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As I run across Hammersmith Bridge over the River Thames my eye is drawn to a faded bronze plaque, cut into the wooden handrail 
midway across the bridge, as it catches the early morning light that penetrates the river mist. Stopping to read it I am amazed to see 
that it is in memory of a fellow South African, Lieutenant Charles Campbell Wood, who had died saving the life of a drowning woman 
almost 100 years ago. With my mind full of admiration and with a feeling of kinship for this brave man, who had given his life to save 
another, I go on my way having resolved to try to discover more about the circumstances behind this bittersweet event. 

As I continue along the Thames towpath I hear the familiar sounds of Vera Lynne’s wartime hit, “We’ll meet again”, wafting over the 
water from the houses on the far bank, and I am reminded that the date is Friday 8 May and that it is a public holiday in the UK this 
year. In what seems like another lifetime, a decision has been taken to mark the 75th Anniversary of Victory in Europe (VE) Day with 
a Bank holiday. With one day morphing seamlessly into the next during the lockdown, I have lost track of time and have forgotten 
what date it is.  Sadly, in this post-apocalyptic world, most of the planned special events and street parties to commemorate the event 
have had to be shelved. Nevertheless, there remain a few special events to look forward to, starting with a flypast by the world 
famous Royal Airforce Red Arrows, which necessitates a quick scramble up onto the roof of the block of flats we are staying in to get 
a glance of the team in perfect V for Victory formation, as they pass down the Mall and over Buckingham Palace − the scene of so 
much celebration on the same day in 1945.

Philip Kilroe, Director at Personal Trust shares his experience of 
being in lockdown in the UK.
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The red arrows fly past

As the nine gleaming jets roar overhead I recall the vital contribution 
the Royal Air Force made to the war effort.  I am reminded of the 
famous words spoken by Winston Churchill in August 1940 when 
he said of the RAF, “Never in the field of human conflict has so 
much been owed by so many to so few.” Amongst “the few” who 
fought in the Battle of Britain during that long summer of 1940 
were a number of South African pilots, none more prominent than 
Squadron Leader Adolph “Sailor” Malan. Malan was born in 
Wellington in 1910 of an Afrikaans father and a British mother. 
At age 13 he joined the General Botha Maritime Training College 
in Simon’s Town and, for a decade from 1925, travelled the world 
in a seagoing career until he eventually joined the RAF in 1936 
as a trainee pilot. He always retained his maritime connection 
though through his unusual nickname for a pilot, “Sailor”. As a 
result of his leadership skills, Malan rose quickly through the officer 
ranks and at the height of the Battle of Britain was promoted to 
Squadron Leader in command of No 74 Squadron. A deadly shot 
and gifted pilot with 34 confirmed kills, Malan was one of the most 
highly regarded fighter pilots of the War. His simple 10 rules of 
air combat were circulated amongst fighter pilots and helped to 
keep Britain in the war, when the average survival time for a new 
fighter pilot was only four weeks. He and a handful of other brave 
pilots changed the course of history, turning back Nazi Germany 
from Britain’s very doorsteps. For his efforts he was awarded the 
Distinguished Service Order and Bar and the Distinguished Flying 
Cross and Bar. 

On his return to South Africa Malan took up sheep farming. Having 
fought for freedom and against the tyranny of one people over 
another, Sailor Malan was vehemently opposed to the new race-
based laws being promulgated in South Africa after 1948. As 
a result of his strong beliefs, Malan took up the struggle and 
became one of the country’s first anti-apartheid campaigners and a 
champion for racial equality. Malan joined the “Torch Commando” 
which was born out of the Springbok Legion, an association for war 
veterans, to which he belonged. With his high profile Malan was 
soon elected President of the body which quickly grew to 250,000 

members, many of whom were returning war veterans. The Torch 
Commando regularly held rallies, at night, in front of government 
buildings to protest against the new authoritarian rule. Malan 
would address these rallies, speaking out against what he saw as 
increasing fascism and racism. As the rallies, held in prominent 
places, grew in size with numbers of up to 75,000 torch-carrying 
people, the National Party government became concerned and 
the movement was outlawed. Some of the members, Joe Slovo 
amongst them, continued the struggle within the ANC but Malan, 
who was now being vilified by his own people and who could 
not reconcile with what he saw as the communist element within 
the ANC, withdrew from politics completely in the late 1950s. 

