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One Man's War
- in the RAF from September 1939 to

April 1946

This book is the story of a country boy from west Somerset
who  joined  the  RAF  as  soon  as  war  was  declared  in
September 1939, when he was 18 and an apprentice motor
mechanic.  Within  months  he  was  driving  big  lorries  and
cranes in the Battle of Britain,  recovering crashed planes.
He went on to the North African Western Desert,  Egypt,
Libya,  Tunis  and El  Alamein.  From  there  to  Italy:  Naples,
Monte Cassino, invasion of Sicily. Then Corsica followed by
France, landing near St Tropez in the D-Day of the South.
Finally after four years abroad, back to the UK, a wedding
and release from the RAF. Along the way he was blown up,
bombed, burnt, and ill.

He was not one of the commanders,  or the shooting and
bombing  action  heroes.  He  was  responsible  for  the
transport  that  contributed  to  everything  else  being
possible.  He tells  of  the  problems  in  organising  vehicles,
keeping  them  on  the  road,  repairing,  bodging,
cannibalising, improvising and inventing. 

This is the not often heard voice of an ordinary young bloke
going through  a  terrible  time,  and doing  what  he  could.
That surely makes him a hero too.
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Summary
Prologue

Which explains how and why these memoirs came to be written:
in  hospital  many  years  later  the  author  starts  to  relive  his
experiences....

Joining the RAF
September 9, 1939 He is 18. War is declared, and he joins the RAF.
As an apprentice motor  mechanic,  he is  allocated to transport.
First, there is basic training...

Battle of Britain
January 1940 to December 1940 On active service, driving huge
lorries  and mobile  cranes,  recovering  crashed  planes.  The first
horrors  of  war,  transport  issues,  and  breakdown  problems  in
South Wales.

North Africa and the Western Desert
January 1941 to August 1942 First time abroad, Cairo not much like
Roadwater, Somerset. On into the WesternDesert, war not going
well.  Injured  by  a  booby  trap,  badly  burned  in  an  accident,
bombed, a couple of promotions, and problems with an officer
and the censor. Then retreat and withdrawal.

El Alamein Campaign
August 1942 to July 1943 In the desert, arrival of Montgomery, the
change of fortune with the war, being bombed, another injury,
camping  out,  in  Libya  and  Tunisia,  Tripoli,  Tobruk,  Sfax,  plane
problems and the usual technical problems.

Invasion of Sicily
July to September 1943 Landing on the beaches, pimps, lack of
planes, crashed Spitfire

Invasion of Italy
September 1943 to April 1944 Landing at Reggia, landmine death
of a child,  saved from posting to the Far East,  disorganisation,
problems  with  lorries  –  not  enough  vehicles,  too  many  types,
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engines  burning out,  and an arrogant  US major  On  to  Naples,
conned  over  underwear,  more  problems  with  Americans,
attacked  by  planes  and  injured  again,  at  Monte  Cassino  then
leave and Vesuvius erupting.

Invasion of Corsica
April  to August 1944 Under air attack again, shortage of lorries
again, stress telling, hard work and long hours.  Officer problem,
technical solutions, innovative stuff, more attacks, issues with the
Americans, unarmed combat training, and off again.

Invasion of France
August  14,  1944  to  November  1944  D-Day  of  the  South,  bad
landing, air attack, meeting the Resistance, a bit of leave, more
problems with Americans, leaving party in Naples and home soon
after four years abroad.

Return to the UK
December  1944  Old  uniforms  and  new  kit,  adjusting  to  the
changed  UK,  start  of  leve,  going  home,  reunions,  five  days  to
organise a wedding, a honeymoon and a new posting.

Hinton-in-the-Hedges
Campaign  medals,  more  work,  promotion,  a  scam  detected,
Victory in Europe, becoming a father, and released at last.

About the author
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Preface
This  is  a  Record  of  the  Author’s  experiences  during  World  War  2,  and
although some of the details are trivial,  they describe the feelings of many
men in the Services during those very difficult times.

I have deliberately left out the atrocities inflicted by the enemy on occasions
in  the  Middle  East  and  also  the  harsh  sentences  carried  out  by  our  own
disciplinarians on our own Servicemen, because I wanted this to be my own
personal record of events.

I dedicate this record to my late wife Eileen, without whose love, support and
letters, my life would have been much more difficult during my four years of
Overseas Service

J.H.Nethercott.
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Prologue
Which explains why and how these memoirs came to be 
written: in hospital many years later he begins to relive his 
experiences in his sleep...

September 1985
Recovery Ward,
South Wales Orthopaedic Hospital

“……………….and  this  one thinks  that  he is  fighting  World  War  2  on his
own…………….”

The Sister’s  voice faded away as she described  the condition of  the other
patients to the male Staff Nurse who had just come on duty.

The air was heavy with the anaesthetic and I was trying to realise where I was.
A  large  heated  food  trolley  was  being  wheeled  along  the  corridor  to  the
Wards,  and one of  the wheels  had worn a “flat”  on the tyre,  causing the
trolley  to  lurch  when  the  flat  hit  the  floor;  “Brump………
Brump……..Brump…. followed by “rat,tat,tat…….rat,tat,tat….rat.tat,tat…”
of the stainless steel plates inside…………..Then I remembered.

January 1944
Monte Cassino, Italy
My name is Flight Sergeant Joe Nethercott, and I am in charge of the repairs
and  servicing  of  the  vehicles  on  a  large  Mobile  Stores  Unit  in  the  R.A.F.
supporting the Squadrons in that theatre of the War.  At that time it was not
possible to advance due to the natural defences of Monte Cassino and also
the terrible weather conditions.

With Sardinia and Corsica in enemy hands, it was not possible to invade North
of  Monte  Cassino  and  because  Italy  was  divided  from  East  to  West  by  a
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massive Range of Mountains, from Monte Cassino to the Adriatic, and it was
not possible to out-flank the enemy.  In order to make a sea-borne landing, it
was essential  that an invasion of Sardinia and Corsica should take place, in
order to obtain air superiority.

All  units  had  prepared  an  advance  task  force,  and  because  some  of  our
airmen were new to active service, our Commanding Officer decided to send
our invasion unit to a site four kilometres from the front line, situated on the
top of a fir forest, where this unit could supply the squadrons and leave our
main unit as a supply depot.  In this way, we were sure that we were fully
operational  before  landing  on  the  beachhead.  Any  discrepancies  could  be
rectified beforehand.

Our main unit was situated on the plain about twenty kilometres south of our
proposed new site together with about ten fighter squadrons, several fighter-
bombers and reconnaissance squadrons. and during the fourteen days before
our move we had all been subjected to air raids during the nights and strafing
during  the day.   Even  when  we were  not  the  target,  all  units  were  close
together and little sleep was available during this period… For twenty-four
hours before we moved to our new site, we were subjected to torrential rain
and everywhere was like a quagmire.  We left for our new site two hours late
and when we arrived at the entrance, we found that the road was under two
feet of water due to the drainage ditch being blocked with rubbish from the
previous tenants, the Wehrmacht. 

The site was at the top of the mountain and the road was the thirty-metre
wide firebreak and none of our normal lorries could pass through.   We had
two high chassis lorries, one a Thorneycroft four wheel drive, and an A.E.C six
wheel drive Oxygen producer, so the six wheeler was used to tow the lorries
through the water and then return to the entrance for the next lorry.  The
four-wheeler would then tow the disabled lorry to its  proper location.  This
procedure was repeated until all the lorries were in position.  After about six
journeys, the driver did not need to steer his lorry, two deep trenches had
formed and it  was like a railway track,  about two feet  wide and one foot
deep.  With all of the lorries in position, we all changed into dry uniforms and
three other Sergeants and myself, made our way to the Sergeants Mess tent,
which  meant  crossing  the  muddy  Firebreak.  We  had  just  started  to  cross
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when we heard the sound of several aircraft engines and looking out towards
Monte Cassino we saw eight fighters in line abreast at low level.  

The American Air Force were sending eight Mustangs in line abreast to the
Observation posts at Cassino, dropping two one thousand pound bombs and
returning as quickly as possible.  We all said,” They are Mustangs” and carried
on  until  the  engine  note  changed,  and  looking  up,  I  saw  that  they  were
making a complete turn and coming in line astern.  It was then that I saw the
black crosses on the underside of the wings.  I shouted out, “Paddy, hit the
deck” and we all dived into the trenches made by the A.E.C.  As soon as I was
in  the  trench,  I  said   “They  are  not  Mustangs,  they  are  bloody  109’s”.  I
struggled to get my steel helmet off my respirator and stuck it on to the back
of my head as the first of the Messerschmidt 109’s came in, firing his 20mm
cannon  and  his  machine  guns.   “Brump…Brump…Brump……..  and  then
rat,tat,tat,   …rat,tat,tat……rat,tat,tat….”

As each plane swept down, they seemed to be getting nearer and nearer, and
as the eighth plane passed, I saw that they were in position to come in again.
One…two…three…four… “Jesus!  That was bloody close”, and the sound of
the cannon shell exploding nearby was deafening and I felt a hefty blow to
the back of my steel helmet, and then oblivion.

September 1985
Recovery Ward,  
South Wales Orthopaedic Hospital.
My face was being slapped and a male voice was saying “ Come on , wake up.
You have had your operation and everything is alright.”  More slaps and I try
to lift my right hand to stave off the slaps but somehow it wouldn’t move.  I
opened  my eyes  but  everything  was  blurred,  so I  put  my left  hand to my
forehead and felt the bandage.  I said,  “What’s happened to my eyes?”.  (I
have always  had  a  fear  of  being  blind),  The Nurse  said  “There  is  nothing
wrong with your eyes, the bandage is on your hand”.    

I said,  ”Well, I can’t see anything, anyway.”

“It’s probably because you are not wearing your glasses”

“I  don’t  wear  glasses,  I’ve  got  twenty-twenty  vision  and  I  only  wear  sun
glasses.”
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The nurse took the clip board from the end of the bed and I asked,  “ Why am
I unable to move my right hand.  Is it in plaster?”.

