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Foreword

This account is in the words I wrote in 1945, 46 and 47. It is the English of 
that time used by a youth of eighteen to twenty one years of age.

Much of it, was typed in Benghazi on an old Italian Olivetti mechanical 
typewriter that was in the care of the ‘CEP’ – the Custodian of Enemy 
Property.

How far should I edit it? At the moment it has the flavour of its time. 
It portrays feelings accurately. So I have restricted myself to a few 
explanations.

How much should the English be changed to meet our changed sensitivities? 
Thus, there are words in the text that would not be used today. I mean no 
offence. I apologise for them. But it might be worse to censor them. They 
are a part of the time, the atmosphere.

Remember that WOG. stands for Westernised Oriental Gentleman. Egyptians 
advertising in the ‘Situations Wanted’ column of The Egyptian Mail, often 
described themselves as WOG.

Proud of some of the things I did, ashamed of others.

Be dishonest and cowardly to change it now. Can’t even recall it all; but 
that’s what I wrote down then, as it happened. 

I hope I have not hurt anyone’s feelings or breached any copyright 
conditions. Please be tolerant. Remember, ‘there’s no fool like an old fool’.

Now, this is the story of a common man, by a common man.

Hope you enjoy it.

Duncan Torrance
23rd August 2010
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19, and very proud. December 1945.
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Glossary
The Glossary has been prepared to 
help readers through the text. Whilst 
the text was written at the time that 
events in the book occurred, parts 
of the Glossary have been prepared 
from memory. Accuracy is therefore 
no greater than memory.

A
ATS Auxiliary Territorial
 Service – the ladies
Avant Port Outer harbour
B
BAFFS British Armed
 Forces Special
 Vouchers
 (Army currency)
BAOR British Army of the 
 Rhine
Bivvy Night shelter
Blanco Substance for 
 cleaning Army 
 webbing
Block post Railway check-point
BORs British Other Ranks
Buckshees Extras, give aways
Bum-boats Indigenous boats
 selling poor
 quality goods
C
CEP Custodian of
 Enemy Property
Clefty wallah Street thief
CMF Cairo Military
 Forwarding
CO Commanding Officer
Common- Maintain our
  wealth War cemeteries
  Graves containing British,
  Commission European and
 Dominion casualties
Croce di Ferro Cross of Iron
D
DAQMG Deputy Assistant
 Quartermaster
 General – Staff Officer

Demob Demobilise (leave
 military service)
E
ESO Embarkation
 Staff Officer
F
Fatigues Punishment duties
Faux-pas Mistake
G
GCU Graves Concentration
 Unit
GHQ General Headquarters
Glasshouse Military prison
GRU Graves Registration
 Unit
H
HLI Highland Light Infantry
Home Guard Voluntary force
 for home defence,
 aka Dad’s Army
HQ Headquarters
HT Hired troopship
I
Infra dig Beneath one’s dignity
ITC Infantry Training
 Centre
J
Jankers Punishment duties
K
Khamsin A powerful, southerly,
 strong wind in the
 desert
L
Laager A defensive
 encampment,
 encircled by Army
 vehicles (South
 African)
M
MEF Middle East Forces
MELF Middle East Land
 Forces (formerly MEF)
MFO Military Forwarding
 Officer



xi

MRES Missing Research
 and Enquiries
 Service (RAF –
 Royal Airforce)
MT Motor Transport
MTO Motor Transport
 Officer
N
NAAFI Nickname for
 soldiers’ canteen
NCO Non-Commissioned
 Officer
Netted Successfully made
 wireless (radio)
 contact
Nissen hut Currugated iron hut
 used as
 accommodation
O
OC Officer in Charge
OCTU Officer Cadet
 Training Unit
OP Operational exercise
OTS Officer Training
 Scheme
P
POW Prisoner of war
PT Physical Training
PTW Primary Training Wing
Q
Q Abbreviation for queue
Quartermaster Person in change of
 stores and allocation
 of accommodation
R
RAMC Royal Army
 Medical Corps
Red devils Italian hand grenades
REME Royal Electrical
 and Mechanical
 Engineers
Reveille Summons to wake up
RSM Regimental
 Sergeant Major
RTU Returned to Unit

S
Scheme Army exercise
Shy Bedouin for tea
SMO Senior Medical Officer
SQMS Squadron
 Quartermaster
 Sergeant
SSAFA Soldiers, Sailors,
 Airmen and Families
 Association
T
TB Tuberculosis
TCV Troop Carrying
 Vehicle
Trick cyclist Psychiatrist
V
VC Victoria Cross
VE day Victory in Europe
VJ day Victory in Japan
W
Wadi A valley or river
 that’s dry except
 in the rainy season
War Graves The Army body that
  Directorate organised our
 identification and
 burial of all casualties,
 both our own and the
 enemy
WOG Westernised
 Oriental Gentleman
WOSB War Office Selection
 Board for officers
WOSBy The noun derived
 from WOSB
WVS Women’s Voluntary
 Service
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August 1938, my twelfth birthday. Sailing on Loch Fyne in the Zuleika, 
with my sister Jean and crewman Miller. Miller was very kind to us 
kids and great fun on the boat.

That September, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain flew back from 
Munich. The photographs in the newspapers showed him beaming as 
he got off the plane brandishing a piece of paper from Hitler, ‘Peace 
with honour’. Even as a child, I knew there must soon be war.

A wartime Xmas card announced that Miller was a commissioned 
officer on a destroyer. Well done.

Happened to see the Zuleika about 20 years ago whilst cycling along 
Loch Melfort by Oban. Still a fine yacht.
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The raw recruit

Chapter 1 – The raw recruit

It was one cold December morning, about eight o’clock, when I put 
on my Home Guard greatcoat but, alas bereft of its titles and stripes; 
still, there remained a clean patch on the arm where my sergeant 
stripes had been. The buttons were cleaned, and the brass shone 
as never before, but, fated to the bitter end, one dropped off, a minor 
catastrophe. To report minus a button was a most serious crime, 
when I was anxious to show the Army that the Home Guard, now 
immortalised as ‘Dad’s Army’, knew more than the art of beer swilling.

As I travelled up to Retford on the train, I thought a lot of the past as 
well as the future. I remembered how I had joined the School Officers 
Junior Training Corps in 1940 and then the Home Guard as a 16 
year old in October 1942. Then became a sergeant just one month 
after my seventeenth birthday. Yes, I was beginning to embark on the 
main step towards becoming an infantry officer, the goal of my life for 
the last few years.

At Retford, my trend of thought was interrupted when a kindly 
corporal herded a dozen or so nervous, anxious and very civilian 
boys onto a three ton truck. We were soon speeding along the icy 
roads to this place, Ranby Barracks, whatever it might be. Nobody 
spoke much until the truck skidded, which did no damage, but broke 
the tension between its apprehensive inmates. Once at the barracks, 
we found them rather as we might have expected, cold and bare. 
Our first meal was also like our inborn ideas; those who succeeded in 
eating it had stomach-ache.

During the first few days we were issued with rifles, steel helmets, a 
second battle-dress, and all the other regalia of war. Then started the life 
of ‘Blanco’ (a substance for cleaning Army webbing) and rifle inspections. 
We had aptitude tests to find out our capabilities. Tests of all descriptions, 
from assembling cycle pumps to arithmetical progressions and English 
essays. Most of the tests I managed, but some completely flawed me. 
They were rounded off by my first Army interview. I expressed a desire 
for a commission and was told that if I worked hard I might rise to those 
giddy heights, but that there were many pitfalls in front of me.

It was interesting to note the way that this crowd of 30, of all different 
types, brought suddenly so close together, reacted. For the first day 
it was all ‘please’ and ‘thank you’, but as soon as the lights went out, 
we began to get to know each other. Within a few days, we felt we 
had been together for years not hours.
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Training soon started in earnest. I began to learn afresh what I had 
been teaching for the last two years in the Home Guard. Drill, how 
to clean and handle a rifle, fieldcraft, and all the many other things a 
soldier learns.

We had a French boy amongst our number. He was of English 
parents, but had been caught in the occupation of France and 
interned. Then, when liberated, he returned to England and joined 
up. The Sergeant could not speak French, so I was employed as 
instructor for this one man, teaching more by signs than language. 
The Sergeant soon made me general ‘stooge’, and employed me to 
march the platoon about. I felt my feet touch the bottom rung.

The days soon became very monotonous. The big rush in the freezing 
mornings to be ready for parade and that cold, rotten, inadequate 
breakfast. A hard day’s training, either standing still freezing, or being 
run off our feet. Then in the evening, standing in the NAAFI canteen 
(Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes) ‘Q’, or fatigues. The platoon 
corporal used to make wooden toys, so, another evening job was 
sand-papering them for him.

My father had a friend in Retford. One evening I walked the three 
miles to see him and his wife. What a change to drink out of tea cups 
with saucers, sit round an open coal fire and listen to the sound of 
an intelligent educated voice. Yes, it was almost as good as being at 
home.

Christmas found us as soldiers of three weeks standing. For Xmas 
breakfast we had grapefruit, which, to my great delight, proved 
unpopular. Dinner was a magnificent spread, but even there, the 
animal instincts came to the fore, no sooner had we sat down than 
the fruit and nuts had entirely disappeared from the table.

The officers, true to custom, served the food which I am sure 
embarrassed them as much as it did us. We ate until nobody could 
eat anymore. Turkey and Xmas pudding were trodden under-foot. 
How many English families could have had either, let alone both? 
How many starved to death in Europe that day? How many days 
previously had we ourselves felt hungry? That afternoon I went for a 
seven mile walk and wondered what they would be doing at home. At 
tea there was only half the usual number, the remainder lay on their 
beds.
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On Boxing Day we were at it as usual, on parade before it was light. I 
always loathed getting up in the morning and sweeping, making beds, 
cleaning rifles and polishing brasses all before it was light, let alone 
warm enough to exist in comfort.

By this time I was troubled with a cough and my voice had gone. My 
lungs were full of dust from the constant sweeping of our concrete 
floor. The food as well was beginning to do me harm. So, at last I was 
forced to report sick to get a dose of castor oil, but also got a day’s 
light duty and some foul tasting medicine to act as an extra deterrent. 
Special work was found for the two of us on this day of light duty. One 
never believes the old soldier’s yarn about scrubbing the floor with a 
toothbrush. What I do know, is the two of us whitewashed our Nissen 
hut ceiling with a shaving brush.

I felt it very galling to be only 30 miles from home and unable to get 
there. I tried to get a 36 hour pass but eventually had to content 
myself with a day one. At 7.30 one Sunday morning, without breakfast 
and before it was light, I walked out of the camp onto the nearby main 
road in the hope of getting a lift. Although buses ran in the afternoon, 
they were not then running on Sunday mornings.

I walked 17 miles without a break and was just deciding to give up my 
project and wait for a bus back to camp, when a diesel lorry stopped 
and gave me a lift. I was too tired to shout and my voice too weak to 
be heard above the roar of the engine, so we rode in silence to within 
three miles of my home. It was agony to get out of that truck. I was 
so stiff I could hardly walk, but managed to flop down in a chair at 
home. Just in time for mother’s nourishing, tasty, home-cooked lunch. 
I remember to this day, chops and chips.

The six hours I had at home seemed like five minutes, but I felt much 
happier as I travelled back on the bus. My pockets were bulging 
with sandwiches, apples and chocolate. The sandwiches I ate as 
Monday and Tuesday’s tea, the chocolate and apples I spun out till 
Wednesday. Mothers are wonderful.

The barrack room was a lovely cosy place at night. We had a big 
stove. Heaped with coke, it would give a great red glow by about 
seven o’clock in the evening. We used to be able to bring back a 
slice of bread from breakfast or tea from the cookhouse, sometimes 
along with a pat of butter. Toasted at night, this was a lovely treat, 
especially if we had scrounged a tin of beans to go with it.
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Coming from a grammar school, I had always expected to be bullied. 
Nothing of this; never a suggestion. Life was totally different. Two 
of my barrack room friends came at different times and told me they 
couldn’t write. Would I write a letter home for them? No privacy. We 
just sat on a bunk, the two of us together in the barrack room.

The start was always the same: ‘Just a line to let you know…’ Then a 
pause, a complete stop. It was necessary to suggest to them exactly 
what to say. ‘Shall we tell them what the Sergeant said this morning 
about the drill?’ Then we’d chat, and I would write something down in 
their words. It wasn’t dictation. I often wondered if their mothers had 
to get someone else to read the letters.

In the last week of training we had a night exercise in which a 
trainee was given command. I was selected as the commander for 
our platoon. In the afternoon I went on a recce with the other two 
commanders and an officer. We got everything planned out perfectly. 
But it was a very different matter when it came to the night. Men were 
dashing about everywhere, except onto the objectives. I finished 
up there on my own, both sides firing blank cartridges madly in my 
direction.

The time was drawing near for our passing out parade. We had 
been rehearsing for it throughout the past three weeks. Passing 
out parades were regarded here in the same light as in every other 
branch of the Army – the most important item in the course.

I would not have completed my description of ‘primary training’ without 
mentioning the Sergeant. No, he was not the ignorant swearing type 
like our rather typical Corporal. The Sergeant was a gentleman, much 
more like an officer than a sergeant. It was in him as much as anyone 
I found a friend with whom I could on odd privileged occasions have 
a chat and forget the Army. As to my fellow sufferers, I much regret 
to say that I got exceedingly tired of most of them, They had no real 
interest in life or any real ambition, but an outlook that was crude to a 
degree.

After passing out parade, we got our postings. Mine was to ‘29 GSC, 
North Frith Barracks, Aldershot’. What on earth was this? Various 
ideas were passed onto me and another fellow who was going there 
as well. It was for training as clerks; it was for secret service work 
in the Intelligence Corps, and a hundred and one other ideas, all of 
which seemed possible. But somehow, the secret service seemed a 
good starter, a subject always shrouded in mystery.
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On our last morning, we had reveille at four o’clock, breakfast at five 
and then were taken down to the station, a ten minute run, at 7.30 to 
catch a train leaving at 8.40. Waiting there on the station, I wondered 
what my new camp would be like, what future would there be in it? 
But nature is a strong creature and led to a WVS (Women’s Voluntary 
Service) canteen for a second breakfast. I was soon busily packing 
my way into a slice of hot-buttered toast. This was my first WVS 
canteen. What a change from the NAAFI canteen at Ranby Barracks. 
The WVS ladies were friendly and quiet, anxious to help and serve 
in a most motherly fashion. Not like the NAAFI where exuberant 
girls would try to persuade some of the soldiers for a night out at the 
pictures.

Eventually the train rolled in. We parked ourselves in carriages 
amongst civilians and well away from those ‘gentle voices’ that used 
to request us to do little things in the camp. Even this only set the 
mind at ease for a short time. Why was the lion sending me to the 
innermost sanctuary of his den? Why was I going to Aldershot?
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Chapter 2 – The first ‘scheme’

Tired, hungry and excited, we were met at Woking station by a 
Highland Light Infantry Officer with a three ton truck. I soon hopped in 
to find some fellows there already. They had apparently just returned 
from a War Office Selection Board (WOSBy) for officers. That showed 
I was on the right track. I listened to the rest of what they had to say, 
but it was too bad to believe. They were laying on the ‘old soldier’ 
too much, even for me. Afterwards, I became quite used to this very 
natural desire to exaggerate everything and now pay little attention to 
soldier’s descriptions.

On arrival at the camp, I was marched into a large barrack room. 
What a contrast with the hut I’d just left. The two storey structure was 
of brick and plaster, beautifully distempered. It had a proper ceiling 
and a polished teak floor. I was in one of the barrack blocks put up 
in 1937 by War Minister, Leslie Hore-Belisha, as he prepared the 
country for war.

Our personal accommodation consisted of a full-length green, 
steel locker and a bed – a real iron bed with steel bands, not a 
wooden, wire, two tier, steel mesh bunk. Last, but not least, those 
sacred few inches, a soldier’s bed-space was almost large enough 
to accommodate a 6 foot x 3 foot groundsheet on the floor beside 
the bed. I had only just taken all this in when I was introduced to 
Sergeant Jones, a small fellow in the Cheshires. At first meeting he 
seemed really decent, and he was a peace-time regular soldier. But 
there were two sides to him – the generally friendly, then sometimes, 
the very correct regular sergeant.

He asked if I wanted food. I was given a guide and sent to the 
cookhouse. Here I ate a grand two-course meal off tables with clean 
white enamel tops. What really made the meal a treat was one of my 
favourite puddings – a well cooked bread-and-butter pud. On return, 
Sergeant Jones asked about my laundry and a bath. I had my first 
warm shower since I joined the Army, and my first of any description 
for a fortnight.

The following day was the usual run of introductory talks to which no 
one paid much attention till leave was mentioned. We were to have 
ten days leave in four weeks’ time. How near that seemed then, yet 
how long those four weeks were going to take.
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The next day was spent in doing the same tests we had done prior 
to passing out of our six weeks’ primary training. As we soon found 
out, the next four weeks was a re-hash of what we had already done 
with a few minor additions. The worst of these was a period a day of 
Physical Training (PT). This new PT was almost inhumane compared 
with what we had already done. Even this was not enough. We 
had to start an assault course. At this time it was to me a fiendish 
contraption of ridiculous and unlikely obstacles. I can still remember 
some of them. One was an artificial, stagnant green ditch with wire 
netting over the top. The function of the netting was not to prevent the 
unwary falling in, but to stop anyone escaping from crawling through 
this cess-pool. A narrow log ran over a similar ditch, an eight foot log 
wall had to be climbed, then, there being no other way down, we had 
to jump off it.

One must give credit where it is due. We got half-a-pint of hot milk 
and a sandwich every morning in addition to normal rations, which 
made up to some extent for our hard work. The Second-in-Command 
of the battalion used to run a film show every Sunday night. He 
generally looked after our welfare and was the most popular officer in 
the unit, a man with a big generous heart.

On and on the work continued. We knew we were doing infantry 
training and that all of us were destined to attend a War Office Selection 
Board for Officers, or, at worst, were potential Non-Commissioned 
Officers (NCOs): It was this that kept us going. Certainly, it can only 
have been this enthusiasm that made us clean the brasses on our 
webbing, back and front, every night, including Sunday. It was very 
competitive training.

The mention of the Sabbath is bound to strike a chord in every 
soldier’s mind. Yes, we had church parades. But they gave us an 
extra drill rather than any spiritual uplift. There were five periods a 
week to which everyone looked forward – education. Two of these 
were devoted to films. We were all too tired to profit much from the 
lessons. Our Army Education Corps Sergeants, always kind hearted 
people, realised this. So, for good or evil, we had five periods of 
recuperation a week.

Till, at last, the great day arrived and we were off. What a grand thing 
leave was. However, I did not feel really worked up till I was on one of my 
home-town buses. Then I started to see the shops I knew. I saw a school 
cap, one I might have been wearing two years earlier. I got off the bus, 
waved to a neighbour, and then was in my own home with my own family.
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I forgot all about the Army, except to tell interested friends of the 
horrors, and by this time, with the usual exaggerations. I had ten days 
as a civilian, but how quickly that passed. Before long, I was off back 
to the 29th Infantry Training Battalion.

It was great to see all my friends again. Those long faces, now 
wreathed in smiles, ready to face another month or two of training. 
Even the NCOs seemed to have enjoyed themselves. Whether by 
design or not, whether by imagination or not, training seemed to 
become much easier. The Sergeant chatted to us occasionally at 
night. We all seemed to get on better with each other.

I have not yet mentioned one of the big tasks to which we returned. 
Every night, our teak floor was swept and ‘bumped’, but specially for 
the CO’s inspection every Saturday morning. Friday night was the 
time. We had to buy floor polish and work on our hands and knees; 
at it till nine or ten o’clock at night. The bumper was a two foot piece 
of tree trunk that had been sawn to split it longitudinally. For a handle 
there was a wooden fencing rail screwed to the bumper with a gate 
hinge. Shot backwards and forwards on a piece of old blanket and a 
duster across the teak floors, it generated a magnificent polish.

We also had to fold our blankets every morning. Three lay folded, 
edges exposed, one on top of the other. The last blanket was wrapped 
round the other three. The problem was that we had had to sew a 
label onto each blanket with our rank, name, and number, written on 
it. Now, all these labels had to be exactly horizontal, and in the centre 
exactly one above the other. What a job till we got used to it.

Training, as well as becoming less strenuous, became more 
interesting. We started doing new weapons and more advanced 
lessons about the old. We began route marches, which I found very 
pleasant. The marches I did not like were the forced ones in which 
we gradually worked up from two and a half miles in 30 minutes 
wearing PT kit, to ten miles wearing battle order, carrying rifles, firing 
ten rounds on the range, and all in two hours. This occupied but one 
afternoon a week, and although severe punishment, did not last long.

We were just beginning to laugh at the old assault course when a new 
and even more fiendish contrivance was introduced to our lives. The 
‘blitz course’, as it was named. It was an absolute maze of obstacles 
of all descriptions, walls, ditches, ramps, barbed wire, parallel ropes, 
scaling nets, logs, and in fact everything short of murder.
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So far, the only training in which we had ourselves ‘fought’ was on 
night schemes, of which we had two a week. We all quite enjoyed 
the exercises for their own sake. But, apart from that, little discipline 
and control could be exercised at night, so they always ended in a 
free fight somewhere. We were all ready for it and eager to put into 
practice some of what we had learnt.

It was a grand morning when we set off on our three day scheme. 
We were all in the highest of spirits. After a short march of about six 
miles, we arrived at an old golf club-house which was to be our billet. 
We were very confident when told to cook our own lunch. But, after 
two hours, most of us were glad of some bread and cheese rather 
than eat our own inedible lumps of charred matter.

The afternoon was devoted to ‘all-in rugger’, a very strenuous variety 
of the more conventional game. This suited us down to the ground. 
What could be better, especially when followed by a good tea with 
plenty of ‘buckshees’ and two hours of enforced rest. Everybody 
pretended to sleep, but in actual fact was wide awake.

At dusk, we fell in ready for the night’s work. Our first job was to 
march three miles and do a short patrol exercise in which we fired 
three rounds. It struck us all as being a tragedy to dirty our rifles for 
the sake of three shots, but we had not been in the Army long enough 
to practice many of the old soldiers’ tricks.

Our next task was an eight mile march. At the end of this, we were 
just beginning to think that it had ceased to be fun when we had to 
start digging slit trenches again. This is a surprisingly difficult task for 
novices in the dark. Very tired and very sore, we set off back to our 
billet, a march of some six miles, arriving about four in the morning. A 
drink of hot Army cocoa was ready for us.

We all lined up in single file, each man undoing the pack in front of 
him to get his friend’s mess tin. I had not realised I was the last in 
the queue. At first, not surprised when I felt my pack being undone, 
it suddenly struck me as odd. I turned round. The Major, second-in-
command of the battalion, handed me my mess tin. What a lovely 
surprise.

By forbidding us to smoke, the Company Commander saved the 
country importing 150 cigarettes, much to our disgust. So, with a 
struggle, we heaved off our boots and got into the blankets, only to 
be dragged out two hours later for a ‘stand-to’.Shaving in a mess tin 
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full of ice cold water was quite a new experience. I might also say a 
useless experiment for the novice as regards arresting the growth of 
a beard. What it did teach us is there is usually some way of heating 
water. We cooked our own breakfast and, as bacon does not need 
any great technical knowledge, we all got a reasonable meal.

It was a change to march back to the digging area in daylight after 
having only done it at night. Most of us were not interested, we felt 
tired physically and as if we had a hangover mentally. We had a look 
at our tiny slit trenches of the previous night and hastened to fill them 
in before anyone should see them.

Once more we were back on the road and marching down to the 
Army School of Hygiene. Everybody was hoping for a lecture; 
but, alas, we had to walk round admiring field latrines and viewing 
different methods of keeping flies away. We stood, watched, and 
listened, our legs and feet already in a bad way were getting worse. 
We would love to have paused for a few minutes. We even longed to 
sit down and rest on some of the toilets. After an hour or so we were 
back on the road, arriving in camp, a crowd of scruffy dirty specimens 
of humanity just in time for lunch.

No. Surely no, but yes, it must be brasses clean, back and front, 
boots polished, shaved, even necks washed. Yes, there we were on 
parade as usual the next morning.

By now we were getting to know the permanent staff of the 29th 
Training Battalion. The Sergeant in charge of the other half of the 
platoon had served with ‘The Green Howards’ in the Middle East.

On Saturday nights, when he had enjoyed himself, he was wont to 
start singing. This was his heartfelt favourite which he sang with great 
feeling.

You’ve heard of a place called Benghazi
‘Neath the heat of the Libyan sun.
For there lies a poor English swadi,
His duty for England is done.

And as on his side he lay dying,
These his last words he did cry,
Bury me out in the desert,
In the heat of the Libyan sun,
For my duty for England is done.
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Little did I realise, that I would later be privileged to offer the token 
of identification to some of these poor men, as we moved them to 
Military Cemeteries, still ‘under the heat of the Libyan sun’.

On a lighter hearted note, the other junior leader of that platoon was 
a great big shiny Corporal in the Manchesters, a heavy machine gun 
regiment (Vickers water-cooled machine guns).

His cry was:

Little fly upon the wall,
Ain’t you got no clothes at all,
What, no shimmy, no shirt, no vest, no skirt.
Gee, you must be cold.

Still makes me smile.
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Chapter 3 – War Office Selection Board

Soon after the 36 hour scheme, the sheep were sorted from the 
goats. We had to fill in our particulars on an entrance form for a War 
Office Selection Board – WOSBy. It was announced that we were 
to act as ‘guinea pigs’, sitting one WOSBy in a month’s time and 
a second in six weeks. If we passed either we would be accepted 
for OCTU (Officer Cadet Training Unit). Each board was going to 
examine us independently, then the War Office was going to compare 
the results of the two in case standards differed.

That month seemed to be a long time, but eventually we were off on 
the train. On arrival at the WOSBy, we were shown to some steel 
Nissen huts, allotted beds for the three nights, and then taken up to a 
large room in a rambling old-fashioned mansion.

It was grand to sit down at a table, eat with proper cutlery off decent 
plates, and be waited on by ATS (Auxiliary Territorial Service) girls. 
There was a strained atmosphere however; the members of the 
Board sat with us. Everybody knew only too well they were all eyes 
and ears. We were not living in all this luxury as a public gesture.

In the afternoon, we answered various written tests and question 
papers, a lot of which seemed pointless to a degree. There were of 
course the usual scholastic ones, but it was the others that made us 
think. Why should they read 50 nouns at 30 second intervals, and 
tell us to record our first idea on paper. Next, we were shown some 
indistinct photographs and asked to write a paragraph on the idea 
they each conveyed. We toiled at these papers till the evening. Then 
we went back to our ante-room, sat, talked, and read, generally trying 
to appear at ease despite what we felt.

On the following morning we did the ‘group task’. This consisted of 
getting a heavy, sand filled, wooden crate through a steel scaffolding 
most of which was painted red and must not be touched. Everybody 
worked like fury, trying to put their own ideas into practice, instead of 
all working on one plan.

After this was over, we tried similar tasks, but of a simpler nature, in 
which one person was put in charge. An obstacle, over which we had 
to go in groups of three, provided yet another form of punishment. 
It was in a way amusing to see what story tellers we were. Nearly 
everyone hated these tasks quite openly amongst his comrades, but, 
if asked by a member of the Board, nothing could be better fun.
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There was one more team event which was called PT. I admit we 
wore PT kit, but there the resemblance ended. We were split into two 
parties of eight, each armed with a ‘twig’ – a 100 pound log, which 
we had to take round an obstacle course. A stream about 12 feet 
wide was the first obstacle. They also had tyres hung from beams 
through which we had to clamber, high walls, and, worst of all, a 
canvas tarpaulin pegged and roped down to some wet ground. The 
examining officers took great delight in standing on this sheet making 
it more difficult to crawl and keep direction as we struggled for light 
and air. So effectively did they do this that once I lost my PT shorts on 
the way through, emerging covered in mud with my shorts wrapped 
round my ankles like a pair of blue gaiters.

It was not all brawn. We had a discussion at which the President of 
the Board attended as well as the usual retinue. We had to discuss 
various articles in the room, one of which was a horse shoe. In this 
I was very lucky as I had by pure chance had a discussion with my 
father on this subject during my last leave. We had to deduce what 
the shoe told us about its use and the horse that wore it. Father was a 
veterinary surgeon with wide experience of horses. I kept quiet, then 
as ideas ran short, the President turned to me, indicating I was to 
speak. I quoted my father’s words as accurately as I could, whether 
correctly or not I do not know. The President seemed at a loss. I think 
he hadn’t the knowledge to say whether I was right or wrong. Hope 
he found it interesting and realised all the information that a horse 
shoe could indicate.

The real ordeal was a private interview with the same Colonel. We got 
wind that he asked many general knowledge questions, so were soon 
to be seen pooling our items of news from which everyone extracted 
a complete list of generals and armies, then laboriously learnt it by 
heart. Our other interview came very close to this last except that it 
was given by a Captain, the psychiatrist, or, in soldier’s slang, ‘the 
trick cyclist’. He asked us questions about our views, ourselves, most 
of which were of an extremely personal and searching nature, things 
which not even one’s closest friends would dream of asking. I think 
he particularly pursued weaknesses we had exposed in the earlier 
tests, where we had commented on vague and indistinct pictures and 
words.

All things must come to an end, and soon our three day ordeal was 
over. Back at camp, I could not but think about our experiences. Had 
I passed or failed? I hated to face the truth, I felt I must have failed. 
They had found every weak spot in my character. Anyway, I thought, 
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if I had passed there, the second WOSBy didn’t matter. If I had failed 
the first, why should I pass the second? I made up my mind the 
second was going to be a holiday.

At the second one, we went through the same old things again. By 
way of consolation we found a grand old Surrey pub nearby which 
sold some excellent cider. A party of us used to go down there every 
night returning about ten o’clock. Then we had a further two hours of 
harmless horse-play, which usually ended in one or two less popular 
gentlemen being tipped out of bed. So it carried on for three days. We 
had a really first class time.

There was an individual assault course here, as there had been at 
the last place. This consisted of various obstacles for which different 
points were awarded. The whole thing was run on a time basis. The 
obstacle which gave the highest marks consisted of a platform on a 
tree about 18 feet off the ground, and from a branch of this tree hung 
a tantalising rope, some four feet away, for which one had to jump. 
Beyond me, I didn’t try it. It was over a much simpler obstacle that I 
came to grief. I jumped of a twelve foot wall, fell, winded myself, and 
gave my knee a twist. It was insufficient to prevent my limping about 
and enjoying life, but sufficient to prevent my partaking in any more of 
the physical parts of the examination.

When I left this WOSBy I felt more confident. Why, I don’t know. 

Back at camp, we waited five days for the results. Then, one evening, 
we were told to put on our best battle-dress and get on parade for the 
CO. Before he arrived, we were split into three groups – presumably, 
those who passed, those who failed, and those in need of further 
training; but which was which?

The Colonel came and spoke to the first group. Our straining ears 
could not catch what he said. Then he passed to the second group. 
Then at last he came to us and told we had been found fit for training 
at OCTU. What a relief. I had made the first and biggest bound 
towards becoming an officer. As I walked back to the barracks, one 
of the officers came across and had a word with me. He might have 
seen the glow of conceit on my face and wished to wipe it off. He told 
me I had failed the first WOSBy, and the reason – I had gone down to 
the PT field in a PT vest that wasn’t freshly washed.

WOSBys demanded a very high standard. Odd to us now, but the 
State Council School leaving age was 14. That was the age at which 
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compulsory education stopped. If you then worked with a pick and 
shovel, that’s what it would be for your lifetime. In those days, I 
believe only about one person in 500 went to university.

One of these graduates was a fellow candidate at WOSBy. He failed 
and was very peeved. But WOSBy was tough and looked for leaders, 
whether academic or not.
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Chapter 4 – A fully trained soldier

All this time, training had proceeded as normal and by now we were 
reaching the culminating point. We did the ten mile forced march 
in two hours with all the impedimenta of war, small pack, full water 
bottle, rifles etc. My knee had not altogether recovered from the twist 
I gave it at WOSBy. I still remember the agony I suffered during that 
forced march. Unable to use my knee fully, I overworked every other 
muscle in my legs with disastrous results.

I collapsed, I gave up. I moved to ‘fall out’. But Williams on one side, 
and someone on the other, said, ‘you can’t give up; you must go 
on’. They supported me for 100 yards – 120 paces. Each with their 
shoulder grasped to mine. Suddenly I found I could carry on. They, 
from their weary bodies, had injected the spirit that made me realise I 
could regain my independence. Thank you.