Malan died at the young age of 53 in 1963 and, in a real travesty 
of justice, the National Party government forbade military uniforms 
to be worn at his funeral which was held at St Cyprian’s Cathedral 
in Kimberley. The South African Airforce was also barred from 
flying the traditional ‘Missing man’ formation over his graveside, 
as it would normally have done, in honour of one of its greatest 
sons. Sadly, as far as I am aware, Sailor Malan remains largely 
unrecognised in South Africa today, his legacy having been driven 
underground by those opposed to the values of freedom for which 
he had been prepared to give his life. In his own words, spoken 
at the first anti-apartheid rally he led, he summed up his beliefs: 

“The strength of this gathering is evidence that the men and women 
who fought in the War for freedom still cherish what they fought 
for. We are determined not to be denied the fruits of that victory.”

Fortunately, in London, Sailor Malan and his contemporaries are not 
forgotten and their legacies have been immortalised in a relatively 
new Battle of Britain memorial unveiled in 2005 to the memory of 
”The Few”. It is situated on the Victoria Embankment very close to 
the Houses of Parliament. The monument comprises a number of 
bronze friezes along its flanks, depicting various scenes from the 
battle, and immortalises the names of all the pilots who flew in 
the battle. A fitting tribute at least to a man who truly lived by the 
motto of the Squadron he led: “I fear no man.”
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Sailor Malan and the Battle of Britain Memorial

Following the Red Arrows fly past that morning the country held a 
poignant two-minute silence. This national moment of remembrance 
paid tribute to heroes of the past and present.  During the afternoon, 
at exactly the same time as Winston Churchill had addressed the 
nation in 1945, his speech was re-broadcast and people were 
encouraged to enjoy tea in their gardens outside their houses, 
many of which had been adorned with patriotic bunting. In Fulham 
where I am staying, gardens are rare and I noticed people setting 
up their tables in the streets to commemorate the occasion. 

Later in the evening well-known artists performed a “socially 
distanced” concert of music and memories, broadcast on the 
BBC from the courtyard of Buckingham Palace. This required the 
military band to be spread out across the courtyard in order to 
social distance. The event featured some of Britain’s top solo artists 
performing hits from the 1930s and 40s. A well-known dance 
pair from the hit show ‘Simply Come Dancing’ performed dances 
from the period. The audience was advised that the dancers did 
not need to socially distance from each other as a consequence 
of their being a married couple!  VE Day might easily have been 
confused with ‘Virus Everywhere’ day until, at the heart of the 
commemorations a special address, by Her Majesty The Queen, 
was broadcast to pay tribute to and lift the nation. The broadcast 
was at 9.00pm which, as with Churchill’s speech, was the exact 
time her father King George VI had spoken to the nation three 
quarters of a century before.  

To create the right visual impact The Queen had very carefully 
surrounded herself with mementos from 1945, as she echoed her 
father’s words of gratitude to those who had given so much in 

the war. In an acknowledgement of the unprecedented nature of 
the times we are in, Her Majesty used the opportunity to bolster 
the fighting spirit of her nation one more time as she concluded:

Today, it may seem hard that we cannot mark this special 
anniversary as we would wish. Instead we remember from our 
homes and our doorsteps. But our streets are not empty. They are 
filled with the love and care that we have for each other. And when 
I look at our country today, and see what we are willing to do 
to protect and support one another, I say with pride that we are 
still a nation that those brave soldiers, sailors and airmen would 
recognise and admire. 

