The scum! He was trying to cut the ring 
from that man’s finger. Did you see him? Did you? The bastard! I’ll kill him!”
 His victim, meanwhile, overbalancing, fell on his back and stared wildly up in 
Rayne’s direction, terror on his face. Then, perceiving that Burton was preventing 
a further attack, he looked around before grinning sheepishly and shrugging his 
shoulders in the familiar Latin manner.
 “For God’s sake control yourself, Marco!” Burton’s voice was a harsh whisper, 
his powerful grip on Rayne not slackening. “He’s not worth it. Come on, lighten up. 
It’s all over. Alright?” 
 Feeling Rayne’s body hesitate, then slacken. Burton released him slowly and 
there was a brief period of several seconds, during which the whole crowd, Rayne 
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and Burton included, sank back into a state of quiet, heavy-breathing sanity. Mean-
while, the man with the knife rose and melted into the crowd.
  There followed a sudden parting of the onlookers as a small group in RAF khaki 
and blue, headed by a sergeant then an officer, walked into view. Rayne, still seething 
but now completely under control, noted their arrival before inviting them forward 
with a jerk of his head. The officer in the new party explained breathlessly, “We’re 
from Luqa. I’m the doctoring man. Our ambulance and fire tender are just back 
there.” Then, looking from face to face, “Have we just interrupted something?”
 Rayne responded tersely, “Not really. I just had to prevent that Maltese oik from 
mutilating that Eytie corpse. All over now though.” He nodded towards the crater. 
“The pilot’s still in it, although there’s not much of him left to pick up.” With 
Burton, he began to move away. “We’re from Ta Kali incidentally. But it’s all yours 
now.” He gave the ghost of a smile, “Okay?”
 They had driven back in silence more than halfway to Ta Kali when Rayne 
stretched out a hand and patted Burton’s knee. “Thanks for intervening back there.” 
Then, with a touch of emotion, “When that character began to hack the ring off that 
bloke’s finger, something snapped. I just wanted to kill him. With my bare hands I 
wanted to kill him!” He shook his head, then exhaled deeply. “Strange really. I’ve 
seldom felt like that before.”
 Burton gave him a glance and raised his eyebrows. “It certainly showed in your 
face, old sport. For a moment I wondered who you were.” Then, after a pause, 
“The Malts can be excused, you know. They’re not a warrior race and it’s not really 
their war. They’ve been bombed and shot at for more than two years now and the 
ordinary chaps working in the fields are as poor as church mice. Why shouldn’t 
they pinch the rings off those who have been knocking hell out of them from dawn 
to dusk and whose bits will just be dug into the ground anyway?”
 Rayne, not agreeing, curled a lip but remained silent. 
 When they had reached the Ta Kali officers’ mess, Rayne dismounted and 
Burton drove off to return to his squadron. Rayne glanced at his watch. Just after 10 
am - he felt already as though he’d been up all day. In the distance, came the sound 
of Hurricanes taking off again. He thought with a trace of nostalgia and bitterness, 
“never ending, all day, every day”. He was tired of the sight and sound of aircraft 
- particularly Hurricanes!  He turned and wearily climbed the stone steps that led 
to the walled passage and his silent bedroom. Nothing to do, he would get in a few 
hours kip before something else cropped up. He’d miss his lunch, of course, but, 
what the heck?
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He was wakened from a light and troubled sleep by a voice shouting his name.
 “Flight Lieutenant Rayne, sir! Flight Lieutenant! Are you there? Telephone! Sir? 
Can you hear me?”
 Rayne, his mind still foggy, roused himself, climbed out of bed, and walking to 
the open window space, looked down into the courtyard. The Maltese telephone 
receptionist, a small man in khaki drill, was shouting up at him. Rayne had always 
quite liked the little chap -  small and dark with a thin moustache, shorts always 
immaculately pressed and his English perfect but heavily accented.
 “Air Headquarters, sir!” He was still shouting up in Rayne’s direction. “They want 
you to telephone quickly. I think you are to go home, sir. It is very important”.
 Rayne immediately came awake. Home! The magic word. But how and when? 
It looked as though he would soon know.
   
