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				   Video Review:
   		‘The Story of Captain ‘Winkle’ Brown’

					Directed by
				   Simon Winchcombe

The small man sits in his chair, dapper in a blue vee-neck sweater and a collar and tie. He is old, with thinning hair and wrinkled brow and hands, but his eyes glint brightly as he begins to speak. A light Scots burr and small speech impediment. He talks calmly, and directly, of a time long past, of the violence of his ship being torpedoed and of the chaos around that event. Of aircraft breaking their tethers and careering along the deck and tumbling over the side of the ship as she rears up and begins to sink. Of how everything is swept before them – equipment and men alike – and of the almost thoughtless necessity to jump overboard, thirty feet down into the ocean; it is night-time, December in the Bay of Biscay and the jump is into the unknown.
He describes how the rescue boats come searching and then, just as quickly and without explanation pull away, leaving him and more than twenty others to their fate. He is twenty-two years old. He talks of how they gather together, twenty-four of them and tie themselves to each other so that none might become separated. And of how, initially in good spirits they chatter to each other, but then it begins to go quiet and in the cold water, unsupported, the faces of the sailors drop into the sea and they die one by one. In order to survive, the dead are cut away from the group by the living and left to drift on the ocean and as daylight breaks there are just two – himself and another pilot – left alive, saved by the inflated collars of their ‘May West’ lifejackets.

This is the incredible account given by Captain Eric Brown, RN of the sinking of H.M.S Audacity and his survival of that terrible event, one of many early in World War II, and it is curious how little effect it seems to have upon me as, nearly eighty years later, I watch the video in my comfortable, centrally-heated home.
Possibly, this is because it is so far out of my experience and in a different era, but now, as a middle-aged man and with some experience of searching for casualties (as a part of both lifeboat crews and mountain rescue teams), somehow it seems like I should feel something more. Some sort of horror, or at least some empathy. But it is a cracking tale and well told, and he’s already talked of how he was present at the Berlin Olympics in 1936 and, contrary to popular belief, watched Adolf Hitler shake hands with Jesse Owens, the black American sprinter who won four gold medals and punched a great hole in the Nazi philosophy of Aryan supremacy. Perhaps it is the scale of his experiences which is somewhat overwhelming.
We quickly we move on to further heroic tales and the one that really grabs me is the first deck-landing of a twin-engined aircraft on an aircraft carrier – the de Havilland Mosquito. Captain Brown details, with almost clinical accuracy in spite of the distance of time, the necessity to land this large wooden aircraft, more than fifty per cent heavier than any previously landed at sea, at a speed some thirty miles per hour below the comparable landing speed on land and the almost certain fatal consequences should anything go awry with the procedure.
Throughout the programme we cut from Captain Brown to pictures, both real archive footage and simulated, of the events he is talking about. These show, in graphic detail, the history and the events across a wide sweep of the European theatre of the war and through them can be seen almost every aspect of the conflict.
As a fluent German speaker and a test pilot, Captain Brown was tasked with travelling to Germany after D-Day (whilst Officer Commanding the Royal Aircraft Establishment’s Experimental Flight) to seek out the men and materiel of the German forces in order both to assess the technology and to apprehend potential war criminals. As such, he was present at the liberation of Auschwitz and again describes graphically the situation of the condition and attitudes of both the surviving inmates and the staff of the death camps. This did indeed have an effect on me, both regarding the inhumanity shown to captives and the reported dismissive and abrogative attitudes of the perpetrators. He interrogated Hermann Goering, airman to airman (Goering was himself a World War One ‘ace’) and searched for the Horten brothers – designers of advanced flying wing aircraft.
The one disappointing feature of the film is what has been left out. Captain Brown’s autobiography, “Wings on my Sleeve” (Brown, 2006), details the whole of the above and his later career, something that a one hour documentary simply does not have the time or space to do. But by using the two together, a very good interpretation of the life of one of Britain’s greatest men – an unsung hero whose whole life was one of service to his country, whatever the risk to his own life and family – can be gained.

Generally, the film has strong production standards. The one area in which this falls down is the use - becoming ever more general – of digital technology to bring the central subjects of black and white photographs forward into ‘3-D’ and to move the background behind them. This is a distraction from the narrative and spoils otherwise important images – if they are important enough to make the final cut of the video, then surely they are strong enough to stand on their own merit?
Another area where the film fails, is in two instances where the wrong aircraft are inserted into sequences or shown in the wrong flight mode. In the first, a sequence showing Commander Browns’ first landing of a twin-engined aircraft on an aircraft carrier (the de Havilland DH98 Mosquito) a later DH103 Sea Hornet is shown descending on a deck elevator. Secondly, in a sequence describing the DH108 Swallow, the aircraft is repeatedly shown flying inverted – an attitude tending to result in the break-up of the aircraft and the death of the pilot!
However, generally this is a repeatedly ‘eye-boggling’ and very enjoyable account in tribute to a very modest man, yet who was undoubtedly one of Britain’s greatest ever pilots.
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