In reading reports on the speech in the Press the following day I 
was very surprised to read that, apart from her annual Christmas 
address, the Queen has only made special broadcasts to the 
nation, on four occasions prior to this year: when the first Gulf 
War broke out in 1991; on the death of Lady Diana in 1997; 
when her mother The Queen Mother died in 2002; and to mark 
her Diamond Jubilee in 2012. Remarkably, in a true reflection 
of the unprecedented  times we find ourselves in at present, over 
the seven weeks since we have been locked down in the UK the 
Queen has addressed the nation twice – in a message of hope 
and encouragement amid the Coronavirus crisis on 6 April, and 
this VE Day speech on 8 May. There is no doubt that the nation is 
buoyed by these speeches right across class and political divides, 
and it does seem to an outside observer that having a unifying 
non-partisan figure as titular Head of State has significant benefits 
in pulling a nation together during troubled times.
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VE Day celebrations

With my interest in VE Day piqued by these celebrations, I thought 
I would reference my beloved Grandfather’s diary to see what 
experiences he might have had on VE Day. Born in Southampton 
in 1904, he had been a boy through the First World War and, 
as an engineer, had been sent to Egypt in the Second World War 
assisting in the laying of a pipeline across the desert to keep the 
8th Army in supply of fuel. In 1944 he had been transferred to 
the Durban harbour fuel installation which kept the marine traffic 
refuelled. His diary is an interesting reflection of the way VE Day 
was viewed in South Africa:

“At the beginning of May we began to realise that the end of the 
war was very close, perhaps only a matter of days away. Then 
on the 8th May at about mid-day we heard via a radio broadcast 
that the Germans had surrendered.

My mind went back to the UK and Armistice Day 11th November 
1918 which brought World War 1 hostilities to a close. On that 
occasion the populace went mad and took to the streets and 

celebrated victory that day and all night.

This time in South Africa it was different; what celebrations there 
were appeared to be on a different scale. People were thankful it 
was all over and there was no mad rejoicing in the streets.

Frank the Installation Manager, upon hearing the news, decided 
to close down all departments where possible, and terminate 
work for the day.

We had a Danish tanker at the wharf discharging motor spirits. 
The vessel was the “Inga Maresk”……

During the afternoon Frank and I visited the “Inga Maresk” and 
noticed that the officers and crew were in high spirits … which 
was understandable as they had not seen home or families for 
over 5 years.

We visited the Captain and, after much handshaking, the three of 
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us decided that as a safety precaution it would be better to stop 
the discharge, pump water through the pipeline and disconnect 
the discharge hoses, thus isolating the ship.

This operation was carried out and the ship’s company was left to 
celebrate and, provided conditions permitted, we would proceed 
with the discharge the following day.

It was a very good thing we decided upon this action because, 
for the rest of the evening and until about 4.00am the following 
morning, the officers and crew kept up their celebration and about 
every 20 minutes to half an hour one of them would make his 
way to the Bridge and give a prolonged blast on the ship’s siren. 
The noise from the siren was such that none of us living in the 
surrounding area obtained much in the way of sleep.

After VE Day things were soon back to normal as the war in the 
Far East was still in progress and Durban Harbour was as busy 
as ever……………. “    AH Joyce

In my previous letter, I mentioned the incredible Covid19 fund-
raising efforts of 100 year old Captain Tom Moore. For those 
who may not have seen my letter Capt. Moore, a Second World 
War veteran, set out to raise £1,000 for the National Health 
Service (NHS) by walking 100 times around his small garden 
in Bedfordshire, before his 100th birthday.  Since I wrote about 
him he has become a national treasure, motivating people with 
his simple philosophy of life. Whenever he is interviewed on TV, I 
find myself drawn to listen to him to hear his short but meaningful 
lessons on life.  At last count he has raised almost £34 million 
and funds are still coming in. He has broken the Guinness Book 
of records for the most money ever raised by one person. The 
nation has celebrated him by, amongst other things, a flypast 
of two WWII Spitfires over his house and by promoting him to 
honorary Colonel. Today we received news that, in recognition of 
his incredible achievements, he is to be knighted by the Queen. 
When I watched him being interviewed and he was asked what he 
thought of becoming Captain Sir Thomas Moore, he was typically 
self-effacing and made some simple, wise and insightful comments 
such as, “It’s never too late to make a difference”; “Extend your 
kindness to everyone you can” and “Give everyone a little smile 
and see if you get a smile back.”

