ROASTED WIENEES, BANANA SPLITS,
SOUTHERN FRIED CHICKEN, OKRA, AND
ONE BIG RED RUBBER
As our G.I.s swarmed
into Jolly Old England
during World War II, the
British media grumbled,
“The fault with Yanks is
that they are over-sexed,
over-paid, and they are
over here!” Conversely,
thousands of British men
trained in the U.S. during
the war. Yet, unlike our
boys in England, British
pilots were welcomed in
the former ‘colonies’ and
were grossly under-paid.
Plus, British pilots were
not criticized (not often)
for chasing the American
BRITISH HUMOR - YA GOTTA LOVE IT fairer sex.
After the downfall of France in WWII the German Luftwaffe
controlled the skies over Europe. Their next objective was to
sweep the Royal Air Force from unfriendly skies as an essential
part of Hitler’s pre-invasion scenario. The British government
and military were painfully aware their precious resource called

‘pilots’ was in limited supply and immediately expanded flight
training. A big problem arose: with a limited landmass Britain’s
airfields were vulnerable to marauding German aircraft.

British aircraft, the graceful Spitfire and reliable Hurricane, were
more than a match for the German Messerschmitt Bf-109s and
Focke-Wulf Bf-190s. Although the British aircraft were in short
supply, they retained a unique edge by utilizing the new-fangled
development called Radar. What the British could ill-afford was
the loss of human resources. The concept arose to train British
pilots in ‘safe’ or ‘neutral’ countries, including the ‘nonaligned’
United States of America.
In America, the Arnold Scheme kicked into high gear. Named
for its creator, General “Hap” Arnold, the USAAC (U.S. Army
Air Corps) instructed British aviators at bases positioned in the
SEACTC (Southeast Air Corps Training Centre). The isolated
airfields or nearby cities chosen included Lakeland and Arcadia,
FL, Camden, SC, Tuscaloosa, AL, Americus, GA and Albany,
GA. At the ‘secret’ rough but ready airstrips over 18,000 British
pilots earned their wings over American turf. Denis Payne was
one of those aviators.

BULLETS AND BUTTER BEANS
Born into a military family on Sept 11, 1919 near Devonport,
England, Denis Payne graduated at age 15 from the Colchester
High School for Young Gentlemen. After Colchester, young
Gentleman Payne attended a Royal Air Force school to study
engineering. By the age of 19 he was flying as a flight engineer
with an RAF Squadron aboard obsolete Fairey Battles, a singleengine bomber. Venerable and slow, the Fairey Battle was easy
prey for German fighters over France at the outbreak of WWII.

Payne stated, “I realized I’d have a better chance to survive the
war by crawling out of the backseat and getting into a pilot’s
seat.” He applied and was quickly accepted for fighter training,
but before his orders came through Payne fought in the historic
Battle of Britain aboard a Bristol Beaufighter night fighter. He
said, “The Beaufighter was a tough little aircraft. I remember
those missions, all the bullet holes in our airplane, a bit scary, it
was.”

In the late summer of 1941 Payne finally received his orders for
fighter pilot training….in America. Sent to Montgomery, Al, he
recalled, “We spent the first two weeks trying to adjust to the
weather and coming to grips with the Southern language. If you
recall, Winston Churchill stated, ‘England and America are two
countries divided by a common language.’ All I can say is, the
chap knew what he was talking about.”
The British boys suffered in the summer heat of Montgomery,
but got even hotter under their collars trying to understand the
tutoring and instruction of an apparently vulgar system known
as West Point military inflexibility. Payne declared, “Bloody
hell. We got up at 0500 and hustled everywhere. They told us
when to eat; they yelled at us; we were not very happy blokes!”
Payne’s next port-of-call for advanced training was the ‘Secret’
Souther Airfield in Americus, Georgia, renamed Jimmy Carter
Regional Airport in 2009. Now Payne really had to adapt to the
‘Southern’ way of life, plus learn a new problematic dialect.
In a futile attempt to maintain ‘secrecy’, British pilots were not
allowed to wear their uniforms into the city of Americus because
of American ‘neutrality’ at the time. Payne stated, “Every man,
woman, and child in Americus knew we were British subjects
but the people treated us magnificently. The town invited us to
a ‘weenie roast’ during our first week. We had never eaten hot
dogs and had a dissimilar meaning for the word ‘weenie’, so I
guess it’s needless to say we were quite concerned about what
the town blokes wanted to roast.”

