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Ken Nicholls JP at 86, photographed
when interviewed in 2009.
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Ken Nicholls JP
The Charley Heritage Group is not like most local history societies. It does
not set up a series of monthly meetings to which it invites an eminent
speaker to address the members on the speaker’s pet historical topic. Rather,
members, virtually all of them holders of citizen status in the odd little
territory in Charnwood called Charley, they regularly gather round a large
dining room table and chew the historical fat of the place.
This publication fills out the details of wonderful examples of those
‘chewings’. One such example came from the story of the day an elderly
gentleman who was out and about near the Havers’ dwelling, St Joseph’s
Cottage. He made the now famous aside to Maureen Havers: “You know the
RAF was here in the field next to you in the war, don’t you”. Maureen did make
some enquiries of the National Archives, which sent her a copy of RAF Form
540, Operations Record Book, reproduced across two later pages. It set out
lists including the field next door as something called an Outstation of a
countrywide network of Outstations of an RAF unit called 80 Wing (Signals).
The document laid low for a while until the topic was brought up by a group
member who made a presentation to the group of Dr R V Jones’ book Most
Secret War and also Laura Brettingham’s RAF Beam Benders. The topic
became a big talking point around that dining table and it was soon apparent
that the testimony of that elderly gentleman needed to be sought for the
story to be filled out. A visit had to be made to the Coalville home of Ken
Nicholls, JP.
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Image of RAF Form 540
photographed from the
archived records at the
National Archives.
The details and operating
dates of what was called
the Coalville Outstation
of RAF 80 Wing located
in St Joseph’s Field are
clearly shown.
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Oral history is what the Charley Group is good at, and for this assignment,
carrying the tape recorder and camera, the task fell to me, Terry Sheppard,
one of the non-citizens in the Charley Group. A great privilege. It marked
the start of a most fruitful engagement with the 86 yea old Ken and his
memories of his service as an RAF Wireless Mechanic in WW2 at that
Charley Outstation.
Born at Lye in Worcestershire in 1923, Ken Nicholls volunteered for the
Royal Air Force as soon as he was 18. Missing out on becoming aircrew
because of an ear problem, Ken opted to train as a Wireless Mechanic. “I
thought it would be something I could get interested in”, he recounted.
After a six-months radio course at Bolton College Ken took up his posting
to the Coalville Outstation of No. 80 Wing (Signals). “I came by train from
Bolton, finished up at Loughborough”, he remembers. “Then a bus to
Shepshed. I'd been told where my digs were, because we were all out in
private digs. So, I arrived at this house in Shepshed, in Glenmore Avenue.
I think it was No. 12, and I think it was a Mr & Mrs Cook, who were very
good to me. I left my kitbag and the associated stuff and found my way up
to the site, which was a long walk”.

Right: The Unit Badge and Logo of the
specialised unit that LAC Ken Nicholls
was posted to serve in, dedicated to
spreading CONFUSION TO OUR ENEMIES
Below: The covetted ‘Sparks’ uniform
badge worn by qualified RAF Wireless
Mechanics.
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Ken Nicholls had only experienced a short spell of military style discipline
during his basic training, or square bashing in popular parlance. The St
Joseph’s site was very unmilitary, and the visiting top people from Radlett
added to his impression that he was working for civilians. Ken puts it like
this. “The people that were responsible, that were in charge of 80 Wing,
were not RAF personnel as such. They were in the RAF but they were what
I refer to as boffins. They had been brought into the RAF so that in effect,
it was controlled by civilians who happened to be in RAF uniform, which is
rather different from the normal practice where RAF people are in charge”.
When on duty with his three other shiftmates, the crew would usually be
located in one of the three shed-type buildings on site, which they called
the Aspirin building, with its Peto Scott transmitter, and the site telephone
in the corner. When it rang, Ken relates the action they took. “What Radlett
usually did…they were usually able to give us a little bit of notice so we’d
run the transmitters up because it could take anything from 10 to 15
minutes to get it up on air. We would then wait for them to send us the
frequency. They would then send the frequency and we had to set it up on
that particular frequency, and then we’d beam it out, just blast it out actually,
not beam it”.