About this time I suffered a further reverse in the form of a septic 
hand which was in the first place aggravated by the Royal Army 
Medical Corps (RAMC), and in the second, badly treated. An RAMC 
Corporal squeezed my hand to get the puss out, but, in fact, forced 
the infection back into the palm of my hand. This caused a more 
serious and painful wound. No penicillin in those days.

The camp deterred people from going sick by making it such hard 
work that one must be nearly dead before the work involved justified 
itself. ‘Reveille’ was at six and by half-past, all one’s kit had to be 
packed into the kit-bag, and taken to the stores, complete with 
bedding and rifle. And that had to be done every day. That week 
passed slowly. I was hanging about all day with nothing to do except 
get cold, miserable and lonely with the prospect of being regarded as 
unfit to travel on leave. But eventually I was able to go on leave and 
enjoy myself as much as ever with a hand that soon recovered under 
competent veterinary supervision.

It would be a waste of time and a big job to record what went on 
during those ten days. Everything came second to the end of the war 
in Europe – VE day – during the last few days of my leave.

No sooner had we returned off leave than preparations began for a 
72 hour scheme. Many attempts, some successful, were made to 
scrounge food. A private stock of cigarettes was horded. Bit by bit, we 
were coming to regard ourselves as old soldiers.
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It was on a fine sunny morning we set out. The company was 
organised into three platoons, two of which were commanded 
by lieutenants, ours by a captain. We all had to march along 
independently, each platoon doing an exercise which was criticised 
by the others as they followed up. A strange thing occurred which I 
have never seen before, or since. The Captain led us along the roads 
with the aid of his map. He had previously reconnoitred the route. 
But he suddenly halted us, spoke to a passing civilian, and gave the 
about turn. Whatever caused this, he made us march back extremely 
quickly in an effort, I imagine, to conceal his ‘faux-pas’.

By the time we reached our bivouac area it was six. After a good 
meal, we set to erecting our bivvies for the night. Bivvies are shelters 
shared by two soldiers, made by joining our groundsheets together 
like a little ridge tent. The question of a guard soon cropped up. Yes, 
at first I thought I was unlucky. But, on guard we got plenty of tea, 
extra bread and cheese, and a hut to sleep in while off duty.

In the morning we marched a matter of some five miles to a field firing 
range for a live ammunition exercise. As it was my first day’s field 
firing since I’d joined the Army, I was looking forward to it with happy 
reminisces of my Home Guard days. Field firing exercises were hard 
work. As well as rifles and ammunition, we had to carry a bren light 
machine gun and its ammunition. With these extras shared across the 
section, I had begun to wonder if all the physical effort would prove 
more than enough. Also what about the safety of the others with live 
ammunition?

On arrival, we started the first of our schemes, but were soon 
interrupted by some cattle appearing quite close to the targets. Our 
instructors were not greatly perturbed and merely drove the cattle out 
of the area by judicious use of the bren gun. It was not long before the 
herd interrupted someone else. Then the Company Commander got 
to hear of it. All firing was suspended. The flap was on. The Company 
Commander had forgotten to warn the farmer to clear the fields. The 
difficulty was overcome by sending out a patrol to drive the cattle to a 
corner of the field and there to mount guard on them.

The authorities had intended to give us a really tiring day but were 
unable to organise it sufficiently. We did another two schemes, but 
escaped the fourth. Even so, we were extremely tired and hungry by 
the time we had marched back to our bivvies. But, we soon had our 
rifles cleaned with boiling water, inspected, and so to bed.
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Early in the morning we had our breakfast and pulled down the 
bivvies. This was the last day. All we had to face was the march 
back, a journey of some 30 miles, but fortunately we were told, ten 
miles of this was to be covered by trucks. By lunch time we were all 
thoroughly worn out. There were only three of the normal eight or so 
left in our section who had sufficient strength left to carry the bren 
gun.

While we were having our lunch, the Company Commander 
rolled in, cool and contented on a motor-cycle. He told his platoon 
commanders that his arrangements for transport had failed and we 
might have to march all the way back. If looks could have killed, our 
Company Commander would have lain there mortally wounded by 
a blow from each of his platoon commanders. When they broke the 
news to us officially, we obeyed without a murmur knowing full well 
whose fault it was. After all, the platoon commanders were marching 
with us and as anxious for a ride as we were.

When we had marched for a further two hours, transport did arrive. 
We got a lift of five miles, after which we had to march the last four. 
That is, those who could still stand it, say 70 per cent of those who 
started in the morning, or 60 per cent of those who left camp two days 
previously. As before, those heaps of worn out humanity, dressed in 
rags, covered in mud, were there in the morning a mass of blanco 
and shining brasses.

Our next ordeal was a 25 mile route march. The morning was of 
that clear and cool type which denoted warmth later on. In fact, the 
record for May was beaten for some 15 years by a temperature in 
the neighbourhood of 80 degrees Fahrenheit in the shade when 
you could find it. In the morning, our Company Commander got lost, 
increasing the distance from some 25 miles to 28. Everyone liked 
him.

A further minor error had been made in the rendezvous with the 
ration truck. We had lunch and half-a-pint of tea at two o’clock on 
an open road without even a hedge to protect us from the sun. After 
lunch, we donned our thick serge battle-dress tops, and packs with 
their water bottles we were not allowed to touch, and carried on. Little 
more can be said than just that. Nobody was sufficiently alive to take 
any interest in their surroundings. We were all too thirsty to sing any 
songs which usually form a sufficient stimulus to cheer any platoon 
on the march.
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Half-a-mile outside the camp we had to halt to do up our necks, 
roll down our sleeves and generally tidy up ready for the Colonel to 
inspect us when we got in. During this halt, several sat down, but 
wiser folk remained on their feet. Three of our people who got down 
were so affected by the proximity of the camp that they could not get 
up. Several others had to be dragged up and put on their feet.

One big concession was granted to us on our return. The Colonel 
dismissed us after five minutes drill instead of the usual 20 minutes.
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Chapter 5 – Pre-OCTU

The time had now come for us to go to the pre-OCTU at Wrotham in 
Kent. We had heard a lot about the standard of life at Officer Cadet 
Training Units, and were looking forward to even better conditions 
than we had at present. We realised that our work would be hard, but 
our treatment that of ‘gentlemen’.

What a shock awaited us. The food was average. Our Nissen huts 
were packed with about 18 to 20 of us, or nearly twice the correct 
number. The ablutions and unpartitioned latrines were a quarter of a 
mile from our huts and both in opposite directions. Rumour suggested 
the camp had been built for the Americans. They took one look, and 
condemned the place.

When we first arrived we were tested on our knowledge of infantry 
work, physical condition, driving and maintenance. My physical 
condition seemed to satisfy them. There was no doubt about my 
driving experience as I had neither driven a truck nor ridden a 
motor-cycle. I had only a very little experience on father’s car and 
agricultural tractors.

I was, however, very surprised when I found I was required to have 
six weeks infantry training. This, despite my previous experience in 
the Army as well as in the Home Guard. My pre-OCTU small arms 
examiner told me that my knowledge of small arms was up to the 
standard of an instructor at the Small Arms School at Catterick. In 
fact, I had been there on a course while I was in the Home Guard. 
But my present examiner said he had been told to mark me down 
because the WOSBy report stated that I needed more confidence.

‘It’s an ill wind that blows no good.’ At that time, there was a scheme 
whereby cadets were posted to India for OTS (Officer Training 
Scheme). OTS was to train cadets as officers, but in Indian OCTUs. 
They were then already in the Far East. They might be posted to Indian 
Army Units. They were certainly there ready for the war against Japan.

I now believe that the anticipated allied casualties were expected to 
be one and a half million before Japan was conquered and the Far 
East made safe. Then, Hiroshima and Nagasaki. For some, savage 
nuclear bombing with heavy civilian casualties but I, and many others 
of that time, welcomed the atom bomb with great relief. A survey 
shortly afterwards showed that 72 per cent of the British people 
asked, supported the dropping of the two atomic bombs.
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The Japanese were savage adversaries. We did not then know that 
27 per cent of our prisoners of the Japanese, had died, or been killed. 
Ninety per cent of those on that infamous Burma Railway died. Four 
per cent of our prisoners in German hands died.

A number of friends at pre-OCTU went to OTS in India. But, 
fortunately for me, by the time I’d completed my extended course, the 
scheme had finished.

We did our driving and maintenance before our infantry training and 
had a grand time. A King’s Royal Rifle Corps Cadet and I were put 
onto a three ton Bedford truck.

As Kipling contrasted the arrival of the car with hunting:

‘And so began the blood and stink
The real blood sport of Britain.’

We spent the mornings till ten o’clock doing practical maintenance, or 
more usually standing about gossiping, and then had the rest of the 
day driving with an instructor, but not in convoy. The only time when 
the vehicles collected together was at one of the transport cafés in 
the district, where much time (and money) was spent. I was glad I 
happened to get one of the three tonners. Although somewhat harder 
to drive, one learnt a lot more from them, and then, as I subsequently 
found, a 15 hundredweight seemed simple after one of those 
monsters.

After our week on trucks, we went over to a week’s motor-cycling. 
The first two days were spent on a cinder track and were rather dull. 
The next three were spent on the road in convoys. On these convoys, 
the great idea was to get to the back and so travel faster. Many 
dodges were used to get there, plug leads detached, engines stalled, 
petrol turned off, and so on. The last day was without doubt the best. 
We had a day’s rough riding cross-country and discovered that many 
spectacular feats could be accomplished very easily and give a great 
deal of pleasure to the rider without any danger.

At the end of this exciting fortnight, it seemed very boring to return to 
the hum-drum infantryman’s life. We started yet again with Lesson 
One on the rifle, ‘Care and Cleaning’ followed by all the other usual 
items. Our instructors were some of the best in the country. Had it not 
been so, some of us would have gone completely mad. It might be 
interesting to note, that there were several Air Force personnel doing 
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the same course as ourselves, prior to the same OCTU. Surely, either 
they must leave Wrotham with insufficient training, or we must have 
wasted our first six months in the Army, as well as two or more years 
pre-service training for some of us.

A high standard of physical condition was expected. One of the ways 
it was obtained was by having our training area at the bottom of a 300 
foot escarpment, with the old Pilgrim’s Way running in the valley. Up 
and down, we had to double continuously to get to our billets at the 
top. Another exercise was cross-country runs which, although it may 
be a strange confession, I began to enjoy and looked forward to one 
each week.

The whole climax of the training was a 48 hour scheme followed by a 
blitz course. The camp was rife with rumours about both, particularly 
the blitz course, and to most of us they formed a rather depressing 
outlook. Eventually, one afternoon, we started the 48 hour scheme. 
It began from the moment we left camp with three section attacks, all 
very arduous as they involved working and assaulting up and down 
the escarpment. At half-past-five we were given a slice of bread 
and cheese and some tea. Then we set off on a ten mile march. I 
remember wondering how many of the local villagers knew of our 
inner thoughts as we marched through their villages that evening, 
singing as if we hadn’t a care in the world.

The first highlight of the evening was when a Ford van slowed down 
in the middle of the platoon. We were marching in a dispersed 
formation in single file, either side of the road. The Ford van pulled 
up, a land girl popped her head out, the Sergeant ran up and jumped 
into the van. Everyone knew the Sergeant was considered to be a 
connoisseur as far as women were concerned, but few imagined him 
to be such a magnetic attraction. When he emerged from the van 
a little further on with some eggs, it then dawned on us that he was 
operating on a carefully pre-arranged plan. Greatly was his high state 
of organisation to be commended. Eggs were a great luxury. The 
civilian ration was one egg per person a week.

Our Sergeant entertained us with one of his pieces of wit every 
Saturday morning. As the last parade ended, he would brief us: 
‘Gentlemen, have a good time. Don’t get caught.’ Always started the 
weekend with a smile.

By nine o’clock, we had completed about eight of our ten miles. It had 
previously been intimated that a halt by a ‘pub’ might be arranged.
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In due course, this resourceful Sergeant halted us outside an inn. 
‘Never was so much beer consumed by so few in such a short time.’ 
We were there 20 minutes and every single person drank at least 
three pints. At long last we got that grand feeling of being able to swill 
fluid round our mouths. In a half drunken sway, we sang the two miles 
to the bivvy area in a quarry. We joked with the children returning 
from the hay harvest, as they walked along in the ranks with us.

On arrival at the quarry we had a meal and, in the failing light, erected 
our bivvies. We found great difficulty in finding ground that was both 
level and reasonably soft. I made mine on the side of a hillock, but 
such that I was supported by some scrub so I didn’t roll off. Hardly 
had we started our bivvies, when we had to fall in for a night compass 
march. We had always done two night schemes a week at Wrotham, 
none of which were particularly interesting or exciting. This was no 
exception. We were all still somewhat light-hearted as a result of our 
earlier visit to the pub and soon completed our night compass march. 
We did it in pairs. Our pair ran most of the way and completed the 
course in record time.

In the morning we packed up and moved on to an old factory some 
five miles away where we did street fighting with live ammunition. 
This proved great sport. Everyone enjoyed it. As only a small number 
could do the scheme at once, the others had a long time basking in 
the sun. In the afternoon we had a map reading lesson working from 
map to ground. Everyone was tired and hardly in the mood for map 
reading. Had it not been for the many questions and problems, we 
would all have been fast asleep. The latter part of the afternoon and 
part of the evening was occupied in marching ten miles to a bivouac 
area in wooded country. No sooner had we started to cook our 
evening meal than it began to pour down with rain, as it did for the 
rest of the night.

We had a night ‘OP’ (operational exercise) in which I was put in 
charge of a section defending a wood. I will always remember 
crawling about that sodden wood, mistaking my own sentries for 
enemy. At midnight we went to bed in our bivvies which we had 
succeeded in making reasonably waterproof. It was four o’clock in 
the morning when we ‘stood to’. It was still raining as hard as ever. 
I shaved in the pool of water that had collected in my groundsheet. 
Fortunately, the rain soon stopped and we were able both to pull 
down our bivvies and cook our breakfasts even if in wet clothes and 
sodden surroundings.
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It may be of interest to note that our NCOs were constantly changed. 
Fresh instructors joining us from the camp and the wearied returning.

This morning was the great morning of the blitz course. We were all 
somewhat apprehensive. After going by truck to the head of a quarry, we 
carried guns and ammunition to the various firing points. Then, one by 
one, we went through the course. The course itself was in the bottom of 
a chalk pit with a precipitously undulating scrub covered floor. Overhead 
fire from five brens mounted on tripods at the top of the quarry, and 
amatol explosions on the floor of the quarry, were all operated by 
a demonstration platoon of 30 men. Ten sergeants were also in 
attendance to escort and encourage each cadet through the course.

A sinister sight was an ambulance and medical orderlies waiting in 
attendance for the dead and dying. It was not needed.

The course itself was of four legs, rifle, sten, bren and grenade. 
This covered from one and a half to two miles of rough ground, 
with a climb up 300 or so steps roughly hewn in the quarry face. 
On reaching the top, we had to clean our rifle barrels with boiling 
water and have them inspected. The whole thing took an average 
person 30 minutes. It sounds pretty horrible, especially when it is 
remembered we had just done a night scheme. But it was the climax 
of our training. When our rifles had been inspected, we need have no 
further worries about Wrotham.

In due course, we left the infantry wing and commenced a week’s 
‘holding out’, waiting for vacancies at the OCTUs. A more boring and 
exasperating week I have never spent. The days were occupied with 
training that was ridiculous and useless. Our evenings, often up till 
midnight, were spent polishing to meet the high requirements made 
of us. Worse than this, we were due for leave. Our date of departure 
was altered. Our leave period was shortened daily. Until eventually, 
thank Heaven, lack of accommodation forced them to push us up to 
13 days leave and get rid of us immediately.

Departure was a notable event. We were all dispersed to different 
stations in the locality to try and ease the strain on the railway. It was 
August Bank Holiday. I was in a group that arrived at Gravesend 
station five minutes behind the scheduled departure of a London 
train. The train was ten minutes late. That was the first bit of luck.

The tubes were crowded. Unskilled in their use, I nearly got lost, but 
eventually arrived at King’s Cross at 4.10 pm, hoping to catch the 
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4.07. I rushed to the platform, but threw my kit-bag down in disgust. 
It had left on time. What a thrill when the loudspeaker announced a 
special train due to leave at 4.15. What wonderful luck.

During an earlier leave, we’d celebrated VE day, the end of the war in 
Europe. This leave was wonderful too. The war with Japan ended, VJ 
day. A great celebration. For me, and so many others, a great relief. 
We would not be called upon to face an enemy who fought ruthlessly 
and treated his prisoners shamefully.
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Chapter 6 – Life in Morecambe

The OCTU to which I was posted was at Morecambe. A rather difficult 
train journey from Nottingham especially on a Sunday. Due to a 
rail strike, I got stranded in Manchester for six hours. Saw the film 
‘Blithe Spirit’. Wonderful. But after the show, went to see the Railway 
Transport Officer, hoping he’d give us an overnight pass. But he said 
there were one or two trains running again and we had to get one.

I had fortunately found a pal in Manchester, so together we humped 
our kit-bags round Morecambe searching for the OCTU. On our 
arrival at one o’clock in the morning, we were shown to our rooms in 
an old hotel by a Regimental Police Corporal. I saw for the first time 
my two room-mates. One was a fat, greasy looking fellow sleeping 
in his shirt, the other had a much more jovial face and was shortly to 
become my best pal.

I viewed my own bed, the one left. It was six feet from the ground. It 
had a straw palliasse but no blankets. Nothing I tried could get me a 
bed with blankets. I even suggested I might sleep in one of the guard 
room cells. But it was agreed that I would have to hit the Corporal 
first, and be arrested, before I could have a bed in the cells.

The OCTU was in an old hotel. The food at the OCTU was good and 
there was an excellent NAAFI canteen. Morecambe I did not like. It 
was too artificial. But many did get a great kick out of it, especially 
from the female attractions for which the town is so well known.

While on leave, I had purchased and repaired an ancient and 
somewhat unreliable push-bike. As soon as I could, I brought this up 
and got a great deal of pleasure from it. I spent my weekends cycling 
to the east of the town enjoying these days of solitude and peace 
in the Lancashire hills on the outskirts of the Lake District. A lovely 
change from Army life. Further, I retired to bed on Sunday night not 
bored, but honestly and happily tired and satisfied.

Training was not really hard but apt to be a little boring. We started 
again from Lesson One on the rifle, ‘Care and Cleaning’. Our main 
interest this time was in active criticism or actually giving the lectures. 
For the most part, the OCTU was just like any normal infantry unit, 
but with much more section and platoon spirit. Our section possessed 
a liveliness, team spirit, and general humour l have never seen before 
or since. This pulling together had, I am sure, a great effect on our 
happiness and high average grades at the end of the course.
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To show what a mixed bunch we were, I will attempt to give a little 
picture about the others as far as I can remember. The first was a 
rather dull fellow of 20 in the Loyals; he was always too afraid of doing 
something wrong to get any fun out of life. The second was a grand 
little fellow in the South Wales Borders. Only just 19, it made him the 
baby of the platoon, although by no means the least lively. A Welsh 
Guards Corporal was the third, and aged 21, was like our friend in 
the Loyals, a rather tame person. My pal was in the Reconnaissance 
Corps, aged 24. He was extremely cheery and, although a hard 
worker, was always ready for a bit of mischief. Our second member 
of the Reconnaissance Corps was an older married fellow of 28. He 
had seen a lot of fighting and was always ready to help anyone.

The Irish can be a dark crowd. Our fellow was reputed to have been 
sent down from Dublin University, joined the Eire Army and then 
deserted to our own. Whatever his past, his yarns always cheered us 
on. Last, but by no means least, was a Commando. At the outbreak 
of war he left university to join the Army. He had worked behind the 
lines and was a parachutist. Enough, to tell his life would require a 
whole book.

I suppose what we achieved was more or less the ideal of team spirit. 
I hate to use this expression as it savours of the ‘old school tie’, and a 
more bolshy crowd could not have been selected anywhere.

Night schemes were at first dull, but gradually became more 
interesting. With a crowd full of life, there are always mistakes, which 
when taken in good part by everyone, can be good fun. One night, 
our Irishman wanted to throw a thunderflash which he found surplus 
to his requirements. He must first of all, of course, check on the 
location of our Platoon Commander, Captain Meddings:

‘Where’s that b----r Meddings?’

As no one responded, he repeated his words of wisdom a little louder 
in that unmistakable accent:

‘Where’s that b----r Meddings?’

‘There’s no need to shout so loud, Rogers.’

There in the grass, as most of us well knew, not five yards away, lay 
the officer in question. Enough of these jokes. Let us consider some 
of our more doubtful actions.
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We young soldiers were quickly learning some of the tricks used by 
our older comrades. In fact, for minor subterfuges an OCTU must 
take some beating. ‘Night OPs’, especially when done in the rain, 
were often pre-arranged by a mutual conference between attack and 
defence prior to the start of operations.

As at Wrotham, the ‘blitz course’ was the nightmare of our training. 
Here, it was three visits to a battle school. But before diverging 
onto these forms of entertainment, it may be interesting to record a 
passing out parade we had for one of the earlier companies.

The usual procedure was adopted, ‘General Salute’, the Parade 
Commander then reported to the inspecting General, and a slow 
march was played as the parade was inspected. An amusement 
park was situated near the OCTU. A conflict arose between our slow 
march by the band, and the amusement park loudspeaker booming, 
‘She’ll be coming round the mountain when she comes.’

The battle camp was at Abbeystead, a village in the Lancashire 
hills some 30 miles from Lancaster. We were accommodated in a 
mansion with cramped sleeping quarters, little food, and practically no 
cigarettes. The training consisted of field firing in the form of section 
attacks. They were apt to be boring, tiring, and wet as they consisted 
of bolting round the sodden moors, or, shivering while we watched 
and criticised someone else.

By contrast, I remember one day particularly. Wet, tired, and hot, we 
came to a shallow river. In a flash our denims were off (we only wore 
denim overalls with the minimum of underclothes) and we splashed in 
the ice cold peat water till all the mud and warmth had left us.

It was at this battle camp that we first began to realise the spirit that 
was forming in our section. Concrete evidence was in an assault 
course in which the worst obstacle was feet of mud and water. I well 
remember one fellow crawling through a wet tunnel being blown out 
of the end when an officer threw an amatol charge in at the other end. 
Our team spirit made the section second out of 12.

The week was liberally dosed with night work, including firing, 
compass and patrol work. The compass work was regarded as being 
dangerous. The last company lost three people to hospital. They got 
lost and fell down a 14 foot precipice. We suffered only one sprained 
ankle and then the fellow had also lost his way.
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If the gossip is to be believed, another platoon had an accident well 
worthy of note. A Cadet loaded his sten gun while facing his squad; 
dangerous, he should not face the squad with a loaded gun. He 
also carried out the loading actions in the wrong order, and, while 
remedying a jam, contrived to fire a burst of three rounds into the 
squad. Fortunately only one Cadet was hit and that in the ankle. The 
Cadet in question was allowed to continue the course and eventually 
passed out as an officer. So ran the story amongst the cadets – true 
or false? I cannot say, but that was the story.

The last scheme was a ten mile map reading exercise, this time 
across the mountains of Wales. We did it in pairs. I was with an 
older fellow who became so tired ploughing up hills, across bogs, 
rivers and so on, that he had to have a rest for half-an-hour which we 
celebrated by smoking the one and only cigarette we had between 
us, a ‘Kensitas’.

We were the last pair to cross the brow, which led down to the road 
where we could see four truck loads of cadets scanning the sky-line 
as they searched for us. While still 600 yards away, we heard the 
strains of: ‘They’ll be all hot and sticky when they come’, alternating 
with ‘They’ll be all shagged and weary when they come’.

One of the more important aspects of the battle camp was a privilege 
granted to all on their safe return. We were allowed a 36 hour pass 
alternate weekends, provided we were not on ‘jankers’ (punishment) 
or other duty.

It was too far to get home, but I had my cycle and decided to visit the 
Lake District. On the appointed Saturday, I left for Kendal, some 30 
miles north of the camp. It was grand weather. I enjoyed every minute 
of the trip especially a tea I had at a roadside café. I spent the night 
in a hotel that was on the verge of being a pub, but it was quiet. The 
food was good and the place had a homely touch. A very pleasant 
change from the normal Army routine.

The following morning I was off in good time and soon looking down 
on Windermere. It was about 12 by this time and, as I studied my 
map, looking for a suitable stopping place for lunch, I began talking 
to one of the villagers who solved my problem by inviting me to come 
to his house and share his Sunday dinner. This made me feel very 
much at home and gave me a grand dinner, a gesture which I much 
appreciated in such hard times, especially when we had never seen 
each other before.
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In the afternoon I had a long ride and finally a row on Lake Windermere. 
Darkness found me well on the way back to camp, but with a weak 
battery light that got progressively worse and worse. I gave it a rest 
at another roadside café and enjoyed a good snack. I well remember 
arriving back in camp at ten o’clock with over 80 miles behind me. I 
was asleep almost before I could tell my pals of my adventures.

About this time it was definitely established that the Unit would move 
to Alton Towers near Uttoxeter. A new Commanding Officer would 
join us there, and our course was to be lengthened from 17 to 19 
weeks, resulting from the move. Last, but by no means least, we were 
to have leave from Alton Towers ‘immediately on arrival’.

The move was chaos itself. As an example, one Saturday afternoon, 
they had a fatigue party of 50 detailed to load trucks at the camp and 
a similar fatigue party to unload them at the station. They were using 
a fleet of 18 trucks, which permitted six being loaded, and six being 
unloaded simultaneously at both ends, and six being on the road. 
When we started in the afternoon, one truck was being loaded at a 
time by five people, the remainder standing idle. When this was at last 
pointed out to the Officer in charge of loading, we were allowed to work 
six vehicles at a time, but even then the 15 hundredweight trucks went 
off with enormous loads and three tonners practically empty.

We had several people in the company who, like myself, had 
experience in loading and knew how to pack a vehicle safely to obtain 
maximum load with minimum damage, but no attempt was made to 
use them. I gather I rather stunned the official order, once I got inside 
some of the railway box trucks. Farm experience loading sheaves, 
stacking bales and the rest counted. I was at home as a labourer.

The following Monday, we all marched down to the station with large 
and small packs (now contrary to orders) and were not permitted 
to whistle, sing, or talk on the five mile march. I suppose it was 
considered ‘infra dig’ (beneath one’s dignity) for officer cadets.

We entrained under a special complicated drill controlled by a Bugler. 
Before long, someone explained to the Bugler the best purpose to 
which his instrument might be put, and we got on the train.

At Alton Towers we were crowded into small billets with only 18 inches 
of floor space between our double tier bunks. Unloading was performed 
with no better system than loading. Somehow the majority of the work 
was done in time. We went on leave three days after our arrival. Great.
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Chapter 7 – A second lieutenant is born

On returning from leave, I was able to take stock of my new 
surroundings. Our billets were extremely crowded. The food was poor 
and the NAAFI canteen inadequate for the size of the camp – up to a 
two hour queue at night and then little left.

The new CO was fond of spit and polish and liked a good flock of 
‘Orders’, making him unpopular with cadets and officers alike. A battle 
camp in Wales was also impending. Would this be better or worse 
than the old one?

At 0700 hours one Sunday morning, I reported to help load personal 
kit in preparation for our 120 mile ride to Rhayader (apologies to the 
Welsh if I’ve got the spelling wrong). We were presented with a TCV, 
a Troop Carrying Vehicle, a lorry with canvas sides and bench seats 
running lengthwise. It was not a suitable load carrying truck. At the 
time, I forecast that someone would travel in a load carrying vehicle. 
Sure enough, at 0800 we boarded a normal, load carrying, three 
tonner with no seats.

We had to stand and hang onto the tubular steel frame that supported 
the canvas cover. On the bends we fell towards the outside of the 
bend, so did the lorry, making it difficult all round. It was November. 
Draughts blew in between the canvas cover and the lorry body. We 
all found it difficult to keep warm. Fumes from the exhaust permeated 
the vehicle.

Imagine our joy when we arrived at Rhayader (near Llandrindod 
Wells), and found our quarters to be in an old hotel. Four slept in 
a room, which in many cases had running water. There was also a 
fire grate in some rooms. ‘Initiative’ soon provided fuel. Electric light 
bulbs were in short supply. Everyone soon learnt that the only way to 
ensure against thefts was to remove and hide the bulb every time we 
left our room.

Although the food was worse than at camp, we soon found an 
excellent little canteen where we could get almost anything, including 
some of the best tarts I have ever tasted. We were not universally 
welcome. When we went into the pub, English would be the 
predominant language. The minute they saw us, they would abruptly 
change to Welsh. They wanted to keep the beer for themselves. 
Then, beer, like everything else, was in short supply.
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The majority of the time was spent doing normal field-firing platoon 
attacks. As the winter came on us, we found it very difficult to keep 
warm when not actually doubling. Our feet and legs were constantly 
wet, walking over hills and through bogs.

We did one night OP worthy of mention. It was one of my nearer 
squeaks. The object of the scheme was the location and identification 
of weapons at night. We went through the course a section at a time. 
The rest waited in an old tumble-down cottage which was, bit by bit, 
being consumed in a fire we kept going as our sole source of heat 
and light. But it also gave off vast amounts of choking smoke. We 
were the last section to do the scheme. As it was already two o’clock 
in the morning, we were more concerned about getting back to the 
camp than anything else.

The first 200 yards was from the cottage to a stream where an officer 
met us and guided us up the stream bed. We failed to find the next 
officer and, rather than waste time, carried on without him. It was this 
officer’s responsibility to fire a Verey light as we passed his check 
point, indicating our correct arrival to the guns. But, as this was not 
done, only certain guns opened up. We did the patrol perfectly, 
locating all the guns fired easily. It was rather a shock, when after 
discussing our route, we found we had actually walked across one of 
the stop butts targeted by one of the bren guns. Fortunately, this bren 
gun would only have been fired after seeing the Verey pistol flare.

The last two days of the battle camp were spent in a 36 hour scheme. 
This was the rough outline:

A plane had crashed at Map Ref ………. and a band of war-like 
tribesmen had captured the pilot and two officers carrying the atom 
bomb plans. A company of British troops had been sent to recapture 
the plans and the two officers, or at least, charged with reaching the 
supposed area of the crash and getting any information they could.

Some 20 of us, including myself, had the good fortune to be selected 
as enemy, while the remainder acted as the company. The scheme 
covered some 15 to 20 miles as the crow flies and was operative 
throughout the whole 36 hours. All parties were equipped with 38 sets 
for wireless communication. The dress of the company was normal 
webbing, steel helmets also their full compliment of arms.

The enemy were allowed any dress they liked, but headgear must 
be of the turban type. Rifles only were to be carried. I quote my own 
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dress as an example. Boots, battle-dress trousers, with sacking 
on my legs to keep them dry. Web belt and pouches contained my 
rations and blank ammunition, my denim battle-dress blouse, and 
then, for final bravado, a scarf tied round my head hanging down to 
the small of my back.

We were organised into three parties and a Headquarters. Each party 
was to engage one of the three platoons. I will now attempt to recount 
the story as far as it concerned my own little party.

We left camp at eight o’clock, and by nine, had a position prepared 
round a farm road along which the enemy was expected to pass. It 
must be remembered that although this was an ambush of kinds, 
our main purpose was first to contact the enemy. We decided on the 
policy of sending our wireless back in the rear, all the time gaining and 
transmitting information as we retired. At about twelve, we sighted the 
enemy, or rather as a result of a careless scout, we saw each other at 
the same time. We gained the initiative by opening fire immediately, 
and then dashing back through a well prepared covered withdrawal.

We sat quite comfortably in another position some two miles back 
and awaited developments. After three-quarters of an hour, we saw 
several enemy to our left flank, so decided to withdraw up a valley 
to our left rear. This party, I later discovered, was the Company 
Headquarters, not the platoon at all. At that time the platoon must 
have been very close to us.

I was appointed scout as we half ran, half walked, up a slightly 
inclined track with tall hedges on either side. Suddenly I froze and 
gasped. The enemy were going up parallel with the track on the 
far side of the hedge. They came into full view not 25 yards away 
where they were climbing over a fence. What should I do? Throw a 
thunderflash and run on the assumption that they were bound to spot 
us, or lie still in the ditch? I lay still, and watched about 25 cross over 
the fence. In the meantime, my section, unaware of the danger, were 
becoming more and more restless.