“No”  he  replied  “you  were  moving  your  hands  about  so  much  that  you
removed the tube from your drip twice and you were squirting blood all over
the  place,  so  we bandaged  your  arm  to  the  bed  to  prevent  it  happening
again.”

Looking at the clip board, the nurse said  “What is your name?”

“902425, Flight Sergeant Nethercott.”

“And where do you live?”

“I live at the camp”

“ Yes, but where, and what is your Squadron?”

Alarm bells  started  to  ring  and I  was beginning to  think  that  perhaps  the
enemy had counter-attacked and that this hospital was not British.  I replied “
That is Classified Material, and I am not allowed to give out this information”

“But how can we tell  anyone what has happened to you and how you are
progressing?” he asked.

“My Adjutant will contact you and give you all the information you require.”

The Nurse studied the clipboard again so I decided to bluff.

“Entschuldigen Sie bitte.  Wo ist die Toiletten?”

(Excuse me please. Where is the toilet?)

“Um die Ecke, links und……….hey , why are you speaking German?”

“Because I thought you may be German” I replied, “ but why did you reply in
German?”

He laughed.” Because I am going to University next year to read languages
and German will be my second language.  Look!  The Surgeon has just come in
and I must see him.  Don’t go away”.
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I smiled to myself.  My left leg felt as if it had been kicked by a mule, my left
hand was bandaged like a leg of lamb, my right hand was bandaged to the
bed and I could not see, and he said,” Don’t go away”!

The nurse returned after a couple of minutes and told me that the Surgeon
had said that because I had two operations and a lot of anaesthetic, I should
be given some oxygen to clear  my head and then I should be able to see
alright.  The mask was fitted and the gentle hiss of the oxygen began to clear
my head, and I dropped off into a fitful sleep.

The next thing I remember was being lifted on to my bed in the ward.  I felt
the previously prepared blankets being unfolded and being draped over me
and  a  female  voice  saying  “Wake  up,  you  have  had  your  operations  and
everything is  alright”.   This  was followed  by  more slaps  to  the face  and I
finally opened my eyes.  Everything was blurred so I said, “Would you please
pass my glasses from the top of my locker, nurse?”.  As soon as my glasses
were fitted, the room came into focus and I could see that the curtains were
drawn, around my bed and a young blond Staff Nurse was by my right hand
side and a redhead S.R.N. on my left.  The Staff nurse said, “We are going to
take all  of  your ‘Obs’  (Blood pressure,  temperature,  pulse and respiration)
and we shall be doing it every two hours until tomorrow morning.  First of all,
we had better get you out of this operation gown and into your pyjamas.  

I was raised into a sitting position and the gown was removed from my left
arm and then it was threaded through the sleeve to the drip on the stand.  My
pyjama  jacket  was  fitted  in  the  reverse  order.   When  the  nurse  saw  the
massive bandage on my left leg, she said,” we shall  never get his pyjamas
over this bandage, have you got any shorts?” I said that I only had ‘Y’ fronts
so she said they would have to do. The bottom of the blankets were folded to
decency level and they started to fit the ‘Y’ fronts. I told the Staff nurse that I
was not shy and that they would have difficulties trying to pull them up under
the blankets.  She said, “ You may not be shy, but we are”.  I am sure that the
groping and manoeuvring that went on under the blanket was a little more
than professional.  The ‘Obs’ were taken, blood pressure, 170 over 110, pulse
65, temperature normal,  and respiration normal.

“ Do you suffer from high blood pressure?” asked the Staff nurse.

“Only when it’s taken by blond Staff nurses.”
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“We have got a right one here nurse” the Staff nurse said “Thank God that he
has both hands taken care of, otherwise we would have no peace at all”.  

The blankets were tidied and the curtains taken away and I settled down once
more to sleep.    

Two hours later, I was awakened and the ‘Obs’ were taken again and as the
nurses departed, two Doctors came in to see me.

“Good afternoon Mr Nethercott, how are you feeling now?”.

“Not too bad thanks Doctor,  but my leg feels as if it has been kicked by a
mule, my hand is throbbing, but I suppose that it is to be expected”

“Well,  you  have  had  a  finger  amputated,  and  you  have  had  the  cartilage
removed  from  your  knee,  it  is  bound  to  be  painful  and  I  will  give  you
something for the pain.  I am Dr Lewis and I am the Resident in charge of this
wing,  and  my colleague  is  Dr  Read  who is  the  Hospital  Psychiatrist.   The
reason we are both here is that you caused us some concern in the recovery
ward, before you came back to this ward.  I was surprised because I had no
recollection of being in the recovery ward after leaving the operating theatre.
“I hope that I did not swear too much and that I was not rude to any of the
staff. How did I cause you concern?”

Dr Davis looked at his case notes and said, “ Sister Davies thought you were
fighting World War 2 on your own”

I interrupted and said, “ There were times when I thought that I was.”

“Yes.  It appeared that you were in some sort of danger and that you were
concerned about other people as well.  You were throwing your arms about,
so much so that the nurses had to bandage your arm to the bed in order to
prevent  your  drip  from  being  disconnected.   Then  you  said  they  are  not
horses,  three one and nines,  that  was bloody  close,  etc.  etc.   You settled
down and when the Charge nurse came around and asked for your name, you
gave him a Military number, rank and name, but you refused to give him your
address because it was classified. You also thought that he was German and
you also spoke to him in German.  It was then that you were given oxygen and
returned to the ward.  Any ideas?”
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“It  sounds very  much like one of my favourite nightmares,  and it  was not
horses, it was Mustangs”

“But mustangs are horses” said Dr Read.

“I know, but these Mustangs are American P51 Fighter  aircraft,  and at the
time, the fastest fighter aircraft around, and it was not three one and nines,
but they are 109’s,  Messerschmidt 109’s.”

Dr Read spoke again.  “You said that it was one of your favourite nightmares.
Do you often have these nightmares?”

I replied, “To understand this, you must realise that I was one of the idiots
who volunteered for the R.A.F. during the first week of the war, and I was in
uniform on September the 9th 1939.  During 1940, I was stationed at Horsham
in  Sussex,  working  in  an  aircraft  Salvage  Unit  covering  the  South  East  of
England during the Battle of Britain.  Our unit dismantled and removed every
crashed plane and the repairable ones were taken back to the factory, and
the others  dismantled completely  back at base.   Many of the aerodromes
were badly bombed during this period, and planes were never crashed near a
shelter, which meant the only shelter we had was beside or under our lorries.
I was sent on ‘Operational Rest’ on 2 occasions to have a respite from the
continual bombing. Being a driver/operator on a large mobile crane, I had to
stay until all the planes were loaded on to the’Artic’s’.

I  was  posted  to  the Middle  East  in  November  1940 and  I  joined a  mobile
aircraft stores unit on the Western Desert on January 1941 and advanced with
General  Wavell  right through to Benghazi  and Agheila.   We were based at
Tobruk and 2 of my colleagues and I were the last to leave after the Afrika
Korps pushed the British Forces back to their starting place. I later joined the
largest  unit  in  the  Middle  East  where  9  fighters  and  5  bombers  were
assembled every  day of the week.  They came from America  in  Crates  and
were  rebuilt  and  tested.  Unfortunately,  we lost  5  fighters  and  3  bombers
every day through enemy action.

I joined a reconnaissance squadron just before the Alemein campaign.  This
squadron used Baltimore medium Bombers, fitted with a large fuel tank in the
bomb bay, and three cameras.  They flew at 25,000 feet and were away for 4-
5hours. My job at that time was as Sergeant Mechanical Transport fitter and
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my vehicles had to be kept serviceable to move at 2 hours notice.  We were
sited about 5 to 20 miles from the front line all through the campaign.

It was my job to prepare the vehicles for the invasion of Sicily arriving on “D”
day plus 2, later to invade Italy at Reggio on “D” Day plus 2 and advance to
Foggia.   Because  my  squadron  was  disbanded,  I  was  posted  to  a  Mobile
stores unit at Bari and once again travelled back to Foggia and then to Naples.
From Naples we moved to a site about just over 20 miles from Cassino and
this where this particular nightmare originated.  During the whole of this time,
I  was  being  strafed  on  the  roads  and  at  the  camp,  frequently  we  were
bombed and in the end, some of us became a little ‘Bomb happy’

“Bomb Happy, What is that?” asked Dr Read.

“It is very similar to ‘Shell Shock’ in the 1st World War You get so used to it that
you get out of your slit trench and either you fire your rifle at them, or throw
stones at them. The only thing is that when you hear any unusual sound or an
aircraft approaching you are liable to think that it is the real thing and dive for
cover.  Sometimes my nightmares take the form of the raids in the Battle of
Britain, sometimes the bombings at El Adem aerodrome.  At the time they are
very real and I caused some concern to the other men sharing my tent, so
they  reported  it  to  the  Medical  Officer,  who  arranged  for  me  to  see  the
Psychiatrist in Corsica.  After a long discussion, we agreed that they were not
hallucinations  and  provided  that  they  did  not  cause  me any  problems,  no
further action would be taken. Since then, I was on the invasion of Southern
France, landing on “D” Day plus One..

During  the  peacetime  years,  these  nightmares  have  frequently  occurred,
usually when I had been stressed or worried, and until a few years ago, my
wife  was  a  very  sound  sleeper  and  was  unaware  that  anything  occurred.
However, after being taken seriously ill with heart trouble and several major
operations,  finally  having  a  Mitral  Valve  replaced,  she  is  now a  very  light
sleeper.  She became very concerned and at times tried to wake me up during
these ‘dreams’.  Unfortunately it had the reverse effect and now I am allowed
to  go  through  them  without  interruption.   Knowing  that  I  have  already
survived the trauma, it doesn’t worry me any more.”

Dr Read read through his  notes once more and said,  “It looks to me that
when the recovery staff   tried to wake you up, your sub-conscious was in a
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form of ‘time warp’, and you really thought you were back in that period of
the war when  you were speaking to him.  I have 2 other patients with similar
problems,  but  they  are  worrying  themselves  sick,  thinking  they  are  losing
their sanity.  I may be able to re-assure them now, because it is over 40 years
since these events took place and yet you still have recall.  Perhaps you would
be good enough to write all  of  this  down, from the time you entered the
Services, and your own feelings at the time.  You will probably find that this
will release the ‘demons’ causing these nightmares.  I will discuss this with my
colleagues and who knows, it may help someone else”.