A schematic diagram of
the layout of the
Coalville Outstation in
St Joseph’s Field, as
imagined from the 2009
interview with Ken
Nicholls.
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It was difficult for those young airmen in St Joseph’s Field to have any idea
as to how well they were doing. It was a secret silent Battle of the Beams
almost in the realm of science fiction. Ken Nicholls sums up a view about
effectiveness with a reference to the mistaken raid on Dublin in May 1941.
“We always reckoned that we were responsible in part for the bombing of
Dublin. I don't know why we should take credit for that, other than perhaps
diverting them from Liverpool. It was difficult really to know. It wasn't
difficult for the people in charge to know. Because, from the beam, they
knew where the target was. They knew for example that the target might
be Birmingham, and if the bombers came over, at night, and instead of
bombing Birmingham, they bombed some oat fields near Coalville, they
knew they had achieved something, because they had possibly taken them
off course”.
Ken Nicholls was part of a set-up that deployed three types of
countermeasure transmitters in its Battle of the Beams. In that first shed
they were dealing with the director beam of the original German Knickebein
threat. 80 Wing always used codespeak to keep up the confusion with the
enemy. This Knickebein threat was called the Headache, and as you would
expect, the countermeasure transmitter was called Aspirin. From two other
sheds in that Charley field the target was the second type of German beam,
the X-Gerat system. That was only ever referred to as the Ruffians, and that
beam was given a dose of Bromide from those two transmitters at Charley.
From a trailer parked inside the brick blast wall structure on the Charley
field the third beam system Y-Gerat was dealt with. The threat was coded
Benito, after that thorn in the side of the Allies, Mussolini. The radio
apparatus set up inside that trailer in the blast walls to deal with Benito was
given a possible simple pun as a name Benjamin…ben jamming.

Left: Dr R V Jones, the
scientific brain behind
the Battle of the Beams.
Right: Air Vice Marshall
Addison, in charge of 80
Wing, who made it all
happen.
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So Ken Nicholls in that Charley field was right up there in this immensely
important yet secret battle against the might of the Luftwaffe bomber force.
Nobody local knew what was going on in that field next to St Josephs, not
then, nor for many years after the war ended. Fortunately for us, the likes
of Dr R V Jones and the scientific community were on the case, and Wing
Commander Addison’s 80 Wing (Signals) displayed great attention to detail
in their unceasing application of those Aspirins, Bromides and Benjamins.
And even more fortunately, much of the enemy bomber force was later
re-directed at Russia, away from our shores. And so some of the Headaches
went, the Ruffians showed up much less often, and Benito did not pose the
threat it once did. The ‘beam bender’ brickwork next to St Josephs remains
as a reminder of those most dangerous times, and that amazing enterprise.
But there is one more enduring and wonderful thing that emerged from
that wartime field of St Josephs. Ken Nicholls recounted a day in 1942 when
he and his shiftmate were taking a rest with a mug of tea, leaning on the
gate that gave access to Abbey Road, under a particularly fruitful cherry
tree. Coming up the hill from the Shepshed direction were two young
women, pushing their cycles
rather than attempting the
climb in the saddle. The 19year old Ken Nicholls took an
instant liking to one of the
girls, with the result that she
agreed to take up his offer to
meet at a dance in Coalville.
Iris Hardy had been on a visit
to an aunt in Shepshed, and
was on her way home to
Ellistown. The meeting in the
dance hall began to cement the
relationship, and Ken Nicholls’
off-duty time became a new set
of very precious interludes
with his Iris.

A later image of Iris, who
became Ken’s wife, taken from
the treasured image in a frame
on Ken’s sideboard.
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The blast wall structure in St Joseph’s
Field pictured in 2013 complete with a
typical trailer. In WW2 such a trailer in
this position would have held the
Benjamin counter-measure transmitter.
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After that long interview with Ken Nicholls at his home I made a typed
transcription of the audio recording. It may well serve the story better if I
continue with the account of the dialogue from this stage on, and
remembering the interview was conducted on 14 July 2009.
So, how did you keep this relationship going then?
“Well, we kept on meeting up, and I was stationed here from 1942,
when it happened in 1943, and it was 1943 before I got posted away.
What happened was we got posted away, and I went on this
commando course and then they decided in their wisdom, that in
preparation for going over into Germany, D-day that is, they sent us
back up to St Joseph's under canvas on the site. The night we arrived
we put the tent up all right. But the first night was all right, but the
second night it rained. Of course, the tents hadn't been waterproofed,
and the rain was coming through as much as it was on the outside. So,
the sergeant, to give him his due, it was a different sergeant by then to
the one I had started off with, he had the bright idea of nipping down
to the vicarage. He nipped down there and he saw the vicar. He says,
“could we use your church hall”, which was a tin covered structure, but
it was dry. The vicar said, “yes by all means”. So we all piled over there
and we slept down there. In fact, we slept down there for two or three
nights because it was wet and raining. Eventually we got some tents
that were properly waterproofed.”
Did you ever get across the other side, across the water?
“Ah yes, I went to Holland and up to Eindhoven and into Germany.
There was some terrible destruction in Germany, there was honestly. I
always remember one town we went into, I should say it was...it's
perhaps a bit bigger than Coalville. Not much though. I don't think
there was a building standing. It was flattened. There was one
building. We were still on 80 Wing then you see. There was only about
14 or 15 of us, and of course, we had transport by then.”
Were you still doing the jamming?