After the immediate crisis was over, we decided we had to get in front 
of them somehow to protect our own HQ and save ourselves being cut 
off. The enemy were advancing along the side of a valley following the 
track. We must descend into this valley, pass them, climb up again, 
cross the road well ahead of them and lay another ambush. As we 
belted downhill, we came across our wireless operator whom we had 
previously given up as lost. Actually, he had a similar escape to ours.
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While we were going along the bottom of the valley, we spied our 
enemy, half-way up the hill. They were sitting in the corner of a field 
under a hedgerow, without rifles or equipment, eating their lunch. 
Further, to judge by the numbers, there were not more than two 
or three on guard, and they might be assumed to face forwards. 
The target was too tempting. Our section plodded on at a walk. 
Meanwhile, I worked up to within 300 yards, fired ten shots and 
rejoined the section. We were soon completely out of site so missed 
seeing any of the fun.

The enemy actually descended and made a thorough search of the 
valley. This took them a long time, left their mystery unsolved, and 
their stomachs empty. In the meantime, we doubled along the valley, 
and then climbed past the road up nearly to the summit of this 1,000 
foot hill. Here we flopped down into a position covering the whole of 
the valley and track. We had an excellent line of withdrawal taking us 
back along a wooded track running down gently towards the valley.

It was not long before we spotted the enemy in the open part of 
the valley, 600 feet below us. When every man was in full view, we 
opened fire, and ran for all we were worth to the bottom, some 400 
yards from the enemy, but still out of sight. As they began to climb 
the hill, our section moved out to lay a further hornet’s nest. I stayed 
where I was, waited, fired a few rounds and then rejoined the others, 
in time to see my target descending back into the valley. Here things 
became critical. We lost sight of the enemy. Two of our scouts were 
captured through their own carelessness, and very nearly caused the 
rest of us to go with them.

We were not worried when we saw the platoon behind us. We 
had picked up a message on the wireless mentioning a truce and 
rendezvous, but were unable to call them up or get a repeat of any 
sort. We wandered on blindly for half-an-hour and chanced on our 
own HQ. We then found that the Staff Company Commander had 
found the scheme a little out of control, and was calling a truce to find 
out where everyone was. So far, he had one platoon, our section, and 
HQ. All wirelesses were turned over to finding out people’s positions, 
whether friend or foe. Eventually we found out where all the units of 
the company were, but the whereabouts of our other two sections 
remained a mystery.

We found a barn, ate a welcome meal and went to sleep, posting 
lookouts in case they saw either of the two other lost sections. The 
lookouts saw signs of distant activity and found first one, and then the 
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other section. A lot of news was exchanged between the two parties. 
Both had had similar experiences to ours. But, if I may say so, ours 
appeared to have been the most profitable. But, I would say that, 
wouldn’t I?

In the morning, the scheme started again, but this time the enemy 
slipped past undetected, and we were a long time chasing about 
before we found them. When we did, they were at the bottom of a 100 
foot escarpment. We were at the top. What might be described as 
a tactical advantage. As we fired on them, we heard remarks about 
fighting in the open, but with various expletives added. This indicated 
our opponents were somewhat weary. So were we, but this was a 
great stimulus.

When we retired from the escarpment, we met our HQ. The 
Commander decided we should move back with him to the scene of 
the crash and defend the wreck. We were gradually climbing all the 
time and getting into that open moorland country that was to spell our 
downfall.

I was scout again and went on ahead. Nothing happened for five 
miles, then we had a halt. Brain telepathy is a strange phenomenon, 
but I remember clearly halting a hundred yards from a gully, and also 
thinking how easily the enemy could be walking down it.

When signalled to move on, I had not gone ten yards when I spotted 
steel helmets stealthily advancing down the gully. We lay in our 
gully and watched the wireless aerials of two enemy platoons and 
company Headquarters go past. Also a platoon came over a crest 
some 600 yards to our left bearing straight down on us. By the time 
they were 400 yards away, the ground was clear to our front, so 
we made a dash for it. The enemy spotted us and beat us by sheer 
weight of numbers. By virtue of being a scout, I was separated from 
the main mêlée and managed to escape, getting in some useful 
sniping before the end of the scheme.

Now, for some of the other events of the stunt. The first is short, but 
very amusing, and tells how we helped the enemy to organise his 
attack on the final objective (which one of our sections did succeed in 
reaching).

In the morning, he netted in his wireless (made network contact). His 
HQ could hear one station only, our operator could hear the other 
two. He decided to answer for one and say he could hear the other. 
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His answer was accepted. There is little need to mention the fun. 
Positions of both his and our movements were wrongly given and 
even false instructions issued.

The experiences of our other section, which was not found on 
the previous night, is also an interesting tale. They harassed the 
enemy all day, as we had done, and then intentionally lost wireless 
communication. At dusk they tried a farmhouse for accommodation 
but without luck. The next house obviously belonged to a middle-class 
gentleman and was thought to offer little chance, but it was here that 
they were welcomed. The master of the house owned the local store 
and gave them a wonderful feed. He asked details of the scheme. As 
the local Home Guard Company Commander, he was able to listen 
with an experienced ear.

He went into the village with his car and found the platoon in the local 
school buildings. He came and gave our section full information and 
a good route to the school. In due course a raiding party left. They 
arrived at the school, threw some thunderflashes, and then back 
to the house. Again, they were generously plied with coffee, eating 
apples and listened to the sounds of chaos in the village. This was 
what our scouts had spotted.

We returned to OCTU a happy crowd who had enjoyed battle camp 
more than normal life at Alton Towers. In particular, the last scheme 
had been good fun. I have never enjoyed a 36 hour scheme so much, 
or run so far in 36 hours.

Matters at Alton were not improved by our move to other 
accommodation, a regular occurrence there. This time a lot of us, 100 
or so, were shifted into a large hut. It was still very crowded. Six of us 
found a room at the end of the hut. It was unlocked, so we just moved 
in. Nobody knew about it. It was just our den. We used to slip out at 
the last minute to go on parade. There was no point in laying out the 
beds for inspection if nobody knew about them.

Another good thing was Alton wasn’t too far from home so I managed 
to get the odd weekend away.

Training became somewhat dull as most of our time was occupied 
with Military Law and general administration. Further, I had a septic 
toe which meant I could only wear a boot on one foot. The medics 
had however left me on ‘medicine and duty’. Accordingly, I went out 
to the first parade wearing a boot and gaiter on one leg and a gym 
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shoe on the other. Never mind the Medical Officer’s instructions, I 
was smartly sent back to the barrack room.

I was soon sufficiently fit to do a night river crossing scheme. We 
forded a river in boats, went across a field, waded through a second 
river, and began the attack. Things were a little disorganised after 
the boat crossing, but after the second river was crossed (or not 
crossed), chaos reigned supreme.

The last battle camp started ten days before passing out parade. 
We were all in the highest of spirits and had lost that dread of being 
RTUed – Returned to Unit – chucked out, which had always been at 
the fear at the back of everyone’s mind.

The schemes were all done at company level, with the support of 
three inch mortars and Vickers medium machine guns. Whenever I 
think of this camp, I will always think of one rather amusing mistake 
I made. I was cadet Platoon Commander for a night attack, leading 
the reserve platoon. The two platoons in front kept stopping for no 
apparent reason. I turned to the wireless operator to see if he had 
any idea from the messages he was hearing transmitted over the net.

Not a pause. ‘Hello Able Three, Hello Able Three. Why all these 
frequent halts?’

I did not have time to think. Both the Staff Platoon and the Staff 
Company Commanders were pitching into me for my insolence and 
wanton use of valuable time on a wireless net.

Work at this last camp was not hard. We knew our course had to 
come to an end. Even the officers seemed in a more jovial mood 
than usual. We returned to Alton by motor convoy and left our ‘hotel’ 
for the last time. It had been colder than ever and we had no fuel. 
The unfortunate proprietor suffered heavily in the way of odd boards, 
banister rails, door architrave and all other non-essentials we could 
burn.

Our TCV – Troop Carrying Vehicle, for the return journey was one 
that had already given mechanical trouble. We were not unduly 
surprised when, some 40 minutes after we had left, it spluttered and 
stopped. We were to travel out of convoy.

The driver set to work without much success. But he was soon 
pushed out of the way by a crowd of cadets, some impelled by 
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curiosity, others by real knowledge. Eventually, one of our former 
armoured car drivers spotted a bare lead shorting onto the engine. 
We were soon tearing on after the convoy.

It was within five miles of the camp that the next incident occurred. 
We had just reached the top of a hill when we became enveloped in 
a cloud of steam. After the steam had subsided, we found the fanbelt 
off and split longitudinally. We replaced half of it and carried on. Our 
last piece of excitement came when we met a lorry on a bend. Both 
vehicles were travelling too fast. In getting past, we tore up a section 
of the hedge.

During the last day or two, the main tasks were rehearsal of the 
passing out parade and documentation. For the rest of the time we 
did training of little consequence.

One afternoon we were sent on an initiative scheme. We were 
blindfolded, taken out in trucks and dumped in twos and threes at 
various points with papers of instruction. In doing the scheme we 
could use any means of transport we liked. We must not be spotted 
by our own officers or the Police, who would endorse our instruction 
papers. One party had to get particulars of the fire equipment and 
staff at the Uttoxeter Fire Brigade Station. They got a lift into Uttoxeter 
off a motorist. No sooner had the car left, when a Police Patrol van 
rounded the corner. They dashed into a shop doorway, but the van 
slowed down, so our friends were off over gardens and walls. The 
Police network was soon after them, chasing them for deserters. 
They failed to catch them.

Soon after the start of the scheme, a motor-cyclist was sent to inform 
the Police about the scheme. When the motor-cyclist arrived at the 
Police Station he was soon told of the chase, and that enquiries were 
already out for three deserters.

It was an OCTU rule that unattended rifles must be left with the bolts 
removed. The punishment was five days jankers. Forgetting to return 
the bolt was a more serious crime warranting seven days. I managed 
to attend the dress rehearsal, and another cadet the actual passing 
out parade without bolts in our rifles.

The parade itself was somewhat boring and extremely cold. The 
address that followed was in a cold room. It was the leave afterwards 
that mattered.
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At the passing out parade, the best cadet is presented with the belt 
of honour. Our belt Cadet had fought in the Spanish civil war. He 
was an extremely upright and smart soldier with a very sharp click 
to his heels. I’d always wondered if I’d stay the course. Would not 
have been surprised at an RTU – Returned to Unit. Imagine my 
surprise when Captain Meddings whispered in my ear that I’d come 
fourth. Wonderful. Nobody had ever believed in me before except 
mother. She was great. Now I had proved my worth to her. This was 
wonderful. Perhaps I’d also got my own back against those indistinct 
shadowy photographs at WOSBy.

It is Army practice for Royal Engineers Movement Control, to manage 
all parties of over 20 whenever they travel. As their instructions are 
apt to be irksome, it is the general custom for leave parties to ignore 
them. Our Staff Sergeant Major decided to be awkward to the last 
and paraded us outside his office until the best trains had gone, thus 
making us tour England to get home. I had to go to Manchester to get 
to Nottingham.

We were a crowd made happy by the joyous realisation of our 
achievement. Even so, as we walked up and down the platform, 
arrayed in all our new glory, we were very self-conscious. Do we 
really get into a ‘First Class’ compartment? We were careful to 
differentiate between ourselves and real officers. Had we actually got 
there?

At Ranby Barracks, I’d worn the Rifle Brigade cap badge. Then at 
29th Training Battalion I’d worn the General List badge before we 
were issued with the special badge of crossed swords and crown. At 
OCTU I’d worn the same Sherwood Foresters badge I’d worn in the 
Home Guard.

From now onwards it would be the badge of the Argyll and Sutherland 
Highlanders.
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Chapter 8 – On foot in the Highlands

That the key to enjoying leisure is work and achievement is well 
demonstrated by the pleasure I had from my leave. Further to this, it 
coincided with Christmas, which simply made time fly.

I was not sorry when I boarded the train for Perth.

I was now going to put to the test all I had learnt, and in a first class 
regiment, the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders. And I would be 
stationed in the pleasant surroundings of Perth – that historic gateway 
to the Highlands.

I arrived by taxi at No 8 ITC (Infantry Training Centre), and was 
delivered to the door of the officers’ mess. In the mess I found the 
CO, the second-in-command, and the adjutant alone, so had little 
time to prepare myself for the introductions. The ‘Old Man’ seemed 
very decent and made me feel quite at home before handing me over 
to the Orderly Officer who saw I had a feed and a bed.

In the morning I had a more formal interview and was posted to a 
company on detachment. I found the new mess very pleasant. It 
was in an old house on a hill in the outskirts of the town close to the 
Academy. The other officers in the mess were very friendly and it was 
comfortable. One could regard it as home. The barracks’ mess of the 
day before was very regimental, so much so that one never felt at 
ease.

Our troops were billeted in the City Hall, a part of which was set aside 
as lecture rooms and offices. The establishment entitled the company 
to seven officers, but there were nine doing a job which could be 
done efficiently by three good people. Gradually, officers got posted 
out. Just before I left, we were down to three. That last fortnight was 
very busy and very happy. The written reports on exercises was a 
chore. A ten page report on a scheme which each of us had to do 
was a bit of a waste of time.

The first 48 hour scheme began with a 12 mile march. It was January, 
and so cold we only had one halt all morning. In the afternoon the 
time was occupied erecting bivvies and cooking the evening meal. 
We had been supposed to train in the afternoon, but owing to the 
early darkness this was carried out on paper only.
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In the evening we did a night patrol exercise. But my Sergeant, being 
‘the old sweat type’, sent the enemy back to the camp earlier than had 
been my intention. The night was very pleasant. I enjoyed stealthily 
shadowing the patrols in the cold crisp moonlight. On returning to 
camp, we sat round a large fire, drinking cocoa, discussing the night’s 
work, then gradually went off to bed. I was up at 5.30, stone cold. 
Going to the burn for a wash, I found it practically frozen. I knew it 
was cold, but it was not till I got back to the City Hall that I found there 
had actually been about 20 degrees of frost (Fahrenheit). A lookout 
had been kept all night to guard against any outside interference and 
incidentally to keep the fire going. All found it very cold and slept very 
little, except one man; he had curled himself round the fire and slept 
like a log.

After breakfast it began to get a little warmer which only served to 
permit a blizzard. We were supposed to do some training in the 
morning and a map reading scheme in the afternoon. But my nature 
was too soft to set off training in the snow. So, after sheltering for a 
while, we packed up and marched off to the starting point of the map 
reading scheme. We marched or stumbled into the blizzard for five 
miles till we reached an old empty barn, where we halted for half-an-
hour. The blizzard degenerated into rain. We were all soaked to the 
skin anyway, but I could see no good reason for failing to do the map 
reading exercise. So off they went, in threes, cross-country, from the 
barn.

A Corporal and myself followed them round the course, as far as 
possible keeping them on the straight and narrow path. We made 
ourselves clearly visible. So, we were very surprised when one trio 
failed to meet us at the check point. I sent the remainder on, and 
started to hunt for the last section. After doubling for an hour in 
the rain, I found them. What had delayed them all this time? They 
had lost their way and sought refuge in a quarry canteen. Angry 
as I was, I was in an awkward position. I could ignore the incident, 
I could charge the party in which case they would have got two or 
three night’s fatigues, or I could use my tongue and a little private 
punishment. I decided on this last course. I ticked them off for their 
escapade, and saw their training was hard for the next few days. It 
seemed to do the trick as this was the only trouble I had from any of 
the platoon at any time.

We marched into Perth looking a little bedraggled, muddy and wet. 
We sloped arms and held our heads up as we approached the billet. 
I could not help but feel a thrill of pride run through me despite the 
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afternoon’s incident. When I had first set my eyes on these 20 lads, 
they appeared a crowd of rather dirty, unintelligent, scruffy ruffians. 
On the scheme I had got to know them all personally and found my 
first impression completely wrong. They were all very much human 
beings, each with their own ideas, likes and dislikes, abilities and 
shortcomings.

The first real achievement of my life.
A shiny new pip. And, just 19.
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I was somewhat surprised to find the Company Sergeant Major telling 
my platoon to set about blancoing, polishing brasses and so on, in 
preparation for an inspection by the Colonel the following morning. I 
felt that, after what they had done it was unfair, especially when the 
others had had the afternoon free to prepare, and told the Company 
Commander so. He insisted that they carry on. In the morning I was 
surprised to see how smart they were. Not one was checked.

Saturday was spent preparing for the next scheme, one of 72 hours 
duration, due to start on Monday. Sunday was spent as Orderly 
Officer at the barracks. I also had to write my report on the last 
scheme which I did in the remaining time working till two o’clock each 
night.

The platoon left at eight o’clock but, as Orderly Officer, my duties did 
not finish until nine, which spared me from the rather dull first ten miles 
of the march. I slipped, very literally, in a 15 hundredweight truck, the 
roads were iced and the hills whitened by a sprinkling of snow.

The first day consisted of the ten mile march, two demonstrations by 
the demo platoon, a further ten mile march, followed by two hours 
digging slit trenches and a night exercise. By the time I reached the 
platoon, the demonstrations were nearly over. So, we had lunch and 
set out to march to an old croft we hoped to use for the night.

It was too cold to halt. So we just followed the custom of marching 
without halts. Perhaps this sounds somewhat morbid and gives no 
indication of the pleasure and exhilaration of treading over the crisp 
ground in a crystal clear atmosphere. There was not another soul to 
spoil the view across the snow clad hills. On arrival at the croft, we 
found things hardly as we might have expected. A Lance Corporal 
had been there all day to prepare the place. He was sitting in front of 
the fire mid an untidy mass of kit and equipment. A little basic English 
soon informed him of our requirements.

The croft itself had two rooms and a large attic. It was dark and 
dilapidated. In one room there was a small old-fashioned range 
which was automatically occupied by the NCOs and myself. The 
room opposite was filled with seven men, the remainder having to 
go upstairs. The attic floor was extremely weak, boards were being 
continually kicked out. Why the whole floor did not come down I do 
not know. Darkness had descended by the time we had cooked 
and eaten our evening meal, so we had to do our digging as a night 
exercise. After two hours digging slit trenches we had a short break 
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and then did a patrol exercise. The patrol I took did not do very well, 
but was so improved the following night that I had to behave very 
carefully myself to avoid making more noise than they did.

I have always enjoyed night work. Especially those of short duration 
on a beautiful night, when there is a drink of cocoa and a fire at 
the other end. This night was no exception. I was up at 6.30 in the 
morning, ready for ‘dawn’ at 7.00. I had warned them to expect a 
stand-to in the morning. I made reveille of a rather novel but effective 
nature by letting a thunderflash off inside the cottage, and a second 
on the roof. At first I feared some damage as I saw a cloud of plaster 
and dust fly about inside the cottage. In fact, the stimulus proved 
effective without being dangerous. The time taken was seven minutes 
for all the men to be dressed, armed and out of the building. This was 
very quick considering they were getting dressed in the dark.

After breakfast, the men deepened the slit trenches they had 
started the night before. This filled in the time until the Company 
Commander came to inspect the camp. One fellow had reported 
sick that morning with a septic hand. We should have sent him back 
sick but he would probably have been put back a squad for missing 
the exercise. Anyway, we had neither transport nor telephone. After 
my experience, with my own hand, I felt competent to treat him. He 
agreed. The decision taken, I got down to the job. No antibiotics in 
those days; poultices and bathing in hot salty water to draw the puss. 
Delighted, he soon recovered.

Next morning, I was still waiting for the Company Commander. The 
morning’s training was supposed to be a field firing scheme run by the 
Company Commander so was of little concern to us. In fact I had no 
idea how the scheme was run, or anything else about it. It was 9.30 
when, not the Company Commander but the Second-in-Command 
of the battalion arrived with two enemy. Fortunately they knew where 
to go but had no live ammunition. He and I then got the platoon 
together. As we walked up, it became apparent, he intended me to 
be much more than a spectator. The scheme was intended both to 
asses the standard of training of the platoon, and the competence of 
its platoon commander.

I started off with the first section, uncertain as to the enemy’s 
positions, but somehow blundered through the scheme. I found the 
section slow in advancing. But, on looking round for the Second-in-
Command, found he was even slower, so I was landed with giving the 
criticism as well.
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The afternoon was used internally and spent in getting wood, water 
and all the many other jobs which go to making a camp comfortable. 
In the earlier part of the evening we did a short patrol scheme and in 
the latter half, prepared for the big events of the ‘morrow’. Owing to 
this, it was 11.30 before I went to bed. But, unable to sleep, I admired 
the windows, white from a blizzard which was raging outside.

Our instructions for the morning were as follows:

1. Reveille at 0300. No rations to be issued.
2. Leave ‘croft’ at 0400 hours.
3. Perform routine training.
4. Do a march across ground memorised from maps and return to  
 billets.

The blizzard had already caused me to err from orders. We were to 
have reveille at 0400 hours followed by bread and cheese. I was up at 
2.30, unable to sleep and saw the snow getting deeper and deeper. 
The blizzard was still in full swing at 5.15 when we eventually plucked 
up sufficient courage to leave. We marched, or to be truthful plodded 
on in single file. The leader was changed every 15 to 20 minutes.

The snow was nearly a foot deep all over, with frequent drifts so deep 
that I could not find the road with my walking stick.

This stick was not without its history. It was an Irish Blackthorn 
my father had carried in the First World War. In 1996, I gave that 
stick, along with a collection of items from father’s First World War 
treasures, to Lieutenant Colonel Roffey of The Royal Army Veterinary 
Corps Museum which was then in store at Asfordby, near Melton 
Mowbray. The Museum has now been moved to Keogh Barracks, 
Mytchett in Surrey where it is part of the AMS Museum serving all the 
Army’s Medical Services.

But now, back to the snow. Although tiring physically it was grand to 
watch the dawn light up the sombre clouds. As if by magic, shortly 
after dawn, our blizzard ceased. I left the platoon for a short time to 
try and telephone for authority to march straight back to barracks and 
stop a ration truck that was coming to us. But I failed to get through.

We got to the farm at about eight o’clock and began to think about 
our breakfast. We tried to make fires with no success. But for the 
decency of the farmer’s wife would not even have got any hot tea. 
It is amazing how good tea and cold beans can be under these 
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conditions. Needless to say we did no training, but as the map 
reading route was cross-country and took us back towards Perth on a 
direct route, I decided to do it.

As we went along, a thaw began, and by the time I reached the road, 
vehicles had worn a way right down to the road metal. We were 
sitting down by the roadside, waiting for the last trio to finish their 
map reading, when what should hove in sight but our ration truck, 
returning after a fruitless search. It was 12 o’clock, but despite our 
late breakfast, we soon got stuck into our fresh rations.

Far from getting into trouble for the deviations I’d made from the 
programme, I was congratulated for the way I’d handled it all. 
Apparently, back at the City Hall, they were wondering whether they 
ought to send out a rescue party.

The platoon still had a further 72 hour scheme to do. But, one of the 
clerks in the CO’s orderly room had given me the tip that I was to 
proceed on embarkation leave. I had done my last scheme.

So, I was very surprised when I was called upon to take the last 
scheme. But, there being no other option, I buckled down to it. Two 
days before it was due to start, my salvation came. I was sent on 14 
days embarkation leave.

I was sorry at heart to go. I had developed a great liking and respect 
for those 20 men I called mine. They had grown on me till I became 
quite horrified at the thought of having no more fun with them. We 
had lived like a family for weeks, but now our lives must follow 
different paths.

Had a lot of fun on the range one day.

Sent up with two Sergeants to take a platoon through a live firing 
programme with the sten gun – a little hand-held nine millimetre 
automatic weapon. Very cheap, cost 15 shillings (£0.75) each. A 
hand-held light automatic machine gun firing short bursts or single 
shot from the waist.

For this exercise, groups of five recruits were lined up, fired a burst, 
then moved forward a few paces and fired again. As they repeated 
moving forward, the timid fell further behind, so the risk increased of 
shooting the others who might be two or three yards in front. The drill 
and procedure had been badly thought out. The sensible thing to do 
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was to make sure the men were in a straight line before they fired. 
So, I dressed them in a straight line.

The two Sergeants quickly intervened to tell me I was wrong. I 
agreed. I said I knew they were following the correct procedure. But 
I was responsible for safety. That was why I was not following the 
instructions. They refused to continue. So I told them there was a 15 
hundredweight truck at the entrance to the range. They should use it 
to return to barracks and report to the Company Commander.

I started. As soon as the two Sergeants were out of sight, I heard 
them stop to listen. They no doubt thought that as a young, newly 
commissioned officer straight from the ranks, I wouldn’t know 
how to take over. I’d done this plenty of times in the Home Guard 
(Dad’s Army). Even spent a week at the Weapon Training School at 
Catterick. Can’t have better training than that.

The two Sergeants crept away. They never reported to the Company 
Commander either.

The platoons had to climb up to the balcony in the City Hall for 
lectures. Used to go up there with the Sergeant. But the lectures 
were always on small arms and given by him. Better just to slip away. 
Then, suddenly one morning, when I asked as usual, the Sergeant 
said it was fieldcraft and gave me a chapter heading in the fieldcraft 
manual, and walked away. That was my briefing. No written training 
programme; no Officer, or NCO had given me any warning.

Fortunately, I remembered bits of it, and struggled to remember more 
from my Home Guard days. Never given the lecture before. Only read 
it out of interest in my bedroom at home as background information, 
and heard the lecture once at OCTU. I struggled with it. I got by. But 
it wasn’t a good lecture. Couldn’t feed enthusiasm and belief to my 
audience. I just got away with it.

If the training at No 8 ITC was to help newly commissioned officers, 
how was it that neither my sergeants or company officers let me know 
what they wanted me to do. Supervision, help, and training were at a 
minimum. We were left to get on with it.

It was a test, not a training.
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Chapter 9 – Active service

On leave I had to get a typhus injection. I had quite a bit of trouble 
getting this done. I told the clerk over the phone what I thought. His 
answer was to put me through to the Assistant Director of Medical 
Services. I hardly realised what I was doing and pitched into him, a 
thing I would never dared to have done to a colonel were I standing 
in front of him. My points were justified. Anyway, he did not know my 
name or unit. This was little mitigation for the three days I visited and 
waited at the central Nottingham Medical Inspection Room.

I had a grand leave and enjoyed myself so much that I never thought 
of going overseas. Everything was well under control. I broke the 
return journey by spending 36 hours with an uncle and aunt in Shotts, 
Lanarkshire. We had a great time. The uncle, a Territorial, had served 
as a company commander in the Highland Light Infantry throughout 
the First World War. Now he commanded a Home Guard battalion.

For me, it was like peace-time again to travel around and really enjoy 
oneself.

On return to the Infantry Training Centre at Perth, I was told I would 
be going in two days and merely hung around kicking my heels, 
waiting to be off. My posting was to a holding battalion at Langholm 
near Carlisle, where I was expected to spend some six weeks before 
going overseas. Through a wrongly made out railway warrant, I failed 
to arrive till ten o’clock at night, and had spent over half the day on 
stations including Dumfries, where I waited five hours and also made 
my last purchase in the UK. To guide my travels, I spent two shillings 
and sixpence (£0.12.5p) on a little pocket size Bartholomew’s World 
Atlas. Years later, I happened to mention the Atlas at home. By a 
remarkable coincidence, my father had carried the same Atlas with 
him during the First World War, then Bartholomew’s Shilling Atlas. 
Both are still in the family.

All hopes of bed were dashed away when I reported to the Orderly 
Officer at Langholm. I was told that in the morning, I was going by 
motor convoy to Carlisle at 0500 hours with a draft of 50 Highland 
Light Infantry, for the Middle East. That came as rather a sudden 
shock. Not on account of the subject matter, but the speed with 
which it had to be put into operation. I sat at the desk with the Orderly 
Officer, receiving papers and instructions, snatching a bite of food in 
between. Our conversation was interrupted every now and then by 
the telephone as the Police reported the damage being done by the 
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draft in its drunken frenzy round Langholm. A party of 70 Regimental 
Police and NCOs were eventually sent out to recover the men, who 
then apparently set about their own company lines.

By 11 o’clock I had signed for a fair stack of documents and was 
beginning to consider my task finished when I was whisked away by 
a Sergeant. What I had received before was nothing. I was simply 
overloaded with papers and documents of every description. At one 
o’clock in the morning I was free to attend to my own personal kit. 
I tore off my service dress and got my old battle-dress out. Then I 
started to re-pack my gear systematically for the long trip. Some 
was to be carried in my hands, some was packed as ‘not wanted on 
voyage’. I managed to finish this by three o’clock, have a wash and 
shave, breakfast at three-thirty, and reported to the company lines at 
four o’clock.

Picture the task of sorting and checking three drafts, each 50 strong, 
at this hour of the morning. When the donkey work was completed, 
the adjutant arrived. He graciously called the roll. Draft number 
RPQOM became mine. Once on the truck, we set off for Carlisle. One 
of the Highland Light Infantry (HLI) soldiers looked at the steel deed 
box on my kit. My name and regiment were stencilled on it.

‘What if I throw your box off the truck?’ he said. I replied, ‘You’re right, 
it’s my box; but it’s only got the draft documents in it, so put it down.’ 
He did. We were getting the measure of each other.

At Carlisle, we got onto a special troop train for Newhaven. During 
the journey I was able to talk to a few of the draft and generally take 
stock of the situation. I had a draft of 50 privates, average age about 
19. Two older privates had been promoted acting Corporal for the 
purposes of the journey only. I had three prisoners under escort, each 
serving sentences for absence without leave, subsequent to their 14 
day embarkation leave. Rather a handful I thought.

A number of them jested defiance, but I firmly contained their jibes. 
I spoke to the three under close arrest. Close arrest was a bit of a 
farce. It involved two escorts for each prisoner – even to the toilet. 
I offered them parole, if they gave me their undertaking to stay with 
me. They agreed. This worked.

We arrived in Newhaven at 5.30, when further documentation started. 
We were told that we were sailing in the morning, and must check our 
drafts onto the quay at 0400 hours, boarding ourselves at 0700 hours. 
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The thought of this was enough for me. I had a quick dinner, took 
advantage of a bath, and was in bed by 9.30. I got up in the morning 
at 0300 hours to deal with the timetable laid before us the previous 
evening.

There were only two points in which the orders were wrong. There 
was very little control exercised over the troops as they went onto 
the quay. It was, in point of fact, impossible to check them. Also, the 
times were, in practice, an hour behind schedule.

The trip itself was grand. The weather was fine. We were without a 
care. Our drafts were on board ship. They could not escape. I looked 
over the stern, imagining I might see something of the White Cliffs 
of Dover. But, either my mind is not sufficiently imaginative, or, there 
aren’t any along that part of the coast.

I was quite sorry when we approached Dieppe. After disembarkation, 
we were taken by truck to a transit camp. My first impression was that 
while at home, I had condemned the Americans as reckless drivers, 
I found our fellows every bit as bad overseas. In the transit camp we 
had our sterling changed to francs. I got 2,000 in return for my £4 
sterling.

After our meal, we were told we were proceeding to Toulon by train 
leaving at nine o’clock that night. Until then, our time was our own. A 
lot of us spent the afternoon examining the defences on the heights 
above Dieppe. How any Canadian escaped alive after the valiant but 
futile landing in 1942 is an absolute mystery. How heavily the odds 
were stacked against them.

At nine o’clock we began entraining. The rolling stock was all 
German. The officers were in an old second class coach with hessian 
seats. The other ranks were in third class carriages with wooden 
seats. Lighting throughout the train was from a small number of 
shared paraffin lamps. A shortage of windows was also evident, 
many were broken, some boarded up. I was in a compartment 
with four RAF Regiment Officers. We talked till midnight, and then 
tried to sleep. No heating. Many windows missing. By two o’clock I 
admitted defeat. The cold was too much for me. I went to the end of 
the corridor, and tried to restore circulation. It was one of those bitter, 
crystal clear moonlit nights that would have been grand had I been 
warm enough to appreciate it.
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At about nine in the morning we stopped at a small camp by the side 
of the line. We had a wash and a shave followed by breakfast in a 
warm hut. At ten-thirty we were off again, but feeling much warmer 
and happier. As we passed through stations, it was interesting to see 
the business acumen spring to life. Much kit, cigarettes, and soap 
was, to use the Army expression, flogged to the Frenchmen.

What amused me most was to see those railway wagons of First 
World War notoriety with their descriptive words, ‘40 HOMMES or 8 
CHEVEAUX’.

We passed through some pleasant country. The weather was warm 
and sunny. Our travelling was a pleasure. We had with us a party of 
several Guards Subalterns. They had their batmen with them, the 
only servants on the train. One of them went down to the baggage 
van where some of my HLI party were doing escort duty, guarding the 
baggage.

After the Guards Officer party had left, one of my HLI escorts spotted 
a cufflink on the wagon floor. He brought it to me, thinking it might 
belong to one of the Guards Officers. I took it to the Guards Officers’ 
compartment and asked them. But I got nothing but their abuse and 
ridicule. I was ashamed. I went back to the baggage van. I thanked my 
HLI men. But I said the cufflink didn’t belong to the Guards Officers.