I said that I would start it as soon as my drip was removed, but it may take a
bit of time.  Remember, Servicemen’s reminiscences are like fishermen’s tales,
they exaggerate with the telling.

Dr Lewis who had been silent during this discourse said, “ I think you can rest
peacefully  now,  our  concern  no longer  applies.”   With  that,  he pulled  the
curtains back and the two doctors left, just in time for my tea.
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Entry into the RAF
War is declared, and he immediately join the RAF. Then there
is basic training...

September 9, 1939
My  war  started  during  the  summer  of  1939,  when  I  had  finished  my
apprenticeship  as  a  Motor  Mechanic  and I  was  serving my final  year  as  a
Journeyman in a West  Country  seaside town.  I  was working from 8.30am
until 10.30pm on 3 days per week and on 2 of the 3 shifts on Sunday because
of the lack of seasonal staff during the very short summer season.

Several of my friends in the Motor Trade had become dissatisfied with these
conditions  and  had  joined  the  R.A.F.  as  regular  airmen,  and  during  the
summer, always appeared to be home on leave, and boasting about the very
good times they were having at the Taxpayers expense.  It was then that I
decided that I would join them when I was fully qualified.

My  girlfriend,  Eileen,  who  was  also  working  in  the  garage  as
Cashier/bookkeeper,  accepted  my invitation  to  visit  the  Valley  of  Rocks  in
North Devon on the first Sunday we had free, on my motorbike.   The first
Sunday we had free that summer was on September 3rd 1939 and as we were
strolling along the streets of Lynmouth, we saw a crowd of people standing
outside one of the café’s, listening to a broadcast by the Prime Minister, Mr
Neville Chamberlain and we decided to join them.  We were just in time to
hear the end of that fateful speech when he said “…and I have to tell you that
we are now in a state of War with Germany”.

Eileen and I were unable to comprehend the look of shock and alarm on the
faces of the older people, some of whom had probably been in the first World
War, and as far as we were concerned, it was just a case of “us” going over
there and give the Germans a bloody nose and it would all be over.   However,
we decided to continue our ‘day off’ and to visit all those places the Travel
Agencies said were a “Must” It was during our walking around these beautiful
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surroundings that I decided that I would join the R.A.F. right away.  I was sure
that my employer would need to reduce the staff, so on Friday of that week, I
travelled to Bristol to the Recruiting Office and made arrangements to enlist
on Saturday the 9th September 1939.

I  had a very  sheltered upbringing in a small  village where my Grandfather
owned the local Sawmill and the Agricultural contracting business.  It was said
that  he  owned  half  of  the  village  and “fathered”  the other  half.   Like  all
villages, everyone knew everybody’s business.

I  arrived at the Recruiting  Office early  on the Saturday Morning but I  was
disappointed to learn that there were no vacancies for aero-engine fitters, the
trade that I had selected for my career. I was told that I could enlist as a Driver
and then re-muster when I arrived at my next R.A.F. Station.  The Recruiting
Sergeant explained that all Recruiting Stations had a fixed quota of vacancies
and his office had used all of their allocation.  Foolishly, I listened to him and
joined as a driver.

During that Saturday, many other ‘volunteers’ arrived and in the afternoon, a
Corporal was ordered to escort about 20 of us to R.A.F. Station, Uxbridge, by
train and underground, arriving at approximately 9pm.  We were welcomed
by the duty staff and then given a snack, but before being taken to our tents,
we had to go into a large hangar and under-go respirator drill  and Air Raid
Warning Drill.  Although the War was only 6 days old, there had been several
Air  Raid  Warnings,  all  of  them  false,  but  we  were  advised  to  take  them
seriously.

On  Sunday  September  10th 1939,  we  were  all  paraded  in  front  of  a  large
hangar, our numbers having grown into several hundreds by this time, and we
were separated into groups of about twenty, and we were allowed into the
first  section  to  get  our  details  checked..   Hessian  screens  separated  the
different sections we would be visiting, so that we were unaware what was
going on in the next section.  After names, addresses, next of kin, previous
employment etc were taken down, we were then given our Service number
and we were told that we would keep that number for life.  From this section
we were moved to the next department for medical checks, which included
vaccination,  inoculation  checks.   I  had  not  been  vaccinated  or  inoculated
(since childhood) and my anti-tetanus was out of date, so the Medical Officer
rubbed his hands when he saw me. I pointed out that my parents had been

18



opposed to vaccination and that was the reason for my lack of treatment.  I
was told that I had to have the injections, but I could complain later if I did not
want them.  It would be too late then.

Our next visit was to the F.F.I. (free from infection) dept and we were told
that on the command “drop ‘em”, we had to drop our trousers to the floor
for the Medical Officer to inspect.   This mass inspection of all things personal
was new to me, and like the rest of the group, I was very embarrassed.

Our next visit was to the kit store and five of us were allowed in at a time.
Five Corporals manned the counter, with two airmen behind each to issue the
required  goods.   We  handed  over  our  last  copy  of  our  ‘records’  and  the
Corporal called out “Bags, Kit, One, Tunics, Blue, one,  size 12,  Trousers Blue,
one size 14,  Coats,  Great,  one size 17, and so it went on until  the list  was
complete  We were stuffing these items into the kit-bag as fast as we could
and  then  the  Corporal  said,  ”Sign  here”.  And  then  “Next”  and  we  were
ushered out into the bright sunshine.

I arrived at R.A.F Uxbridge in a Celanise silk shirt, Silver Grey Trousers with 24
inch  Bottoms,  suede  shoes  and  Brylcreemed  hair,  and  on  this  very  hot
Sunday, I had to carry this load of kit back to the tent with an arm which was
beginning to get very sore.

In the tent, we stripped out our kitbags and decided to try out our uniforms.
Mine fitted well, but some made their wearers look as if they were deformed.
The kit we did not need was put back into the kitbag, leaving the Greatcoat
until last.  We packed up our civilian clothes in the large Brown paper bag we
had  been  supplied  with,  addressed  it  home  and  settled  down  to  writing
letters home to parents and girl friends.  We now realised that it was 4 pm
and that we had missed lunch, but from the reports from the others unlucky
enough to have tried it, we didn’t miss much.  Letters written, three of us
decided to post them before exploring the Station and not knowing where
the pillar  box was,  we asked a ‘regular’  who pointed  to the Guard Room,
diagonally across what we thought was a tarmac car park.

We started to walk in a straight line to the guardroom, when a very loud voice
shouted at us to come to him.  We noticed that he had three stripes on his
arm and he said, “Run around this square three times.  Now, double.”  We did
not  like  his  tone  but  we  had  been  told  that  Sergeants  were  a  law  unto
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themselves,  so  we  started  to  run.   Half  way  around  on  the  first  lap,  we
dropped to a walk, only to hear his voice shout out “Double” and we set off
again. I had not worn boots since I was in the Infants school, and the uniforms
were thick and hot.   As we passed the Sergeant on the first  lap, he fell  in
alongside us and kept ranting on at us to go faster.  He fell out at the next
corner and when we arrived on our last lap completely  exhausted,  he said
”Do you know why you had to run around the Square?”

“No” we replied.

“That Square is the Parade Ground, and when you see the R.A.F. Ensign flying,
you do not walk on it at all.  Do you understand?”

“Yes”.

“Yes what?”

“Yes Sergeant.”

“That’s better. You have just learnt your first lesson.  Make sure that you do
not  make any  more  mistakes.”  And  with  that  he  turned  on  his  heels  and
marched away.

As we proceeded to the post box, we all began to wonder if we had done the
right thing by volunteering, but as it was too late to change our minds, we
decided to keep our eyes open in future.

The  following  day  we paraded  outside  the  hangar  again,  this  time  for  an
inspection to see if our uniforms fitted.  As the Sergeant went along the lines,
he detailed some to go to the stores to exchange ill-fitting uniforms and the
others to the camp barber for a haircut, me included.

The ‘Hairdressing Salon’ consisted of five chairs, five barbers and some stools
for the waiting clients to sit on.  The barber in front of me was addressing his
client and I listened in amazement at the chat.

“You  f*****g  rookies  come in  here  with  your  hair  down  to  your  f*****g
ankles, plastered with f*****g grease and you ask for a f*****g trim.”  The
electric  clippers  were  going  full  blast  during  this  tirade,  and  the  barber
addressed his colleague at the next chair.  “Look at this f*****g grease on my
comb and my clippers. It’ll take a f*****g month to get them clean again.”
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With that he dusted the back of the man’s neck with a grubby towel and said
“next”. Although I could swear with the next man, I had never heard such an
outburst as this before.  Maybe I was a bit too naive.

When we met outside the ‘Salon we could hardly believe our eyes. There were
no mirrors inside, and the results of our first free haircut, it looked as if a gang
of Australian sheep shearers had arrived and that we were their sheep.

One of the airmen who had arrived with fairly long curly hair, well styled at
the back, now looked as if he had spent six years in prison, and he was crying
his eyes out. I do not think that I have heard any young man swear so much in
such a short space of time.

In the afternoon, we were advised of our postings the next day to our Basic
Training Unit situated about ten miles south of Grimsby, and on arriving at the
nearest Railway Station, we found a lorry available to take our kitbags, but we
had to march the three miles to the camp.

For the next eight weeks, it was Parade Ground drill in fours, change to P.T.
kit for P.T., change to sports kit for football, long distance running etc   Every
day it was four or five changes of clothes and in the evenings we were shown
the correct way to fold our blankets for inspection, how to arrange the whole
of our kit,  how to make up our webbing equipment,  making sure that the
straps  were wound inwardly  to be kept  tidy.  Then all  the beds  had to be
moved to the centre of the floor and the battleship lino had to be washed and
then polished to a very high shine.  If the Corporal was not satisfied he would
throw a bucket of water over it, and it would have to be done again.