While mastering the legendary bi-wing PT-17 Stearman, Payne
fell in love with America and its people. “We were born into a
rigid class system in England, but in Americus we were treated
as equals and with respect. The townspeople were easy-going
and approachable, a huge difference from the system I grew up
in.”
On Southern cooking: “I loved Southern cooking then and I still
love it now. We ate fried chicken for the first time and could get
peaches, corn on the cob, black-eyed peas, butter beans and
cornbread. I visited the local drug store and sat down at what
they called a lunch counter. I ordered this thing called a banana
split. When that treat was placed in front of me I thought I’d
died and gone to heaven.” Albeit, when asked about fried okra,
Payne stated, “Listen, mate, I’m only 94 years old, give me a bit
more time.”
And his opinion of Southern iced tea? “Now, there’s a bit of
southern culture that’s hard to understand. It’s bad enough that
southerners drop ice cubes in their tea glasses, but then they add
sugar to sweeten it. After that they add lemons to make it tart
again; it doesn’t make any bloody sense.” When asked about
American beer, Payne said, “Well, put it this way, we walked
into a store in Americus to hopefully purchase a few beers. We
were handed bottles of Root Beer. Not exactly what we had in
mind. We figured the Yanks were hard up for alcohol.”
Payne recalled an embarrassing incident: “I was in town with
my mates one day when we ran into the mayor’s wife. A nice
lady, she was, always had time to talk with British pilots. When
I asked what she was doing in town, she said, ‘Oh, just piddling

around.’ Bloody hell, we were speechless. If a British pilot is
‘piddling’ around it’s because he’s had one too many at the local
pub. I was really concerned about the mayor’s wife after that
conversation.”

DENIS PAYNE (WITH GOGGLES) AND 4 OF HIS BRITISH MATES

A pretty young girl from Manchester, TN named Mary found
employment in Macon during the war. She and Payne met one
weekend while she was visiting in Americus. Sparks flew and
Cupid proved to be an expert archer. The couple tied the knot 6
weeks later and they’ve been fighting the language barrier for 74
years. Payne said, “When we first started dating I told Mary to
meet me in front of Gaham’s the next weekend. Mary said she
had no idea what I was talking about. I told her it was the big

building in town with the name plainly painted on the front in
sizeable letters. Well, the building was advertising Georgia
hams, the lettering was GA HAMS.”

Mary Payne automatically became a British subject by marriage.
Once in England she was scheduled for employment with the
British military, but an American General scooped her up due to
her dictation skills. Mary said with a grin, “I believe my talent
on a piano helped, too.” Mary had entertained American troops
with her musical aptitude while in route to England via a 60 ship
convoy.
Breaking bread at the dinner table for the first time after meeting
Mary’s parents, Payne asked her father, “With your permission,
sir, I’d like to knock up your daughter in the morning.’ Mary
recalled, “Good Lord, dad almost stroked out. His face turned