In the evening we had another halt for a meal. But our spirits sank 
with the evening as we felt the cold beginning to strike in again. I 
waited in the compartment till everywhere was quiet and most of the 
Officers were dozing. Then quickly and quietly, I picked up my blanket 
and greatcoat and sneaked down to the baggage wagon. I didn’t want 
anyone to know of the Officer who sank his pride for comfort.

The baggage wagon was the warmest place on the train. It was 
the only place where it was possible to lie out at full length. My HLI 
friends kindly made me very welcome. I had a good six hours sleep 
and then moved back just before daylight. We all felt very tired when 
we got to Toulon. We enjoyed a hot breakfast at ten o’clock but spent 
most of the day on our beds recovering from the journey.

We were held in Toulon for five days. The mornings were occupied 
with work but we had the afternoons to ourselves. As neither the 
camp nor Toulon were particularly nice places, I spent several days 
climbing some hills by the camp from which one could look across 
the deep blue Mediterranean for miles. One of the hills had several 



57

Active service

forts and caves, which, according to local stories, had been held 
throughout the war by the Maquis, the French Resistance.

As far as I could see, the ‘starving people of Europe’ were better off 
than ourselves. They seemed to have enough food. In their shop 
windows were cameras, pipes, leather goods, scents, ornaments and 
other luxury goods people at home hadn’t seen for years. Transport 
was in a terrible state. I never saw a civilian vehicle that was in 
roadworthy condition.

I brought three of the draft into France formally under close arrest. 
But, owing to the difficulties of maintaining anything but a paper 
guard, had released them. Some of the draft were tempted to try a 
few of the French wines. The ones sold in the camp were exceedingly 
cheap and quite intoxicating. I’d found that out. Those in the local inns 
were not as cheap but of much more variable and unknown potency.

One unfortunate lad had rather too much one night, fell to arguing 
with one of the Regimental Police on the camp gate, and struck 
him. The poor fellow was charged. Next day he appeared before the 
Colonel. My role was to stand smartly to attention to the rear and side 
of the Colonel. I then had to speak for the man’s character. Did my 
best with a few crisp sentences. But you can’t do a lot for someone 
you’ve only known for ten days. So, now we had four members of the 
draft under close arrest.

It was Saturday lunch time I think, for the days meant little, that we 
embarked onto the Empire Battleaxe, a liberty ship of some 7,500 
tons. The Officers shared quite comfortable cabins for six. We only 
got three meals a day, but were quite adequately fed. The other ranks 
were herded into crowded troop-decks which were so warm at night 
that they got little sleep. Like us, they got three meals a day, but too 
small to satisfy them. Old sweats said that, by comparison, this was a 
good troopship. I pity soldiers sailing on a bad one.

Our second day out was rather rough. I found it a great thrill to stand 
on the stern, listening to the propeller threshing the water and feeling 
the whole ship vibrate as her bulk rose up, lifting the propeller out 
of the water. The spray, which was occasionally whipped up over 
her low stern made it all the more thrilling. The next day was much 
calmer. While I had enjoyed the rough weather, there were many not 
in a position to do so. The plight of the troop-decks was a sorry one. 
The fellows had not the sense to come up on deck, but lay on their 
bunks in a depressing atmosphere of sickness.
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Our third morning out took us through the Strait of Messina. At seven 
o’clock in the morning we were all on deck passing through a sea 
with hardly a ripple. We enjoyed the interesting coastline of Italy and 
Sicily. Once more we thought of the people who had fought over that 
mass of precipitous rocky mountains and became more and more 
thankful for the end of the war.

By this time we were curious about our destination. There were 
only two possible ports, namely Alexandria and Port Said. Rumours 
‘on good authority’ were heard for both. The third rumour, that the 
Captain was waiting for a wireless message was probably the right 
one. In the meantime, we kept seeing the ship’s daily news sheet 
recording riots in both Cairo and Alexandria.

Our curiosity also ran high as to what our postings would be. At first 
I was afraid I might be seconded from my own regiment to the HLI. 
Why had I been put in charge of this draft? Although my draft had 
made themselves unpopular on the journey, I did not altogether blame 
them for their behaviour. The way they were treated and the general 
organisation on the journey had been poor. As far as I personally was 
concerned, I found them obedient and easy to manage. In the bottom 
of my heart, I have to admit I would have been happy to have been 
posted with them.

Exactly 90 hours after leaving Toulon we sighted Port Said in the 
distance. By two o’clock we were anchored in its dirty harbour. The 
inevitable ‘bum-boats’ surrounded the ship. Some did a little trade. 
A few of the ‘jocks’ explained in no uncertain terms what they should 
do, and how they felt they could best dispose of their rotten produce, 
much to the amusement of all the officers. In the evening, we pulled 
into the quay to offload all the hold baggage, ready for an early start 
in the morning.

The following evening we arrived at Almazza Barracks, Cairo. My 
draft was then snatched from me, and later posted piece-meal to 
various units of every description.

I was soon down to Cairo to try and get some of those many articles 
we couldn’t get at home. I hated it. The town was a seething mass of 
dirty, shouting, Egyptians. They all seemed to want to sell something 
at an exorbitant price or give you a shoe shine. The stuff I’d hoped 
to buy was terribly dear. All prices were 150 per cent or more than 
at home. I had a meal, again, quite a reasonable one, but at an 
exorbitant price.
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I walked round again amidst the almost unbearable noise. I watched 
the streets. The drivers were a terribly mad-headed crowd and had no 
discretion with their horns which they blew continuously, only adding 
to the pandemonium. I returned to camp convinced of one thing, I 
must get out of Cairo.

Back at camp, we all met up again. To judge by the experience of 
some of my friends I had been lucky in escaping the attention of a 
pickpocket. The Cairo ones seemed past-masters at their job and had 
plenty employed in the profession, ‘clefty wallah’ (street thief).

I was posted to a company for my stay in the camp. The two 
permanent staff officers were a grand pair. I had an excellent time 
with them.

On my fifth day, GHQ (General Headquarters) forewarned us of 
riots, and ordered troops into Cairo. A battalion was organised 
from the troops in transit. I found myself in charge of a company’s 
reserve platoon, a platoon made up of oddments from seven different 
regiments. At three o’clock the next morning we moved out. The idea 
was that by getting into position before dawn we would not alarm the 
rioters. But had they seen the convoys of troops proceeding to every 
strategic point, they might have realised it wasn’t worth rioting.

Their systems of intelligence were first class. There was no reason 
why they shouldn’t be. Even our nerve centre GHQ employed many 
Arabs. They must have known full well our orders, ‘to withhold fire 
unless arson was attempted or British subjects were in danger 
of losing their lives’. These orders did not leave us much scope, 
especially as: ‘only single shots were to be fired, and these must 
be controlled by an officer. The shots were to be aimed at specific 
rioters. If possible, photographs were to be taken’. We knew 
misinterpretation of these orders inevitably resulted in a Court Martial. 
The Court Martial would take months to examine a decision we had 
to take in a split second under very different circumstances. In fact, I 
was told, when shots were fired it was usually because a soldier had 
lost his nerve; not because an instruction had been given.

The company I had joined was to take over from an RAF guard which 
had been looking after The Tedder Club. This Air Force Club had had 
a very rough time. Some windows were broken, it was touch and go for 
them one morning as the rioters tried both to break in and set fire to the 
place. We were not, thank Heaven, ourselves molested. Some other units 
had to open fire. The Club was very good to us. They did our cooking, 
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supplemented our rations, and allowed us endless tea and sugar which 
we used to brew up during the long nights. Apart from long hours, and not 
being able to leave the building, the time passed quite pleasantly.

One heard occasionally of Military Policemen being beaten to death. If 
anyone had suffered that misfortune this time, I am bound to say that 
they, or rather the people who sent them out, were provoking trouble. 
All troops were confined to their quarters or posts. Instructions had 
been issued that any British troops seen, should be taken into safe 
custody. Despite this, we saw a foot patrol of three Military Police out 
patrolling the streets with nothing but their revolvers.

It was a happy day when the ban was lifted. We stayed at the Club 
temporarily, but were allowed out. I dashed out for some exercise. 
It was strange to walk about in the streets amongst the people we 
had been ready to shoot a few hours before. I felt somehow insecure 
without the weight of a revolver still in my pocket. A revolver may be 
a comparatively useless weapon, but one felt much safer with your 
fingers curled round the trigger guard. We tended not use holsters. A 
revolver is easily stolen from a holster. We carried them in our trouser 
pockets, often with our hand on the butt, just to make sure it stayed 
there.

Soon our time in Cairo was finished. We moved back to barracks and 
began again the boring wait for our postings. I was interviewed by 
AG3, who was responsible for all infantry postings. I suppose when 
I entered, he saw I was young, keen, and an easy piece of meat. He 
suggested a job roving round the desert with three trucks and five 
BORs (British Other Ranks), looking for graves.

There was, he explained, excellent prospects for promotion even 
though the job had only nine months to run. The idea of graves work 
seemed a little morbid. The alternative was a staff job in GHQ in Cairo 
and I couldn’t stand the thought of that. So, in innocence, I accepted. 
AG3’s remarks had little connection with the truth. Not one single item 
was correct. I was not on my own. Neither did I have three trucks. As 
often as not, we had German prisoners of war as our labour. The job 
was supposed to last three months, but dragged on a little longer. As 
far as promotion was concerned, it was an absolute blind alley.
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Chapter 10 – ‘Bury me out in the desert in the heat of the  
  Libyan sun.’ My Green Howards Sergeant

It was on that famous single track railway that I travelled to Tobruk. 
My posting came through eventually one Sunday for 25 Graves 
Concentration Unit. I was kept waiting a week before starting this 
great journey because the weekly train ran on Sundays only.

I was glad to see the last of the Delta, with all its filth and dirt, both 
mental and physical. The desert was not quite what I had expected. 
There was sand, but only a thin covering which sat in the crevices 
of rock. Sand did exist in places, but was more like sandstone than 
sand, in others harsh granite stood bare.

The ravages of war were apparent everywhere. The desert was 
strewn with derelict vehicles of every type and make, both of our own 
and the enemy. Shell cases, ammunition, and even a few guns, and, 
of course, an endless, countless number of old petrol tins of all sizes 
and shapes from two to 44 gallons.

The night was cold, but this time I was better prepared with three 
pullovers and a greatcoat. Even with all that warm clothing, I didn’t 
sleep much after three. At seven o’clock I got a grand hot cup of tea 
from the NAAFI car on the train. At ten we pulled into Tobruk, just 
24 hours after leaving Cairo. A truck was on the sand ready to meet 
me and take me through that war shattered heap of rubble to my 
unit. I was introduced to my new CO who told me that the unit was 
preparing to move to Fort Capuzzo in three weeks. They were doing 
no desert work and I would in all probability be posted before the 
move. A cheering start.

We had a very comfortable mess with five members. Our batmen and 
mess staff were all German POWs (prisoners of war) and did their 
job exceedingly well. The cook in particular excelled himself providing 
food the like of which I had never tasted. As I went round Tobruk, I 
saw an enormous number of POWs performing every conceivable 
job, drivers, traffic control, clerks, builders. They even had their own 
Regimental Police. They far outnumbered the British Troops. A 
standing joke was that, after all the fighting and eventual victory, it 
was the Germans who occupied Tobruk.

I had done no real work now, apart from a few odd days, since I 
was commissioned and found further weeks of inactivity extremely 
irksome. We had heard a great deal of the shortage of officers.
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How were they using the ones they’d got? There was little room 
in any of the infantry battalions. The First Battalion Argyll and 
Sutherland Highlanders was at Tel Aviv. I was told they now had six 
officers surplus to establishment. Others appeared to be the same, 
as only about ten per cent of the infantry subalterns that came out 
with me ever reached battalions. Most of us were employed extra-
regimentally at POW camps, transit camps, leave camps and the like.

In a few days, a posting came through for me to proceed with another 
officer to Benghazi. We travelled up in a 15 hundredweight Dodge, 
making Derna in the first day, a matter of 120 miles. It seems nothing 
to someone who has not travelled up the Desert Road. But, to those 
who know its width, twists and turns, but above all, its terrible surface, 
it becomes at least a respectable day’s work. Soon after we left 
Tobruk, the desert became less barren. The sand was a remarkable 
red colour and sufficiently rich to produce a good crop of gorse 
bushes.

Derna lies at the bottom of a steep pass. It is grand to look down and 
see it nestling there, a collection of quaint buildings set in a deep blue 
Mediterranean. The pass itself is a steep, winding road including six 
or seven hair-pin bends. A rather sarcastic notice at the top forbids 
overtaking and enforces low gear.

I pictured two streams of traffic on this road at night, without lights. 
The one rushing madly westwards with petrol, ammunition, water, 
and rations. The other tearing back for more supplies. One or two 
derelict vehicles littered the pass as a constant reminder.

In the morning we started on our journey to Benghazi, a 186 mile 
journey which was to become very familiar. Ten miles outside Derna, 
we left the coastal plain and climbed up another pass every bit as bad 
as the one we had just come down.

It would be wrong to assume that the Desert Road was either straight 
or level. From Derna to Benghazi, it winds in and out of wadis (dry 
valleys), and is by no means flat.

Eighty miles beyond Derna we descended Wadi el Kuf. Equally the 
most beautiful and the most dangerous pass on the road. A ring road 
had to be made for all vehicles over three tons. This Italian road was 
very good and very safe even for ten tonners. But the road we used 
was improvised as the good one had been blown up by us during the 
second retreat.
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We crossed the semi-fertile plain of Barce, and then began winding in 
and out again. Some 50 miles before Benghazi, we descended Tocra, 
the last big pass, onto the coastal plain and roared up a level straight 
dull road. The position in Benghazi was typical of Army organisation. 
There were in the first place two Graves Registration Units working 
as a Concentration Unit. A Registration Unit was equipped simply 
to register graves. A Concentration Unit was equipped to exhume 
and concentrate casualties into military cemeteries. There was only 
transport for one Registration Unit. The office was far too small, two 
tiny rooms in District HQ. The men’s billet was two miles away in 
one direction. The officers’ mess was a mile-and-a-half away in the 
opposite direction. Our stores were housed elsewhere in yet a third 
small room lent by the Army Education Corps.

Here I had hoped for work, but once again found none, unless being 
one of the HQ office boys was to be considered work. We had a 
surplus of officers in comparison to labour, drivers and vehicles. So, 
as might be expected, I became no better than a clerk. That’s where I 
typed up a lot this account from the hand-written draft.

At last I also got some mail from home. At first recent letters, then 
all the mail that had been chasing me round the Middle East. When 
I wrote home, I’d kept giving my many changes of address to my 
parents. Eventually, I had to tell them I’d not received any of their mail 
so, they would understand why I hadn’t commented on any of the 
points they raised. Today, with better telephones, mobile phones and 
faster mail, we forget how difficult things could get then. I was over 
two months without hearing from home.

The first trip I did was to Derna and Mekili where we camped for 
five days. The party consisted of three officers, four drivers and 12 
German POWs. Our first day was spent travelling up that familiar 
road to Derna where we spent the night. As well as our own two 15 
hundredweight trucks, we had borrowed two three tonners from a 
transport company. We had quite a thrill when one of the three tonner 
drivers missed his gears and started to run back as he struggled up 
Wadi el Kuf.

In the morning we set off to Mekili, 40 miles south in the desert 
proper. On the way we noticed a horse by the track obviously only a 
few hours dead. But, on our return five days later, the kite-hawks had 
shifted every bit of flesh leaving only dry bone, hoof and mane.
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On arrival there, I was made Orderly Corporal. My duties were to 
attend to the minor details of the camp, preparing the bill of fare, 
latrines etc. I had two German labourers, one to cook, the other as a 
fatigue and batman, and two German drivers. None of the four men 
had a word of English; I hadn’t a word of German.

We were fortunate as far as wood was concerned. Near the camp 
was an old Turkish fort, with the remains of a hut. We burnt some of 
it for cooking and afterwards discovered sappers from Derna were 
in the habit of sending trucks there for it. The fort naturally meant 
water. Although not good, it served for washing, making life tolerably 
civilised. My duties may have seemed simple but were extremely 
boring. The days seemed long with only four Germans as company 
and little work to do. The OC (Officer in Charge) of the expedition 
knew some German, and did not appreciate my difficulty in getting 
the POWs to understand what was wanted.

A word here about the state of the bodies themselves may prove 
of interest. Those buried in the desert were as a rule just bones. 
At Mekili however, we came across a lot that were completely 
mummified, I suppose by the interaction of sun and salt. Later we 
came upon cases, especially in Benghazi, where Italians were fond of 
using coffins. Some of these were very messy and solid with maggots. 

Lieutenant Gowdy left, the author centre, and 
Major Ward, Royal Engineers, right. 

With two German batmen on the roof of the officers’ mess.
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In two cases, they had used sealed zinc coffins. They were terrible. 
We had to puncture them to allow the fluid to run away. The finger 
tips on one of the bodies were still pink.

Back in Derna we were faced with a problem. Already our load had 
become a little offensive. At 10.30, it was decided that I should take a 
three tonner and a 15 hundredweight truck back to Benghazi where 
graves were open ready to receive our 75 guests. By 11.30, we were 
off. It was somewhat disconcerting when, at about 1.30, a cloud of 
dust rose from the rear of the three tonner. She gained a heavy list 
to starboard, and stopped with a burst tyre. We fitted the only spare, 
and checked the other three. In two hours, the opposite rear one had 
built up from 70 to over 100 pounds pressure.

We travelled on to within eight miles of our goal, then the three 
tonner’s other tyre went. We had no spare. This time it wasn’t quite 
such an amusing incident. Eventually, we put the 15 hundredweight’s 
spare wheel on, and finished the journey by crawling into Benghazi at 
about ten miles an hour, as the night closed in on us. I had so many 
casualties that it took us two days to bury them.

The three tonner was sent back to the transport company and we 
returned to Derna in the 15 hundredweight. In Derna, I was presented 
with a cemetery of 700 enemy, an old and extremely inaccurate 
Italian register, and told to get on with it. Some of the locals are 
notorious for their thieving, and used to make our jobs much harder 
by stealing the crosses for firewood. In some cases, the crosses 
were the only means of identification. On occasions they used to 
dig up bodies we’d buried, and take the old blankets we’d used to 
wrap round the bodies. The worst case of all was when they raided 
a loaded 15 hundredweight truck. They undid the bundles, took the 
blankets, and left the remains jumbled in the truck.

Derna Civil Cemetery was different. It took me two days to write down 
identities marked in the cemetery. Some I took from the crosses. For 
others, I resorted to the register. It wasn’t always helpful. There were 
even names like ‘Croce di Ferro’ (Cross of Iron). A further two days 
were occupied in making a fair copy of my new register, and drawing 
a plan of the cemetery. It gave me quite a thrill when I found it took 
our two clerks five days to type the register.

All the casualties in Derna Civil Cemetery were enemy, mainly Italian. 
It was tedious working with unfamiliar names and unfamiliar writing. 
The policy was always to try and identify enemy dead. But they were 
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only moved to military cemeteries when their present grave was 
unlikely to survive in perpetuity.

In Derna, I discovered a very pleasant walk, up a wadi, little more 
than two miles from the Transit Officers’ Mess. The rocky hills were 
almost sheer on either side for 600 to 700 feet. It was great to sit 
there on a boulder at night, watching the moon and stars, hemmed in 
by the towering, jagged cliffs on either side. In this wadi was running 
water, a thing I’d only seen in one other place on the coast. It was 
lovely, especially at night, to hear the water trickling down the hill, 
rivalled only by a thousand crickets and the odd dog barking.

On Easter Monday we visited another place, rightly famed as the 
beauty spot of the coast. Forty miles west of Derna, a road runs down 
to the coast, through a precipitous wooded pass, Lamluda, containing 
a trickle of water. The view from the top is wonderful. One may stand 
there in the shelter of green trees and see a thousand feet below, 
sparkling in the sun, the little Arab village of Ras el Hilal. Viewed 
without the smell, it was very attractive.

The village itself is in a bay, a deep blue bay of the rich colouring 
only the Mediterranean possesses. If one can picture the scene, and 
realise the heat, it will be understood how we were uncontrollably 
seized with the idea of a swim. We tore down the pass in the 15 
hundredweight, and then rushed into the water. On getting out, we 
suddenly saw a sight which brought us back to the realities of life. A 
big black sea mine lay not 50 yards from us.

Benghazi from the roof of the officers’ mess, August 1946.
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The Captain who had 
been in charge of us 
left, so I became more 
of an officer and less of 
a clerk. The last day, I 
went for my first desert 
trip. We were so short 
of transport that I was 
forced to break one of 
the desert rules by taking 
only one truck. But we 
got to our destination and 
back without any trouble. 
However, we failed in 
our mission which was 
a rather scatter-brained 
effort. GHQ produced a 
document known as the 
‘Provisional List’. It was 
an interesting document, 
containing the names and 
positions of burials from 
many sources, including 
relatives and others.

On the face of it, it 
sounds a good idea 

and we did occasionally find graves using the ‘Provisional List’. But 
many entries were absurd. Map references placing people in graves 
in the Mediterranean. One, ‘last seen flying over Benghazi’, with no 
indication whether he’d taken off from Benghazi, or was attacking it. 
Another casualty buried 40 miles north of Derna, which put him 40 
miles out at sea. We even had one where a padre had recorded the 
compass bearing of a grave from his truck; presumably he then got in 
and drove the truck away.

The desert was strewn with minefields. All the old minefields that both 
sides had laid were still there. As we scoured the desert, we would 
see a plume of sand, and hear a bang. That was a mine that had 
become sensitive and yielded to the sun. Care was need because 
in many cases the marker fences had gone. The minefields were 
then unmarked. Somehow though, the ground always looked slightly 
different, a touch higher over the mines so that one could sense from 
the crossword pattern that they were there. I was told that, at one 

With Lance Corporal Mannering,
Benghazi Civil Cemetery, 1946.
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time, graves in minefields were opened. Such burials were found 
when a new minefield had been laid over existing graves. In opening 
one of these graves, I was told the team exploded a mine, killing one 
of the party. It was said that this brought to an end any search for 
graves in minefields.

Another problem was stray grenades. The Italians had left a lot of 
‘red devils’. These grenades were in an aluminium case with a red 
base. Fitted with an instantaneous ‘always’ fuse (designed so that the 
grenade went off on impact), they could go off at the slightest thing. If 
they were near a grave, they were a bit frightening. We hadn’t got the 
one pound gun cotton slabs and time fuses we’d used for blowing up 
‘blinds’, when we were training on ranges in the UK.

The night before we were due to return from Derna, one of our 
drivers was in the NAAFI when a brawl occurred in which a corporal 
was injured. The OC of 
troops in Derna wanted 
our driver for the Court of 
Inquiry. We had a vehicle 
and no driver, could I 
have wished for better? 
While I had taken odd 
turns at the wheel before, 
it was not a popular 
performance either with 
the drivers or my OC, and 
was anyway a technical 
breach of discipline. I 
found it aggravating to sit 
beside a driver who, with 
the wheel to steady him, 
would throw the vehicle 
about without mercy for 
its body, engine, load, and 
passengers.

Today, however, I was 
to drive, legally entitled 
to so, in this operational 
emergency. There is a 
great deal of pride to be 
gained from driving a truck, 
far more than from a car. 

Benghazi Civil Cemetery.
The author in the doorway of a Sepulchre

that gave us shelter from the heat.
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The vehicle is bigger and heavier involving more judgment. Every 
gear change constitutes a skilled task if it is to be done smoothly and 
quietly; no synchromesh.

The pleasure of the run was to some extent spoilt by a khamsin. 
This hot wind off the Sahara blew in through the ventilators, keeping 
us warm instead of cool. The radiator gauge showed 40 degrees 
Fahrenheit above the normal temperature. Even the throttle became 
painful on my foot.

Once back in Benghazi we set about registering the civil cemetery 
which contained many military burials. It had been registered 
originally by the Italians, but their register was as complicated, 
inaccurate, and haphazard as the cemetery itself. A British unit had 
made a registration in 1943, but this was done in a great hurry, 
contained many mistakes, and, as no exhumations had been carried 
out, was teeming with ‘unknowns’.

As the cemetery filled up, the Italians had used the spaces between 
existing graves. These graves did not have memorials. The Graves 
Registration Unit recorded them all as unknowns. We had to check 
them. They weren’t military burials.

We set to for six weeks, exhuming as many as 40 on a good day. 
Sometimes we had to stop to do the clerical work, but for the greater 
part of the time, we fought ‘the battle of the files’ in our evenings and 
weekends. We never seemed to get away from the smell of human 
remains. It permeated our clothes and even tainted our rooms.

One morning our local cashier gave us cheering news. We had been 
granted additional pay, at the rate of three shillings a day (15 pence), 
when in close contact with human remains. We also got a double ration 
of cigarettes, I think 40 a day. This wasn’t because they wanted to get 
rid of us. The relationship between cigarettes and lung cancer was then 
unknown. We were still waiting for Sir Richard Doll’s dramatic findings.

Before leaving the cemetery, I will record one discovery. It was with a 
great struggle that a marble memorial to an Italian Colonel was lifted 
by four Germans POWs from a grave which on exhumation we found 
to be the remains of a girl of about five. This was the sort of thing 
we were able to predict from the knowledge we had built up about 
the cemetery. It was not even safe to trust an elaborate memorial 
dedicated to a senior dead soldier.
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Chapter 11 – Deeper into the desert

A Wellington bomber crash had been recorded. Although an 
exact reference had been given, there was a great deal of doubt 
and conflicting evidence as to its real position. Even sound 
map references weren’t wholly reliable, for different maps didn’t 
correspond completely.

We set off to find it with a jeep and 15 hundredweight, each with 
a British driver and officer. The first day was a hard one. It was 
extremely warm. A khamsin was blowing again. The surface was solid 
rock for the greater part of the journey. At lunch, we had but a drink 
of tea, nobody felt like anything else. The heat became worse as the 
day drew on. After 80 miles of bruising, we arrived at El Charruba, 25 
miles from the supposed position of the Wellington.

There’s nothing at El Charruba. It’s just a name on the map for what 
had been a fort. The first job was to brew up some more tea and put 
up the tent. Just before that was finished, I began to feel feint and had 
to lie down. Every time I got up, I almost fell again. At first I took it to 
be my own weakness, but, when the others followed suit, I realised it 
was heat exhaustion. Fully an hour-and-a-half elapsed before anyone 
stirred. Eventually we got up, brewed up, and had some tomato soup. 
It had a most miraculous effect and seemed even better with the tin 
of fruit that followed. This was our total food for the day.

Even the night remained too warm for sleep. We would all have 
a cigarette, then resolutely turn over for ten minutes. A bit later, 
someone would discreetly light another, only to be regaled for his 
meanness in not handing them round. It wasn’t until after 2.00 that 
we got to sleep. At 5.30 in the morning we welcomed the dawn, ate a 
good breakfast, and by 7.30, the search party was ready to leave.

Our plan was that the other officer would spend the day searching 
with the jeep, while the spare driver and I kept the camp going. This 
saved the trouble of striking and pitching camp. Anyway, the search 
party found a lot of the ground impassable to 15 hundredweight 
trucks.

They returned at two o’clock with no news of the Wellington, but they 
had discovered a good well only a mile away. As an old fort, 
EI Charruba had to have water. We went out with our tins and picked 
up plenty of water. Once more, we led a life of luxury.
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The next day was taken up with a further fruitless search as far as 
the aircraft was concerned. But, the search party did sight a reptile 
which they quoted as being four feet long. We pulled their legs a 
great deal about it, but I have no doubt they did sight such a monster. 
On the fourth morning, we began the return journey. By way of proof 
of the roughness of the tracks, I was thrown out of my seat with such 
violence that I knocked a piece of skin, the size of a half crown, off my 
shoulder, on the top of the window frame of the truck door. Later we 
discovered another bump had cracked one of the engine’s mountings.

How we were looking forward to a bath and a proper meal. Five miles 
before we reached Benghazi, we could smell the place after having 
been in the clean, fresh desert air. What a shock when we got in. The 
water pipeline was broken, our bath had had it. Our meal was grand, 
but by candle light. The electrics had also failed. Take me back to El 
Charruba. We had light and water. More seriously, we could enjoy the 
desert. Three years before, men had fought there for their lives. What 
we found hard was incidental to them. Ours was a Boy Scout job.

My next outing was to visit Giovanni Berta (Gub Gub). Here I was 
to register a cemetery. Investigations before departure enabled us 
to arrange accommodation with a small road-working party of ten 
German prisoners and a British Corporal. Our journey was fraught 
with disaster. We had three trucks and eight Germans. Not 20 miles 
out of Benghazi the fanbelt broke on one of the trucks. We had to tow 
the thing up Tocra Pass and onto Barce. Here, a Royal Electrical and 
Mechanical Engineers’ Light Aid Detachment contrived to fit a fanbelt 
off another make of truck.

Our second misfortune was to a tyre. A piece of rubber as big as a 
fist, disappeared from the tread, revealing the grey cord of the tyre, 
but fortunately without bursting. In Giovanni Berta we lived on an old 
Italian farm on the top of a hillock, high up on the Jebel limestone 
plateau. It was much cooler than we had been used to; the evenings 
were quite nippy. We dug the cemetery up, but were only able to 
establish 40 per cent identities. All the memorials had been neatly 
stacked in the corner of the cemetery, to make more room for the 
Arab’s corn, which they were cultivating even over the graves.

We had spent nearly the whole week at Giovanni Berta without 
discovering that under a pile of stones in the small garden outside our 
house, was a large family of tortoises. In all there were about eight. 
One or two were quite small, the others larger with scarred shells. 
The German and Italian POWs in the neighbourhood were in the 
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habit of killing all the smaller ones, opening them, and bolting the two 
halves together to make an ash-tray. Excellent in appearance, but 
rather galling to anyone with a love of animals.

It had been reported to me that, at Beda Littoria, lay the bodies of 
the four Germans killed with Colonel Keyes VC. His body had been 
taken to the Benghazi Military Cemetery. So, on my last day, I went 
to investigate. I found that what I had been told was the truth. But the 
graves were well marked and in good condition. I tried to telephone 
my OC in Benghazi for advice. According to our normal practice, 
enemy graves should only be moved if they were not likely to remain 
in perpetuity. These were safe and so should not be lifted. Colonel 
Keyes had been taken to Benghazi. But this was a most unusual 
situation. Perhaps the shrine should have been left as it was.

Libya was a former Italian colony. There was now a Military 
Government. So, I decided to go and see the local Military 
Government Civil Affairs Officer, another British Army Officer. I was 
prepared to move the four Germans as seemed my duty, but the 
Local Civil Affairs Officer, wanted them left where they were, as the 
place had become almost a shrine. This seemed sensible, so that’s 
what I did.

On the way back to Giovanni Berta, I picked up an African who had 
only been buried about a year. Everyone was rather annoyed about it. 
In the first place, it seemed pure idleness that he had not been buried 
in a military cemetery. He had to be taken to this grave and could just 
as easily been put in a truck and buried normally.

Our anger was raised all the more, when we found the grave had been 
filled with enormous stones. We had to use our hands to move them. 
This meant running the risk of scorpions. We were always at risk of 
being bitten by both black and white scorpions. We often first eased 
stones with a pick or shovel so we could check there wasn’t a scorpion 
lurking underneath. To make matters worse, the body had been buried 
in a complicated mass of corrugated iron, tent poles, canvas, rope and 
wire, which was both difficult and messy to disentangle. The body still 
had drainage tubes attached. They had just rolled him up in the tent in 
which he had died and dug a great big hole.

Our run back to Benghazi the following day was very successful. All 
our trucks were on the road before eight in the morning, and back in 
Benghazi unloading at three.



74

Desert to Danube

One of my ‘time economies’ was a halt on the road just outside 
Benghazi. Men were then appointed to unload the trucks when we 
got back and each driver given detailed instructions as to where 
he was to go first. The loading of the trucks was, of course, worked 
out the night before we started. The men were allowed to spread 
themselves how they liked unless I had loaded spare petrol onto one 
of the lorries.

During my stay at Giovanni Berta, I was given the map reference 
of several Germans who were lying unburied at a position not far 
from the Wellington bomber for which we had searched in vain. 
It was decided I should take another expedition to that area. I left 
Benghazi the next Friday morning, as before, with a jeep and a 15 
hundredweight. There was no spare officer, but three drivers.

One of the wheels had been stolen off our jeep the previous night. 
The driver had fitted one taken from a scrap dump. As we soon saw, 
it was badly out of true, so there was our first hold up. Once we had 
swapped the new wheel with the spare, we were able to drive on. We 
took the old route we’d taken before and sustained ourselves on tea.