The coke scuttle had to be filled to exactly four inches from the top and the
stove could not be used until November 1st and it had to be kept spotlessly
clean.  One of the lads had removed the coke and he had burnt a lot of waste
paper in the stove. He cleaned the stove and replaced the coke, and although
the stove looked alright, he had forgotten the soot under the lid. When the
Corporal saw it, he picked up the coke scuttle and threw the contents all over
the highly polished floor.  We all spent a further two-hour cleaning the floor
and the stove, but now there was not enough coke to fill the scuttle. We took
the top layer of coke out of the scuttle, folded some paper and the put the
coke on top until it was exactly 4 inches from the top.
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We never received any praise from the N.C.O.’s, we were always the worst set
of recruits they had ever seen.  The only redeeming feature was that all the
N.C.O.’s in the huts were saying the same things to their recruits. After we
had finished  our  Basic  training the Parade Ground drill  was changed  from
fours to threes, a much easier system of drill.

Our  postings  to  our  Trade  Training  Units  came  in  and  I  was  posted  to
Blackpool, where we were billeted in the hotels. I then felt that service in the
R.A.F. was not so bad after all.  Here we were given theoretical and practical
training on the driving and maintenance of R.A.F.  Transport and we drove
everything  from  motorcycles  to  Queen  Mary  Articulated  lorries  and  after
three months I was posted to a small Aircraft Salvage Unit near Horsham in
West Sussex.  Once again we are billeted in civilian homes in a six mile radius
from  the  camp,  because  the  unit  comprised  one  large  hanger,  4  wooden
office blocks, an M.T. (mechanical transport) workshop, and a large field to
take the scrap and park the lorries. At the time there were five Thorneycroft
Coles  Cranes,  about forty  Queen Mary  Artics,  ten high loader  artics,  three
staff cars and about 10 vans for the crash crews.

I was allocated as second driver on the crane where the experienced driver
taught me the correct way to operate the crane mechanism..  Our job was to
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go to any aerodrome or site where an aircraft had crashed and to load it on to
the lorries after it had been dismantled.  If it was repairable it was returned to
the factory, or if it was a write-off, it would be taken to our unit where all the
useful parts could be removed and sent for re-cycling.    

For me, the war was about to get serious
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Battle of Britain
On active service, aged 19, driving huge lorries and mobile 
cranes recovering crashed planes, the first horrors of war, 
and breakdown problems in South Wales

Jan 1940 to Nov 1940
After settling in to my new accommodation, I went to the camp to have a
briefing on the rules of the unit, and found that we covered the area from
North London to Salisbury and down to Weymouth.   Because all road signs
were removed to prevent enemy parachutists from knowing where they had
landed,  all  drivers  had to  get  their  directions  from the M.T.  Office  before
departing,   Also we had to be advised  of all  low bridges,  and routes with
difficult  bends or hump backed bridges, because the cranes were  thirteen
feet three inches tall, and many centre sections of some aircraft, could reach
fifteen feet from the ground.

My driver was a Reservist who in civilian life was a London Bus driver and a
true Cockney.  He was able to show me many short cuts around London, but
on one occasion he slipped up. I was driving a Leyland Lynx 5 ton lorry at the
time and he thought he would call at his home for a ‘cup of tea’ but due to the
bombing,  we could  not go the short  cut  and finished  up in Oxford  Street
instead.   At  the  time,  no  Military  lorries  were  allowed  to  go  into  Central
London, and when I was stopped by the Police, Alf, my driver gave them a
story, which said that we had been told to go that way by the Military Police.
He said it with such a straight face that even I believed him in the end.

When I arrived at Horsham, I applied for re-mustering to aero engine fitter
and  when  I  returned  from  this  Oxford  Street  problem,  my  Commanding
Officer called me in to say that my application to re-muster from a driver to a
skilled aero engine fitter would not be permitted, but I could re-muster to a
Mechanical  Transport  Fitter,  which  would  be at  the  same pay  level.   M.T.
Fitter  was  a  new  R.A.F.  Trade  and  they  were  looking  for  trained  Motor
mechanics.   Previously,  any  aircraft  fitter  who had ‘blotted  his  copy-book’
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would be sent to Transport in disgrace, hence the poor maintenance on the
vehicles.   I  was eager  to transfer  to this  branch of the service,  because it
would mean that I would be carrying on my civilian trade.  

I  took  an Oral  Test  that  day  and I  was  told  that  a  written  test  would  be
arranged followed by a practical test at Group Headquarters. 

Crashed planes
Although the Battle  of Britain  had not yet started in earnest,  many of our
fighters were being damaged in battles over France and returning to land at
the nearest aerodrome in the U.K. Any fighters engaged in gun battles were
advised to come in with their landing gear folded.  The planes were armour
plated underneath and if they landed in this way, the only damage sustained
would be the propeller, the glycol radiator and sometimes the reduction gear
to the propeller. The plane could be dismantled, loaded and taken back to the
factory, and could be flying again within seven days of forced landing.  Should
the pilot attempt to lower his wheels and a hydraulic pipe was fractured, the
wheel  would  collapse,  the  plane  cartwheel  and  be wrecked  and  the  pilot
killed. 

On the day following my Oral Test, I now had my own crane with a ‘rookie’
driver  and  I  was  sent  to  Manston  aerodrome  (between  Margate  and
Ramsgate) to load one plane.  Before I arrived, two more planes had crashed
and as soon as these were away, several more suffered the same fate.  I was
at Manston for twenty-four days. 

Although  I  had  driven  articulated  lorries,  it  seemed  that  I  would  be more
useful on this thirteen and half ton 6 wheel close coupled Thorneycroft Crane.
It had no power steering and no synchromesh gears and was very heavy to
manoeuvre at low speed.  By mid-April, the German bombers and fighters had
been bombing and strafing all of the aerodromes in the southeast, and our
unit was getting busier every day.  

At the end of April I had to return to Manston again to pick up one plane and
return, but once again the fighters were coming in and crash landing.  We
were working from dawn to dusk every day but when work eased off, my co-
driver and I decided that one of us would have the night off and the other
would operate and move the crane as required, Because of our frequent stays
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away from camp, we were given permanent passes, so that saved us having
to apply for a pass to leave any station we visited.

Dunkirk arrivals
On my night off, I decided to go to Margate, and as I was walking down by
the docks, I saw the first of the troops arriving from Dunkirk.  They looked
exhausted  and the haunted  look on  their  faces  will  stay  with  me forever.
When  they  reached  the  top  of  the  road  from  the  berth,  some  builders
demolishing a building dropped some galvanised sheets from the roof   with a
resounding crash, and as one man, they all fell to the floor, cowering away as
if the were being machine-gunned again.  Little did I think that I would be
doing the same in a few month’s time.

Because  Manston  was  the  nearest  aerodrome  to  the  continent,  it  was
continually the target by day and night and most nights we spent in the very
deep shelters near the cliffs.  Our greatest danger came from the Junkers 87
(Stuka) dive bombers because once they started their dive, they were able to
view the target all the way down, and as they pulled out of their dive, the
bombs would be released automatically.  The screaming sirens fitted to the
wheel  spats  were  designed  to  demoralise  the  bravest  of  people  on  the
ground, and I am sure that they succeeded in many cases.

After Dunkirk, the enemy raids increased and it was common to see several
hundred bombers (Heinkel 111 and Messerschmidt 110)  escorted by  scores of
M.E 109 fighters and against all of these planes, you would probably see three
squadrons of Spitfires and Hurricanes (thirty six) intercepting and managing
to  shoot  down  two  or  three  times  their  own  number.  Unfortunately,  the
Luftwaffe had four times as many fighters and bombers as our own. Although
we were billeted in civilian homes, we seldom spent more than three days a
week at home, and by now, all hopes of a 9am to 5 pm working day had gone.
We were often called out in the middle of the evening meal, to go out to lift
an enemy plane with the dead pilot inside, in order to get to his maps, and
then  go  back  next  day  to  load  it  up  to  go  to  Farnborough  (The  Aircraft
Experimental Establishment) after the riggers had dismantled it.  

We soon became accustomed to death and horrific injuries, and often when
we  had  to  remove  a  dead  or  injured  pilot  from  a  fighter  plane,  it  was
sometimes impossible for two men to lift him out of the cockpit, so a two inch
wide strap was wrapped around the body under the arms, and we then gently
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lifted him out of the plane with the aid of the crane.  At the age of nineteen, I
had to grow up fast.

On one occasion I had travelled to R.A.F. Henlow to collect a new crane  and
after joining the South Circular Road at Chiswick I was travelling along a fairly
straight piece of road when suddenly the road erupted several hundred yards
ahead and after stopping I discovered that an Air Raid was in progress, and
that  the houses on one side of the road had been hit and that there were
several victims inside. The Rescue squads were on the scene immediately, but
before I could turn around, another ‘stick’ of bombs had demolished some
more houses behind us.  

Military  personnel  are  not supposed  to  assist  civilian  rescue squads  under
normal conditions, but I was stuck between two obstructions, so when I was
asked to lift some heavy beams in order for the rescuers to enter, I had no
option but to assist. We put some cables around the fallen beams and lifted
them away.   The mother was critically injured, one of the children was killed
and the other boy had lost a leg. As they were rushed to hospital I cursed the
war and all things German.   I then cleared the road for traffic to pass, and
repeated the same operation at the other end.  I dared the Rescue Officer to
thank the R.A.F. for the assistance they had been given, because I would have
been in serious trouble if he had.
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When I returned to camp, I was told that I would take my written test for my
re-mustering  the  next  day.   The  test  involved  much  more  than  the  basic
questions and several made think hard before I answered.  The test was in
two parts and took the whole of the morning, but at least I was not out on
the road.

Things were getting dangerous, and it was normal for some of our vehicles to
come home with bullet  holes  or shrapnel  tears  in the bodywork so it  was
arranged that the drivers could have an ‘operational rest’ by taking trips that
should have been undertaken by the Salvage unit from the Midlands or the
West country.  With four other drivers, we took 5 high loader Artics to the Isle
of Sheppey to take the dismantled Fairey Battle aircraft belonging to a Polish
squadron, to Blackpool.

The Poles had been badly bombed and were now located at Blackpool.  It was
an interesting journey, and we had seven days there until it was decided we
should take some other old planes back to Farnborough.  These trips were
very  nice,  but  we  found  ourselves  getting  very  short  of  money,  with  no
chance of getting any more until we returned to base.