fire engine red.” When a Brit asks for the permission to, ‘knock
someone up in the morning’, it’s their way of requesting, “May I
have the honor to knock on your bedroom door in the morning
and serve you breakfast in bed.’ For the British, the request is a
thoughtful and polite gesture. But for an American, Payne said,
“Bloody hell, the fathers could be quite unsettled by the offer.”
Payne’s piloting skills earned him a job teaching navigation in
Macon, GA. One of his responsibilities required correcting map
and plotting mistakes made by new recruits. He used a large red
eraser to correct the penciled-in errors.
The embarrassing incident: “Well, I corrected so many mistakes
I needed a new rubber, that’s what Brits call an eraser. I went
downtown to the Woolworth’s Store and informed an attractive
female employee that I needed a big red rubber. She stuttered
incoherently for a moment then directed me across the street to
the Rexall Drugstore. I didn’t understand why, but being polite
I just did as she requested. I approached a female worker in the
drugstore and dutifully asked her for a big red rubber. Well, her
face flushed, too. I wondered what the bloody hell I was doing
wrong. Then she excused herself and fetched the manager. He
was a nice lad, but I had to repeat my request. He said, ‘Yes, sir,
I’m glad to help. Would you like a dozen?’ I said, ‘Good Lord,
man, I only need one!’ He said, ‘yes, sir’, and walked behind
the counter. He opened a drawer, reached in, and pulled out a
handful of Trojans, in all sizes. I realized my blooper, but was
too embarrassed to say a word, so I just bought one, a big one.
Then I walked immediately back to the British barracks, opened
the package and took the thing out and pinned it to the bulletin

board with a large note: Warning. This is what the bloody Yanks
call a rubber!”
Payne’s abilities earned him an instructor’s slot, receiving the
same patriotic pitch from his superiors three times during WWII,
‘Good instructors are more important than pilots.’ Ports-of-calls
included instructing cadets in Macon, GA and the twin-engine
fighter school in Scotland. Finally assigned to British Bomber
Command, he trained British pilots on safe landing techniques in
inclement weather for the Lancaster, Ventura, and Wellington
bombers. A natural pilot, his knowledge earned him status as an
Aviator-of-all-trades.

LEFT: GERMAN FIGHTER PILOT DOCTOR KARL ULLMANN
MIDDLE: AMERICAN P-51 PILOT ROBERT ‘PUNCHY’ POWELL

June 6, 1944: The Allies launch D-Day, the Normandy Invasion
to liberate Europe. Payne said of the morning, “We were taking
off in a Wellington bomber and, per procedure, pulled up the
undercarriage. We never identified the cause, but the bomber
continued on down the runway. She pancaked, skidded down
the runway and across a motorway then smacked nose-first into
a haystack. A brand new Wellington bomber she was, classified
radar and other sensitive equipment, totally destroyed.”

That afternoon Payne and other aviators were celebrating D-Day
in the officer’s mess. “Well, we had a pint too much,” he stated.
“We passed around a new but sterile pristine chamber pot filled
to the brim with ale. I may say that compelled several blokes to

leave the bar. Later we staggered outside, physically picked up
an MG sports car, and placed it inside the bar. I can’t tell you
what happened after that because we left before the car’s owner
showed up.”
After VE-Day, Denis and Mary paid a visit to her hometown in
Manchester, TN. Payne stated, “Mary hadn’t been home in 3
years and was anxious to see her family. I was very happy for
her, but I never thought I’d be arrested for running corn liquor!”
Mary’s friends packed Denis’ car with corn liquor as a prank,
called their high school buddies at the local police department,
they pulled Denis over and arrested him. Payne said, “It was
pretty funny, after it was over. I still have the distinction as the
only British subject thrown into jail for running corn liquor in
Manchester, TN.”
Denis and Mary Payne’s charming sense of humor conceal their
graphic experiences of WWII. They witnessed death and
destruction on a daily basis, lost several friends, and knew that
the grim reaper could make the fatal call at any given moment.
Nevertheless, they fought and lived and loved through the
inferno of a World War. The conflict is long over, but the
Payne’s are still living, still loving, and still laughing.
Payne’s father saw combat in the China-Burma-India Theater;
his oldest brother saw action in Africa, his 2nd brother in Egypt,
the youngest brother also served with the British army. Payne
eventually worked for and retired from the British Consulate in
Atlanta, GA. “That’s right, mate,” he said proudly. “I am the
original James Bond, 007. And if you care to believe that, I’ll
knock you up with a cup of tea.”

Gentleman Denis Payne passed
gently into the good night on
June 11, 2013.