He concluded by saying, “To all those people who are 
finding it difficult at the moment, the sun will shine on 
you again and the clouds will go away”.

What an inspiration this man is! 

After seven weeks of lockdown we all held our breath 
on Sunday 10 May as we awaited inspiration from 
another source – an address by PM Boris Johnson. 
Rumours had been circulating for days as people 
postulated as to what he would announce.  I could 
feel, in the tension of people that day that lockdown 
fatigue had definitely set in. My instinct told me that 
the PM would need to provide a combination of 
positive feedback on the progress made to date, 
together with a clear route map out of the quagmire 
people felt trapped in − if he was going to keep 
the high ground.

Fortunately, I feel the PM didn’t disappoint. The 
key points he announced were clear and simple:

- As a result of the lockdown the so-called 
Reproduction rate (R) had been brought down 
from over 2 to between 0.5 and 0.8. He explained 
that the R rate is the number of new people infected in turn by 
each infected person. We were advised that the government 
would start relaxing lockdown regulations but would be 
constantly testing to ensure R remained below 1. If it did, 

further easing would be introduced and, if not, things would 
tighten up again. 

- The motto under which we had been living was “Stay at home, 
Protect the NHS, Save lives.” This was subtly tweaked to, “Stay 
alert, Control the Virus, Save lives.” The UK media seemed to 
make a mountain of this change in track saying it wasn’t clear 
enough. From my perspective the change was psychologically 
important to allow a feeling of progress, and was clear when 
read with the new rules. 

- As of 13 May people who could not work from home were 
encouraged to go to work. This has allowed factories, building 
firms and the like to begin starting up. 

- People commuting were encouraged, wherever possible, not to 
use public transport but rather to drive, cycle or walk to work. 
Public transport is running for those who have no alternative. 

- Exercise is permissible all day if desired and activities such as 
tennis, golf, and boating are now permissible.

- Driving to beauty spots in the countryside to picnic or exercise 
is allowed.

- Meeting a person from outside your house is permissible in a 
public space following the social distancing guidelines.

- People were encouraged to ‘Stay alert’ and use common sense 
in limiting the risk of transmission.

There is no doubt that, over the last week, activity on the roads 
has picked up significantly and economic activity has increased. 
Many more people are out and about. We get regular reports 
in the media as to the progress of the R rate which, in London, is 
now the lowest in the country at 0.4. This is a lag indicator and 
so we will have to see how it responds as we move forward, but 
it feels as though there is optimism amongst the British public that 
we can begin to live in a world where we are able to manage the 
virus, whilst a vaccine is being developed or until the pandemic 
runs its course. Falling hospital admissions and death rates seem 
to indicate that we are through the peak. We have to hope that 
this sense of optimism is well founded. Time will tell. 
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The UK moves forward

Remarkably, Dame Vera Lynne is still alive at age 103. She sent an email to the nation on VE Day concluding with a message of 
inspiration for those battling tough times in 2020.

“Don’t give up hope – times may be tough but they will get better,” she wrote.

“Try and find the joy that remains even during these challenging times, and do whatever you can to help each other.

As always, keep smiling through.”

And what of our South African hero, Lt Charles Campbell Wood, immortalised on the plaque on Hammersmith Bridge. I discovered that 
he had dived into the river from the upstream footway of the bridge and saved a drowning woman. In the process he cut his head and 
contracted tetanus, dying two weeks later. Like so many of those remembered on VE day he had given his life so that others could live. 

May their souls Rest in Peace. 