Convoy in South Wales
My  next  non-operational  trip  was  to  Porthcawl,  in  South  Wales  where  a
Handley Page   Harrow, (a very large obsolete high- wing Bomber) had been
damaged on landing, and our riggers had dismantled it for return to the R.A.F.
Museum. The convoy consisted of 3 sixty-foot long low loader artics, one high
loader artic and the crane.  The front half of the fuselage rested above the
pivot of the trailer  and the rear  over-lapped the tailboard  by six  feet  that
meant an extension behind the trailer  wheels of twenty-two feet.  The rear
section of the fuselage just fitted into the well of the trailer, and the centre
section, which had a “well” where the fuselage fitted, was sixteen feet from
the ground.  The two wing sections fitted each side of the centre section.  The
engines, propellers and landing gear were fitted to the high-loader and the
crane followed at the rear.

All went well until well until we reached Newport in Monmouthshire where
the convoy had to travel under the railway bridge in the centre of the town.
In order to allow normal high loads to pass under the bridge, the road had
been lowered to give a 16 feet height restriction.  When the artic  with the
centre section on board attempted to pass under the bridge, the steep slope
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down  and  the  steep  rise  out  of  the  bridge,  caused  the  top  of  the  centre
section to catch one of the main girders of the bridge, and for the “well” to
become stuck each side of the girder. By now, a huge crowd had gathered to
watch as we tried to get the load past the obstruction and even getting a
large  number  of  volunteers  to  stand  on the trailer  to make it  sink  to  the
lowest position, the trailer would still not pass without damage to the centre
section.  

Having  a  tyre  compressor  fitted  on  the  crane,  we  decided  to  deflate  the
trailer tyres.  In this way, we were just able to get the trailer and load free of
the girder.  As soon as we were clear of the bridge, we had to wait for the
massive tailback of cars to disperse and then I drove the crane alongside and
blew up the tyre on the right hand side of the trailer. Because the tyre hose
was not long enough to reach the other  side,  we asked the driver  to pull
ahead and cross to the right hand side of the road.  Unfortunately, the driver
was too polite and travelling slowly, he allowed the next tailback of cars to
pass before drawing to the right.  Because the valve cores were not removed
in deflating the tyres, the valves were drawn inside the tyres by the time he
had stopped and we now had a flat tyre which we were unable to remove
because of the amount of pressure still inside.

Due to all spare wheels being sent to France before Dunkirk, we did not have
a spare to fit on the trailer. so we  jacked up the trailer, removed the wheel
and took it to the Corporation Bus depot to have the tyre punctured, tyre
removed and repaired and then to refit  the wheel to the trailer.  The delay
cost us at least five hours and we had to get to Gloucester that night.  We had
a  similar  experience  near  Oxford  the  next  day,  but  this  time  we  were
prepared.  We arrived back at Horsham three days after leaving Porthcawl.

Two more of our Airmen had been injured in Air Raids, They decided to have a
look at the  aerial  battles  overhead,  when one of the bombers  decided to
drop his bombs. They were too late to run to the shelter or hide behind their
lorry.   They were blown off their feet into one of the lorries and spent the
next month in hospital and two months sick leave.  May-be they were not so
daft after all!

I  was  advised  that  my  appointment  for  my  practical  trade  test  had  been
arranged at R.A.F. Tangmere and on arrival, I was shown into the workshop
and given my test paper.  I was given two pieces of rusty metal, about four
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inches square and told to file it down to a quarter inch thickness and then cut
out a ‘straight’ dove tail three inches by two and half and all measurements to
be to a tolerance of five one thousandths of an inch.  It took me two days but
in  the  end  I  was  pleased  with  the  result.  The  piece  had  to  fit  in  several
different  ways  and  I  was  glad  that  I  had  used  micrometers,  and  scribing
blocks when I was an apprentice.

I was told by the Officer in charge of the test that I had passed, and when I
returned to base I reported to my C.O. who then arranged for me to go into
the  workshops.  Unfortunately,  two  days  after  my  return,  Tangmere  was
severely bombed, we lost three of our lorries and two of our drivers and my
test pieces were blown away as well.

With  the  end  of  the  Battle  of  Britain,  the  night  bombing  of  London  was
keeping us very busy, but in early November I was going on seven days leave,
when I was told that I would have to take another practical trade test because
the  original  test  had  not  been  recorded.   With  my  leave  cancelled,  I  was
preparing to go for the test when I was told that six of us were being posted
to  the Middle  East,  and  that  we would  go to  Tangmere  for  our  overseas
medical. I was given four days embarkation leave less the travelling time to
and from Horsham and then sent to a transit camp near Liverpool. 
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North Africa, 
Western Desert 

First  time abroad: Cairo not much like Roadwater,  
Somerset.   On to Western Desert,  war not going 
well.  Injured by booby trap, badly burnt in 
accident,  bombed, a couple of promotions,  and 
problems with officers and the censor.  Then retreat 
and withdrawal.

Jan 1941 to Aug 1942     
Cairo                                  
We  all  boarded  our  troopship,  the  Strathnaver,  and  left  Liverpool  on
November 17th 1940, (the day after Coventry Cathedral had been bombed.) in
a Force Nine gale, making our way towards Iceland, because our convoy of
ten troop ships were being followed by a German submarine.  I was so seasick
that after three days I was wishing for the sub to sink our ship. We then made
our way towards one days sailing from the American coast, before travelling
at full speed to Freetown on the west coast of Africa, for refuelling.

We were now in calm waters and tropical sun, and several of the troops on
board  became  very  badly  sunburned.   They  were  all  charged  with  a  self-
inflicted  injury,  with  two  weeks  guard  duty  below  decks,  no  pay  and  no
sympathy from the Medical  Officer  After  four  days,  we set  Sail  again,  and
although the sea was fairly calm, I was sea-sick again as we made our way to
within one days sailing of the South American coast, before going around the
Cape to Durban in South Africa.

It was amazing to see all the street lights alight and when we docked, there
were many local people on shore offering to take us into their homes and to
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treat us to meals and visits to the countryside.  We had to return to the ship
every night but we were free to roam around Durban until midnight.  Ours
was the first troopship to call  at Durban and there was the lady who sang
songs from the Operas unaccompanied every evening, and who gained the
name “The Lady in White”. 

We were surprised  to see the beautiful  flowers  in  their  lovely  rich  colours
growing  wild  along  the  streets.   Another  treat  was  a  ride  in  one  of  the
‘Gharry’s’  a  two  wheeled  carriage,  drawn  by  a  brawny  native  who,  when
going downhill would lift the shafts and take strides of twelve to fifteen feet.
We always felt that we would be finishing up on our backs, but the man knew
his job. This holiday ended all too quickly and we were back at sea again, and I
was seasick once again. We all spent Christmas Day in the Red Sea and we
had fish for two meals that day.  By coincidence, I met one of the crew who
went to my school in the West Country.  His father was the local Policeman
and we got on well.  I had many extra treats.

I arrived at the Kesr el Nil Barracks in Cairo on December 27th and after giving
all of our details to the admin staff, we were allowed to go out to Cairo every
night.   One  of  our  crowd,  the  type  who  knows  everything,  has  done
everything and would never let anyone get the better of him, went to the
Globe Theatre, a rather dubious cabaret and restaurant, and during the show
he had one of the waitresses sit  on his lap.  The following morning, as we
were  polishing  our  buttons,  he  suddenly  noticed  that  all  of  the  stitching
around his breast pocket had been cut, and that his wallet with about four
weeks pay had disappeared. The waitress was wearing a ring on her middle
finger, with what appeared to be a half sovereign on it but was in fact a cover
for a very small sharp, curved blade, and by turning the ring inside her hand
and pulling the blade out, she was able to rub her hand around the breast
pocket, and slip the wallet out without our lad knowing anything about it. He
was very subdued after that.

I managed to get a trip out to the Pyramids, with 2 of the other drivers from
Horsham, while I was in Cairo, and we had our ‘fortunes’ told by an old native.
The first man was told that he would be involved in an accident and that he
would be in hospital for a very long time, the second man was told that he too
would be involved in an accident, but he would only be in hospital for a short
time. When it was my time, I was told that I would have an accident and that I
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would die in sixty-four year(s).  Being 20 at the time, I laughed and said that I
would have had a good life by then and that I would not be worrying about it. 

My first impressions of Cairo was that  it was smelly,  dirty  and ridden with
beggars  who were continually  asking for  ‘backshees’  at  every  corner,  and
they were very persistent, We finally learnt the necessary swear words to get
rid of them.  It was amusing to see children from the age of six or seven,
asking to polish your shoes and making a very good job of it too. Our postings
came through, and the three of us found ourselves being posted to a mobile
stores unit on the desert about fifty miles west of Alexandria.

Into the desert
We arrived at the Railway station at Burg el Arab, and apart from a few Arab
tents nearby, there seemed to be endless miles of sand, with no vegetation at
all.  We were met by the R.T.O. (Railway Traffic Officer) who contacted our
unit and transport was ordered to pick us up and take is the four miles to
camp.  We found an untidy conglomeration of tents,  marquees and lorries
and  about  a  mile  away,  several  aircraft  (Bristol  Blenheims)  belonging  to
another squadron and that was ‘it'.
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We were taken to our tent and set about unpacking our kit, and we were then
allocated our lorries by the M.T. Sergeant. Two days later, we were told that
we would be moving along the desert because the Italian army was retreating
westwards.  On our first  convoy along the desert road,  we came across  an
army convoy  at  the  side  of  the  road  that  had been  badly  shot  up.   Every
vehicle  was  exactly  fifty  yards  apart,  and  not one lorry  had taken  evasive
action.  

The fighter just came straight down the road and shot up every lorry.  We all
decided that if we saw an enemy plane coming towards us, one lorry would
go off the road to the left and the next to the right.  We had no desire to be
shot up like that  and all  the enemy fighters  came from their  own line and
strafed and quickly turned around and returned to their base as quickly as
possible.   We soon learnt how to turn off  the road, switch off  the engine,
apply the hand brake and then jump clear as the lorry rolled to a stop.  The
road just had a tarmac surface laid on top of the sandy countryside so there
was no danger of the lorry rolling over.

