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Meeting Notes – March 2015
Alan James confessed at the start of his talk that this was the very first talk he had ever given, apart from at his daughter’s wedding! Utilising PowerPoint he described himself as a Brummie, born in 1946 in Nechells, whose early hobby had been train spotting, and his connection with the police was that he had played table tennis for them.

His talk was entitled ‘My left foot’, and concerned Harry John Johnson, or ‘H’ as he was known, as he trod the streets of Birmingham before, during and after WWII. ‘H’ was born in 1926 in Aston, and his family were butchers. Alan said that ‘H’ remembered well when he was evacuated from Upper Thomas Street School, aged 13 in September 1939. Aston itself was bombed in May 1941, and ‘H’ became a watcher for the bombers coming over. At this point Alan read out extracts from H’s book. H had left school on 25 July 1940, and went to work in his dad’s shop. In 1941, aged 15, he had become a voluntary fire fighter, therefore was now official, and in October 1942 he joined the Police Auxiliary Messenger Service (PAMS). Alan described the pressure on the city at this time as at bursting point. H became a sergeant, aged just 16, and posted to Duke Street, where Alan regaled us with stories of the ‘gas van’, where H and his colleagues would ensure that people carried their gas masks at all time, by demonstrating what could happen if they did not. 
H then attended the recruiting office, with the plan to join the RAF. He was refused, due to his ‘flat left foot’. He could, however, join either the REME or the Royal Army Service Corps – which he did, in 7 February 1944, aged 17.  He went to Lanark to be trained, which he described as ‘the back end of beyond’. In June 1944 he was promoted to Lance Corporal, and passed his driving test. He was then moved to Hadrian’s Camp, Carlisle, in July 1944. He was then demoted, due to the incident of a bacon slicer! This apparently was surplus to army requirements, so he stripped it down and sent it in parts to his dad! When he was found out he spent seven days in the glasshouse, was fined and demoted. His dad, apparently, was pleased to receive the slicer! 
At this point we had a short interlude, where showed us a Fairbairn and Sykes double-sided fighting dagger, as issued to the SAS and British commandoes; we also had a ‘confrontation’ between Bruce and Alun, where the former, armed with a ‘Lee Enfield’ tried to shoot the latter (who wore a gas mask!). The rifle in question turned out to be a fake, so relief all round.

Alan stated that H was a first class shot, both with rifle and Bren gun. He was then posted to air despatch, and Wooton Bassett, and then Burford in Gloucestershire. From 17 to 25 September 1944 H was involved in Operation Market Garden, as part of the re-supply drops, where he lost a few of his pals. He was now aged 18. Alan now showed slides of secret passwords, obtained by H (goodness knows how), plus copies of the load manifests carried by the Dakota aircraft. Alan described the speed at which the despatchers had to unload the panniers – at a rate of sixteen panniers in ten seconds, or the aircraft would be out of range. Alan said that H had told him that he received no special training for this!
H knew ‘Professor’ Jimmy Edwards, one of the Dakota pilots, who won the DFC over Arnhem: his plane had been hit with the cockpit on fire, so he decided to crash land the plane – which he did. This was done so successfully that Jimmy saved the injured three despatchers who were in the back. Because of severe burns he became one of McIndoes’s guinea pigs. 
Because of the efforts that the air despatchers had made in the campaign they were awarded a Dakota badge – yellow on blue, plus a paras red beret that they were allowed to wear. Alan stated there was also an air despatch monument erected.  
H’s war then moved to Norway, where the SS only would surrender to the 1st Airborne Division, who had been at Arnhem. Alan then went into Trandum camp, which turned out to be an extermination camp! The inmates were mainly Russians and Poles, and they had been used as target practice in tank training. Later exhumations revealed executed British commandoes, which the SS helped to show where the graves were. These commandoes had been part of Operation Freshman, which we remember for the film ‘Heroes of Telemark’. So H’s war finally ended in July 1944.
This was a mammoth talk, in two parts, which finished at 2200! It belied the fact that Alan had never given one before. In the questions that followed, Alan reported that had lived in Lea Marston, and had died in 2010, with his militaria collection bequeathed firstly to Alan, with ‘good’ homes designated for certain items. 