In the desert, the water for tea was heated on a ‘Benghazi Burner’. 
Sand was put into a tin. Petrol poured in, and the thing was lit. At our 
first halt, we decided to use some wood we had which was easier to 
control. Unfortunately, the flames died away before our water was 
boiling. Lance Corporal Mannering, an experienced desert hand, 
picked up a four gallon jerrycan and started to pour petrol on the fire. 
The result was inevitable. The jerrycan caught fire. The jeep was only 
ten feet away.

I was petrified. But Lance Corporal Mannering insisted that he could 
close the cap on the jerrycan with a stick. He said, ‘the can can’t go 
on fire, there’s no air in it’. To my amazement, he proved his point. He 
got the fire out. All was safe.

We passed El Charruba about 4.30, and made our way further into the 
desert. At about six, we halted and made camp, although I was not 
exactly sure where we were. Next morning I left with the jeep and one 
driver. The ground we traversed corresponded with the map, and I was 
soon quite confident we had camped at the right spot the night before.

Only an hour after we had left our camp, I was hailed by a Senussi 
herdsman. He invited us to his camp for some tea. We sat with him 
for about an hour. I was able both to confirm our position beyond all 
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doubt and got a guide to the camp of a neighbouring tribe who were 
supposed to be familiar with the area we were going to search.

The surface of the desert was gradually becoming more and more 
rocky. In places, grassy tufts concealed rocks. I had to stand up in 
the jeep and keep an eye on the ground in front of us to prevent that 
horrible sensation of a large stone crack and crunch under one of the 
differentials.

Our next host would only accompany us a short way. Our map 
reference lay in the ‘no man’s land’ between his tribe of Senussi and 
the neighbouring tribe of Bedouins. We started our journey back to 
his camp along a level sand flat which stretched southwards as far 
as the eye could see. It was a fact of life that not all the Senussi and 
Bedouin were friendly to each other. Occasionally at night, we could 
hear their cross-fire.

This had been left in some ways a bitter country. Its societies and 
traditions had been damaged. Legend has it that the Italian General 
Badoglio captured 20 leading Senussi. They were taken up in an 
aeroplane and chucked out without parachutes. Not the friendliest 
gesture.

We had noticed one or two gazelle on the way out and were not 
surprised to see another herd on this endless sand flat. Our Arab 
passenger was most insistent that we try to get one. So, rather to 
satisfy him, than with any real desire or hope of catching a gazelle, 
we made a show at giving chase. But our Arab friend was quite 
determined. And we needed his help. With a gazelle safely stowed, 
we were able to resume our journey. The Arab was now repeating his 
promise to take us to the aircraft that matched the description we’d 
been give by Cairo.

We journeyed on for mile after mile. After chasing the gazelle, I was 
not sure where we were to within ten miles. This rather worried me as 
I took a pride in knowing my exact location, even with a guide. There 
is no doubt that the Arab has a wonderful knowledge of the desert as 
far as the tracks are concerned. He relies on his memory as much as 
anything. Nothing will persuade him to take to the unknown on his own.

Eventually I became quite worried in case the Bedouin was actually 
lost. Then we came to a wadi which I realised was one of two marked 
on the map; time would prove which. We had by now covered a dog-
leg of 30 miles. We had travelled at least 50 miles from the point at 
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which we started the chase, when the aircraft was supposedly ten 
miles away. Something was wrong.

We halted, checked the petrol, then told the Arab that we would 
give up the search for the aircraft. It must be remembered that we 
knew as little Arabic and Italian as he knew English. I tried to check 
my bearings, but he would not co-operate. I told him the correct (I 
checked this afterwards) location of his own camp, but even that 
did not register. So, we decided to go a little further in search of the 
aircraft.

Fear draws everyone closer. We started to side-slip while climbing 
the face of a wadi. Only the front wheels pulled us out. Our friend 
became talkative once more. Apparently, at the halt, he had imagined 
we were running short of petrol and trying to throw him off so we 
could make a straight run home. After about another three miles we 
came to our aircraft. We could find nothing at all. Nothing, save a 
hare which bolted away.

During the journey we had struck a bargain for the spoils of the trip. 
The Arab was to give us a meal for which he kept the gazelle with the 
exception of the head. I took the head back to Benghazi in the hope 
of finding a taxidermist. But I had to be content with the skull and 
antlers, these I still have.

The whole camp gathered in the Sheik’s tent. A rug was hung up to 
partition the tent. On one side the men began skinning the kill, on 
the other, the women prepared to cook the meal. It took them only 
a couple of hours from the time of arrival to having a leg beautifully 
cooked before us.

We ate it in the true Eastern fashion, squatting, with a bone in our 
hand, smacking our lips, and generally making as much noise as 
possible even to belching. This was the first time I had eaten gazelle, 
I suppose the last as well. We ate it completely on its own, no 
vegetables, no bread, only water so thick it could have been cut with 
a knife, and enjoyed it. 

Almost as soon as the meal was over, we set off again with our 
original guide. The only piece of excitement was when going along the 
side of a wadi. The jeep hit a stone and balanced itself precariously 
on two wheels for what seemed an age, but can’t have been more 
than seconds. We had a halt as our guide wished to speak to a 
shepherd. He drew some crystal clear, ice cold water from a well. 
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He then sent his son off for some goat’s milk. The boy milked the 
goat, and came back. This put us on our feet again.

It was after five when we left our guide. Sadly, he was feeling terribly 
insulted. He had offered us some more tea, which we had very 
regretfully to refuse. It would have been fateful if we had allowed 
darkness to overtake us. We ourselves would not have come to any 
harm, but our friends in the camp would have been extremely worried. 
I had left orders to cover such an emergency. They were to light petrol 
fires during the night and start searching at dawn. If they did not find 
us, they were to return Benghazi, and call for an air search.

We had a standing arrangement, that if two days had elapsed beyond 
the time we were due back in Benghazi, our Commanding Officer 
would call for an air search. We always left copies of our route etc. in 
the office. We had no wireless contact.

During the evening, I formulated a plan for our next day’s search. 
I decided we must travel out by a circuitous route, well beyond the 
area of the Senussi tribe we had already contacted. We would then 
attempt to approach our map reference from the other side, with, if 
possible, the assistance of different guides.

We left early in the morning. After an hour’s travel, we stopped 
by one of several concrete pillars. These navigational aids were 
useless to us because their identifying numbers were not marked 
on our maps. By one of these, we attended to the routine morning 
function of a healthy life. Shortly afterwards we came cross some 
German troop-carrying vehicles. The tale, about our bosche, was 
that a group of enemy troop-carrying vehicles had been caught in 
laager (a defensive encampment encircled by armored vehicles or 
wagons), and strafed from the air. I thought this scene was typical 
of what I was looking for. But it was well off the route my information 
suggested, and some ten miles from the map reference. We left the 
track so as to see most of the trucks. We stopped and examined 
each in turn, save the one actually on the track, which was in the 
centre of the semi-circle.

After an hour’s travel, we came to another Bedouin camp, where we 
halted, and were welcomed in for another ‘shy’ (tea). Serving took 
time. The longer the time, the greater the honour conferred on the 
guest. The tea was always in tiny glasses and flavoured with mint. A 
wonderful thirst quencher.



78

Desert to Danube

We confirmed our position, but were unable to get any clue about our 
Germans. We had to follow the route our original informer had traced 
on the map. It did not take us long to find his route was impassable 
to 15 hundredweight trucks; just as well we hadn’t brought one. Even 
with the jeep, we had to be careful in places.

Just as we were beginning to wonder if we were lost, we came 
across a little Arab boy of 14 or so, shepherding a flock of sheep and 
goats. The war might still have been on, so high were his praises of 
the British and curses of the Germans. He soon gave us directions 
to a place answering our description, where he said there were 
some skeletons. We had noticed that Arabs refused a gift of bully 
beef, probably on religious grounds. As a parting gift, we gave our 
shepherd boy a tin of sardines, with which he was overjoyed.

From the brow of the neighbouring sand dune, we pursued our quarry 
through binoculars. I was horrified to find an uncanny resemblance 
between them and the vehicles we had seen earlier in the morning. 
I tried to locate the track and identify the angles of these wrecked 
derelicts, and persuaded myself they were a second lot. Anyway, it 
was impossible to be certain while still eight miles away.

As we approached nearer and nearer, I became more and more 
certain these were a different lot of vehicles. Then, suddenly, when 
only three or four hundred yards away, ‘the penny dropped’. The 
first vehicle we came to, was the one we hadn’t looked at last time. 
Lo and behold, four white skulls lay neatly beside it, where the kite-
hawks had left them. No identification, but we took them with us. It 
had also been reported that an aircraft lay not far from these vehicles. 
We cruised round and eventually found a Messerschmitt 109. Not, as 
we had hoped, the Wellington, for which we had been searching the 
day before.

We were by now none too certain of our exact position, and the track 
back. We decided that, rather than return to the troop-carriers, we 
would join the return track at an angle. We would be able to confirm our 
position at the concrete post marked by our early morning halt. Things 
did not go as expected. We missed the track and soon we had the 
ridiculous picture of a British Officer, riding round the desert, looking 
for the particular concrete post he had visited in the morning. All good 
things come to an end, so we decided to strike off in the rough direction 
of our camp. We came to a ridge of hills. Finding a way through guided 
us back onto the track that brought us out at our camp.
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Safely back in camp, sitting round in the evening, I reflected that I had 
found my quarry without the use of a compass or speedometer. I had 
travelled by the sun, and, as the jeep’s speedometer was broken, had 
had to judge all the distances. My informant at Giovanni Berta, had 
warned me of the necessity of getting a guide to take me to the area, 
let alone for the search.

Using a compass was quite hard work. A magnetic compass had to 
be read 200 yards away from a vehicle. So, either you walked, or 
were dumped, and the vehicle retreated. Then you fixed a point on 
the horizon and lined up the vehicle with it. We then checked where 
the sun cast its shadow on the bonnet. That shadow was our guide 
for the next hour. A ship can sail a straight line. You can’t cross the 
desert in a straight line. The surface is too bad. But the shadow of 
the windscreen frame on the bonnet, guided us as we bumped and 
weaved through the rocks.

The 15 hundredweight trucks had a canvas covered observation hole 
in the roof above the passenger seat. Standing on the seat, three feet 
out of the truck, gave improved vision. Although the hole was padded, 
the bumping used to leave a bruised waist.

Our journey back to Benghazi did not include any points of particular 
interest. I got one false alarm about 8.30 in the morning. The 15 
hundredweight was often a fair distance behind the jeep. But I was 
horrified to find it well over a mile away, with the driver squatting 
down, examining the front wheel. The jeep driver and I peered through 
the glasses, but could determine nothing. Then we suddenly realised 
that the driver had his back to the truck, and the relief driver, Lance 
Corporal Mannering, an expert with motor vehicles, was standing on 
the other side staring into space. We realised what was in progress, 
so waited rather sheepishly till they had caught up with us.

Our spirits were a little dampened from the start of the journey. We 
had all enjoyed ourselves immensely. But this was the last trip. 
Possibly the last time we would be in the desert. Certainly the last 
time we would work as a team.
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Chapter 12 – Winding up

Disbanding a good unit is a rotten, thankless task. All one’s stores 
disappear. All those little extras, which have been won for the unit 
have to go. You have to apply for authorities and signatures for 
various things, and then sit back and wait till instructions arrive. And 
last, but by no means least, a nominal roll of all ranks has to be 
submitted.

We had to disband the two units separately. 29’s instructions came 
through first. 28 was to remain in being pending a War Office decision 
about further work in the Dodecanese. I was now given the job of 
handling 29’s stores, and returning them complete, at the expense 
28’s. In the end we had to burn 28’s ledgers and compile new ones. 
We had to do this to have on ledger all the stuff we had to get rid of.

To make matters worse, Captain Carter, OC 29 GRU, who should 
have gone on early special release to become a civilian, was not 
allowed to go. He stayed with us for another month, with nothing to 
do. Then he was finally allowed to take his demobilisation. By this 
time, my own OC, Captain Bowles returned. He also brought the firm 
news that we were also to disband.

That evening, Tom Bowles started to tell me of his experiences in 
Iraq. The average temperature was 115 degrees Fahrenheit in the 
shade. He had lost ten pounds weight in six weeks. His first three 
weeks was spent in waiting for a Dakota. This aeroplane was to 
take him round and carry his 40 odd current burials (i.e. recent, as 
opposed to war). Once he started he had a hectic time. He flew by 
night and dug by day. His exhumation parties were all laid on by units 
close to the cemeteries. In all cases, help consisted of native labour. 
On one or two odd occasions even the natives could not stand the 
smell. They refused to work, vomiting by the graves, leaving Tom to 
get the bodies out on his own.

Amongst the cemeteries he visited, was one sponsored and 
maintained by the Americans. The cemetery was by the sea, and the 
water level only four feet below the ground. This meant the bodies 
were under the water. Imagine the state of one only four months 
buried. It was our usual custom not to disturb any coffin. Lifting the 
body out of a coffin in a water-filled grave is always difficult. Imagine 
Tom’s surprise, when the American lady in charge, asked him if he 
had taken the coffins out and cleaned the grave up properly as she 
hoped to use them again in the near future.
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It was on August 23rd, my twentieth birthday, that I took Tom Bowles 
up to Benina air strip, Benghazi’s airport. We had got on together very 
well indeed. We were both extremely sorry to leave each other. Whilst 
waiting in Benghazi, I received a posting order as Quartermaster to 
a Jewish detainee camp built for 2,500 illegal immigrants. I objected 
immediately on the grounds that with infantry training and graves 
experience, I was totally unsuited to the job. It was no use protesting. 
But, by a stroke of good fortune, the camp was disbanded before my 
posting was confirmed.

I started my journey back to the Delta, by travelling on the two day 
road convoy to Tobruk. I had a German driver who spoke a little 
English. He was very much against Hitler, and started to tell me of 
some of his activities. At first I felt a little sympathetic. Then I asked 
him when he joined. He was a regular soldier. I presumed he was 

Tom Bowles, right, with the author in 
Benghazi Civil Cemetery.
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one of Hitler’s volunteers. On reflection, this may have been unfair. 
He might have been a peace-time conscript.

I sat in the cab beside this German, under strict instructions that I must 
under no account drive. I kept waiting for it. It was inevitable. Either 
the clutch or the transmission must go. The vehicle could not strain 
and jump at every change like this. It was worst of all climbing the 
passes. His first change was from 4th to 3rd. Then he was afraid of 
the next change. He would grasp hold of the transfer gear lever, and 
with an almighty heave, a jerk and a shudder, we were in low ratio. 
Just before the engine stalled, he would make the supreme sacrifice. 
Without touching the throttle, he would change from 3rd to 2nd.

I must remember that I am a British Officer. It would take me all my 
time to buy a motor-cycle with my gratuity (£25) and my leave pay 
(£35). In the meantime, our enemy prisoners ride our motor-bikes 
and drive our trucks, which we are not allowed to touch. On one 
particularly exasperating day, three officers, all of whom could drive, 
had to ride cramped in misery in a jeep, while a German drove them. 
In a jeep, two passengers have room for their legs. With three, the 
two in the back seats are definitely cramped.

At Tobruk there was a hold up. Railway passengers were dispatched 
in an Indian ‘native’ coach, that could shift 80 at a squeeze. It was 
attached to the goods train that ran three times a week. I was one of 
the people delayed. That lead to the surprise and pleasure of meeting 
my old friend, Tom Bowles again. He’d just been made Welfare 
Officer for Tobruk.

On my last night, we all went to see a film show in the RAF cinema 
at El Adem, Tobruk’s airport, some 30 miles away. On our return, we 
were swept into the sergeants’ mess where an unholy consumption of 
alcohol was in progress. All drink was consumed from beer bottles, to 
which was added whisky, sherry, gin and port, all at the same time.

In the morning I had a walk down the wadi at the rear of the camp. I 
knew where all the minefields lay and was not unduly worried when I 
saw a lot of live shells laying about. I already knew of the pye dogs, 
which were a source of annoyance and danger to Arabs and Army 
alike, so armed myself with a steel stake and trusted to luck. After 
I had walked for about an hour-and-a-half in this fascinating wadi, I 
sat down on a rock, had a smoke, then started to return. Before I had 
gone far, I met an Arab. I exchanged the customary greeting ‘saihida’, 
and passed on my way. After ten minutes, the wadi shook, and I 
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heard a mine or something going up. It’s just possible the poor fellow 
may have bought it. I should have gone back.

At four o’clock, we clambered off the sand by the Railway Transport 
Officer’s petrol tin hut, into the coach. The only other officer booked 
to travel on the train was a rather boring ‘old school tie’ Major. I was 
agreeably surprised when a Captain boarded in overalls, closely 
followed by a Sergeant. I began to chat with the pair of them. At the 
first block post I found I was on a good thing, tea had been organised.

It was nine o’clock when we reached the border post of Capuzzo. 
This was both the Egyptian border and the boundary between the 
Indian and British Railway Operating Company. The Officer and 
Sergeant were from the British Operating Company, and had been to 
Tobruk for the weekend. They had offered to take the engines down 
to save sending up two crews. But the Captain needed a firemen, 
and invited me to join him in the cab for the night’s ride. I seized, the 
chance with enthusiasm.

There were two large diesel electric trains. Each train had two 
separate motors developing 395 horsepower. They were both five 
years old and had been scrapped by the Yanks. We could get no 
lease-lend spares from the Americans. No dollars. The weight of 
the train was 400 tons. When I first saw these engines they greatly 
impressed me with their powerful appearance. Like a lot of American 
products, they were not as good as they looked. In point of fact, 
they’d only been built to last two years.

The interior was amazing. Sorbo rubber seats for the fireman and 
driver. A complicated mass of dials, which, on explanation, proved 
to be quite simple. Half of them were duplicated because of the two 
motors in each engine. We took up a position in the rear train, armed 
with tea and cheese sandwiches. 

After some delay, we moved off.

I found that every 20 to 40 miles was a block post, through which the 
train was checked. At these block posts we were given the baton a 
train needs to travel on a single track railway. This prevents two trains 
ever travelling on the track at the same time. Each block post was run 
by an NCO. He had a telephone, 30 German POWs and a truck with 
railway wheels, instead of the normal road wheels. The party was 
responsible for repairing and maintaining their section of the track.
As the night wore on, we started turning our cab light off.
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The other leading engine turned its cab light out. Eventually the 
headlight disappeared. We thundered through the night at 40 miles 
an hour, without a single light, and most of us dozing. We suddenly 
came to, and found one of the exhausts red hot and the unit firing 
irregularly. We went outside on the gangway running up the side of 
the engine. We got covered in diesel oil. One of the fuel pipes had 
burst. We stopped that unit. With the second unit, and both units on 
the other engine, we got in alright.

Like most passengers, I had always found the engine’s sirens 
rather annoying, blasting through the night. Now they sounded quite 
different. I knew what they meant, and which engine was whistling. 
Three blasts was tea ready in the front engine.

Shortly after one of those magnificent dawns, so characteristic of 
the desert, we arrived at Simila. At six o’clock, I got out of the cab, 
unshaven and besmeared with diesel oil. We had breakfast, a shave, 
then waited for the next train.

Now we had to start travelling with the Egyptian State Railway. I felt 
quite humiliated, sitting in a carriage. But now I had to watch my 
kit like a hawk as we entered the land of the ‘clefty wallah’. It was 
six o’clock before we got into Alexandria. A truck took us up to the 
transit camp. After a bitter struggle, we succeeded in getting a meal. 
Although we had waited four days in Tobruk, it seemed to be so 
important that we reach Cairo quickly, that we were made to travel up 
that night.

In many ways it was pleasant arriving in Cairo during the early 
morning. We were able to get to the transit camp in comparative 
peace and quiet. We were not pestered by porters, each trying to 
steal one’s kit, or carry it a little way so they could all crowd round 
and demand fantastic tips.

I began to make investigations about my interview. After all the 
recent tear and rush, I still had to wait four days. Eventually I got my 
interview with AG3. He told me they had absolutely nothing for me to 
do. I could go to a POW cage at Suez, as duty officer. I could have a 
week in Cairo before taking up my duties. At this time the Middle East 
was supposed to be desperately short of officers.

During my week’s stay, I met a British Military Government Officer 
whom I’d known in Benghazi. He was anxious to fill a vacancy for a 
staff/lieutenant vehicle inspector. He asked me a few questions and 
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offered me the job. I seized the chance. He telephoned AG3 to get 
authority for the move. Naturally, we expected no difficulty.

Imagine our surprise when he was told that I could not be spared. I 
was wanted on a priority posting as ship’s adjutant. I went back the 
following day when the posting was confirmed.
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Chapter 13 – A life on the ocean wave

I was taken down to see the Headquarters’ Staff Captain controlling 
‘organisation’. Imagine my pleasure, when I found he was an old 
OCTU friend, Paddy O’Ryan. At first he thought I’d come to see him 
for old times sake and didn’t realise I’d come to join his flock. He 
posted me to HT Empire Arquebus. He then gave me a requisition 
to stay at the Grand Hotel in Cairo till I joined her at Port Said on her 
next trip.

HT stood for hired troopship. These were Merchant Navy boats, with 
Merchant Navy crews, on charter to the Ministry of Defence. These 
‘liberty ships’ were built to an American design. Their hull plates were 
not riveted, they were welded. This was a much cheaper and quicker 
way of building replacement boats, when so many were being sunk 
by enemy submarines and mines.

I had never before lived in the centre of a big town like Cairo. I soon 
decided I would never do it again. The noise was appalling. I think 
the trams stopped at three and started again at four. I could not get 
to sleep, even though my room was set back from the main highway 
and six floors above it.

Photo of HT Empire Arquebus in 1945, 
dressed for war.
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In due course I joined the ship. The first problem was getting aboard. 
She was moored to some pontoons. We tried to get up a companion-
way – a ladder, but it was for crew only, so we were flung off. 
The next thing was to get a launch. We set off to get round to the 
companion-way. But, as we rounded the bows, we found a ‘Z’ craft 
had jammed itself between our bows and those of the next ship, the 
Donata Castle, which was in the middle of embarkation. So we lay off 
but eventually got on board.

My quarters were magnificent. I had a cabin the size of a six berth, 
fitted out for two although I had it for myself. The cabin had a couch, 
two wardrobes, chest of drawers, desk, chair and was complete with 
both a fan and air-conditioning. My OC was a good man. And, as I soon 
discovered, left me alone to get on with the job. He liked a drink, even 
occasionally at sea. Surprisingly, drink was forbidden on a troopship. 
This applied to the passengers and ship’s staff, but not the crew.

I asked to be allowed to sail as far as Malta as a passenger. But the 
CO made me put my arm-band on there and then, so I was soon 
busy. I claim I did fairly well, as I knew nothing about the job or the 
boat. I succeeded in referring every decision by saying that the RSM 
or SQMS dealt with that. The food was magnificent and we had a 
wonderful trip to Malta. The wind would rise a bit in the mornings and 

A ‘Z’ landing craft in Port Said. 
These vessels took our tanks and troops ashore in Normandy.
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evenings, but smooth out to an absolutely flat calm during the day. 
One day we saw a large shoal of flying fish skating along the surface.

We arrived at Malta, and embarked 300 Naval ratings which brought 
our total to 800, 250 below our capacity. We started embarking as 
soon as we docked in the afternoon. But we were unable to sail 
because the Embarkation Staff were slow in getting the mens’ kit-
bags alongside. They went into the hold, leaving the troop-decks 
clear of clutter in case we had to get off the boat quickly.

All ships from Port Said were being held in quarantine at Malta, so 
we couldn’t go ashore, but we were able to see a lot from the ship. 
The town itself was very attractive and there was little bomb damage 
to be seen. All the wrecks had been moved from the harbour. By 
comparison, at Toulon we saw a lot of wrecks and salvaged ships. 
It was here, in November 1942, that 73 French Naval vessels were 
scuttled, so denying Hitler his hope of using the French fleet.

In the ‘Avant Port’ or outer harbour of Port Said, I once saw two 
halves of an oil tanker moored. Both were hale and hearty. Both were 
inhabited.

One day, the OC of troops wanted to make a few slight changes to 
the ship’s inspection. I was summoned and briefed. Then I had to 
invite the formidable Mr Viney, Regimental Sergeant Major, to the 
orderly room. He came complete with cane. He got inside my office/
cabin and took a chair.

I explained what was to happen. He told me all the shortcomings. I 
said, truthfully, that I had raised these queries with the OC of troops. 
Nevertheless, he had made his position clear.

‘Is this an instruction, then?’ queried the hardened Warrant Officer, 
who prided himself on having joined the Regular Army six months 
after I was born. I told Mr Viney that the position was clear.

‘Sir’, he screamed, sprang out of his chair and stood to attention, an 
then threw himself out of my door into the outer office. I waited a little, 
and then had a reconnaissance made. The OC of troops’ words had 
been followed to the letter. That’s how the two of us joined together in 
a partnership, that we both believed was probably wrong.

In the morning we left Malta and passed Cape Bon in the evening. 
Then we worked our way northwards to Toulon.



90

Desert to Danube

During the trips we used to run record request programmes over the 
ship’s loudspeaker system. At first these were interesting and good 
fun, but our stock of record was poor and it became boring. To begin 
with, I was nervous about using the Tannoy. All the staff and crew 
could recognise one’s voice. Every mistake came back. Latterly I got 
used to it and came to enjoy it. It was especially good for dishing out 
rockets.

There is one amusing story about a mistake on one of the other 
ships. The ‘Adj’ announced a certain record. Then the following came 
over:

‘Not that bl---y thing again O’Ryan.’

‘Careful Sir, the mike’s on.’

It was a real delight to thread our way through the many cool, green, 
rocky islands to Toulon. We moored on a jetty beside the French 
aircraft carrier Colossus, recently taken over from the British Navy. 
During the disembarkation, I kept looking across at the hills above 
Toulon. Soon after the last man had gone down the gang plank, I had 
my boots on, and was off. I had a wonderful afternoon and evening 

Photo taken on board the HT Empire Battleaxe, 
which I sailed on as a passenger, and was 

exactly the same as sister ship HT Empire Arquebus.
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walking on grass, instead of sand. The sun was lovely. It was warm 
without being oppressively hot.

France lived on her black market. One could sell a British or 
Egyptian pound for up to 900 francs. The official rate was 480 and 
492 respectively. The British soldier had BAFFS (actually, British 
Armed Forces Special Vouchers) – Army of occupation money called 
pounds. They weren’t wanted on the black market. If the troops 
changed their BAFFS to francs, the paymaster only gave the official 
rate of 480. In other words, we were trying to stabilise the French 
currency at the expense of the British soldier.

The following morning, we embarked about 700 ex-leave and drafts. 
Included were a lot of second lieutenants. Tables were turned. I found 
they were a standing joke, very keen, an accent, clothing that was 
new and didn’t fit. But, above all, overkeen for work.

Mr Viney, our Regimental Sergeant Major, was of the old school. 
Cane under his arm, he had the air of a man who could shout 
instruction and admonition to anyone in sight. One morning, I was 
behind him, when a crowd of recent recruits were swarming up 
the gang plank. The Sergeant Major trod on a recruit’s foot. Now, 
I thought, will history be made? Shall I hear the Sergeant Major 
apologise?

A shot of the sea from HT Empire Battleaxe.
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Not a word. He drew to his full length, put his cane a further three 
inches under his shoulder, and roared at the poor quivering recruit, 
‘Get you bloody foot from underneath my toe.’

At the same time, I once heard that he’d found one of our corporals 
badly drunk in Toulon. The story ran that he’d put this soldier on his 
shoulder and brought him back to the boat. Perhaps Mr Viney was a 
showman, but he had a good heart.

Our trip was uneventful. We sailed between Sardinia and Italy. Then 
we went through the Strait of Messina. Here we got an excellent view 
of Mount Etna. At 10,036 feet high, it is the largest active volcano in 
Europe. The Island of Crete also lay in our path. A desolate island 
with no shore, but enormous cliffs. A mass of rock in the sea. That’s 
how it seemed then.

On arrival in Port Said, we found we were to wait there for five days. 
Also, some high Egyptians came to look at the ship. Rumours began 
to circulate everywhere. We might be going to carry pilgrims for 
Mecca to Jedda on the Red Sea. Certainly there was something in 
the air. Eventually we sailed, still in the dark.

Ship’s Staff had its disadvantages. We lost our Mediterranean Pay 
Allowance of four shillings and sixpence a day (22.5 pence). We had 
no batmen. We had to do our own laundry, or risk sailing without it.

One day I went down to the ship’s ironing room, or Isolation Hospital, 
to give its official name. I had a chat with the RAMC Sergeant. I 
mentioned to him that it felt cold. He looked at the thermometer and I 
was told it was 80 degrees. On board ship it was always ten degrees 
warmer than ashore. One day in Port Said, they wanted to do some 
work on the main generator. We were without fans or air-conditioning. 
The heat was terrible. Ashore, I was never troubled by prickly heat, 
but I found it starting that day when the generators were off.

On the sixth morning in port, we began to embark another 700 troops. 
The OC troops left at ten to visit another ship, and did not return 
until two-thirty, an hour-and-a-half before we sailed. Handling the 
embarkation on my own was bad enough, but it was complicated by 
some trouble. Contrary to the Army’s requests, Sea Transport had 
stipulated that kit-bags were not to be carried on the troop-decks. The 
kit-bags were to be carried in one of the holds to avoid cluttering the 
troop-decks in case we had to abandon ship. A Senior Sea Transport 
Officer inspected one of the troop-decks, and immediately decided 
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that the kit-bags should go in the hold as before. To get men who’ve 
been up early and travelling, to move their kit-bags, and part with 
them in unfamiliar surroundings, is quite a big job.

Eventually we had the final inspection and sailed direct for Toulon, 
although travelling the Malta route. Still uncertain about our future, it 
was more or less definite that the ship was to be handed over to the 
Egyptian Government. Our journey was uneventful, till we passed 
Pantelleria and Cape Bon.

The following morning, I woke, checked the time by my watch, and 
sneaked behind the sheets for an extra five minutes. Then I suddenly 
noticed the boat was moving in an unusual manner. Instead of 
seeing the sky through my porthole, I could see the sea. I jumped up, 
dressed, and went out. A real gale was blowing. I sat down in a chair 
in the orderly room, but was immediately rolling across the deck with 
the chair clattering along behind me.

My first thought was the troop-decks. They could be in great distress. 
I started to walk down the forward companion-way. But, as the bows 
sank down into a trough, I found myself so light, I almost left the 
steps. Then, suddenly, I felt like a sack of coals with the steps rushing 
up to hit me, as the bows heaved themselves out of the water in a 
cloud of spray. Much to my surprise, the passengers were up and 
there was very little mess about the place.

The next part of the ship I visited was the cafeteria. Here again, I was 
deceived by the pitching of the vessel. I was walking down the central 
alleyway between the tables. I was flung forward and started to run, 
nearly slipping on some porridge, and eventually crashed onto the 
bulkhead, grasping a hot pipe with unpleasant results. The manager 
said we were 200 short for meals.

I returned to the orderly room. I announced officers’ first sitting saloon 
breakfast over the speakers. I advised everyone to eat as much as 
they could, and keep on deck in the fresh air. Boat drill was cancelled, 
but all fatigue parties would carry on as usual. At ten o’clock when the 
daily ships inspection was ready to start, we suddenly found that the 
SMO – the Doc – had disappeared. Nobody said anything. We all knew 
that he had followed the SQMS and the RQMS, to some quiet corner.

The inspection itself was so pathetic, that when we got back, we tried 
a morale boost and decided to play the gramophone record requests. 
Our first record, ‘A life on the ocean wave’ was our signature tune. 
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After two or three goes, we had to stop. The arm of the gramophone 
kept slipping, and refused to run properly uphill.

In the afternoon, the RSM and I were left alone to keep things going. 
The ship’s crew was short anyway due to desertions in Port Said. 
There were not enough regular crew to sail the boat. The skipper 
moved stewards off the mess-deck into the crew. We sent up to 25 
volunteers down every day to the mess-deck. So the ship sailed 
on. Messages came in from all sides. Only three men left in the 
cafeteria. The RSM and I walked round the decks. Any fit person was 
commandeered. Another message from the Chief Steward. Two of 
his stewards were sick, could we get two people to help him out.

My own cabin had a very narrow escape. A small Captain in the 
Gordons told me the canteen had closed early, which it had, and he 
had no cigarettes. I invited him into my cabin, gave him a tin, and we 
started to chat. He seemed pleased at having been fit all day, then 
suddenly tore away but was caught short in the corridor. He was the 
last visitor that day.

By five, things began to look serious. The sea water was rushing 
down the scuppers past the orderly room. Getting in and out of the 
orderly room was difficult. The bridge was being swept with spray. 
The Chief Engineer told the Captain that strains were being set up 
in the hull. We slowed down further, our speed was reduced to eight 
knots, and the bows were taken five degrees out of the storm. We 
later heard that one of our sister ships lost two lifeboats, washed 
overboard.