We  made camp about  one hundred  miles  away,  and  my two  companions
were driving towards Mersa Matruh in a Commer artic in a little sandstorm
and approaching the top of a small  gradient, the saw another lorry coming
the other way and immediately pulled over to the left, forgetting that traffic
drove on the right in Egypt. There was very little protection with the Commer
tractor unit and they were both very badly injured. The lad who had been told
he was going to hospital for a long time, had both of his legs badly crushed,
and was in hospital for eight months and limped badly for years,  the other
lad,  he  had head  and  pelvic  injuries,  but  was  in  hospital  for  six  weeks.   I
thought that I had another sixty years to go!

The  Desert  Air  Force  at  that  time  comprised  one  Wellington  Bomber
squadron,  one long  nosed  Blenheim  Squadron,  one short  nosed  Blenheim
Squadron  and  one  Hurricane  squadron.   There  were  a  couple  of  Gloster
Gladiator squadrons in reserve and a few antiquated transport planes as well.

As  we moved  westwards,  the  full  meaning  of  active  service  was  brought
home to us. Gone were the days of reasonable meals, a good wash and clean
clothes.  The fine sand got into everything, our dinner plates were edged with
sand, and when the meal was collected.  Care had to be taken to make sure
that the Hawks did not swoop down and take your meal.  Water was in short
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supply and to clean your plates, you rubbed them clean in the sand and then
used a little of your water from your water bottle to rinse.  The heat and the
flies began to get us down and some bright spark at H.Q. suggested that if
every  one  in  the  armed  forces  killed  seventeen  flies  every  day,  the  fly
population would not increase

We found that  the first  thing we did after  erecting our tent,  was to dig a
trench  about  three  feet  deep,  and  two  feet  wide  and  six  feet  long,  and
another trench at right angles just outside the tent in order to be able to jump
in at a moments notice. This gave a bit of protection if an enemy plane came
in to strafe the camp.
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El Adem
After  a  month  of  moving  to  new  sites  frequently,  we arrived  at  El  Adem
aerodrome, an Italian Air force base sixteen kilometres south of Tobruk and it
was large enough to accommodate all of the units operating near the front
line. We had brick built billets, large enough to sleep four rows of twenty beds
with two single rooms at each end for the N.C.O.’s.  Because Tobruk was a
natural harbour, it was decided that the main part of our stores unit would be
based at El  Adem, and small  units would be sent near to the front line as
required.

At  el  Adem,  I  took  over  a  Ford  V8  articulated  lorry  that  was  a  bit  of  a
hotchpotch machine.  It was an ordinary 3 ton lorry, (long wheel base) very
high geared, and fitted with a heavy drop platform trailer about forty five feet
long,  and  attached  permanently  to  the  tractor  unit.  Because  of  the  long
wheelbase of the tractor, reversing was quite difficult.

By now, the German forces under General Rommel,  now named the Afrika
Korps had entered the war at Tunis, and their fighters were now attacking the
British and Commonwealth convoys at will, and our practice of going off the
road became very necessary and it helped to avoid casualties. Our own pilots
always attacked a convoy from the side, and by aiming at the first vehicle, by
the time they passed over the convoy, practically every vehicle had been hit.
Also, the Afrika Korps always had an anti-aircraft gun on one of the vehicles
and it was very difficult to aim at a plane coming from the side when they
were going forward.  On one occasion, I had left the road with my artic, and
although I had switched off the ignition and jumped off when the lorry was
still moving, as I rolled to a stop, I was alarmed to see that my lorry was still
turning in my direction. The steering lock applied only to the steering and not
the ignition switch, and sand must have entered the lock and caused it to jam.
I have never crawled on my hands and knees so fast in my life.

Booby trap
Returning from one of my deliveries, I stopped about five miles from el Adem
for a ‘comfort’  stop,  and as I  looked at my rear tyres,  I  saw a large stone
jammed between the twin tyres. As this is fatal to leave a stone between the
tyres for fear of bursting both tyres, I fetched my long tyre lever and prised
the stone out.  I picked the stone up from the ground and just threw it on to
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the sand on the side of the road.  As I followed the stones path, I saw that it
was going to land among some ‘booby trap’ hand grenades that had been left
by the retreating Italian troops. These grenades are simple devices, about the
size of a child’s small metal moneybox and filled with small lead shot ranging
from 1mm to 4 mm.  They were placed at intervals along side the road and
were intended to disable any troops marching on this route. 

These grenades had been placed at intervals in groups of six to ten, and all of
the safety pins had been removed so that it only need a slight movement to
set them off.. Although I had tried to turn, the blast hit me on the chest, legs
and face and when the dust had settled it looked as if I had fallen on to a bed
of stinging  nettles.   My  shirt  and shorts  were  peppered  with  holes,  I  had
scores of pellets in my legs , chest and face.  Arriving back at camp I made my
way to Sick Quarters and the Medical Officer took two hours to remove the
bulk of the shot. The whole of el Adem was riddled with ‘booby’ traps, tool
boxes which exploded when the lids were lifted, fountain pens which blew off
fingers when the cap was removed, automatic pistols which fired backwards,
the list was never ending.

I had been away from the U.K. for four months and there was no sign of any
mail coming through, and this did very little for morale.  I found out later that
I should have been posted to Khartoum, but in view of the desert war, this
was changed to North Africa.   When my fiancé had enquired from the Air
Ministry, she was told “ we regret to advise you that this airman cannot be
traced”. 

Being attacked
However, on 15th March 1941, The Luftwaffe decided to pay el Adem a visit and
by  now,  the  aerodrome  was  being  used  by  most  of  the  squadrons  and
ancillary units engaged in the war. As the first bombs dropped on the airfield,
we dressed and then removed our lorries  from outside our hut to an area
about six hundred yards away. We walked about four hundred yards away
from the lorries and then watched as the hangars and the planes were being
blown up.  

Our anti-aircraft defences were put out of action on the first run and as the
German planes flew over at about five hundred feet, I saw the first signs of
the “Bomb Happy” syndrome.  One of our men got up and emptied his rifle at
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them.  He stood no chance of doing any damage, but as he said, he felt that
he was doing something to get  his  own back. On the next run in,  the tail
gunner let off a burst of fire within twenty-five yards of us and in the bright
moonlight, we all ran away from this spot.  The raid was over in an hour and
when we returned to our hut, we found that it had suffered a direct hit and
one wall was demolished and the inside was complete chaos.  We slept in our
clothes  under  our  lorries  for  the  rest  of  the  night  and in the morning we
found  that  the  only  kit  we  had,  we  were  wearing,  everything  else  was
destroyed.  I was annoyed because I had lost a camera and all of my photos
(my uniform could be replaced) and because I never kept much money in my
wallet, I had about three weeks pay tucked away in my kit bag.  It was now so
much paper ash.

For the next week we were kept busy from dawn to dusk replacing stores and
getting  the  station  in  working  condition  again.   Because  our  hut  was  no
longer safe, we had to sleep in the hills about two miles away. However, we
were rewarded with a consignment of mail from the U.K. dating back to the
time  we  left  in  November.   We  were  unable  to  tell  our  relatives  of  our
conditions or where we were but at least we could tell them that we were
alive.  By coincidence, our letters were arriving back in the U.K.

With the arrival of the Afrika Korps, the war was beginning to deteriorate due
to the long lines of communication and it was decided by the High Command
to remove as  much equipment as possible  to a safer  area in  the event of
having to withdraw.  Unfortunately,  there were only four really  safe areas
from Tunis to Alexandria,  and once a withdrawal  started,  a lot of distance
would be covered before any positions could be held.

With the coming of the mail, my C.O. was advised that I had taken a trade test
for re-mustering to fitter M.T. in the U.K. but my records had been destroyed
and  would  he  arrange  a  further  test  .   A  test  was  arranged  by  the  M.T.
Sergeant, who had ‘doctored’ three of our lorries and left me to get them
running again. This proved to be no problem because I had been helping out
in the service dept for some time.

My next trip was to Barce, fairly near the front line, in order to load up with an
Albian ambulance and a Bedford pick-up, both of which were unserviceable.
Having loaded up the two vehicles and securely chained them to the trailer, I
set off on the return journey.  Several steep hills almost stopped the lorry but
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I eventually reached Derna, and I tried to climb the escarpment. The road had
13 hairpin bends and rose to a height of 1100 feet. The lorry failed to reach the
first hairpin bend, so I hitched a lift to a Canadian Army Depot and obtained
assistance for a tow to the top.  

The driver was using a ten-ton Chevrolet truck with an auxiliary 4-wheel drive
and  fitting  two  chains  to  my  front  axle,  we  set  off  to  the  top  of  the
escarpment. I have never had such a hair-raising journey in my life and going
around, the hairpin bends I was using full right lock on a left-hand hairpin in
order to prevent the trailer wheels from going over the side.  The front of the
lorry  was being literally  dragged around the bends.  The only barrier  was a
verge about twelve inches wide and about six inches high.  My colleague who
was the lookout for the journey was a physical wreck by the time we got to
the top.  When we finally returned to base, the disabled lorries were returned
to the Light Repair Unit.

Withdrawal
The following day, we are told of the programme for any withdrawal. The two
Commer  high-loading artics and my Ford artic would each have a large crate
securely chained to the trailers and we would then position our vehicles next
to the appropriate stores, and when the order came to ‘withdraw’,  the cases
would be loaded and we would then proceed to Sollum in Egypt as quickly as
possible.   I  suggested  that  we  might  take  half  of  the  stores  to  Sollum
immediately, and return for the rest when the order came to move.   This was
too simple, and because I was only a Leading Aircraftsman, what did I know
about it anyway.