The terse voice the other end of the telephone was brief and to the point. “Can you 
get yourself down to the Sliema dock area by five o’clock? - which gives you about 
two hours. With all your kit, of course.”
 Rayne responded briefly, “If I’m going home, I could be at the South Pole by 
five o’clock.  I’m going by sea, I take it? Which way?”
 “Eastwards, unfortunately. To Egypt initially. There are four of you, two from 
Ta Kali, two from Hal Far. I’m sending transport up for you within the hour, so 
you’ll have to look slippy. One of my chaps will brief you on the dockside. Okay? 
But, don’t get too worked up about getting home. Things being what they are, you 
may not even get as far as the Middle East.  Best of British, though.”
 Rayne took a deep breath and smiled grimly. Such comforting optimism.

Rayne stood alone beside the rail of his ship and surveyed the scene through slitted, 
streaming eyes. It was about noon the following day.
 They had slipped out of Valletta harbour at around 5.50 pm on Wednesday, 7th 
January, and had been sailing for some 18 hours now and were well clear of Malta 
and on course for the Middle East. The weather, unlike the generally supposed 
notion of the Mediterranean scene, was most unpleasant. It was dull with occasional 
curtains of fine rain. There was complete cloud cover at around 2,000 feet, and the 
sea in every direction was a glistening, heaving expanse of molten lead.
 The S.S. Canberra Star, of about 5,000 tons, was one of four frozen-meat vessels 
which normally traded between New Zealand, Australia and England. At present the 
four were in a line-ahead formation, the Canberra Star being third in the group.
 Rayne had gathered from the Captain, who had joined them for dinner the 
previous evening, that they would be sailing at about 14 knots. This speed, accidents 
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barred and the enemy permitting, would enable them to reach Port Said and the 
Suez Canal in a little under three days. 
 It had also been hinted rather sombrely that this particular trip was a ‘death or 
glory’ break-out. Besieged Malta was desperate for food - of that Rayne was well 
aware.  It was vital, therefore, that this small convoy reached the Middle East in 
order that the ships should return, suitably provisioned.
 Nothing much had happened thus far, but they would shortly be in ‘bomb alley’- 
the area south of Crete which, since the previous May, had been in the hands of the 
Germans. There they could certainly expect some action. Some very nasty action, 
too, it was thought.
 The Royal Navy - the ‘Grey Funnel Line’ - were clearly expecting the worst. 
Slightly to the rear of the Canberra Star and about 400 yards to port, the light cruiser, 
H.M.S. Dido, sailed along serenely. Its sharp prow dipped and rose gracefully in 
slow motion, creating a most impressive creaming bow wave. Its main armament, 6 
dual-purpose 5.75 inch guns, raised to maximum elevation, appeared to be pointing 
straight up, presenting an unlikely, almost comical picture.
 The Dido, Rayne knew all too well. As part of Force ‘K’ based in Malta, it spent 
most of its time on secret, violent enterprises somewhere in the Med. These neces-
sitated the RAF to ‘find it’ now and then. And on almost every such occasion when 
Rayne had been involved, the Dido (and others) had shot at him unhesitatingly.
 No, the Navy certainly didn’t like aircraft, friend or foe. Moreover, if they hit the 
wrong chaps, they were never in the least apologetic or penitent.
 There were also seven other ships forming the escort, all lean, low-in-the-water 
destroyers. Like the Dido, as they were all normally Malta-based, Rayne knew most 
of them by name, although their identities didn’t interest him that much at that 
particular moment. One was about 1,000 yards ahead of the leading merchantman, 
another away to the rear, at about the same distance. Two each were on either flank 
on parallel headings and the seventh appeared to have a wandering brief, requir-
ing it to rush about now and then in most impressive, leaning surges, white foam 
streaming from its bows. In all, a convoy of twelve vessels.  All radiating awareness 
and concern.

Rayne was eating his midday meal when the ‘Action Stations’ siren began sounding 
its strident message. Leaving his lunch unfinished, he rushed up on deck just as a 
series of violent and deafening cracks from the Dido’s dual purpose guns heralded 
the sighting of some unidentified aircraft.
 Within moments, he recognised a German Junkers 88 bomber at less than 2,000 
feet and at about two miles range, turning to avoid a clutch of ack-ack shell-bursts, 