Before going to bed, I walked round the decks to ensure no one was 
too ill to go below decks. As a safety precaution, the open decks had 
already been placed out of bounds. What a sight of desolation, rain, 
wind, and spray, with two solitary Police crouched miserably in a 
hatch, ducking behind their sodden overcoats. I opened the door into 
the canteen square. Miserable lumps of human flesh. Some trying to 
sleep, others just bored.

I went into the troops’ recreation room. It was another mass of 
misery, huddled together for warmth. I asked them why they didn’t 
want to go below. They didn’t want to go was the only answer. I went 
below decks for a minute or two. Conditions were very little worse 
than usual. There is always the smell of unwashed feet, but things 
seemed reasonably clean. I got to bed, hoping things might quieten. 
Personally I felt fairly well. But I knew we must get some able fatigue 
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parties. We must get the boat cleaned up before we docked in 
Toulon.

The morning found us riding on an oily swell. All the vacant places 
were filled at breakfast. Soon, the fatigue parties were busy cleaning 
the ship while we prepared the documents in the orderly room, sorted 
the mail and tied it into bundles. 

Little did I think that this was the last time I would throw off my 
adjutant’s arm-band, and spend an afternoon trekking over the hills of 
Southern France.

Our doubts about us leaving the ship were confirmed in the morning 
by signal. So, as well as embarking a full load, we had to wind up the 
ledgers, pack our stores and so on.

The stormy trip out was my first with a padre on board. This time 
we had three. Sure enough, the old seaman’s story about having 
ministers at sea bringing bad luck proved true. So, embarking this 
time, I was filled with mixed feelings when a charming padre walked 
into the orderly room and offered his services. Again, the prophecy 
proved itself. The first night out from Toulon, one of the boilers broke. 
Our speed dropped from 14 to ten knots.

After the experience of last time, the skipper decided to follow the 
calmer, but more difficult route, through the Strait of Messina. In 
complete contrast to our previous trip, we had wonderful weather. 
A flat calm and beautiful sunshine such as the nobility at home pay 
pounds to have in the winter out here. The ‘piece de resistance’ was 
passing Stromboli, another active volcano. We looked first at the 
wreck of an American ship, which we could only just discern at the 
base of the volcano. We saw a tiny village which struggled for an 
existence on the near vertical sides. One’s eyes traced the rivers of 
lava, now solid, up the side to the mouth, from which a pillar of smoke 
was curling upwards.

It was with heavy hearts that we met the pilot at Port Said. Even he, 
instead of getting us in, in the normal hour, took three hours to do the 
job. When the Embarkation Staff Officer stepped on board, before we 
asked about mail, we began inquiring whether there were any ships 
in the port wanting staff. No, came the dreaded answer.

I always had the hope that a UK-bound ship, or better still, a Far East 
boat would lose its adjutant due to sickness. This would have created 
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the wonderful opportunity of an emergency shift from a local to a long 
distance boat. Next morning, we woke amid the clatter of hammers. 
Already they had started to convert her for carrying pilgrims from 
Suez to Jedda, the port serving Mecca.

We saw that in the next berth but one from us, was the Cape 
Douglass, straight from UK without any staff on her. In the afternoon 
we collected all our kit and left. As we pulled away, fresh hope 
loomed as the Colorado Springs Victory nosed her way in. An ugly 
ship, but without a staff.

That evening I went across to HQ Movements. I crossed the port in a 
launch, I saw the Arquebus gracefully edging her way down towards the 
Canal. This was the last time I was to see her, and some good friends. 
I knew very well some of the young Merchant Navy officer cadets, my 
near contemporaries. Certainly the end of one of the happiest times of 
my life.

Nobody at HQ Movements would tell me anything except that I was 
wanted at GHQ. I said I would like confirmation, and, if possible, 
details as to what was going to be discussed. I had a feeling in the 
back of my mind, that my friend was only giving me the opportunity of 
spending a few days in Cairo, which I did not want.

Stromboli. 
‘The lighthouse of the Mediterranean’, from HT Empire Arquebus.
Ship’s lifeboats caught on the right-hand side of the photograph.
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My OC had been posted onto one of the three ships used for the 
evacuation of illegal Jewish immigrants from Haifa to Cyprus. The 
boat was held back in Port Said after a limpet mine attack on the 
Empire Rival as she lay moored in Haifa.

The OC described the awful quarters and the state of his ship, the 
Empire Heywood. He invited me to come on board and see for 
myself. The team of three boats were all berthed in the Avant Port, 
a good half hour’s sail in a launch for which we had to pay. The 
companion-way up the ship’s side was the first thing – an extremely 
insecure affair. Even before this, I could smell the coal and feel the 
dirt from the bunkers.

The OC’s cabin was shared with the ship’s medical officer and 
allowed so little room that they could not both get dressed at the 
same time. An OC of troops is entitled to two cabins, and the ship’s 
doctor to one. The rest of the staff’s quarters were as bad. The 
orderly room was a hot, dirty, smelly hole. The ship was without air-
conditioning.

When on board, the guard of 80 were accommodated in dirty, poorly 
lit decks. The sanitary arrangements were poor. Two huts were 
provided, one on each side of the ship. One was the latrine and had 
seats with pipes disgorging directly over the gunwale of the ship with 
no means of flushing. The other was the cookhouse manned by Army 
Catering Corps cooks.

Forward of the bridge was set aside for the illegal immigrants. 
The area was surrounded by a 12-15 foot barbed wire fence with 
steel framed doors. The Jewish illegal immigrants, up to 1,200 of 
them, were accommodated in the hold. Apparently these Jewish 
immigrants had been recruited on the continent, shipped across the 
Mediterranean in small, often unseaworthy boats. Some were picked 
up by the Navy, and finally landed at Haifa. The rest came ashore 
anywhere.

They were collected together in Haifa and taken to camps in Cyprus 
or elsewhere. I was told that they would sit on the dockside at Haifa 
and refuse to move, the women often crying and tearing their hair. 
Many of them came scantily clad or threw their clothing away on the 
dockside. A stock of Army and ATS clothing was kept on the boat for 
issue. A steel cage was used so that any particularly difficult people 
could be contained and swung on board. The holds were battened 
down after embarkation. Detainees were allowed to exercise on the 



98

Desert to Danube

deck within the compound under guard. At night, everyone was below 
deck. Large spotlights assisted the guards in their duty. A supply of 
tear gas was carried for use in emergency. This was a necessary 
safeguard.

All this is what I was told, and saw. But those were bitter days. 
Disasters like the King David Hotel in Jerusalem, blown up by Jewish 
terrorists, killing 91 people. I believe that 28 of those killed were 
British. One wing of the hotel was a British Army Headquarters, the 
rest was an ordinary hotel. I was told the terrorists who put three milk 
churns filled with explosives into the King David Hotel kitchen, were 
from the Irgun Svei Leumi, and are now named and honoured in a 
museum in Haifa.

I am only thankful that I was never posted to one of those boats, or 
involved in having to deal with the terrorists.

Back at camp, the postings came through for the other ranks. Then, 
heartbreaking news was given to me. Ships in the Middle East pool 
would no longer have adjutants. This was a War Office ruling. My job 
had gone. As well losing this job, I had been precluded from the job of 
vehicle inspector in Benghazi. It was with a heavy heart that I loaded 
my kit onto the train and returned to the stink and din of Cairo.

I was very rude at GHQ. But they had already had two other ship’s 
adjutants that morning. Where did I want to go? ESO (Embarkation 
Staff Officer) Port Said. I had become friendly with one of the ESOs 
there, and the job was still connected with ships.

‘You will go as Military Forwarding Officer, Cairo District.’

More distasteful than ever, an office job in Cairo.
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Chapter 14 – A base wallah

I was conducted to yet another office in GHQ. A Major started to 
tell me about my new job. I would have my own little unit and was 
virtually OC. While not actually having the powers of an OC, I was left 
in peace and quiet to run the job.

I had some 35 clerks, checkers, escorts and drivers. I would have 
eight, three ton trucks and two cars – these interested me the most.

My job was accepting goods traffic – parcels – for onward dispatch 
to other MFOs (Military Forwarding Officers) throughout the Middle 
East. Much was officers’ unaccompanied kit. All were supposed to 
be packages of up to two hundredweight and up to six foot long. I 
was also responsible for receiving similar goods from other MFOs for 
dispatch by ship out of the Middle East, and arranging that dispatch. 
This included documentation – 12 copies of the bills of lading. These 
had to be typed three times, using carbon paper to get the 12 copies.

For good measure, I found I was also responsible for the Middle East 
Lost Property Centre. The present MFO, a Captain, would be there 
for the next ten days to show me the job. In point of fact, he was only 
there for two days.

A week after I had started, a document was published known as 
‘Q(M) Working Instructions’. Very interesting, but of little practical 
value. Some five days later, I received another similar document. It 
was the first amendment, the old one completely rewritten. But it was 
of no more practical help.

My GHQ Major had told me that the best way to learn what happened 
was to go round the unit and sit at every desk for half-a-day, and do 
each job. You learnt what actually happened. If things didn’t work 
well, you picked up some ideas about how you could make them work 
better. This was a tip top management idea I’ve never forgotten.

I was put on the lodging list and thus lived as tenant in a civilian flat 
with two friends. One, Paddy O’Ryan from OCTU, was the Staff 
Captain who had controlled the posting of the other ranks from the 
boat. The other fellow, Johnnie Marchmont, I had known at school. The 
flat I found very pleasant. It was more like civvy street than the Army. 
The main bugbear for me was that there was no privacy or get-a-way. 
As junior, I had no proper bed but slept on a couch in the living room.
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I had never before been into the strongrooms of a bank so was glad 
to have the chance to do so. My mission was to collect three tons of 
regimental silver, which was to go under armed escort to Tripoli. An 
officer representing the unit came with me to the bank. Then began 
the struggle of convincing the bank that we were authorised to take 
the silver. Eventually we contacted the Adjutant General’s Office, the 
bank became convinced we were not a pair of thieves.

The procession that left the manager’s office to climb down into the 
bowels of the earth was formidable. In addition to the manager and 
ourselves, were two other officials, each with keys. Every door had at 
least two locks so it was impossible for one man to enter on his own. 
Each door must have weighed about five hundredweight. After the 
door was opened, switches were connected to put on the lighting and 
air-conditioning. Once inside, we started to check the stuff by serial 
numbers, and have the crates taken upstairs.

I had asked my boss in GHQ, what arrangements he considered I 
ought to make to safeguard the load overnight. He told me not to 
worry. So we sealed the rear wire mesh door of the truck with five 
millimetre wire. We then jammed it in the yard with other trucks, all 
immobilised by taking the rotor arms out of the distributor.

The arrangements made for the morning, was that the Officer would 
hand a signed weigh bill to my Sergeant and proceed direct to Port Said. 

With Paddy O’Ryan, right, on the roof of the flat, November 1946.
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Included in the 24 pieces was one that was private property. There 
had been doubt whether we should take it or not, but finally it was put 
on the lorry.

Our Sergeant accepted a receipt for 23 items. It was not until the 
truck was half-way to Port Said, that we discovered the discrepancy. 
The receipt should have been for 24 items. We decided we would do 
no good by advertising our mistake. We kept quiet. Although this was 
the most valuable consignment we had ever handled, I never heard 
anything about the ‘missing’ box.

At the outbreak of war, a number of units in the Middle East had 
deposited their silver with their banks for safe keeping. The silver was 
used in peace-time officers’ messes and not appropriate to war. Now 
we were leaving Egypt. The Army was withdrawing. There were many 
problems with our evacuation. The silver was one. One Saturday 
we drew a similar load of silver which had to be transported to Suez 
on Sunday to catch the SS Orontes, supposedly sailing at 1200 
hours. I am always interested in visiting new places, so decided to 
accompany the truck, which I could do on a Sunday. The MT (Motor 
Transport) Corporal was driver, so I arranged for him to pick me up in 
the morning on his way to the General Base Depot, where the silver 
was waiting under guard with an armed escort ready to travel with it.

Khalil (Sudanese), standing on the roof of our flat,
25 Sharia Tewfik, Heliopolis. He looked after us.
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When my transport arrived, it was apparent that the Corporal driver 
had been out late the previous night and did not feel much like work. 
By the time we had checked the load, and got our escort, it was 0900 
hours. We had no time to lose. We had nearly a 100 miles to get to 
Suez.

I drove. It was fine to be in a Dodge cab again. Although a three 
tonner, the controls were the same as the ones I had known so well 
in Benghazi. The weight mattered little and we were soon making a 
steady 40 miles per hour along the road.

Suddenly, one of the escorts thumped on the cab roof, the recognised 
signal to stop. I stood on the brakes and jumped out to find the 
canvas canopy torn to pieces and trailing along the road. At the time, 
I did not think much of it, but now I realise we were very fortunate not 
to have had an accident. The canvas ripped straight down the centre 
and more or less fell off the truck. But for security wire mesh panels, 
it could easily have lashed round and might have carried someone off 
with it.

It was soon after 11 o’clock, when we saw the Bay of Suez eating into 
the desert before us. But we did not realise that we were still 20 miles 
off. It seemed an age before we actually reached the town and began 
to make our way up to Adabiya, where all the military installations 
were housed. Although ten miles away, we smelt nothing but oil, and 
went over 15 level crossings.

Fortunately, the SS Orontes hadn’t yet sailed. Nobody seemed to 
know we were coming. But eventually I got a launch and started the 
40 minute sail to where she was anchored. On board, I found they 
had received a signal to expect 64 cases of coin weighing two-and- 
a-half tons. Ours was 14 pieces of two-and-a-half shipping tons. I 
managed to persuade the ship it was a corrupt signal.

We got it all stored in the ship’s strongroom. I was just about to get 
off, when on walked a Pay Corps Officer. He announced that he 
brought his 64 cases. Things were in the balance for half-an-hour. 
But eventually the ship found she could take both consignments.

It was now three o’clock, and I was feeling hungry. Once ashore I 
started to make enquiries. There was only one NAAFI, and when I 
got there it was closed. But at least we were able to get a drink of 
lemonade through the Egyptian employees’ keenness for ‘buckshees’.
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I had a load ready on the truck, supplied by MFO Suez. But was now 
told that 40 people had been stranded. They had been disembarked 
too late to catch the train for Cairo and the transit camp in Suez had 
been disbanded. Could I help? They had already scrounged another 
truck and needed one more. Naturally we unloaded again and got our 
human cargo on board. We had to drive most of the way back in the 
dark. Glad my driver had recovered.

Half-way to Cairo we stopped at a NAAFI for a breather. It was 
then I got the full wrath of the troops we were carrying. If a boat 
was carrying passengers through the Suez Canal, the charges 
were considerably higher. The charge was applied at the same rate 
whether the boat was full, or just had a few passengers. These men 
had been taken off a boat to empty it, then would travel across Egypt 
by train, and back onto another boat that had sailed up the Suez 
Canal to Port Said.

Nobody had explained to them what was happening, and why. They 
just watched their boat sail for the Canal and the UK. They were 
tired, angry, and hadn’t even got any Egyptian money. They kindly 
softened to my explanation. As they’d no money, I bought everyone 
a cup of tea and a sandwich. Eventually, well on in the evening, we 
got to the transit camp. We stopped at the guard room. I said the men 

The Military Forwarding Officers’ Depot and trucks.
Note the wire mesh cages on the trucks to prevent theft.
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were tired, could we take them up to their barrack block in the truck. 
Not a chance. They had to put their kit-bags on their shoulders and 
march. What can you do?

It was at MFO that I first heard of SSAFA – The Soldiers, Sailors, 
Airmen and Families Association – Forces Help. They are currently 
giving great help to wounded soldiers and their families. When I 
joined the MFO Unit in Cairo, one soldier went regularly for advice 
from SSAFA. Before long, my little ten horsepower, Austin Utility was 
full, for four men were routinely going for help – half the married men 
in the unit. 

Many young soldiers got married in the excitement and glamour of 
Embarkation Leave. This was usually followed by years of absence 
with only the slow mail we had available – no telephone, email or 
mobile phone. The Army Postal Service was it – at least a fortnight to 
write a letter and get a reply. No married quarters either, overseas or 
in the UK. Most wives had to live with their own family or ‘in laws’. 

The Army was withdrawing from Cairo and much of Egypt. Because 
of the evacuation, our traffic from Alexandria had been very heavy. 
During November, we began to get instructions about clearing the 

Railway siding outside the Cairo Military Forwarding Officers’ Depot.
This train had just unloaded families evacuated out of Palestine,

away from Jewish terrorists.
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MFO out of Alexandria altogether, a part of our evacuation. For the 
trucks, Alex-return was a two day run which made it a slow job. The 
vehicles were clocking over 1,000 miles a week. In clearing Alex, we 
began to neglect our other work and soon found ourselves with an 
enormous amount of stuff on hand. UK-traffic alone amounted to over 
30 tons. Even our biggest day, on which we handled 4,000 pieces, it 
seemed to make us little headway.

Our documentation fell ten days behind. We were short of checkers 
and short of vehicles, drivers, and in particular, tyres. Every vehicle in 
our yard waiting repair was stripped of its wheels. If a tyre blew out, 
and many were retreads, the driver was often held to blame. They 
were then fined £5 – more than a week’s pay. This was unfair. A 
vicious circle arose. The men blamed me for overloading their trucks. 
We hadn’t a weighbridge. Sadly for me, my drivers eventually found 
one somewhere.

Something had to be done. I got to know a few sergeants at different 
depots. It was arranged that I could slip in with a truck, put a few 
wheels on, and slip out. But I did this at my own peril. I was stealing 
them. If I got caught, tough. Once, stopped by a Brigadier, I was 
reprimanded for my fast driving in his depot. I prayed he wouldn’t look 
into the back of my truck. At last, understanding with the drivers was 
restored. Our lorries were moving. And with a smile.

Christmas began to loom ahead. We decided that we must be clear 
by then. We worked through the weekends on a full staff instead 
of the usual skeleton staff. On the Monday before Christmas, our 
trucks began to pull in. The escorts that travelled up every day in our 
baggage and postal coach on the daily Palestine train returned. The 
storage bays were tidied up. On Tuesday at noon, we shut the doors 
and smiled. We were up-to-date. There was only 15 tons in the yard. 
The battle was ours.

On Christmas morning at seven o’clock, a Corporal from the 
neighbouring welfare unit woke our Sergeant who slept in our 
compound and told him there was a hole in the outer compound wall. 
Quite naturally, the Sergeant thought this was a leg pull. When the 
Corporal came back at 8.30, with the same story, the Sergeant thought 
it was worth investigating. To his horror, he found it was true. He sent 
a truck up for me. Then he sent the telephone orderly, who also slept 
on the compound premises, down to the billets to raise some checkers. 
I arrived on the scene just before ten. By this time, the bay where the 
hole was, had been checked. It was found short of one item only.



106

Desert to Danube

Everybody was full of 
Christmas spirit. So, 
after we had informed 
the Military Police, it 
was unanimously voted 
that two crates of Stella 
beer be obtained from 
the local NAAFI. At 
11.00, there was still 
no sign of the Military 
Police. We blocked 
up the hole in the wall 
and backed a truck up 
onto it.

We left the poor duty clerk in charge and went off to the football 
match, officers and sergeants versus other ranks. When the Military 
Police came, they seemed to feel the same way as we did. They 
viewed the hole, and said they would make a second visit after the 
holiday. Nobody did anything more till Friday.

On Friday, we made a complete check of everything in the yard. We 
found that we were 20 pieces short. Although the hole had been 
made in the UK bay, stuff had been taken from the CMF and Tripoli 
bays. My first valuation of the loss, was at least £200. (I later learnt 
that one officer had claimed £271 from his insurance.) In the end, a 
lot of what was taken was old worn out clothing being returned to an 
Ordnance Depot for accounting purposes.

Imagine my horror when people started talking of Courts of Inquiry, 
and finding someone on whom they could pin the blame. I had 
previously taken the precaution of writing to the Garrison Engineer, 
asking for more barbed wire and a proper brick wall, pointing out 
that the present protection was useless. It was this, and one or two 
cleverly framed statements which absolved me from blame when the 
final inquiry came.

The day of that inquiry was long and tedious. It also heralded my next 
disaster. Wearied, I was passed a pile of signals to sign. They had to 
go out immediately. Given to me by a reliable Corporal, I just signed 
the lot. The first and last time I will ever do that without reading them. 
The signals were all the same. They asked the receiver to collect the 
goods consigned to them within 14 days, or they would be returned. 

Rhesus monkey called ‘Gypo’.
He was taken off a troopship from India at
Port Said. Had he gone back to the UK, he 

would have been killed as a rabies precaution.



107

A base wallah

One of these signals was for a box, the personal property of the Major 
General Administration, Major General Murisson. Lieutenants weren’t 
supposed to address Generals in this way. His Personal Assistant read 
the notice, not even the General. But the PA issued a rocket to my senior 
officer in GHQ. This duly descended to my boss, with a few additions. 
The damage was done. Every Movements Officer in the Middle East 
knew about it.

Those senior added 
their criticism, my 
equals pulled my leg. 
Never again. I was 
told that a planned 
promotion to Captain 
was also finished. Pity, 
Captains were well 
paid. I retreated for 
shelter behind that old 
soldier’s defence, ‘nil 
bastardo carborundum’, 
never let them grind 
you down.

The motor transport situation was still difficult. Tyres were still a 
problem. We reckoned our three tonners were still averaging a blow-
out every 1,000 miles. It took six months to get a tyre through the 
proper channels. In December we may have established an MFO 
record. Of our seven, three tonners, four were off the road. A truck 
took at least four weeks for a small repair in a REME workshops.
The longest was nine weeks.

We contrived to move some 460 tons by road, mainly on long 
distance journeys to Alex and Port Said, which took two days. On 
paper this beat our previous record by 80 tons. Really we were 
moving more. What we were showing as three tons often proved to 
be four when lorries were put over a weighbridge.

During this period, the organisation was changing and the evacuation 
of Cairo was really beginning to move. Originally, MFO was directed 
by a Major, the DAQMG (Deputy Assistant Quartermaster General) 
of QM3(F). Under the new arrangements, we came under the direct 
control of a Major in British Troops Egypt, who, in turn, received his 
instructions from another Major in GHQ. Neither of them knew anything 
about the job, which had just been tacked onto them as an afterthought.

Kept on a chain, Gypo spent a lot of time in my 
office sitting on my shoulder. Loved to pinch 
a pencil out of someone’s pocket, split it, and 

chew the lead. Driver Harvey used to give him 
his bath in a fire bucket.
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I decided to make as much use of their ignorance as I could. So, 
I began to travel about on what were officially ‘liaison visits’. In 
particular, I could visit the British Troops Egypt Headquarters at 
Moascar, and the occasional jaunt to GHQ at Fayid. These were a 
good chance to get out and enjoy myself.

Our old boss had a large number of friends for whom he would do 
anything. It was easy for him just to lift the phone. He did not have 
to divert vehicles, scrounge wood for crating (unobtainable through 
normal channels). The crating system was terrible. A workshop 
had agreed to do crating on a charges recoverable basis. But this 
workshop had been one of the first units in the area to be disbanded. 
This left us high and dry. We were not supposed to accept any goods 
that were not crated.

When I asked for help from the new British Troops Egypt, their 
answer was always the same: ‘Tell them it’s their responsibility’. He 
didn’t have to stand in the office, as a Lieutenant, telling about four 
Colonels and 20 Majors, this story daily.

They had to find a civilian to do it. It would then cost them about a 
pound a crate – more than my day’s pay. Remember, at this stage, 
every item had to be crated before we could accept it. This was the 
most trying period I had in the job. It made me particularly angry 
when senior officers asked me for my opinion. I told them to whom 
they should complain, but very few of them did.

One Major was particularly awkward. After a good deal of argument, 
he asked to borrow the phone to try and get someone to make a 
crate. While he was in the other room, a Brigadier came into the 
office to see about his kit. The Major blundered in, still mumbling and 
grumbling. Then he saw the Brigadier. The surprised expression on 
the Major’s face was a scream. Then he collected himself, saluted, 
and departed somewhat tamed.

My civilian life had been first as a farm pupil, and then as a farm 
worker. Pupils weren’t paid, farm workers were. If they paid you, 
they taught you much more, so that you could earn your keep. 
Struck me it would be a good thing to get a goods vehicle driving 
licence so I could drive a cattle truck. So, I applied and was told to 
present myself at a transport section. They hadn’t got a spare lorry, 
but said that one that had been converted to a bus would do. A 
Sergeant and I went out. As we went along a dual carriage way, an 
Egyptian stepped out in front of us. I slapped on the brakes, turned 
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30 degrees and finished up half-way across the lane on my right. 
The Sergeant breathed heavily. ‘After that’, he said, ‘you’ve passed 
whatever else you do’.

Eventually, in the UK, they decided that those who were regularly 
driving HGVs in 1952 would get their licence, the rest could forget 
it. So, never picked up a licence to drive cattle trucks, but continued 
driving on the licence issued on my seventeenth birthday without any 
test, and still in use today. Later, as an MT Officer, I signed driving 
licence certificates.

As Egypt packed up, I pondered my future. Should I just wait? 
Perhaps something more constructive might be a good idea. The old 
Assistant Director for the Middle East Graves Service, had left in the 
summer to take over Graves in BAOR (British Army of the Rhine). I 
wrote discreetly to make sure my name was not forgotten.

On Thursday 28th February I returned from Suez. There on my desk 
was a signal:

 TO MFO MIDEAST
 FROM COA MIDEAST
 360466 LT D L TORRANCE A AND SH SOLL ON DEPARTURE
 MELF ON POSTING TO BAOR RPT LT TORRANCE

I started to try and decipher it. What did it all mean? ‘COA’ was the 
pay office in Jerusalem, so, apparently, I should have left already. 
‘SOLL’ was a ticklish one. ‘SO’ was obviously ‘struck off’. I thought 
‘LL’ must be a mistake for ‘S’ strength. But eventually it turned ‘LL’ 
was lodging list. Thus, struck off lodging list.

In the morning, I tore down to see the Major. He phoned GHQ and 
found I was on a War Office posting to Germany. But I would not 
be released until I had closed down the MFO Depot. This would be 
completed in about a fortnight.

It seemed only a matter of hours before I stepped into my little pickup 
truck outside the flat and was on the road to Port Said for the last 
time. A transit camp is at best a bleak place. It was a sad moment 
when I said goodbye to my driver, Driver Linton, for the last time.

I was 36 hours in the camp waiting for my ship. I thought of all my 
many friends in the Middle East.
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But now I was really leaving. When I had arrived it was the ‘Middle 
East Forces’. When I left it was the ‘Middle East Land Forces’. It was 
said that ‘Land’ was added to stop the troops dubbing the initials 
MEF, as ‘The Men England Forgot’.

The ship was to be the Empire Battleaxe, the same ship that had 
brought me to the Middle East. I was looking forward to the journey. 
When we were herded onto a Landing Craft Infantry, and pressed 
up the ship’s gangway, I realised how much I would miss my former 
position of comfort and authority. We had excellent weather. I had a 
camera, a little Kodak family camera I’d got in Cairo. It was good fun 
and took many of the pictures in this book.

I happened, one morning, to be chatting to a civilian. He turned 
out to be a senior official of the Imperial War Graves Commission. 
Completed Cemeteries were handed over to the Imperial War Graves 
Commission who looked after them long term and arranged access 
for visitors. My friend had been out here making a preparatory 
reconnaissance of some of the cemeteries, including Benghazi. He 
was at great pains to explain the plans made in London and the 
changes he was proposing as a result of his visit.

The final plan certainly seemed to achieve something both beautiful 
and that blended in with the local scenery. All the trees were to be left. 

Driver Harvey and our pickup truck.
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Also grass and flowers were to be planted. The place was to become 
a veritable garden in the wilderness.

I also took the opportunity of telling him about the four Germans 
lying beside the former grave of Colonel Keyes VC. He promised to 
attend to the matter which cleared my conscience. The Wehrmacht, 
Rommel, had buried Keyes alongside his four victims. There had 
been honour and chivalry. My instinct was that the five were a special 
case and should always have been together. Were we less chivalrous 
than Rommel? Certainly, we owed it to the four Germans that their 
graves were properly cared for.

This was my first meeting with anyone outside our own working units. 
Ever since, I have been learning about the dead, and the care that 
has gone into their management. Originally, casualties were simply 
buried where they fell; other ranks in communal graves, officers in 
single graves.

‘Remembered’, the illustrated, very fine history of the Commonwealth 
War Graves Commission, written by Julie Summers (2007), tells of 
the dramatic changes made for the fallen of the First World War. It 
was then foreseen that people might wish to visit the graves of their 
relatives. So, cemeteries were created that could match that ideal. 
Graves Concentration Units were formed.

And then, with the Falklands War, casualties were, for the first time, 
flown back home to the UK. 

I believe there was a section at the War Office to take decisions 
about casualties and how they should be treated. There were 
British casualties, others from the colonies, the Empire, and now, 
independent parts of what was the Empire. There were also our 
allies. And, there were enemy casualties and civilian casualties. I 
now realise it’s all a much larger area than I had realised when I was 
involved.

At Toulon, I had to wait for 36 hours. As before, I was appointed 
baggage officer for the train. Didn’t mind, as I hoped to get a bed 
out of the job. While the train was loading, I had a chat with the train 
conducting officer, a Sergeant. He seemed a good sort and we were 
soon pals. Once the train got going, he invited me into the staff wagon 
which had a kitchen. We sat there till midnight, yarning and drinking 
tea. When I got up to go, he said it was too late to prowl round the 
train and gave me the vacant berth in the ambulance compartment.
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I was able to get up leisurely in the morning. At the meal halt, I got 
out just in time to get breakfast. The other passengers had all been 
up before me for a shave in cold water. It was later, in the warmth of 
the kitchen and with a bowl of hot water, that I performed the daily 
ritual. We drank tea without end. There was always a quart jug lying 
in the compartment. It was with mixed feelings that I stepped out onto 
the cold Calais siding at ten o’clock on a stormy night. We first went 
to a transit camp for the day.

Next morning, we were wakened at 5.30. Then filled in forms, 
received various chits, and hung around for an endless time. At ten 
o’clock we moved off to a small cross-Channel ferry. We were soon 
battling our way across to those cliffs which seem to impart such a 
romantic feeling to great numbers of nostalgic wanderers. Today they 
looked grey and forbidding.

It was midday, a cold and wet Saturday when we disembarked at 
Dover. We passed through the customs shed quickly. Customs were 
much more thorough with troops returning from the continent. Middle 
East troops weren’t regularly crossing the border.

Then we were all taken up to the transit camp, which was on the side 
of a hill about a mile from the docks. Actually, we were supposed to 
walk there. The truck was for kit only. The men had to march up to the 
camp. At the transit camp we were given a good meal. But, we were 
told we could not go on leave. We must first go to our Regimental 
Depots. A clerk would come down during the afternoon to make out 
our warrants for rail travel.

The Movements Officer was, I suppose, a little afraid of what might 
be said to him by some of the more senior officers. So he sent down 
an unfortunate clerk who suffered from a stutter. He could only try to 
explain to the irate colonels what his orders were – that we must have 
warrants to our depots. What we did with them was our own affair. 
That was a useful hint.

About six in the evening, a three tonner came to collect us and take 
us to the station for the London train. On the train we were in high 
spirits.

We still had a problem. Do we go to our Regimental Depots, or home. 
We all decided we were going home. We would take a chance on 
difficulties with our rail warrants.
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We had trouble in opening and closing the carriage window. Smoke 
from the engine blew in as we passed through tunnels. Something 
ought to be done. We decided to repair it. We started to unscrew 
the panelling, but unfortunately some civilians got in before we had 
finished.

Unlucky in London. Had a long wait for a taxi. Arrived at King’s Cross 
just in time to see the train pulling out. Caught the next train. Eventually 
arrived home, unnanounced, after three in the morning. What tolerant 
parents. I spent the whole day at home in Nottingham and thoroughly 
enjoyed myself. At midnight on the Sunday, I got on the train and 
began to make my way to the Regimental Depot at Stirling. This was 
my third night out of four on a train. This train was very slow. It fell 
two hours behind schedule. By the time I reached Stirling Castle, 
everybody had gone to lunch.

After lunch, I went across to an office and filled in a very large form 
asking for all the usual particulars. Age, how many children I had, 
serial number of the revolver I hadn’t had since the Cairo riots. By 
three o’clock, I was walking back to the station with food ration cards 
for 28 days. After a terribly cold journey, arrived home again the 
following morning. This was the fourth night out of the last five I’d 
spent on a train.
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Chapter 15 – Back to exhumations and crosses

I found it very strange to be at home. While away, I had thought a lot 
about the happiness of home, and contrasted some of the irksome 
sides of Army life.