When the order came to move seven days later, everything was just thrown
into the cases and the ends of the cases sealed and the three of us departed.
When we reached the main Tobruk-Sollum road (it was only wide enough for
one line of traffic  in each direction) it  looked as if  everyone was going on
holiday to  the seaside.   The road was  jammed with  traffic  and on several
occasions our convoy was forced off the road by other lorries,  which were
racing to get away from the front line.  Fortunately the sand was quite firm,
and we  came to no harm.  We managed to get to our unit at the base of the
hill at Sollum and our cases were removed.  After a meal, we were told that
the Indian Regiment had held the Afrika Korps back at el Adem and that we
had to go back and get another load.  We made the trip back to el Adem with
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great difficulty, and everyone told us that we were going the wrong way. We
loaded the crates  on to the trailers,  and I wanted to put the crates to the
outsides of the trailer and put the stock of tyres between the two rows of
crates, but the Stores Officer in charge insisted that the tyres were put on the
outside to ‘protect’ the goods inside the crates. Unfortunately, the tyres fell
over the side and some of the ropes were broken and the tyres fell away from
the trailer.   We did not have the time or the inclination to go and look for
them.  

As  we  left  el  Adem  at  11.30pm,  the  army  were  blowing  up  all  stores  and
equipment left behind, and the German army were shelling the aerodrome.
We left in the moonlight with just our ‘pepper-pot’  side lamps on, and the
Indian rear-guard were digging in on the road to Tobruk.  On reaching the
main road, our journey was much worse than before.  Not only was it a case
of every man for himself, but the Luftwaffe night fighters were having a go as
well.   During the one hundred  miles  to Sollum what had started  out as  a
withdrawal, now turned into a rout.

No rations
We were pushed off the road on many occasions, and on some of these times
we just rested up to ease the fatigue of driving with side-lamps and the fear of
being hit by the fighters.  We suddenly realised that the only rations we were
carrying was a small tin of corned beef and two small  packets of hard-tack
biscuits and a water bottle of warm water.  Normally we would have had a
‘chargo’ (a canvas bag, about a gallon capacity and being porous, it would
cool the water as it evaporated, even in the hottest temperature).  Now all we
had was a quart of tepid water in our water bottles.  It was 5 am when we
finally  descended  the hill  to  the  foot  of  Sollum and it  was  a  further  hour
before we reached  the site of our unit,  only  to find that  they had moved
further east., and now we were on our own with no food and very little water.

After a short rest we decided to move on in the hope that we could catch
them up during the day.  We asked several units on the way if they had any
rations to spare but we found they were in the same position as ourselves.
We topped up the radiators with seawater and carried on eastwards.  By mid-
day, we had travelled as far as Sidi Barani and we were able to top up our
water bottles with water from a water hole and hoped that the water was
good.
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Our nightmares were just beginning, and soon punctures started to become a
nuisance.  Our spares were used up and the road was now like a rough track
where  all  the  heavy  vehicles  had  torn  the  surface  to  shreds.   We  were
travelling about ten miles in every hour and then a fan belt broke on one of
the Commer artics, and the engine over-heated and the battery ran flat.  I put
the tow cable on the back of my trailer and towed the Commer for the rest of
the day. We found a spot off the road and I cut up some narrow strips from
an inner tube and put it on the crankshaft pulley and the water pump pulley
and that would keep the engine cool. I removed the discharged battery and
taking it to the other Commer, started this engine and keeping it running at a
fast tick-over, I removed the battery and replaced it with the discharged one.
After half an hour, the battery was charged enough to enable the engine to
start  next  day.   I  then  fitted  the  charged  battery  to  the  lorry  without  a
working generator.

This was our third day without food and only a meagre ration of water and
the outside temperature is rising to the nineties.  The fourth day was a repeat
of the others and we were beginning to hallucinate over our predicament.
The road was running alongside the sea and we decided to have a dip and
freshen up; there was not a lot we could do until the lorries had cooled down,
and it gave us a chance to change the battery once again.  We had passed
Mersa Matruh and still no sign of our unit.

Some Military Police came by and asked us where we were going.  “Anywhere
away from those bloody 109’s and we are trying to find our unit”.  They told
us our unit was about thirty miles further on and they gave us a packet of
hard-tack biscuits each and some fresh water, but we were so exhausted that
we just parked up and slept until dawn. By lunchtime we crawled into our unit
, hungry, thirsty and lightheaded.  We were taken to sick quarters and given
fluids and some food for the next three days.

By the time we were fit for work, it was time to move again and we moved
back to Burg el Arab, the place we started from four months before and we
heard that the British  army had held the Afrika Korps at a place called Bir
Hakiem. 

The temperature was now one hundred degrees and two of us travelled to
Cairo to pick up some essential stores for our aircraft.  On the return journey,
we stopped at a small  café and bought some melons to quench our thirst.
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Little did we know that they had been grown by the side of the sweet-water
canal  and  threaded  with  a  woollen  thread  through  the  stem  to  feed  by
capillary action.  These canals run through the low lying countryside of Egypt
and  that  anyone  falling  into  the  canal,  must  be  inoculated  immediately,
because it is more polluted than the River Ganges in India and we had eaten
these melons!

Within  forty-eight  hours  we  were  admitted  to  Station  Sick  Quarters  with
dysentery.  My ten stone, ten pound weight dropped to under eight stones in
the days we were in sick quarters and I felt absolutely terrible.  Unfortunately
in the Services on active duty, if you can breathe unaided, you can get up out
of bed,  and if you can salute,  you are fit  for light  duties,  and within three
weeks we were back on full duties.

Getting burnt
My lorry had developed a petrol pump problem and would stop pumping if
the engine was left ticking over at low speed.  The linkage in the pump had
worn and it needed to be replaced.  I was sent to the local railway station to
collect a load of spares and a crane came to lift the crates from the railway
wagon to my trailer.  The driver had never operated a crane before, and was
keeping  the engine  running at  a  fast  tick-over  and  then  switching  on the
controls,  with the result that the crates were jerked out of the wagon and
dropped heavily on to my trailer. 

Not only was it damaging to the contents of the crates, it was causing ‘arcing’
at the control contacts. I suggested that I should operate the crane and he
would move my lorry along the track as needed. I warned him not to let the
engine tick over. Just as we finished, this man was going to move my lorry
away from the site,  when a colleague came to talk  to him and instead  of
switching off the engine, he kept it running and the carburettor dried out.

At the time I was only wearing a pair of shorts, socks and shoes, so I lifted the
bonnet, removed the air filter and poured some petrol from my ‘jerry can’ into
my mess tin (about two pints) and sitting on the radiator with my legs each
side  of  the  ‘V8’  engine,  I  poured  a  little  of  the  petrol  down  into  the
carburettor.   I  then  told  the  driver  to  put  his  foot  right  down  on  the
accelerator,  press  the  starter  button  and when the engine  began  to  start
gently ease the accelerator back until the engine was running at a fast tick
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over, then he could switch off and I would get out from under the bonnet.
The engine started and raced to full ‘revs ‘ and the driver was so surprised, he
forgot to take his foot off the accelerator and the engine died, I poured a little
petrol in to the carburettor before the engine stopped turning but the engine
back-fired  and ignited  the petrol  in  the mess  tin  and because the tin  was
getting hot, I threw it out over the front wing.  By throwing the tin out, the
burning petrol flowed over the tin and dropped on to my right leg, shorts and
sock so I jumped out of the engine compartment and tried to put out the
flames on my leg., but I only managed to burn my hands as well. 

Meanwhile,  my  leg  was  still  alight  and  the  pain  was  very  severe.   I
remembered that my ground sheet was in the cab of my lorry so I quickly
wrapped it around the leg and put the fire out, but now I could hardly stand.
The fire in the engine compartment had put itself out but because the ignition
wires were burnt, it would not start. The other driver immobilised my lorry
and helped me up into the crane and drove me back to sick quarters, where
the Medical Officer diagnosed second and third degree burns and said that I
would have to go to hospital for treatment.  Tannic acid jelly was placed over
the burns and this should have dried within one minute but ten minutes later,
it was still fluid, and because the Ambulance train was due from the front line
within a short time, the strips of bandage were placed over the jelly, lots of
cotton wool, and the leg bandaged ready for the trip to hospital.  A label was
attached to my shirt, giving details of the treatment, my toilet kit collected
from my tent and then back to the railway station to wait for the train.

Hospitalisation
The  train  arrived  from  the  front  with  all  of  the  casualties  from  a  badly
organised  attack  and on the journey  to a  base  hospital,  an  orderly  would
check to make sure that we were alright.  There was no room for me at the
hospital  at  Alexandria,  so  I  was  told  that  we would  try  the  next  hospital,
halfway to Cairo.  These extra  journeys  were not run to a timetable  and it
meant  sleeping  in  the  train  until  we  could  get  on  the  train  to  our  next
destination.  There was no room at the next hospital and the same at Cairo.

I finally got on the train to a hospital, half way to Luxor, four days after the
accident and my dressings had not been changed.  The hospital was a large
tented hospital  with twelve beds and a small  office for the nurses  in each
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tent.  A tarpaulin was on the floor of sand, and every bed was equipped with a
mosquito net and very essential too.

The next morning, the Sister came in to remove the dressing and we found
that the cotton strips placed on the Tannic Acid Jelly had stuck very securely
to the burns. A saline solution was applied to the dressings, and when I saw
my leg, I almost fainted. It looked like the skin on a Vampire who had been
burnt in a horror movie.  Some large blisters the size of hen’s eggs, big lumps
of black flesh and large areas of bare flesh where the burnt skin had come off
with the dressing, and the whole lot had turned septic.   After cleaning the
wound, which was an area of approximately nine inches by seven inches, cod
liver oil was used as dressing, and masses of cotton wool was wound around
and then the bandages. A pillow was placed under the leg and a metal frame
over the top to prevent any contact. 

It is now early May and the hot Khamsin winds are blowing from the Sahara
and the temperature is  now 105 degrees.  The Nursing Sisters  are working
twelve-hour  shifts,  and  we  are  receiving  casualties  from  the  desert  and
Greece and Crete who are now being evacuated.  Our war is going very badly
everywhere. 

I was beginning to get very depressed with my misfortune and thinking “Why
me?” until a young Australian Gunner was put in the bed next to me. His left
leg had been blown off close to his thigh, and he had been put in traction in
order to stretch enough flesh to seal off the wound. His left arm was broken,
his right wrist broken and he had a very deep cut across his buttocks from the
shrapnel when his gun received a direct hit and he was the only survivor. I felt
very humble and said “Why him?”  