Ken Nicholls JP 13

“We did what we often did, we got lost. There were no signs or
anything, nobody you could ask. This town was completely, or nearly
virtually, deserted. But eventually we traced where there was a British
post. Well this post consisted of two or three British soldiers who told
us where we were and who we should be going to. They were in charge
of the town. Only two or three of them.”
Were you doing much work for 80 Wing at that time?
“What we did when we got into Germany. The idea was that they had
got a radar system going, and we were jamming the radar system. That
was our purpose. We were in Germany for about three or four months.
We didn't do a lot of work there. At one stop it happened to be in the
American sector, and we went to see an American unit that we spotted.
We got a terrible reception. You must realise that the RAF uniform was
very similar to the German uniform. When that unit went over on DDay plus 10, they went into the American sector. They nearly got shot
up on one or two occasions, because they thought that they were
German. It was the colour of the uniforms they went by.”
When did you get out of that, when do you get out altogether?
“Basically, we had been wondering around, and we hadn’t got any food,
and we were short of petrol. We had a job to get anything out of them,
they didn't want to know. Anyway, we eventually found our way to the
site, and we settled down. The nearest British post was about 20 miles
away. That's where we used to go, that's where we wandered off for our
supplies. Near this site was large factory type of building. It appeared
to be a factory, and in this factory there were hundreds of Russians. We
found out that they were forced Labour, and they'd been carolled there
by the Americans apparently. There were one or two guards there and
they wouldn't let us get anywhere near them. One day, along came a
lot of lorries, and they were all off. So we had the bright idea, that
rather than be under canvas, it would be nice to be under a nice roof.
So we wandered over to this factory, and we never went back again, I
can tell you. It was terrible, the stink, and the stench. What they must
have been living in. It was awful. There must have been hundreds of
them, and although it was a big factory, and it must have been well and
truly over crammed with people.”
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Did you get demobbed from there?
“No, about three or four days after peace was declared, we wandered
back into Holland, and got on a boat, and caught it back to Tilbury. We
then went up to a site just outside Downham Market. And blow me, we
weren't the only ones there. There was hundreds and hundreds of
people, all from 80 Wing. Anyway, we met up with quite a few people.
They found that discipline went, we weren’t very disciplined in the first
place, as I mentioned. It really went to bed. I always remember it,
everybody is moaning, everybody wants to get to go home, or they
wanted to go on leave. So the CO decides that he is going to address
everybody. Then we were on this big field, and there he was on some
sort of little platform and he starts addressing us, telling us that we
should sort of behave. So we started going baaaaah, baaaah. And
everybody took it up so he moved away, as everybody followed him
going baaaaah, baaaah.
The war had finished as far as we were concerned, although we were
still at war with Japan, but at least they wanted to go home. But I was
posted down to an RAF station in the South for some reason. We were
packing up stuff to go to Japan, or rather the Far East. Wireless
equipment. Then in August of 1945, I got a posting and my posting was
that I was going to Japan, or rather the Far East. So, Iris and myself
decided that we would get married before I went. We got married in
1945 in August, on the sixth of August 1945. Now I don't know
whether that date rings a bell to you?”
The dropping of the first bomb on Japan
“Yes, that was the day they dropped the bomb on Japan. So that meant
that my posting was nullified, and I then I became liable to be made, I
was going to say, redundant, We got married at Ellistown Church and
Iris's parents were both there as were both my parents. Eventually I got
demobbed in about, I think it was, the October.”
And what did that mean in terms of a new life, what did you do?
“Well, I wasn't sure what I wanted to do to tell you the truth. But
eventually I got a job in the office of a brickyard, the Coalville Brick
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Company. I'd had a job at Pegsons for three or four months. I wasn’t
very happy there, so I made an application to this job at the Coalville
Brick Company and I got it, or rather, my wife got it for me. The
director of the company came up to the house and I wasn’t in so he saw
my wife. And she says “he is very good, he is very very good”. She
spoke up for me; she was that kind of person, so he had no option but
to set me on. I decided I wanted to go College. So I went to Derby
Technical College, and did a course there in Business Studies. I am
now a member of the Chartered Association of Certified Accountants.
I eventually became a director of the company. I became a Justice of
the Peace, in fact I am still a JP now. I don't sit as a magistrate, because
magistrates are kicked off the bench at 70.”
Well done. Extremely well done!
“At the same time, there were a lot of societies in Coalville that I got
involved in. Because of that, I became a councillor for a time, but I only
had three years of that, and that was enough.”
Did you and Iris have any children?
“Oh yes, I've got a son Andrew, married to Lorna, and granddaughter
Jessica. The granddaughter lives in Reading actually, she is 20, at
Leicester University, doing American Studies, and going over to
America for a year as part of her course. My son has most of my
photographs at the moment. He is doing a book about my life.”
When it came to developing the story of the use of that field by RAF 80 Wing
Ken Nicholls of course became our star witness. The account found its way
into a Powerpoint-based presentation with the intriguing title Aspirin,
Bromide and Benjamin which was delivered to many interested groups and
societies. Significant to this part of the story were those given to the local
unit of the Air Training Corps, No.1188 Squadron at Coalville, and to the
Shepshed & District Amateur Radio Club at Diseworth. Both came to play
a focal role in the two Heritage Open Days staged by the Charley Heritage
Group on the field in 2012 and 2013. Their tents and equipment doubled
up at the original 80 Wing Ruffians sheds.
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Ken’s new found freedom to tell his wartime story, and have it heard, saw
him coming to the Heritage Group’s first Open Day in St Joseph’s field in
2012 and entering into it with gusto. He made a most fitting speech before
cutting the tape to declare it open. Lots of visitors wanted to hear his story
at first hand, and sat next to him, pouring over his words.
In 2013 he did it again, and really enjoyed the ATC Cadet guard of
honour and spending time in their tent watching them play Radio
Battleships across the field. Then in 2014, with legs a little less steady, Ken
made two more speeches on the field, one to unveil and dedicate the
permanent 80 Wing blue plaque fixed to a big piece of local granite, and
the other to hallow the planting of a wild cherry tree, in memory of dear
wife and sweetheart, Iris.