Spring 1947 was miserable in the UK. Everything, food, coal, 
electricity, clothing, was rationed, and the rations were about a third 
smaller than during the war. Lack of dollars was blamed for a lot of 
shortages. America had cut us off. 1947 had been the coldest winter 
since the 1880s. Prolonged frost and heavy snow. Like so many 
others, my parents had fought that cold. They had even been reduced 
to burning some of their furniture in the grate, huddled over the few 
miserable flames. The spring thaw brought heavy rain onto the snow 
causing vast floods. No, it was not joyous. 

I had altered immensely. My present pals were in Cairo. I was in my 
home town, but it might as well have been anywhere. Worst of all, 
there was nothing to do. I had 28 days in which to do nothing. This 
was a great shock after the active life I had been leading.

At the end of the 28 days, I went up to the Infantry Depot at 
Edinburgh. The depot was a very formal place. Full of senior Warrant 
Officers with pace sticks, and rather sorry looking recruits. Then there 
were the others like myself, back from odd jobs. Unused now to the 
trappings of military discipline, trying to slip unobtrusively from quiet 
corner to quiet corner.

One day, I was sneaking two blocks away down a quiet alley, 
missing the main traffic. Suddenly, some distance away, a 
Regimental Sergeant Major drew a crowd of recruits to a halt. Then 
he addressed me. I knew I was at the centre of his scorn. These 
recruits had failed to salute. Would I go back. When I returned 
he would see that I was properly treated. Now, if you sleep under 
your trucks, alongside your soldiers, you really don’t expect to be 
saluted.

Later that day, I went back to the orderly room. I found I was detailed 
to mount guard on Edinburgh Castle the next day. What an honour. 
I thought also of my inadequacies. How could I do it? I’d forgotten 
all my drill. Then I decided I must approach one of these formidable 
Warrant Officers, come clean about my needs, and hope he’d help 
me out with a bit of training.
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Next notice on the Regimental Board sent me on leave. I asked. They 
had nothing for me to do. My posting to the British Army of the Rhine 
(BAOR) was not ready. So, I took the line of least resistance, and 
went on leave. Always regretted it. What a distinction it would have 
been to mount guard on Edinburgh Castle. At 20, you don’t have 
much sense, judgment and courage. 

After having been on leave for a further month, I was sent to the 
Military Police Depot in Aldershot, to pick up a draft, and escort them 
to the port of embarkation. When I arrived at the depot, I was told that 
I had to take the draft the whole way to the Military Police Depot in 
Germany. I would not be able to return to Edinburgh, where I had left 
quite a lot of kit. Immediately I telephoned the Adjutant in Edinburgh, 
and asked him to forward my kit which he agreed to do. Despite a 
four month struggle, it never turned up. That was my last contact with 
the Agile and Suffering Highlanders. In particular, I lost my officer’s 
service dress uniform and greatcoat. Now it was either battle-dress 
or kilt – hardly suitable for in and out of graves. I could no longer dine 
in any respectable officers’ mess. Even with the money, uniforms are 
difficult to get tailored overseas.

At Aldershot we had to wait for a couple of days. The CO finally 
offered 36 hours leave if we could use it, or just stay in the mess 
and do what we liked. Should have hunted up my service dress. But 
36 hours was hardly long enough from Aldershot to Edinburgh and 
return. Anyway, I though it was all under control. Decided to stay in 
the camp. The surrounding countryside was very pleasant. On the 
way up I had noticed a small river which I thought might be fun. It 
was. One could row for about a mile upstream where the river then 
widened into a large pool, for a good row without watching the banks.

Felt very important as we marched through London and jostled 
people on the tube with our draft of 100 ‘Red Caps’. They were good, 
easy to control, and very smart.

At Hull, we were taken to the transit camp. Next day, we embarked 
on the Empire Lance another sister ship of the Empire Arquebus. 
The trip was quiet. The sea was like a mill-pond and we never even 
knew we were afloat. In Cuxhaven, we were once more herded into 
a transit camp. How heavy the taxes are on drink at home. Someone 
ordered a round for what happened to be the first seven people round 
the bar. That’s generous, I thought. No change out of out of a ten 
shilling note, even at overseas’ price. But he got change out of half-a-
crown (12.5 pence).
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At four the next morning we got onto a train for Bielefeld. This was 
my HQ. I had instructions to drop the draft off at a station along the 
line. Bielefeld was the typical overseas’ base depot. The officers 
were in miserable quarters, little better than other ranks’ billets. The 
place was generally chaotic. It took three weeks to post everybody 
somewhere they didn’t want to go, and to a job for which they were 
not qualified.

Although I had my posting orders with me, it was three days before I 
was allowed to visit my Headquarters. What a lovely cordial welcome 
from everybody in the HQ, including the Colonel. This was very 
encouraging. I was told that a job had been kept open for me in the 
American zone, Bavaria. I was given a rail warrant, interzonal pass, 
and several other impressive looking documents.

Parting words were: ‘You’d better get another pip sewn on. They’re 
all Captains down there!’ I was very proud. I’d earned another 
distinction. Great. So, as I travelled down on the train, took my battle-
dress blouse off, and stitched on a third pip.

One of the highlights of my UK leave was a visit to the 
Music Hall at ‘The Empire Theatre’, Nottingham.

Father said, ‘Put on your togs for mother’. Think she enjoyed the 
gesture. Mothers are great. Mine was a lovely lady.
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At six, I caught the train from Hanover. There, I picked up a Pullman 
Express that would take me over the border. The train was run by 
American staff. I was able to get a sleeper for the night – a miracle. 
In the morning, we got into Frankfurt and changed. I felt very dirty 
but had a shave on the train. I was also hungry, but had nothing to 
eat or drink. Imagine my surprise when a smartly dressed waiter 
asked me if I would like breakfast. This was certainly different from 
the British zone.

Germany was divided into four zones controlled by the occupying 
powers: France, Britain, America, and Russia.

At Heidelberg, I was met by a Guards Officer, Captain Martin, 
who later became an ITV programme presenter. But now he had 
a 15 hundredweight Bedford truck. Our drive to the unit was over 
some terrible roads and at an excessive speed. The back axle was 
screaming. I asked him about it. He said it was the only truck in the 
unit on the road. We climbed up a side road in Neckargemund to the 
unit. The first thing I noticed was a Humber staff car tilted towards 
a ditch where it had run forward on the hand-brake. It had not been 
cleaned for months and there was not a sound window on it.

I came into the mess and was greeted by an officer and a girl, both 
in their dressing gowns, having breakfast. The mess itself was a very 
pleasant five bedroom house. It had the easy atmosphere of a home 
rather than a mess.

I went down the road to see the Commanding Officer. A Major, he 
seemed to be a very keen worker himself, but did not really care 
whether anyone else did anything. He had been a one-man poultry 
farmer in civilian life. I liked him and found him easy to get on with. 
It was the Whitsun weekend, so he advised me to stay until about 
Wednesday. I was then to go to Regensburg and take charge of 
a small detachment working with a section of the RAF Missing 
Research and Enquiries Service.

I was very glad to know that I was to work on my own. The people 
in the mess here at Neckargemund, seemed to be a crowd of fairly 
heavy drinkers and people from whom there was no escape. It would 
be impossible to lead my own life. Further, I felt that to run a section 
and be on my own would be good fun and useful training.

On the Wednesday, I left with a 15 hundredweight Fordson truck and 
travelled down to Saal near Regensburg. The journey was just under 
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300 miles so took all day. We passed through some very pleasant 
wooded country, and I enjoyed the driving.

I had started to work once more. My period of enforced idleness was 
at an end. Saal itself was a magnificent old place. It must have cost a 
fortune to build. We were 
told it had belonged 
to a very senior Nazi 
official. Once used by 
the Americans as an 
officers’ club, it had its 
own ballroom and former 
swimming pool. It was 
situated at the bottom of 
a wooded hill and within 
half-a-mile of the river 
Danube. So, from ‘Desert 
to Danube’.

The first job I did affected 
me greatly. As the war 
was closing in on them, 
the Germans forced 
marched thousands of 
prisoners eastwards. 
They were running from 
the advancing allies. 
I had a mass grave 
containing 19 British 
soldiers. They were 
prisoners who had been 
killed by British aircraft as 
they were being marched 
across Germany. It was 
still easy to see that the 
men must have been very weak. They had marched a long way. Their 
boots had no heels left and very little of the soles. They had been 
buried with their haversacks, which contained their toothbrushes, their 
letters and all the other marks of privation. Judging by their regiments 
and Army numbers, I think they were from Dunkirk, or possibly 
remnants of the 51st Highland Division, which met its end at St Valery.

In Germany, we filled in a one page exhumation report on each 
casualty. These included a tooth chart, showing also the position 

Officers’ mess of the RAF Missing 
Research and Enquiries Service at Saal, near 

Regensburg.
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of any fillings. One of the excitements was the way people were 
sometimes identified from information after we had buried them. 
Unknown burials were then given names. We never knew how. 
Perhaps tooth checks; perhaps other information we had been able 
to supply. Incidentally, years later in the Hebrides, I came across a 
sailor’s grave. He wasn’t buried as ‘Unknown’. He was buried as, 
‘Known only to God’. It seemed so much kinder.

Bavaria was an extremely hot Nazi area. It was full of war crimes. 
Every now and then we came across stories of airmen shot in cold 
blood – even one who had parachuted down and was offering his 
cigarettes. In fairness, I now believe some German aircrew were 
similarly treated by us in the UK. There were large numbers whose end 
we never knew. Some Germans were following a policy of removing 
the means of identity from bodies-papers, and even badges of rank 
were taken before the bodies were handed over to civilians for burial.

It was amazing how many identities of airmen we were able to get. 
If we could identify the aircraft, or one person on it, the Missing 
Research and Enquiries could do the rest. From their clothing and 
equipment, our MRES team knew which position each person on the 
plane had occupied. This could then be matched up with information 
supplied by the Air Ministry. Shirt collars were a very good source of 
names. Good indicators, but not entirely reliable. People, especially 
aircrews, sometimes got their shirt collars mixed with other people’s.

We were issued with big thick rubber gauntlet gloves. I did once hear 
that one of our officers had died of blood poisoning due to a scratch 
on his hand becoming infected in a grave. I used the glove on my 
left hand, but always kept the right hand bare so that my finger tips 
would never miss a useful clue. Some of the items we recovered 
from graves were carefully examined over the weekend. Anything 
engraved was cleaned. Then we poured a little petrol on it. The petrol 
evaporated last from the indentations of engraving. Sometimes we 
could read initials, rarely even names, on a watch or cigarette case.

One of the officers in the unit was getting married. If he was to have 
a honeymoon, it was essential that he completed his area for various 
reasons. He had worked extremely hard, but it became apparent that 
he would not finish in time. It was decided that I should go up there 
for two days and move 50 bodies. This does not sound a great deal 
but there was a two day journey to Kassel, and my own work still 
waiting. The bodies were spread about. On both days we covered 
250 miles in collecting them. These were 16 hour days.
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On the day we left, we drove to Nuremberg, on the northern boundary 
of my area, ready for more exhumations the next day. This was an 
eight hour day. We seemed to spend half of it waiting for German 
labour to open graves or re-open some that fell in. The RAF Unit to 
which I was attached at Saal had very little to do. For reasons never 
explained to me, the Missing Research and Enquiries Service were 
not allowed to do any exhumation work themselves. We had to do it 
all. But they had good files with a record of each aircraft, who was on 
it, and what was believed to have happened to them. This could be 
quite complicated. A bomber might have crashed; some of the crew 
might have been killed, whilst others survived to become prisoners of 
war, or even got back to the UK.

The members of the MRES were a happy go lucky crowd. All ex-
airmen, many Bomber Command. Many decorated. It is difficult to 
imagine what life was like for those wartime bomber crews. Partifying 
in the mess one night, out on a raid the next night. But, on the third 
night, some of the chairs in the mess would be empty. Planes that 
had not returned. I think on average, five per cent of the bombers on 
a night raid were lost, but it could be anything up to 17 per cent on a 
bad night.

These were wonderfully brave men. Over 50,000 Bomber Command 
aircrew were killed. Many of the survivors were decorated. They 
came from all walks of life. Some were young, fit, able young men of 
no particular distinction. Others were from Cambridge and Oxford.
Then there were the ‘Pathfinder crews’. Some, sadly, we had to re-
bury. These were special aircrews. These Pathfinder crews were the 
spearhead of the attack. They flew out and faced all the flak, fighters 
and searchlights, and then marked the target with flares. Thus, the 
hundreds, sometimes a thousand bombers who followed, could find 
the target. Bad weather, mist and low cloud, had meant that until the 
Pathfinder system, many bombs were wasted, some even dropped in 
open country. One ‘Pathfinder crew’ particularly stays in my mind. All 
but one airman on that plane had the Distinguished Flying Cross or 
the Distinguished Flying Medal.

No wonder the MRES had some good parties We didn’t know it then, 
but this is what’s now called post-traumatic stress syndrome.

But I must be honest. I had wonderful times too. We shouldn’t have 
done it. But one day two of us went out for a jaunt. Our great ride 
round included a visit to Berchtesgaden, Hitler’s eyrie up in the Alps. 
The road was a one-in-four hill. Next stage was a lift, a lift cage the 
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size of a room, and lavishly fitted. The view at the top was colossal. 
The building was opulent. A beautiful table. A vast heavy table. A 
table with heavy legs. And the leg that saved Hitler from the brief 
case bomb that could have ended the War.

What a wonderful day. It felt as though we were with history as it was 
being made. But, in fact the 1944 attempt on Hitler was at Rastenburg 
in Prussia. So, was that the table? Or were we the victims of a lovely 
story?

Germany was somehow a lawless country. We were the Army of 
occupation. If something went wrong, we had to put it right. The law 
didn’t matter. There was an American Military Police Force, a very 
showy arrogant force, and a German Police Force. But they didn’t 
seem to matter. To get anything done meant the black market.

Our central heating broke down. The CO turned to me and said, ‘get 
it mended’. I did. He had to come to terms with the fact that German 
marks wouldn’t do. The deal was 40 gallons of petrol. I cooked the 
books. He remained honest. That was that. Dishonest, yes. Immoral, 
yes. Effective, yes, the only way.

Another incident of a different kind. We were out working one day. I 
led the way to the cemetery, a three tonner followed, some distance 
behind. A big German lorry came the other way and forced me off the 
road. The three tonner saw what happened. He stopped his truck in 
the middle of the road. The German had to stop. Admit I was shaken. 
We made the German driver turn his truck round. He had to go to 
the cemetery with us. Then, we jammed him in and kept him waiting. 
After a bit he came up to the graveside where I was working. He said 
he was Deutsch Reichspost. We were keeping him waiting.

The remains were always parcelled up in old blankets then tied up 
with old signal wire. When the German addressed me, I happened 
to have a pair of wire cutters in my hand. I made as though to smash 
them in his face. Suppose that was bad. But, I didn’t want him to get 
into the habit of thinking he could push British staff cars off the road.

We kept him waiting another half-hour till we’d finished. Then we had 
to let him go. In a broken, lawless environment, you’ve got to respond 
assertively, but justly and honestly.

They were hard times. That’s what we lived amongst.
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Chapter 16 – A new cemetery

A Graves Unit without a cemetery, is like a brick-layer without 
bricks. That is the way we were having to operate. Some were 
taken to Hanover Limmer Cemetery in the British zone; others, after 
identification, had to be re-buried in the same grave, and left there till 
we had our own cemetery.

We were to get two cemeteries, one for each half of the zone. At 
the last minute it was decided to have one for the whole zone. This 
was to be near Bad Tolz, in Southern Bavaria, on the northern edge 
of the Bavarian Alps. Another officer and l were given the task of 
getting accommodation from the Americans. In the British zone this 
wouldn’t have been a very difficult job, but was a different story in 
the American zone. Our first difficulty was that the site chosen for 
the cemetery was in an area used for American leave centres. It was 
naturally busy. When we finally managed to find a suitable place, we 
tried to get it requisitioned.

We were bashing our heads against a brick wall. The British Army 
has a terrific reputation for paper, but the American Army is ten times 
worse. We took the letter by hand to every officer who had to sign it 
(by post it would have taken between six weeks and two months). In 
the end, we had 16 signatures and had covered 2,000 miles.

When we got back to our HQ, we began to plan the actual job of 
occupying our new building. We were told this ‘schloss’, or old 
mansion, dated back to 1700 and was owned by a German Baron. 
His wife was apparently half Jewish. The castle had been confiscated 
by the Nazis. The furniture had been taken to Frankfurt where it 
had been bombed and completely destroyed. Apparently, the Baron 
now had neither furniture, fuel, nor staff to occupy the place. So, we 
were told he was quite pleased that we were to move in. It also had 
workshop accommodation for our vehicles.

It was decided that I should lead the advance party. I went down 
there to live on my own for 24 hours when I was to contact the local 
supply people and draw bedding and rations. In the end, I had to 
spend a fortnight down there on my own. In many ways I enjoyed the 
real peace. I got the work done. I had everything laid on for the tired 
men of the advance party arriving during the small hours of the night. 
I even had their beds made.
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We found the Americans rather difficult to get on with. At first, they 
told us we could have practically nothing. Then they promised us 
everything. When it came to the actual issues, we got a rather poor 
assortment of furniture and other kit. Their paper work, as far as 
stores were concerned, was fairly simple but one could never rely 
on the stores being ready at the time stated. This wasted a lot of 
transport. We were short of transport. They had originally promised 
they would deliver our stores.

We had some trouble with our senior NCOs. They found they had to 
live and work under normal conditions. They had been accustomed 
to leading a life of ease, luxury and independence. The men, on the 
other hand, seemed to accept things as they found them, and soon 
made themselves both comfortable and happy. It is amazing how 
quickly a unit, particularly a working unit, can move. All its office side, 
its stores and workshops have to be set up, before it can start work. 
But the first working party was soon out of our new quarters and busy.

The new cemetery, Bad Tolz, also had to be opened. Here we 
discovered many obstacles. The plan seemed to have been drawn up 
in an office from maps. When we transferred the plan to the ground, 
we found the actual plot was considerably smaller. So the plan had to 
be cut drastically.

Another problem was a slight hollow in the centre. Although the 
hollow was only four feet deep, no one seemed to have realised that 
this was sufficiently deep to obscure altogether the memorials erected 
in it and generally give the cemetery an unbalanced appearance. It 
had not occurred to anyone to find out what type of soil lay below 
the grass sward. We had another shock, when we discovered it was 
heavily packed shale.

For a time, it began to look as if the site must be abandoned and 
a fresh one sought. But eventually the place began to look, at first 
like a civil engineering project, and later a cemetery. I think we were 
possibly a little too critical. We had the opportunity to create a thing of 
beauty. Each of us was anxious to achieve this. I doubt if the average 
member of the public thinks like that. They take the site of a cemetery 
for granted.

We soon slipped into a hectic routine. We had no time to lose before 
the cold weather set in, making the roads impassable. I was allotted 
a vast area east of a line running north/south through Munich, except 
the town of Nuremberg. The difficulty was the distances involved. 
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We might have to travel up to Wurzburg or Bayreuth, and through to 
the borders of the Russian zone. Then across fields to isolated bodies 
and aircrews.

My sergeant, Sergeant Ward, used to leave early on Monday 
mornings with a complete list of the cemeteries to be visited during 
the week. He toured round 24 hours ahead of me. He instructed 
the bergermeister in each town and village to have the appropriate 
graves open in their cemeteries ready for our arrival next day.

It was on Mondays that we loaded all our kit onto the vehicles and 
generally made ready for Tuesday. Early to bed was the rule for 
Monday nights. It was between five and six on Tuesday mornings 
that we would roar through the dawn, watching the German villages 
springing into life. Often we would be travelling much of the day to 
reach the area in which we were to operate for the week.

We had been offered the hospitality of American transit 
accommodation. But it had its limitations. We were by nature of our 
work, shabbily dressed, and might be dirty and smelly. We could not 
guarantee our time of arrival. If the men did not arrive in their billets 
by six in the evening, they could get no meal till breakfast. I also had 
a fear about the transit accommodation. It could lead to partying. 
Starts in the morning could become difficult.

Before each trip, I asked the men whether they would prefer to use 
American accommodation, or sleep out under the trucks. They liked 
the life of gypsies, and chose to turn in under their vehicles. The spirit 
of the men was terrific. They would be wet and tired, maybe even 
darkness had fallen, but they would soon have their trucks parked on 
a quiet piece of land. A cheery fire, and some ‘M and V’ (tinned meat 
and vegetable stew) would be cooking over the fire, supported on two 
jack handles. 

I had felt the standard of some of the men here was below that of the 
desert crowd. But once they left their luxuries, they became the same 
industrious, humorous lot.

Our staff were not volunteers. Some came with poor records. But 
they were all excellent with us. We had an important and worthwhile 
job to do, and a high ratio of officers to men.  We could inspire them. 
Perhaps this gives weight to the old saying that, ‘there are no bad 
men, only bad officers’. My regular gang included a Scot and a little 
Welshman. Fortunately they stayed with us. They were hard workers. 
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But, most valuable for their typical Army humour which could turn the 
balance when something went wrong.

We used to work hard all week. But on Friday mornings, everyone 
used to take extra care over their shave. This was the day of our 
return to the unit. Our transport always gave us trouble. But everyone 
accepted things in an extremely philosophical way.

I remember one night when our three tonner burnt out its dynamo. 
It was six o’clock in the evening and we were still 80 miles away 
from Bad Wiessee. We phoned (not easy), for a tow. Then began 
an investigation of the ration box. By this stage it was at a low ebb. 
Someone produced two tins of peas, and another dragged out a tin of 
sardines.

By this stage we were on American rations. Lots of turkey and 
sweetcorn, not popular and behind British rations for hard working 
men.

A fire was soon kindled beside the autobahn. The inevitable ‘brew 
up’ had begun. Soon after 11, we decided to have our final brew up 
of tea. Then, if no vehicle turned up, we would go to bed. We were 
just in the middle of drinking our tea, when a somewhat disgruntled 
rescue driver arrived and was hauled out of his cab and plied with 
tea, much to his surprise and delight. The long tow began. We arrived 
back at four in the morning. Back at the schloss, our German cook 
always left a big pan of thick casserole for hungry drivers returning in 
the middle of the night.

That brew, that wonderful casserole, was one of my creations as MT 
(Motor Transport) Officer. The casserole was available for vehicle 
recovery crews and the rescued, returning between ten at night and 
six in the morning. Eventually, I found recovery crews would delay 
their return by several hours to qualify for this delicacy.

Remember, our trucks were to the design of the day. Many were re-
builds. All had been used through much of the war. Was it any wonder 
we had a lot of breakdowns.

On Saturday mornings, our load of bodies was buried. We had to 
check the previous week’s paper work, sign all the documents, 
and hand them into the office. The next week was then got ready. 
Sergeant Ward, acting as advance party, was briefed. So the endless 
task continued.
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The officers of the unit were entitled to four-wheel drive Humber staff 
cars. Ideal for our job. But, we had to use 15 hundredweight trucks. 
Then, on my twenty first birthday, a signal arrived informing us that 
three Humber staff cars were ready for collection in Hamburg. I had 
always coveted these vehicles. I was delighted when the Major told 
me I was to go by rail with two drivers to Hamburg on Monday, and 
collect them. We arrived in Hamburg on Tuesday morning, after a 24 
hour journey. We went to collect our prizes.

In the afternoon we did some odd jobs and I scrounged stores we 
couldn’t get in the American zone. I told the drivers they could leave 
with two of the cars the following morning. I stayed back to get more 
of these stores. It was 12 on the Wednesday when I got away. I got 
to Hanover before dusk. I drove on, into the night, still at 30 miles an 
hour on account of the new differential. I slept for three hours during 
the night and later found the other two staff cars had done the same 
thing, not 20 miles in front of me.

I continued driving through a bitter dawn and finally reached our sub-
unit at Heidelberg at two in the afternoon. The following morning we 
headed through Munich for our Headquarters at Bad Tolz, completing 
the final stretch of 250 miles.

Having such enormous distances to cover, our lives seemed to 
revolve round transport. It is in connection with some of our recoveries 
of broken-down vehicles, that I have the most vivid memories.

It was about 11 o’clock one morning when one of the three tonners 
went helter-skelter down a hill with its horn blaring. The ominous rattle 
suggested the clutch had gone. I sat on the grass at the side of the 
road wondering how we were going to complete the work left. Don’t 
forget, the graves ahead of us were already opened. In the meantime, 
the fitter examined the vehicle and confirmed the worst.

I left the little Welsh ‘comedian’ to keep the driver company and took 
the rest of the party to Nuremberg. Here, I ordered a fresh vehicle to 
a nearby cemetery where I still had some work. The intention was to 
send the new vehicle to our useless hulk lying at the roadside.

I shall always have vivid memories of that cemetery. We were at work 
on our graves. The body of a boy about ten was brought to what I 
took to be a mortuary. He looked emaciated and may have had TB. 
He was to lie in state. My lads asked if they could go across to view 
the corpse. I objected on the grounds that I felt their attitude was a 
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little ghoulish, particularly as I thought the boy’s mother and sister 
were not far away. Soon there were several spectators and one fellow 
actually taking photographs.

By six o’clock, my truck was still missing. So we went away to request 
another. Meantime, the first turned up. No wonder a driver wasn’t 
judged by what he did when his vehicle was being driven. It was how 
skilled he was at getting it going again when it broke down. That was 
what really mattered. We pushed on, and got back to HQ late that 
night. Then, I discovered that the second truck they’d sent out had 
broken down. While I was there, the third sent to recover the second 
also broke down. I went to bed.

We were not at that time issued with any proper recovery vehicle. 
We were in rather a flummox, when one of our vehicles broke a stub 
axle, so its front wheel fell off. This required a suspended tow, by a 
breakdown lorry with a crane.

We rang up the Americans and asked for a truck with a crane. But 
they could not, or would not oblige. So, I set off in the dark, armed 
with a three tonner, two fitters and the MT Sergeant. We took six 
jacks and endless wire tow ropes. The scene on our arrival was rather 
amusing. A forlorn looking driver sat on the running board of his 15 
hundredweight truck with his off-side wheel laying against the cab.

Not far away, was a gang of Germans, or ‘crouts’, as the Americans 
used to call them. The Germans were equipped like ourselves, ready 
for any opportunity to strip the vehicle of all parts they could lay their 
hands on. We struggled in the dark and managed to raise the front of 
the vehicle about three feet off the ground. Then, we tied the spring 
to the chassis width a tow rope. The tow ropes were wire, and very 
difficult to handle. They would not bend to a tight circle. The next 
stage was to tie the front of the 15 hundredweight to the back of the 
three tonner. This was the way it was supported for its journey back 
to our workshop.

Climbing a hill, the towing vehicle broke down. It was four 
o’clock in the morning. We put a tow rope from our remaining 15 
hundredweight, back onto the broken-down towing vehicle, the three 
tonner. We also started up the 15 hundredweight at the back with 
the broken stub axle. Thus, we tottered along for the last few miles 
– three vehicles strung together. The casserole in the cookhouse was 
magnificent.
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That was the first broken stub axle recovery. But eventually it became 
routine.

Pre-war, I don’t think the UK had much dual carriageway, certainly 
not motorways. Germany had beaten us on this. It had the autobahn. 
This dual carriageway built across the country was a highway 
network devised for troop movement. A new experience for us. Very 
little traffic on the autobahn of our time. Sometimes you could travel 
several miles without seeing anything.

But there were two graphic events on the autobahn I still remember. I 
recall vividly the seconds surrounding a near crisis. I was driving a 15 
hundredweight Dodge truck north. Was doing about 50-55 mph – too 
fast I know. The only other vehicle on the road was a small German 
civilian family car travelling quite slowly just ahead of me. I knew we 
were approaching the spot where a bomb crater had been filled in 
on the left-hand lane. I instinctively slowed down as I prepared to 
overtake.

Suddenly, the little German car swung out. The bomb crater. The 
driver was unaware of me. He was coming in front of me onto my lane. 
My brakes screamed on. I swung over to be as near the autobahn 
kerb as possible. Daren’t hit the kerb as I would have bounced 
back onto the car. Nothing more I could do. Could see two female 
passengers on the back seat of the car. My cab was well above their 
car. They were looking up at me. Their faces full of terror. Will never 
forget those faces. Gradually the car slid ahead. I slowed down to 
steady my nerves. Then about a mile further on, overtook them.

The other autobahn adventure was totally different. I was enjoying 
myself at a steady 50 mph in my beautiful Humber staff car. Was 
keeping to exactly 50 mph because I was being followed by three 
white-helmeted American Military Police on Harley Davidson motor-
cycles. They overtook, and stopped me.

The speed limit, they said, for a truck ‘Command and Reconnaissance’ 
was 40 mph. I had been doing 50 mph, which was the limit for ‘staff 
cars’ only. Now, the Humber staff car I was driving was normally only 
supplied to Brigadiers and above. We had them, when we could get 
them, because we needed four-wheel drive vehicles with covered 
loading space at the back. We were very proud of them.

But no. Nothing would convince these steel-helmeted policemen that 
we were driving a staff car.
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So, what happened?

They said we would have to keep to the 40 mph limit on their patch 
which stretched a further eight miles down the autobahn. We drove 
the eight miles at exactly 40 miles an hour, with one Harley Davidson 
in front, and two behind.

It did not seem long since I had left the UK to come to Germany, but I 
was already due for leave. So, one grand autumn morning in October, 
I packed a few belongings, a lot of American food, and began my 
return journey to that fair land we call home. I was once more on 
one of those great trans-continental trains which ran from Villach in 
Austria, to Rotterdam in Holland. We sailed overnight to Harwich.

In the spring, there had seemed to be the faintest glimmer of hope in 
our country. But now that was dashed. Everywhere, more controls, 
fewer goods. Always that short two syllable word, dollars. Things in 
the UK were desperate.

Our journey back to Germany was remarkable for one thing. Due to 
a mishap to one of the ferries, we had to embark on a small craft. 
The vast majority of officers had to sleep in a small troop-deck in the 
fo’castle.

I thought it was a long way behind my cabin as ship’s adjutant. Then 
I listened to the idle and bitter complaints of some of the more senior 
passengers. Particularly bitter, were the senior Control Commission 
Officials. They were our Military Government in Germany. I laughed, 
turned over, and was soon asleep.
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Chapter 17 – The deep mid-winter

The day after my return, it began to snow on our schloss. We had 
long watched the snow level creep down the hills. Now it was upon 
us, and would remain there until the spring. I was soon to leave for a 
short spell.

The OC of the section left in Heidelberg was due for leave, but had 
been required to stay till I got there to relieve him. Once there, I found 
a new Officer had reported for duty. I was asked to train him in the 
short time we had before the snow closed us down.

But, he was a Catholic. Many Catholics will not handle bodies. He 
refused to work, so had to be returned to the British zone. Another 
responsibility that fell on my shoulders was escorting him to the 
British zone.

We got out and did three days work. Then I decided we must get 
our bodies back to the cemetery at Bad Tolz, and bury them before 
the ground got too hard. We also had one damaged vehicle and one 
that was not too sound. I arranged to do some exhumations in the 
Stuttgart area on way down.

I was lying peacefully in bed on the eve of my departure. Then, 
at midnight, the Second-in-Command from our HQ at Bad Tolz 
telephoned. He had just got in after doing a similar run as I was to do 
in the morning. He told me of the difficulties he had had. The winter 
was down. The autobahn was temporarily impassable to heavily 
laden vehicles, let alone for towing.

The ground was frozen. I had completed my exhumations. Digging 
was impossible. I was not sorry. We had several days to wait with 
nothing to do. How pleasant it was to walk up the wooded hills 
overlooking the River Neckar, a beautiful river.

At last the weather looked as though we could make the trip in 
reasonable safety. I began to assemble the convoy. We had our three 
tonner which was sound mechanically, and had a load of two tons on it. 
It would have to give a tow if any of the three Humber staff cars broke 
down. The engine of the first Humber had an ominous little end knock. 
The second had a damaged gearbox and no shock absorbers. The third 
was the Major’s car which I drove. It had a clean break in its transverse 
front spring, compression on five cylinders only, and a cracked 
windscreen on which I cut my hand in the early morning darkness.



132

Desert to Danube

Our first excitement was just as we started. My engine stalled at the 
bottom of the hill. The vehicle following, slid alongside, unable to stop. 

Our journey was painfully slow. At times we had to drop down to ten 
or 15 miles an hour, on account of the broken front spring.

