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Foreword by David Keddie JP, DL 
War not only brings out the worst in us - it also encourages our better qualities. We never really 
know what is in us until tested; sometimes literally to destruction. Such was the Battle of Britain, 
in which R.A.F. Southend helped to defend one of our most crucial sectors. 
 
When I listened to Neville Chamberlain make his historic broadcast at 11am on the 3rd 
September 1939, I was a child of 10; perhaps a little precocious. We had all been expecting the 
worst. I received my own gas mask the previous year, read about Guernica, was warned that ‘the 
bomber would always get through’ and the need to create a refuge room. We had already floored 
out the wet cellar as an air raid shelter and made a pathetic attempt to camouflage the roof, due 
to our proximity to the aerodrome. 
 
After the autumn and winter calm of the Phoney War while Hitler was getting his Forces into 
position, the spring of 1940 brought a dramatic and disastrous change. First the loss of Norway, 
then the Blitzkrieg through the low countries and France, when Hitler made, in less than four 
weeks, conquests that had taken the allies over four long years in the Great War.  
 
We had not been wholly idle locally. There was a new searchlight in the field opposite our 
entrance, with a sand-bag encircled Lewis gun – the workings of which were explained to me. 
Just to our north at Canewdon, I used to cycle around some strange high wooden towers, 
subsequently joined by metal grid-like pylons. No-one had yet told us about Radar. 
 
Our tranquil home was rapidly transformed as Southend Aerodrome became much closer to the 
enemy in flying time. Previously the aerodrome had been occupied by a few enthusiastic amateur 
pilots. There was also an Air Ferry with a 20 minute flight across the Thames to Rochester. 
Suddenly we had become a front-line Fighter Station, the tip of the Hornchurch sword.  
 
Our peace was shattered. Wing Commander Basil Embry, having just escaped from captivity in 
France, descended upon the aerodrome to knock it back into instant shape as a Fighter Station.     
 
This included the requisitioning of our home as the Officer’s Mess. We were given 48 hours to 
get out (fortunately stretched to 7 days) but my parents still regarded Basil Embry as a charming 
gentleman! We moved into our rather basic Lodge, without electricity, which had just been 
vacated by a platoon of the Black Watch, with their Bren carriers parked outside. 
 
The pilots and their back-up quickly moved in. Nissen and wooden army huts with Ablutions were 
built for the support staff, the stable yard was covered with camouflage netting and defences 
quickly emerged nearby. A troop of four 25-pounders was emplaced at Gusted Hall, a mile to the 
west, with their command wires running through our ditches. Anti-glider scaffold tripods 
sprouted in our open field (still there), facing down the road to the aerodrome. We all felt a little 
more secure.     
 



The aerodrome was also getting its act together. It included a flak tower along the Eastwoodbury 
Lane with Bofors, more guns on the airfield, small boxes with rockets trailing wires in the path of 
attacking ‘planes, strategically-placed pillboxes around the perimeter and horseshoe-shaped 
revetments to protect the Spitfires on the ground.  
 
I spent my school holidays at our Lodge, in a cupboard-size bedroom, but loved every moment 
of it. We were guests at The Lawn for their ‘Guests Night’, which were positive feasts, as the Mess 
could fly in from far and wide food beyond our meagre rations. Understandably parties got a bit 
noisy later, when we discreetly departed. Our large dinner gong was used for revolver practice; 
a pilot was placed in the flowerbed without socks and then up-ended to walk over the ceiling, 
and there were the usual Mess high jinks, all of which my parents philosophically tolerated. When 
sitting in the garden of our Lodge, we used to see the dispersal trucks go down to the airfield, full 
of pilots. Sadly they did not all return.  
 
Recently we received a knock on the door from an ex-pilot who had come 12,000 miles from 
Australia to look at his old billet. He immediately identified his old bed place. He had just returned 
from Holland, where his Spitfire had crashed in 1943 and recently been excavated – and he was 
very proud of the souvenir he was given for it. 
 
I was fortunate enough to enjoy my first flight when Squadron Leader Valance, the C.O. took me 
up for a 20-minute flip in an Air Speed Oxford (a general workhorse) and had the exhilaration of 
taking the stick. 
 
Looking back, one began to tolerate the war almost as a way of life. We were never actually 
frightened and certainly not even hungry. I think the war rations were brilliantly done and 
actually we were healthier on the wartime food than today. It also gave me an excuse at Boarding 
School to come home early, where we had been sleeping in the shelter, to an even more 
dangerous area of our home under the blast path of the V-1s and V-2s.  
 
There was little crime, except for the Black Market. Its proceeds were chicken feed to the spoils 
legitimately earned in today’s Financial Markets. Generally we enjoyed a happier social climate, 
because everyone mucked in and helped each other. We also had a better social conscience and 
greater sense of discipline. National Service, which I thoroughly enjoyed, maintained this spirit 
through the 1950s. 
 
Perhaps the heroism and self-sacrifice of the few had helped subconsciously to imbue us with a 
higher moral purpose.   
 
David Keddie 
 




