
Dad was a Hero 

Not simply because he was awarded the Distinguished Flying Medal and the French 
Legion d' Honor but for the way he lived his life. 

Dad had two sisters Beldie and Olive and brother Sandy always known as Young 
Sandy to differentiate him from Dad's Uncle.  

Dad's father, Henry Gray had a disabling stoke in his thirties and the resulting loss of 
income had a devastating financial effect on the family. His mother Isabella had to go 
out to work and Dad left school at 13 to become a farm labourer like his father.   

With the advent of war he was too young to join the RAF so became a member of the 
Local Defence Volunteers until he was 18. 

“It was somehow decided that if the Germans were to land it would most likely be at 
the crossroads known as the Drum of Wartle. It had a small shop at one corner and 
even a garage. Farmer Watson provided a caravan as a blockhouse. There, working 
in pairs, we stopped such traffic as came our way, waving a hurricane lamp after 
dark, and challenging all comers with “Halt who goes there?” Then, “Ach ye ken 
fine its me Charlie” would be the reply.” 

After a few hours basic flying training Dad was posted to the British Flying School in 
Texas. You’ve just heard the “Mucking of Geordies Byre”, well that was how Dad 
spoke then - essentially incomprehensibly.  One weekend he had a leave pass and 
went to Waco and seeing some proper western saloon, swing doors he went in for a 
beer.  

“Suddenly there was a strange commotion. I noticed my fellow guests diving behind 
the bar or hitting the floor. A gang of armed men burst in not just armed men but 
lawmen. Some gesture was obviously called for and I slowly raised my hands towards 
the ceiling They bundled me outside into the Black Maria and shortly thereafter 
delivered me to the town jail”. 

The police delivered him back to the training school the next morning with a stern 
warning about allowing foreigners out.  

Dad became a Pilot Officer and flew Lancaster bombers on raids over Europe 
followed by a stint in Transport Command carrying supplies and passengers. 

On one trip he collected a group of nurses in Ceylon and got to know one of them on 
the three day journey back to the UK. He knew then "that's the girl I've been waiting 
for". A week later Dad followed her to visit her at her parents home in Worksop. 
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“Joan recalls waiting at the railway station there anxious about this Scotsman from 
the back of Benachie, would she recognise him? She spotted him looking out from a 
carriage window and knew at once that it was alright.” 

The marriage was blessed with three children, Robert, Stephen and Helen. 

After leaving the RAF Dad was lucky to secure a position with BOAC flying long 
haul from Heathrow. The family moved to a semi-detached house in Slough on the 
main road and Dad would catch the bus to Heathrow for trips which could be as long 
as three or four weeks at a time.  

Over time finances improved, Dad bought his first car and in 1962 moved to a new 
house in Farnham Common. Dad called the new house Petmathen after a large house 
near his home in Scotland. This was a decision that the whole family came to regret, I 
can’t tell you how many times it has been necessary to spell out P - E - T - M - A  

The trips got shorter and Dad became a training Captain for BOAC spending more 
time at Heathrow. 

In 1974 Dad took early retirement from British Airways and with the children having 
left home, Mum and Dad moved to Bahrain to take up a position with Gulf Air. 

Stephen introduced a German girl, Gerlinde into the family. Her father had been a 
paratrooper during the war. What could have been a awkward moment when the 
parents of the happy couple  met was disarmed by Gerlinde’s father saying "Once we 
were enemies now we must be friends”. This was a turning point for Dad.  

Finally retiring in 1979 Dad took to restoring vintage motor cars including several 
Bean’s and the Lagonda used at Geoffrey and Rebecca's wedding. These cars gave 
Dad many happy and at times frustrating hours in the garage at Petmathen. 

Dad was always a great storyteller and when not occupied in the garage he started 
writing short stories which Mum typed up on the typewriter. Several of these stories 
were published in various magazines. The writing culminated in a full length book, 
The Stain on the Glass, analysing the background of a wartime plane crash in 
Brockhurst Wood in Farnham Common. There are still a few copies of this book 
available if anyone would like one. 

About 20 years ago Dad started work on compiling the family tree and using the new 
computer and  Internet established connections with distant family from all over the 
world but especially in New Zealand and Canada. This work is published on the 
Internet. 

On Dads’ last trip to NZ in 2002(?), we flew a small Cessna to Wanaka in the South 
Island for the air show there. On our return we were diverted by poor weather to 
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Hokitika, an out of the way place on the West Coast with a considerable number of 
other pilots. That night at the pub had Dad as the centre of attention telling tales of 
flying that no one could possibly match.  

In 2007 there was an article in the paper about the sad state of the Kaiser Wilhelm 
church in Berlin. The church had been bombed in the war (not by Dad) and the ruined 
tower had been retained as a monument but there were concerns as to it’s safety. Dad 
wrote to the Church Council with a generous offer of financial assistance and 
received the reply: 

“We read your letter with great joy and deep emotion at the same time. In the name of 
the Presbyterian of our parish and the Council of the Emperor Wilhelm Memorial 
Foundation I thank you for your generous offer. We share your view that the tower of 
the old church has to be conserved as an internationally recognised sign of 
reconciliation.” 
  
His final challenge was caring for Mum when she became unwell. Dad took over all 
of aspects the housekeeping and caring for Mum, a major challenge to anyone but 
more so in your nineties. It would have been easy to pass the buck but Dad stepped 
up to the mark. 

Mum’s death after 67 years of marriage was devastating but none the less he carried 
on, mowing the large lawn, climbing ladders and even at the controls of an aeroplane 
as recently as July. 

He became ill in early August and went into a rapid decline. I would particularly like 
to thank Helen, Stephen and Gerlinde for the unstinting care they gave Dad over the 
last two months 

I recall Dad often used this little farewell 

May the road rise up to meet you. 
May the wind be always at your back. 
May the sun shine warm upon your face; 
the rains fall soft upon your fields and until we meet again, may God hold you in the 
palm of His hand. 
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