Though it was snowing when we set off, it faired up in the latter part 
of the morning. In the evening it began to freeze. All the roads were 
covered in a thin invisible sheet of black ice. As the front spring 
had gone, the steering was taking the weight of the vehicle. It had 
developed a strong pull to the left, so strong that holding it was a 
continual struggle with both hands.

The unit had moved to resplendent quarters in Bad Wiessee, on the 
side of Lake Tegernsee, so I began to unpack my belongings again.

One day we had an unusual visitor. This was a young lady – a young 
lady from MI5. She came to warn us that we might become targets of the 
Zionist terrorist groups. They were apparently active locally in recruiting 
people from the camps of displaced persons. These were people without 
a home. Many of them could not, or did not want to go back to where 
they came from. If they went back to Russian controlled territory, there 
was a fair chance they’d face a firing squad. It was said that some train 
loads had been compulsorily returned to Russia. Rumour had it that all 
the people on some of these trains were shot as they got off.

Bad Wiessee. The workshops.
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It was amongst these people that the Jews were recruiting refugees 
that were moved across the Mediterranean in small, unseaworthy 
boats to be landed in Palestine as illegal immigrants. They were the 
victims, not the authors. So, back to the Empire Heywood at Port Said.

Wasn’t much we could do to protect ourselves from any potential 
attack. Our American allies frequently carried arms. But they wouldn’t 
allow their allies to carry arms. As a unit, we had not a single weapon. 
We were defenceless.

On one occasion travelling on a back road through a forest, I came 
upon a road block of 44 gallon petrol drums. It was manned by a 
gang of half-a-dozen or so scruffy ruffians. Whether they were Jews 
or thugs, I know not. Fortunately, there was just enough room for 
me to pass through the gap between the edge of the road and the 
wood. It was wet, but the old 15 hundredweight just slithered through. 
Thought no more of it.

We had a unit in Czechoslovakia. The Russians suddenly decided to 
move in and occupy that sad country. Our unit left in a hurry. It was 
said they left a lot of stores and even some vehicles needing repair.

But, in lighter spirit, finished up in the mess entertaining the charming 
young lady from MI5. Daren’t ask her about her work but she had 
many interesting questions. One was about the ‘Road to the Isles’. 
What it was all about, and where the named places were?

I am tone deaf. This ridiculous label means only that I cannot sing 
in tune, not that my appreciation of music is any less. At school, my 
musical illiteracy was pressed home by my father: ‘Don’t waste his 
time with music lessons.’ But L.G. Thorpe, our organist and music 
teacher, had a great heart – he gave me three per cent marks for 
writing my name on an otherwise blank exam paper. But I enjoyed 
listening to music in Germany. Lots of Beethoven and other fine 
morsels like Brahms’ Lullaby. I had a lovely little ‘Telefunken’ 
wireless, bought with cigarettes, which sadly, one evening, melted in 
a cloud of smoke.

One of my treasures, which I still have, is a school exercise book into 
which I’d copied  the words of many of my favourite verses and songs 
including the ‘Road to the Isles’. I could pinpoint the words and places 
for our MI5 guest, but didn’t damage Sir Harry Lauder’s wonderful 
spirited singing by having a go myself. In fact, I think the words were 
written by the local minister of the Church of Scotland in Carradale 
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on Kintyre, for a competition in 1917 for a song that might raise the 
country’s morale. I believe he got £5.

We always joked about filling the trucks with petrol at night so we 
could get to the French Atlantic coast. Russia was the problem. We 
thought about this when we were on forest tracks near the border of 
the Russian zone. No use getting panicky if you’re not sure exactly 
where you are. You can’t turn a three tonner round on a narrow 
forest track. There ain’t room. Just hope you come out still in friendly 
territory.

Soon, I was asked to go back to Heidelberg and look after our 
quarters at Neckargemund. So, new quarters or not, I left the land of 
snow and went back to Heidelberg. I had been there but five days, 
when the CO was called to Rhine Army Headquarters.

I received orders in the best dramatic style. I was to return to Bad 
Wiessee ‘by any available means’ to arrive not later than midnight 
on Monday. On the Monday morning, I put my belongings on a 15 
hundredweight truck. My driver and I set off. Then we met the ration 
truck returning, long before it should do. It stopped.

‘Brakes gone, sir. There’s a leak, not a drop of fluid left in ‘em now.’ 
My truck was the only truck left that could collect the rations. I had to 
resign myself to giving it up. In the end, we got away at four o’clock.

Soon, it started to snow. Then, a driving blizzard began. As we faced 
a long uphill climb, we decided to stop and put on our chains. Then 
we slithered to the top of the hill where we had a welcome break in 
an American canteen. As my driver and I enjoyed our coffee, we were 
unaware that one of our tyres was flat. A link on one of the chains 
had knocked the valve off. We had to change the wheel. We couldn’t 
risk another flat so we also took the chain off the other wheel.

Never had I known it to be so cold. I laid a blanket down on the 
snow, lay on it, got up to move it, but the blanket was already frozen 
down onto the ground. All our metal spanners and wrenches were 
just beginning to get sticky. We took it hour about at driving. Our feet 
lost their feeling. Once my feet were so cold that I pressed lightly on 
the brake instead of the throttle. When the engine didn’t speed up I 
thought, I had emptied one of the petrol tanks, so switched tanks.

The roads were like sheets of glass. After the driving blizzard, we 
could see neither the road nor other wheelings, so we were never 
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sure we were on the road. The odd up-turned American vehicle lay at 
the side of the autobahn to remind us of the penalty of carelessness. 
The most hair-raising experience was when only ten miles from 
home.

We had to go down a hill and turn right where the main street bore 
round to a temporary wooden bridge on the left. I was driving, the 
driver was dozing beside me. I dropped over the brow in second 
gear and then began to realise that we were travelling faster than the 
engine. Suddenly the tail of the truck slewed down the camber to the 
left-hand gutter. I swung the steering and we were in the right-hand 
gutter. We zigzagged down in this manner. I waited for the sound of 
someone’s garden wall, or the truck to turn right round. Suddenly the 
driver woke, ‘don’t try and turn right, sir’. We regained control just 
before crossing the wooden bridge, then drove back up the hill.

We got into the camp at about five, had breakfast, washed and 
shaved, then had another breakfast and went into the office.

While the CO was away, I had the delegated powers of a 
Commanding Officer. For some offences, could commit a soldier to 
the glasshouse (prison) for 28 days. Unusual, but one soldier was 
put on a charge and had to appear before me. Not very glamorous, I 

The Motor Transport Sergeant, Sergeant Green, supervises a recovery.
The Fordson 15 hundredweight is going out backwards.

The old adage, ‘pull ‘em out the way they went in’.
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remanded the case till the CO came back. At my level, I was too near 
everybody.

Now the working season was over. All we had to do was to catch up 
with the documentation and get our transport into some sort of order.
One interesting diversion from my normal life was a Court of Inquiry. I 
was appointed Chairman, although the other two Captains had longer 
service and were senior. When the unit had moved from the schloss 
to Bad Wiessee, it transpired that a 15 hundredweight Fordson truck 
had been left at the back of the schloss. No antifreeze and its radiator 
had not been drained. A foot long icicle hung out of the lead filled 
hole of last resort in the cylinder block. I saw it.

Had to do my homework thoroughly for the Court of Inquiry. My terms 
of reference were to establish who was responsible for allowing the 
truck to freeze. But, it soon became clear that the truck had been left 
at the schloss for ten days and we were very lucky it had not been 
stolen. No one would have known. It had been left, out of sight at the 
back of the schloss ready for loading, and then forgotten.

Seems odd to us now, but Army trucks didn’t have keys and locks. 
They didn’t even have keys for the ignition. The ignition was switched 
on and off with an ordinary switch on the dashboard. Trucks were 
immobilised by taking the rotor arm out of the distributor. Every time 
you left the truck, you took out the rotor arm out of the distributor and 
then popped it in your pocket.

Gossip suggested Sergeant Green, the MT Sergeant was generally 
regarded as the most likely victim of the court.  His friend, Sergeant 
Fayers, looked after the office. He volunteered to speak for the 
good character of his friend Sergeant Green – for his honesty and 
dedication to duty.

Now, I had established that Sergeant Fayers was Orderly Sergeant 
for the day before the truck was left at the schloss. After he had 
given his evidence supporting Sergeant Green, I asked him if he 
was familiar with the duties of the Orderly Sergeant. These included 
physically checking all the vehicles and their documents, at nine 
o’clock in the evening during his tour of duty.

How the atmosphere changed. We adjourned for lunch.

Five minutes before we were due to start again, Sergeants Green and 
Fayers came over to the officers’ mess. They both ‘pleaded’ guilty. 
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Said they were sorry. And asked me to present the evidence in the 
most favourable way I could.

What do you do?

Afraid, I closed the court, and sat down with my pen. I didn’t distort 
the truth, but tried to put it kindly. The report finally went to a Brigadier 
in the British zone. Eventually, the two sergeants were fined six 
pounds each – about five day’s pay.

There was another funny incident in the court. A German civilian 
lady on our domestic staff had to give evidence. She used to claim 
she was English. I asked her, as was required, if she needed an 
interpreter. She replied that she would speak in her mother tongue. 
We all suspected she’d been a collaborator. So, I told her we weren’t 
asking what her mother tongue was, we had asked if she needed an 
interpreter, and I now presumed she did not.

The inquiry was a great experience and good fun. But, I preferred 
being away with my team sleeping under the trucks.

Shortly, I would be leaving Germany. I now had time to collect my 
thoughts and observations of the German people who had brought 
ruin upon Europe and much of the civilised world. What I say is 
nothing to do with politics. I had always been too busy doing my own 
job to follow the machinations of the politicians. Had never voted 
anyway. We didn’t get the vote till we were 21.

Let me say that these are the thoughts I had at the time. It’s what I 
wrote down then as a young man experiencing the hardships of the 
time. I may have been wrong then. I am certainly wrong now. The 
Common Market has brought us all together. Another war in Europe 
is now unthinkable. We are a group of people drawn together by 
common purpose and, yes, friendship and respect. 

The first thing that struck me then about the Germans is their industry. 
They work from sunrise to sunset provided they are not softly treated.

‘A woman, a dog and a German, the more they are beaten the better 
they be’, was a saying of the time. They worship military discipline 
and resplendent uniforms. An officer to them, was someone set on a 
pedestal. He should never dirty his hands, and should be waited on 
hand and foot. The Germans have none of our more democratic or 
socialist ideas about officers. However, our Army is more disciplined 
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than the Americans, particularly as far as the Military Police are 
concerned.

It is interesting to note the difference between the British and the 
American zones of Germany. If asking directions in the American 
zone, one is treated rather like a tourist who should reply, like an 
American, in a jocular fashion, not, as I was told, and our manual puts 
it ‘in a manner of cool reserve’.

In the British zone, a German may raise his hat, address you as ‘sir’, 
give concise directions. When dismissed, may respectfully touch 
his cap again, and move on. He deserves an appropriate, friendly, 
respectful British response.

Food and the future is the country’s chief problem. At the time of 
writing, a German’s ration, is only two-thirds of a British ration and 
supplied to him in a much less edible form when he can get it. There 
is little doubt that there are people starving to death. It is said a really 
cold night may kill 500. Don’t know, but I believe it. It is not pleasant 
living in a country where such degradation exists.

He has no hope for the future. He only works for food. Money is 
without value. Yes, cigarettes are the currency. They are what will 
buy food. It wasn’t until the mark was stabilised a year later, after I’d 
left, that West Germany’s dramatic recovery started.

The Civilian Control Commission is a body that may be letting the 
country down. They can only offer their staff contracts of three or five 
years. This is little use to people of ambition. Shouldn’t have said all 
that. Didn’t know enough about what was going on.

The German anyway, is quite capable of administering himself. He is 
far more cultured than we are. The Nazi party is still in existence and 
I am not advocating we should leave Germany. But a strong Police 
force of experts backed by a few troops, could certainly safeguard 
the world from rearmament. In the end, it was the Common Market 
that brought guaranteed peace to Europe. It’s the Russians who were 
dangerous.

One of the most amazing features is the way people manage to keep 
themselves clean. A family of four will regard themselves as lucky 
if they have two rooms in which to eat, sleep, and live. They have a 
soap ration, but the stuff that they get can hardly, under any stretch 
of imagination, be called soap. But, who has seen a dirty German, let 
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alone a child. Even their clothes, although patched, are always neat 
and clean.

In the UK, things were difficult. Rationing was tight. We’d much less 
food than we had in the war. There was no civilian petrol ration. Petrol 
coupons were issued to essential users only.

Dollars were everything. Unless you could pay with dollars in 
advance, the Americans wouldn’t put anything on a boat. The war 
was over. The dollar ruled. At first, we used to draw our petrol from 
American supply points. Then we hadn’t any dollars. So, our petrol 
had to come up by rail from Austria in 44 gallon drums. This was a 
problem. Nobody had thought about getting the petrol from the drums 
into the lorries. No hand pumps. No funnels. We had to tilt the drums, 
spill the petrol into a bucket, then slowly pour it into the filler for the 
lorry’s tank.

My time in the Army was drawing to a close. The last excitement I had 
was strangely with MT (Motor Transport) again. The CO was in one 
of his amiable moods with a crowd of Americans at an officers’ club. 
A big sedan had slid off the road down a 12 foot embankment. The 
driver was full of Xmas spirit. Despite my objections, the CO insisted 
we turn out a team and get him out. When we pulled, the sedan just 
slid along at the foot of the bank. Eventually we had to put a three 
tonner in front, and one behind. We got him up. He was delighted. 
Wonder if we twisted his chassis. I had warned him of the risk.

We spent Xmas and the New Year with the Americans. I got a greater 
insight into them. They were very hospitable to us, but, amongst 
themselves, I think they pretended to despise us, but secretly had an 
admiration for us. This may sound like double Dutch. If it does, it’s 
thanks to the amount of liquor I consumed.

The American drinks, not to enjoy his drink, but to get drunk. He 
swallows doubles at one gulp and is equally happy with poor whisky. 
His women drink as much, and are the cattiest crowd of painted flesh 
that ever graced this earth. Oh dear, the brash confidence of a 21 
year old.

The people at our parties were spare Colonels. These were the 
people the CO invited.

In fairness, when I had to negotiate at their Divisional Headquarters, I 
met a completely different crowd. They were clear thinkers.
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Their staff Captains asked penetrating questions. I needed to have 
thought it all through and prepared my case properly. You’ve always 
got to be careful that the froth doesn’t hide the core. The froth with 
age and status is the worst. I fear we were meeting the duds socially. 
Dare I say that we had some middle ranking officers who were much 
the same.

I remember one morning stepping into one of the Humbers. It was 
six in the morning. I had paid my respects to everyone in the unit, 
but somehow I was still there. Then the driver slipped the car into 
gear, let the clutch up, and we were away. Like a blast of cold air, I 
suddenly came to realise what was happening. I had said goodbye 
to all my messmates. I would not visit the sergeants’ mess any more. 
None of the men would come to me with their troubles. I was also 
saying goodbye to my pay cheque.

A few nights later, with a crowd of other fellows, I stood on the 
platform of York station with my ‘demob suit’ in a cardboard box 
under my arm. Here, we worked together as a team for the last time. 
While we helped each other with our kit, someone else was away 
saving some good seats.

Aged 21, life just starting. What a wonderful experience I’d had. Didn’t 
feel that way then.

I wondered how my advert would read. They would all be the same. 
Many of them:

 Ex-Officer. A sound knowledge of administration.
 Capable of supervising men. Able to drive.

So, I reverted to the rank of farm worker, bought a second hand 
push-bike and joined the two and a half year queue for a place at 
university.
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On my way, aged 21.
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Afterword

A few weeks after I’d left the Army, I got a letter from the Taxman. He 
said he’d overcharged me and enclosed a cheque for £30.

Wizard.

Sadly, he wrote again about six weeks later. He said he was sorry, 
he’d made a mistake. Would I return the money.

I felt bad anyway. This made me worse. But my spirited mother said, 
‘you won’t let them get away with that’. This restored my confidence.

Thus, the next day I replied. ‘I was sorry, but I had drunk the £30’ 
– sadly true. Like many other ex-servicemen, I had a thirst that would 
now be attributed to post-traumatic stress syndrome.

Out of work, and now only ever likely to be a student, I didn’t know 
what to do. I couldn’t repay the money. The Taxman replied with 
sympathy. His words reflected thought and even kindness. Then, for 
his last paragraph, he stepped back into officialese. Now, obviously 
following the official phraseology, he said I would have to pay back 
the money later when I was earning.

He was a gentleman.

A kindness expressed from an unexpected quarter. Lovely.
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Service history

1944 7th Dec 58 Primary Training Wing, Ranby Barracks,
   Retford.

1945 14th Jan 29th Training Battalion, North Frith
   Barracks, Aldershot.

 27th May 148 Pre-OCTU, Wrotham, Kent.

 17th Aug 163 OCTU, Morecambe and Alton Towers.

 28th Dec 8 Infantry Training Centre, Perth.

1946 15th Feb Leave UK for Middle East.

 27th Feb Transit camp, and riot duties, Cairo.

 18th Mar 25 Graves Concentration Unit, Tobruk.

 25th Mar 28/29 Graves Registration Unit, Benghazi.

 9th Sep HT Empire Arquebus, Mediterranean.

 18th Oct Military Forwarding Officer, Cairo District.

1947 12th Mar Leave Cairo for UK.

 22nd Mar Disembarked Dover.

 24th May Joined Graves Service in Germany.    
   Promoted Captain.

1948 10th Jan Started demob leave.

 26th Mar Demob leave ended. A civilian again.
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Lieutenant Colonel Keyes VC

John Young wrote an article about Colonel Keyes, published in The 
Times in March 1995.

As I recall events, the 24 year old Colonel Keyes and a small party of 
Scottish commandos, landed from a submarine behind the German 
lines in November 1941.

They worked their way inland in a daring attempt to catch Rommel 
in his Headquarters in Libya on the eve of the battle of El Alamein. 
But Rommel wasn’t there. It was his birthday, and he was away 
celebrating. Intelligence slip up?

Colonel Keyes was killed in the attack on the enemy Headquarters.

John Young reminds us that Rommel had the bodies of the four 
Germans killed and Colonel Keyes’ body laid beside each other 
before the altar of the local church.

Rommel ordered that the five should be buried side by side, with full 
military honours.

A letter I sent to the Editor of The Times, dated 28th  March 1995:

Dear Sir,

Lieutenant Colonel Keyes VC

John Young’s article on Monday reminds us that Rommel had the 
bodies of the four Germans who had been killed at his HQ and 
Colonel Keyes laid together before the altar of the local church.

The five were then buried together as a group side by side in similar 
graves at Bedda Littoria.

By 1946, Colonel Keyes’ body had been exhumed and re-buried in 
Benghazi Military Cemetery.

A shrine and memorial to the chivalry of the desert war had been 
disturbed.



145

Appendix ii

Are the four Germans still at Bedda Littoria? Is Colonel Keyes still in 
Benghazi?

It may be difficult to maintain the high standard of care established 
by the Imperial War Graves Commission in countries where our 
relationship has changed.

Re-assurance about the condition of our cemeteries in Libya would 
be welcome, as would knowledge of the four German graves.

 Yours Sincerely

 (D.L. Torrance)

Then, 28/29 Graves Registration Unit, Benghazi.

This letter was never printed.

The last two paragraphs stemmed from a curiosity about access 
after our changed relationship with Libya, following the Lockerbie 
tragedy. On Wednesday 21st December 1988, a Pan Am Jumbo Jet 
was blown up by alleged Libyan terrorists over Lockerbie, killing 270 
people – passengers, crew and 11 Lockerbie residents.

As a result of the soured international relationships, I believe visits 
by relatives to our cemeteries were so restricted as to be rare. At that 
time we hadn’t even Diplomatic representation in Libya.

Now, the position is completely changed. I believe access is good. I 
understand there are now regular visits to our cemeteries. 

But is anyone looking after the graves of the four Germans?
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Finding our way

When I reported to the German Graves Headquarters in Bielefeld, I 
was given a map.

Printed in 1945 by ‘Michelin’ in France, it’s all I ever had to guide me 
in Germany. It doesn’t even show the interzonal boundaries. The 
British zone was in the north, American in the south, French in the 
west, and Russian to the east.

The boundaries were very real, some crossings with check points. 
As well as our military identity cards, we had to carry a very flashy 
piece of paper with the Union Jack and the Stars and Stripes printed 
in colour. This was our interzonal pass between American and British 
zones. I only once strayed into the French zone. If I’d been caught, I 
suppose I’d have been questioned and sent back.

I always feared we’d blunder our way into the Russian zone. At that 
time, return tickets weren’t guaranteed. It is difficult to believe the 
hostility that had overtaken our former ally. It affected everybody. 
Everybody wanted to get away from them. There wasn’t a spare 
room in the American zone. Every available room was occupied by 
fluchtlinge – refugees, I think seven million of them.

The photo opposite is of Duncan’s original Michelin map. 
The maps on pages 148-149, have been re-drawn from 
the original.

And don’t forget, the scale of the original map was 16 
miles to the inch. But that was our only guide. No wonder 
he got lost a time or two.
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Map above shows Neckargemund, south east of Heidelberg and 
Mannheim. Our Headquarters were at Neckargemund when I first 
joined the unit.

Map on opposite page shows Kelheim, on the River Danube, south 
west of Regensburg. I spent some time stationed there with the 
RAF Missing Research and Enquiries Unit. It also picks up Lake 
Tegernsee, south of Munich. Bad Wiessee, beside the lake, was our 
last HQ. The cemetery was near Bad Tolz.
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Index

A
Abbeystead, battle camp  31-33
Advance party, schloss  123
Aldershot, North Frith Barracks  4, 7-12
 Photo, 2 Platoon ‘B’ Company  11
Alexandria  58, 63, 85, 104-105
Alton Towers, OCTU  33, 35-44
 Fatigue party, loading lorries and train  33
 Night exercise  42
 Spanish civil war cadet  44
 Uttoxeter, exercise  43
 Photo, 13 Platoon, ‘B’ Company  37
 Photo, a shiny new pip  47
Americans  23, 55, 81, 84, 119, 123-124, 128, 133, 138-139
American diesel electric trains  84-85
American Military Police  122, 129-130, 138
Aptitude tests  1
Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders  44-45 see also Perth
 Tel Aviv  62

B
Badoglio, General  75
Bad Tolz  123-124, 127, 131, 148-149
Bad Wiessee  126, 132, 134-136, 148-149
 Photo, workshops  132
Bank strongroom  100-101
Barce  63-64, 72
Bartholomew Atlas  53
Beda Littoria  63, 73, 144-145
Benghazi  12, 62-66, 68, 70, 72-74, 76-77, 79, 82, 144-145
 Photo, Civil Cemetry, in doorway of Sepulchre  69
 Photo, Civil Cemetry, with Lance Corporal Mannering  68
 Photo, Civil Cemetry, with Tom Bowles  82
 Photo, group on roof of officers’ mess  65
 Photo, view from roof of officers’ mess  67
Benina air strip  82
Berchtesgaden  121, 149
Bicycle  29, 32-33
Bielefeld  117, 146
Bivvies  20-21, 26, 45
Blanket, labels  9
Blitz course  9, 25, 27, 31
Bowles, Tom, Captain  81-83
 Photo  82
Bren gun  20-21, 27, 36
Bumper, polishing floor  9
‘Bury me out in the desert’, song  12

C
Cairo  58-61, 63, 85, 87, 96, 98, 103-104, 107, 110, 115
 Photo, flat, Khalil  101
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 Photo, flat, with Paddy O’Ryan  100
 Riots  58-59, 103
Calais  112
Cape Douglass  96
Captain, promotion  107 117
Capuzzo, Fort  61, 63, 84
Carlisle  53-54
Carter, Captain  81
Central heating, breakdown  122
Christmas  2, 45, 105-106, 139
Clefty wallah  59, 85
Colorado Springs Victory  96
Colossus, French aircraft carrier  90
Commanding Officer, delegated powers of  135
Common Market  137-138
Commonwealth War Graves Commission  111
Control Commission  130, 138
Crete  92
Cuxhaven  116
Cycle see bicycle
Czechoslovakia  133

D
Demob  81, 140
Derna  62-69
Desert railway, Tobruk to Simila  72, 83-85
Deutsch Reichspost, lorry  122
Dieppe  55
Displaced persons  132
Distributor  100, 136
Dollars  84, 115, 130, 139
Donata Castle, troopship  88
Dover  112
Dumfries railway station  53
Dunkirk  119

E
Edinburgh Castle  115-116
Education Corps  8, 64
El Adem, Tobruk’s air strip  83
El Charruba  71-72, 74
Empire Arquebus, troopship  87, 96, 116
 Photo  87
Empire Battleaxe, troopship  57, 110
 Photo, on board  90
 Photo, the sea from  91
Empire Heywood, immigrant ship  97, 133
Empire Lance, troopship  116
Empire Rival, immigrant ship  97

F
Fifty First Highland Division  119
Firing range  9-10, 20, 51-52, 69
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Flat, Photos see Cairo, Photos
Fort Capuzzo see Capuzzo, Fort
Frankfurt  118, 123, 148

G
Gazelle  75-76
German civilians  138-139
Germany, map see maps, Germany
Giovanni Berta  72-74, 79
Gravesend railway station  27
Green Howards, Sergeant  28
 Photo  11
Green, Sergeant  136
 Photo  135
Gub Gub see Giovanni Berta
Gypo, monkey
 Photo  106
 Photo with Driver Harvey  107

H
Hamburg  127
Hand infection see septic hand
Hanover  118, 123, 127
Harley Davidson motor-cycle  129-130
Harwich  130
Heat exhaustion  71
Heidelberg  118, 127, 131, 134, 148
Highland Light Infantry 
 Draft  53-58
 Guards Officers  56
 Troop train journey  55-56
Hiroshima  23
Home  2-4, 8, 44, 53, 64, 112-113, 115, 130
Home Guard  1-2, 23, 41, 44, 52-53
 Photo  5
Hore-Belisha, War Minister  7
Horse shoe  16
Hull  116

I
Illegal immigrants  82, 97, 133
Immobilising vehicles  100, 136
Imperial War Graves Commission  110, 145
Income Tax  142

J
Jedda  92, 96
Jewish detainee camp, possible posting  82
Jones, Sergeant  7
 Photo  11

K
Kassel  120
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Keyes VC, Colonel  73, 111
Khalil, Photo  101
Khamsin  70-71
King David Hotel, Jerusalem  98
Kipling  24
Knee, twisted  17, 19
‘Known only to God’  120

L
Landing craft, Port Said, Photo  88
Langholm  53-54
 Draft number, RPQOM  54
Letters, writing for others  4
Linton, Driver  109
‘Little fly upon the wall’  13
Lost kit  116
Lost Property Centre  99

M
Mail, missing  64
Major General Administration  107
Malta  88-89
Manchesters, Corporal  13
Mannering, Lance Corporal  74, 79
 Jerrycan fire see petrol can fire
 Photo  68
Maps,
 Germany  147-149
 Western Desert  63
Marchmont, Johnnie, Captain  99
Meddings, Captain  30, 44
 Photo  37
Mekili  63-65
MI5  132-133
Military Forwarding Officer, Cairo  98-109
 Photo, Depot and trucks  103
 Photo, railway siding  104
Minefields  68-69, 83
Missing Research and Enquiries Service, RAF  118, 120-121
 Photos  119
Monkey see Gypo
Morecambe  29-33
Mother  3, 44
 Photo  117
Motor-cycles, driver training  24
Mount Etna  92
Mummified bodies  65
Munich  124, 127, 148-149
Murisson, Major General  107

N
NAAFI, brawl  69
Nagasaki  23
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Neckargemund  118, 134, 148
Newhaven  54
Nissen huts  3, 15, 23
‘No bad men’, saying  125
Nottingham High School  133
 Photo, Prize Giving – Guard of Honour  5
Nuremberg  121, 124, 127, 149

O
Obstacle course  8-9, 15-17, 31
OCTU
 Alton Towers  33, 35-44
 Indian  23
 Irish cadet  30
 Lake District, cycle ride  29, 32-33
 Loyals cadet  30
 Morecambe  29
 Morecambe, passing out parade  31
 Reconnaissance Corps, cadets  30
 South Wales Borders cadet  30
 Sten gun accident  32
 Wales, map reading exercise  
 Welsh Guards cadet  30
 Photo, 13 Platoon ‘B’ Company  37
 Photo, a shiny new pip  47
Orontes, troopship  101-102
O’Ryan, Paddy, Captain  87, 90, 99
 Photo  100

P
Palmer, Captain, Photo  20
Pathfinder crews  121
Perth  45-46, 51, 53
 Officers’ mess  45
 City Hall  45-46, 51-52
 Croft, exercise  48-51
 Embarkation leave  51
 Infantry Training Centre  45, 53
 Sten gun range  51-52
Petrol can fire  74
Pilgrims Way, escarpment  25
Polishing floor see bumper, polishing floor
Port Said  58, 87, 89, 92, 94-95, 97-98, 100-101, 103, 107, 109, 133
Pre-OCTU  23-27
Provisional estimate of Far East casualties  23, 28
Psychiatrist  16

R
RAMC  19, 92
Ranby Barracks  1, 6, 44
Ras el Hilal  67
RAVC Museum, father’s walking stick  50
Rhayader, battle camp  35-41
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 Night exercise  36
 Plane crash exercise  36, 38-41
Red Cap, draft  116
Regensburg  118, 148-149
Regimental silver  100-102
Retford  1-2
Reynolds, C.L. Headmaster, Photo  5
Rifle Brigade cap badge  44
Riots see Cairo, riots
Rotor arm  100, 136
Rotterdam  130

S
Saal  118-119, 121, 149
Schloss  123, 126, 131, 136
School of Hygiene  12
Septic hand  19, 49 
Sherwood Foresters cap badge  44
Shotts, Lanarkshire, visit  53
Simila  85
Small arms examiner  23
Small Arms School, Catterick  23, 52
SSAFA  104
Sten gun  27, 32, 51
Stirling Castle  113
Strait of Messina  58, 92, 95
Stromboli  95
 Photo  98
Stub axle breakdown  128-129
Suez  63, 85, 96, 101-103, 109
Sykes, Sir Frederick, Photo  5

T
Tedder Club  59-60
Tegernsee  132, 148-149
Tel Aviv  62
Telefunken wireless  133
Theft of blankets, from graves  66
Thorpe, L.G.  133
Tobruk  61-63, 82-85
Tocra Pass  64, 72
Tortoises  72
Toulon  55-56, 58, 89-90, 92-93, 95, 111
Trucks, driver training  24

U
Uttoxeter  33, 43

V
Verey light  36
Veterinary  16, 19
VE day  19, 28
Viney, Regimental Sergeant Major  89, 91-92
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VJ day  28
Vote  137

W
Wadi el Kuf  62, 64
Ward, Sergeant  125-126
War Office Selection Board  7-8, 15-19, 23, 44
Wehrmacht  111
Wellington bomber  71, 74, 78
Welsh language  35
Western Desert map see maps, Western Desert
Williams  19
Windermere  32-33
Woking railway station  7
Wrotham, Kent  23-27
WVS canteen  6

X
Xmas see Christmas

Z
‘Z’ craft see landing craft
Zinc sealed coffin  66
Zionist terrorists  132
Zonal boundaries  118, 146
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This is a remarkably different and individual kind of memoir of Army 
life between 1944 and 1948. It is different, because, as Duncan says 
in the book:

‘Much of it was typed in Benghazi (occupied Libya) on an old Italian 
Olivetti mechanical typewriter that was in the care of the CEP (the 
Custodian of Enemy Property).’

Duncan’s book provides a unique voice. You are alongside him, 
really living the life of the raw recruit in the aftermath of the Second 
World War. You feel the knocks and hardships of every ‘scheme’ 
(training exercise). You travel with him from his school in Nottingham 
through barracks training, officer training and selection. And then 
onto the rigours of travel in a troopship to the Middle East, serving 
principally in Libya and Egypt.

Suddenly, you are enveloped in the strange worlds of the desert, 
Bedouins, buckshees, the black market, the work of the Graves 
Commission, and the seemingly never-ending breakdowns, shortages 
of supplies, comradeship and the realities and humour of the British 
forces’ life overseas. Duncan then takes us to Germany and the Allies’ 
four war zones in that occupied country. More work – exhumations of 
bodies – very hands-on it is too – and building war cemeteries. 

Duncan, from being an 18 year old raw recruit has become an officer. 
A man of wisdom, compassion and wit. A captain, and then, at just 
21, a civilian once more.

This is a real tale of army life. Dive in and enjoy!

Left: Duncan, 19 
and proud to be an 
officer

Right: Sixty years 
later, the author 
shares an adventure 
with grandson, 
Harry
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