questionsbook.indd   22 11/11/2008   23:59:19



23

even then some distance behind the aircraft. Rayne grimaced in frustration; the 
gunners were clearly not allowing sufficient deflection when sighting their weapons 
so that the intruding aircraft ran little risk of being hit.
 For several minutes, the German ‘plane flew parallel to the convoy before turn-
ing away in a leisurely fashion, apparently unscathed. And all the time, the guns 
continued their ear-splitting barrage, scattering dark puffs of smoke into the heavens 
seemingly at random, long after the 88 was a mere dot on the horizon.
 Rayne sighed in exasperation. A reconnaissance ‘plane obviously. Now they had 
been discovered and the convoy’s speed and track noted, the fun was bound to 
follow. All they had to do was wait. 
 The period of waiting was all too short. At about 3.30 pm, when Rayne was 
resting in his cabin, he again heard the ‘Action Stations’ alarm and went racing up 
to the main deck.
 The guns were already in full voice. He saw another Ju 88 bearing down on 
them, running the full length of the main line of ships. Then, as he watched, four 
bombs detached themselves from its fuselage and curved in his direction.
 Fascinated, he followed them down with his gaze, sensing rather than believing 
they would miss his ship. Which they did - but not by much! The noise of the guns 
and cannons on the Canberra Star and escorts drowned the thunderous reports of 
the bombs exploding, sending up towering plumes of water barely 50 yards away, 
causing Rayne to duck instinctively.
 The Hun aircraft, as if disdainful of the curving streamers of shot and shell, then 
continued along the entire length of the convoy before turning off to the right and 
drifting into the distance. And all the time, the barrage continued until, by degrees, 
it petered out as though exhausted by its efforts and ineptitude. There were no 
more attacks that day.

At the Captain’s table that night, several seats were ominously vacant, some senior 
members of the crew, clearly believing that the enemy’s activities signalled a pe-
riod of extreme drama to come. The Air Force contingent of four, however, were 
inconsiderately light-hearted, hinting that their seamen companions were overly 
pessimistic. None of the bombs had thus far caused any damage, they pointed out, 
in spite of the defending gunners’ total and obvious incompetence. So, with more 
effective shooting, who knew? - the enemy might yet be repulsed.
 The Captain, a small wizened man in his 50s, was in no mood for levity, however, 
still less for any well-meaning advice on the simple rules of deflection shooting. 
With a sour face, he rose unexpectedly from the table, clearly stung by their caustic 
remarks. Blotted his lips with his napkin, he then departed with a final riposte that 
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if the Air Force felt they could any better, they might like to man to the two gun 
positions on the bridge when the next attack threatened.
 The subject - and threat - was further discussed at length and with some amusement 
before Rayne and his three Air Force companions, having nothing better to do, retired 
for the night - the ship was a cargo vessel and did not cater for passengers, still less for 
their amusement. Later, having committed himself to the rock-hard bunk in his tiny, 
claustrophobic cabin and being unable to read as the ship heaved, rolled and creaked 
its way towards Egypt, Rayne, uttered a silent prayer that any nocturnal torpedo might 
keep its distance. Finally, shuddering at the thought of himself floundering in a black, 
cold sea, clad only in his pyjamas, he extinguished his light and tried to sleep.

The following morning the weather was marginally better although there was still a 
sullen and continuous cloud base at around 3,000 feet. The dozen ships ploughed 
ahead, maintaining their original positions, seemingly unconcerned. Even so, there 
remained a constant and obvious air of tension and suspense.
 Rayne, his hands in his pockets and bracing himself against a constant chilling 
wind, paced around the deck for an hour, his head bowed, his mind unfocused, 
before going below for his midday meal. His worst fears had not been realised as 
they must now be somewhere south of Crete. He had expected the enemy to have 
launched some major attack before now. Greatly surprised, he wondered why.
 He was lying on his bed, reading, when at about 3 pm, there came a series of 
violent thumps on his door and a voice strident with urgency.
 “Captain’s compliments - please come to the bridge at once!”
 Out in the passageway in moments, Rayne collided violently with one of his 
three RAF companions and together they raced aloft, to be met half-way by an 
officer he recognised as the first mate. The man, wild eyed, shouted briefly, “Up 
here!” and led them, at the double, up several steel-edged stairways towards one 
extremity of the bridge. In the glass-enclosed control centre, Rayne observed the 
Captain in animated conversation and pointing.
 Almost immediately, the cruiser Dido beside them fired a broadside. Its six 
elevated guns vomited smoke and recoiled like snakes with reports of such violent 
intensity that Rayne, unprepared, blinked with the shock of it and visibly jumped. 
God Almighty! Then, more thumps and cracks from far and near as the destroy-
ers joined in with their 4 inch weapons, sending shells screaming overhead. They 
seemed so close that Rayne had to control his immediate impulse to duck. My God! 
What were these lunatics doing and at whom were they firing?
 Meanwhile the ship’s officer was waving Rayne and his companion towards a 
cupola on one end of the bridge. Clambering in with ungainly speed, they found 
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