Ken Nicholls JP delivering his speech before declaring open the 2013 exhibition
in St Joseph’s Field, complete with guard of honour from 1188 Squadron ATC.
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Ken Nicholls JP unveiling the tribute
plaque at the entrance to the site.

A frail and emotional Ken
Nicholls JP at the planting
of a replacement cherry
tree on the spot where he
first met Iris Hardy.
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Students from the Atlantic College re-enacting the moment when
the 19yr old Leading Aircraftsman Ken Nichols and his colleague
encountered the two young women walking by the Outstation Site,
one of whom was Iris Hardy, who became Ken’s wife in 1945.
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The Charley Heritage Group not only made this story available in Open
Days, Lecture Presentations and the book Battling the Beams, it also used a
lottery grant to make the story known in a DVD Documentary. Part of the
film sought to recreate that fateful meeting under that cherry tree between
the two young airmen and the two young women pushing their bicycles up
the hill. Liaison with the Atlantic College at Woodhouse Eaves, the Defence
Sixth Form College (now closed down) produced very suitable young actors
to stand in as the players in the filmed sequence. Ken Nicholls’ reaction
when he first saw the film was quite emotional. “That’s just how it was,” he
said. A still from that film is featured on the two previous pages.
Group Chairperson Maureen Havers became a regular visitor to Ken’s
bungalow to be with him as he was gradually taken down by cancer. She
was able to share the goodbyes the day before he died, which came at
LOROS on Sunday 15th March 2015. In recognition of his enduring
connection with Charley, his funeral was held at St James the Greater, Oaks
in Charnwood on Thursday 26th March. As a solemn tribute, the RAF flag
was flown at half mast at the WW2 80 Wing Outstation site.

The young Ken
Nicholls as the RAF
Wireless Mechanic

