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“We started our flying at Mont Joli and flew in Fairy Battles. They had been used in the evacuation of 
Dunkirk so were not in the best of shape. Two gunners would go up two at a time. One gunner in the 
turret and one sitting on the floor near the engine cooler. You would get the fumes from the engine and 
would usually come down feeling lousy. One plane would fly along with us towing a 'drough' (drogue) 
which was a canvas affair something like a parachute. We shot so many rounds at it and they would 
count the holes when we landed to see how we had done. Sometimes our own plane would pull the 
drough. We got smart and started pulling it up close behind the plane. We got a much better score this 
way!  

We used to be trucked away up the Coast of the St. Lawrence to a gunnery range for all kinds of gunnery 
training such as machine guns, rifles, pistols, and skeet shooting. These were long cold days as it was 
October and November. There was no place to get warm because everything was outside. We trained 
on aircraft recognition, fighter affiliation, how to unassemble a machine gun and re-assemble it in so 
many seconds blindfolded.  

We would be up at 6:00 a.m., have breakfast, train until noon, have dinner and be back training at 1:00 
p.m. We would break for a physical training class at 5:00 p.m. and have supper at 6:00 p.m. Sometimes 
after supper we would play poker, but we usually studied until about 9:00 p.m. and then went to bed.  

We had airmen from England, Australia, New Zealand, United States and Poland. We finally graduated 
as SGT. Air Gunners. It was a great day when we finally got our Air Gunners Wing and Stripes. It really 
felt worthwhile when your name was called out and you had your wings pinned on by the CO.  

Al Patterson, who had the bunk above me, was held back because he was having trouble with his eyes. 
He sewed my SGT. stripes on my 'Great Coat' for me. When I later became a Warrant Officer and 
removed my stripes, I found a note that he had sewn under them. "Good Luck Robby."- Al. He graduated 
a couple of weeks later and was eventually killed over Germany.  

We were given a month’s embarkation leave after graduation. Another gunner and I decided to fly home 
from Montreal to Winnipeg to give us more time at home. We left Montreal at 11:00 p.m. at night on a 
Trans Canada Airline "Hudson" which was the top airline plane at that time. It carried twelve passengers, 
a pilot and a co-pilot plus a stewardess who also had to be a nurse. The pilot invited us to come up to 
the cockpit and he showed us how everything worked. We felt quite honored. We arrived in Winnipeg at 
7:00 a.m. after stops in North Bay and Fort William. (now Thunder Bay).  

I finished 23rd out of a class of 142 at Mont Joli, so I did not think that was too bad. We had a lot of 
washed out pilots and navigators on our course who were a lot smarter than I was.  

I arrived home in December for my leave, so I managed to get a few hockey games in. I saw quite a lot of 
Della, and I was also home for Christmas so that was nice. When my leave was up, I was sent to Lachine, 
Quebec to wait for a ship. I arrived a few days after the rest of my group and most of them had already 
been shipped out. It meant making all new friends. The ship named "Louis Pasteur" arrived in Halifax 
with a load of German prisoners of war. It was lousy so it had to be fumigated before the return trip. We 
were supposed to go on it, but were changed to the "Il De France." We were all happy as it was a much 
better ship.  
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We left Lachine for Halifax around the 5th of February, 1944, On the train trip down when we were 
going through the Gaspe area, we had bricks thrown through the train windows. It made us wonder if 
we should have been staying home and doing some cleaning up in Canada.  

As soon as we arrived in Halifax, we were marched directly onto the ship. They had taken all the 
furniture off the ship and each room was full of six bunk beds. There were about twenty-five of us in 
each room. The bunks were so close together, you could barely turn over. We were each assigned a job 
to do on the trip over. Some of the gunners volunteered for gunnery helper. This meant they were with 
a navy gunner on the cannon station. These guns protruded out from the deck of the ship and had little 
protection from the wind and spray from the waves.  

We had a very rough trip over, so these guys had it really rough. We were on duty for four hours on and 
four hours off. I was assigned as a guard on the theater door. I don't know if there was a theater or not 
as I never showed up. Nobody came looking for me, so I had a relatively easy trip.  

The mess hall had one long table which had buns and tea on it. We went through in file and had our 
mess tins filled by navy cooks. There was a barrel at the end of the table to but garbage into and quite 
often that is where my meals ended up. Usually I ended up with tea and a bun.  

We were a fairly fast ship, so we had no convoy and we were sailing alone. We had a couple of 
submarine scares, but nothing came of it. It took us nine days to cross and I was really happy when I saw 
Greenwich show up in Scotland. The Bay was too shallow to take the ship right to Port so we were taken 
ashore by barge. We were loaded on a troop train at Glasgow and taken to the south of England, to 
Bournmouth. We saw from one end of the British Isles to the other on the first day. Bournmouth was a 
resort city before the war and had been a beautiful place. All the hotels had been taken over by the air 
force and stripped. All the rooms had steel bunk beds in them. They were still quite comfortable though. 
We did a bit of training there, but it was mostly just waiting to be posted.  

The postings finally came through and I was posted to Honeybome. Honeybome was a flight station and 
they flew Whitleys. These were a four engine plane with just a tail turret, no mid-upper. These planes 
flew very slowly and flew with the nose appearing slanted downward. All types of crew were sent here 
except flight engineers. This is where we crewed up. Most of the gunners knew each other so they 
paired off. I was again the only one from my old course and as a result I did now know anyone.  

Johnny Dench, a pilot and "Boomer" Colins, a gunner, were both officers and they had gotten together. 
Terry Sullivan, a bomb aimer, Neil Rubbery, a navigator and "Shorty" Wright, a wireless operator were 
like me and did not know anyone else on the station. Dench asked us if we wanted to fly with him. We 
all agreed so we had our crew. Boomer wanted the mid-upper turret and that suited me as I wanted the 
tail turret.”  

 