My leg was being dressed daily and the infection was getting worse, so the
Medical  Officer  decided  to  slough  off  the  dead  skin  and  give  the  wound
chance to  heal.   This  was carried  out on my bed  without  any  anaesthetic
except for a pain-killing injection after event. The smell of fish was beginning
to creep around the ward.

When the infection began to subside the M.O. decided that it was time for
some exercise on the leg, and he would hold my ankle and tell me to push
against him.  The torture began when he decided to push against my ankle
and force my knee to bend even further. This treatment was carried several
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times a day by the nurses and after four weeks in bed I was told I should get
up and start to walk.  A pair of shorts were brought to me, and when I put my
leg over the side of the bed for the first time, my shriek of pain brought the
Sister  running  in  to  see  if  I  had  fallen  off  the  bed.  It  was  caused  by  the
circulation  starting  after  the  long  period  of  inactivity  and  it  was  fifteen
minutes before I could keep my leg over the bed.  My first walk with the aid of
a stick and a walking patient, was like a marathon.  I had to stop every few
yards and I was thankful when I reached the Canteen. 

Although my leg had not healed, I was discharged after six weeks, and told to
make my way back to my unit, needing to change three trains and then a ride
in  a  pick-up  back  to  camp.  My  leg  was  kept  bandaged  for  another  three
months and the first day the bandages were removed the new flesh became
sunburnt and it had to be kept covered for another couple of months.

On my return to my unit, I picked up another load of mail, and I was pleased
to hear that my mail to the family had been arriving regularly,  several with
blue pencil deletions.  The Censor had been busy.

Promotion
It  was  confirmed  that  my  remustering  to  Fitter-Mechanical  Transport  had
been approved and  I would now be transferred to the workshops, and also
that the effective date would be backdated to the time I took my practical
test in the U.K.   Two days later I heard that I had been promoted to Corporal
and that was also backdated to the time I arrived at my unit in January. A very
nice pay rise and all backdated. It was a pity that there were no shops on the
desert to spend the money on.  

Although I was on light duty, and my leg still bandaged, I was given the job of
building a Ford V8 engine completely from spare parts ordered against the
vehicles we had in our fleet. The Meadows engine driving the generator had
“blown up” and a replacement was unavailable, so that the Signals dept who
used this plant had to rely on low power 24-volt system for their signalling
equipment and their range was limited. Because complete engines were only
supplied to lorries  and the old unit  had to be returned for  reconditioning,
there was no other way to get a new engine other than “fiddling” the parts
for our existing lorries.  
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Unfortunately, although we had about twelve Ford lorries, the engines were
not all of the same type, and a lot of modifications had to be carried out to
make the parts fit.  In order to ‘run’ the engine in, I took the engine out of one
of our lorries and put the rebuilt unit in and ran it around the camp for several
days.   When  I  was  satisfied  that  the  engine had been  run in,  it  was  then
removed and the original engine refitted to the lorry.  It was then a simple
matter to make up the brackets and fit the engine to the generating plant,
and the Signals dept were operating to full efficiency again.

New posting: Kasfarit
During the middle of August, I was told that I was being posted to the largest
R.A.F.  unit  in the Middle East,  where all  of  the aeroplanes coming in from
America were being re-assembled.  This was Kafarit, beside the Great Bitter
Lake  on  the  Suez  Canal.  They  were  assembled  in  America  and  flown  and
tested  and then  dismantled,  put  into  crates,  and then  shipped  out  to  the
Middle East.  All the major servicing and modifications were carried out there,
and they had a large fleet of lorries and cranes.

On arrival, I was surprised to see that the Sergeant in charge was a Corporal
‘Fitter  General’  when I  was in  Horsham.   Because of  the  shortage of  M.T.
Fitters (a new trade in the R.A.F. hence my rapid promotion) this Sergeant
had been seconded from the Aircraft dept to the Transport Section.  The M.T.
Officer was an Aircraft Engineer who had blotted his copybook by signing an
aircraft fit to fly in order that his friends could go to Cairo for the weekend
and “test” it.  Unfortunately, the plane’s brakes were faulty and the pilot ran
out of runway and had to swerve to prevent running into the boundary fence
and damaged the nose under-carriage on the Boston.  For his sins, the Flight
Lieutenant was transferred to Transport in disgrace.

There were about fifty mechanics and fitters in the M.T, Section, and it was
my job to supervise the mechanics and the Sergeant would be responsible for
the paper-work After a few weeks, we were moved to a very large workshop,
where  the  various  departments  could  be  separated  into,  welding,  diesel,
electrical, major repairs and servicing.  The new workshop was large enough
to have 4 rows of lorries inside and every day the M.T. Officer would walk
around the workshop, followed by the Sergeant and myself,  and he would
note every  vehicle by registration number and it’s  fault  in a notebook and
enquire what was being done about it.  

46



He would ask how many lorries were “V.O.R.” (vehicle off road) and then he
would go back to his office and record everything in a big diary.  On Monday
mornings at 10am, the Commanding Officer would carry out his inspection,
accompanied  by  the  Adjutant,  the  Orderly  Room  Senior  N.C.O.,  the  M.T.
Officer, my Sergeant and myself.  Freshly laundered Khaki shirts and shorts
must be worn, and again the C.O. would ask- “ Why have we more lorries in
this  section  than  the  other  one,  why  are  there  more  of  this  make in  the
workshops?”  

Another promotion
The number of lorries had now increased to eighty lorries and nine cranes,
and the Sergeant  had  been  promoted  to  Flight  Sergeant  and  again  I  was
promoted, now to Sergeant.  This Station was run on peace- time systems,
and  although  the  Sergeants  Mess  was  a  big  improvement  on  my  living
conditions,  I  suddenly  realised  how the Colonial  Servicemen lived.   Freshly
laundered uniforms needed to be worn every day in the mess,  the correct
‘pecking order’ for the seating positions, the Station Warrant Officer who was
treated  like God.   Little  did  they realise  that  the Luftwaffe were only  fifty
flying miles away.  Aero engines were being run on test twenty-four hours a
day.  We had at least twenty lorries in our workshops every day for repair, and
our floor was kept as clean as a new pin by the native labourers.

One day I had to go to Cairo with fifteen drivers and two storekeepers to
collect new lorries and stores for the Station, so we arrived at the Tura Caves
where all the stores were kept in underground passages, and leaving three
drivers and the two storekeepers to load the lorries, the rest of us went into
Cairo for the night.  I went to the W.O and Sergeants Club and found a small
Pension to stay for the night,  the others  found their  own accommodation
nearby.  

We left the following evening at about 8 pm with fifteen new Chevrolet three-
ton lorries  that  had been assembled in Rhodesia  by native labour,  and we
arrived  back  at  base  at  about  midnight.  In  order  to  keep  all  the  cranes
working,  we  kept  one  deliberately  unserviceable,  because  we  found  that
three of them were only being used about four hours a day. By making three
hangars  share two cranes,  there was no panic,  when one crane had to be
brought in for repair or servicing,  We could always take a part off the one
coming in to get the other crane serviceable!
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Although our living quarters were in brick built huts, the local bed bugs took
up  residence  and  were  a  nuisance.  Frequent  spraying  of  the  walls  with
paraffin kept them at bay for a short time, but like the poor, they were always
with us.

Problems and solutions
We now had over sixty fitters working in the workshop, including about ten
from Palestine,  some of whom tried to use the old expression,  “ I  do not
speak English very well, and I do not know English lorries.  We have German
lorries  in  Palestine”.   I  was  having  particular  trouble  with  one  fitter,  who
always seemed to be unable to understand.  Perhaps it was because he was
twice as old as I was at the time, but I had the stripes on my arm and he did
not.  On one Monday morning, before the C.O.’s inspection, this man said that
he could not get the timing right on a Crossley lorry, so I told him to take the
magneto  off,  and  move  the  vernier  coupling  around  until  the  timing  was
correct.  He said that  he had tried but it made no difference,  and I was so
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annoyed, that I told him to remover the magneto again and that I would do
the timing. 

I sat on the passengers seat,  bent down and adjusted the timing and then
told him to fit the securing straps.  Little did I know that he had wiped his
hands on the seat and left a ‘blob’ of grease just where I had sat down, and
during the C.O.’s Inspection I had my back to him, so he called me over to him
and gave me a dressing down for having dirty shorts on. My M.T. Officer then
pitched in and told me to go back to my room and put some clean clothes on
and report to him on my return. I got another telling off on my return, and he
did not want to know how the grease got on the shorts in the first place. I
saw the smirk on the fitter’s  face when I returned to the shop floor,  and I
realised that we had a troublemaker in our midst.  

On another occasion, this man “accidentally” knocked a water pump off the
workbench  on  to  my  foot,  splitting  the  nail  and  later  causing  me  to  be
admitted to sick quarters for a week with  a septic in-growing toenail.  I had
been having problems with septic sores, small pimples turning into boils and
any  slight  cut  becoming  infected  and  the  M.O.  diagnosed  a  mild  case  of
septicaemia.

We had our first accident on the runway during October,  when a pilot was
taking off in a new Warhawk and some of the native labourers decided to
trundle some forty five gallon steel drums across the runway, without looking
to see if  any planes were taking off.   The pilot had not yet  reached flying
speed, but he decided to lift off rather than crash into them, and although he
passed them by about ten yards,  the plane stalled  and dropped on to the
runway, damaging one landing gear and the plane pivoted on the other leg
before landing on its nose.  The pilot jumped out and ran for about fifty yards
before  he  collapsed.   He  was  unconscious  for  two  days  although  he was
uninjured in the crash. 

Hospital again
A few weeks later I was taken ill, and was admitted to sick quarters with what
the  M.O.  thought  was  malaria,  and  who then  pumped  large  quantities  of
quinine  into  me,  without  having  any  improvement.   One  of  the  orderlies
suddenly discovered that the whites of my eyes had turned yellow and that I
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now had jaundice. I was transferred to the Hospital at Ismalia.  This was an
army hospital and I was the only R.A.F. man in the ward.

After two weeks I was discharged and my clothes were brought to me, but
instead of my new shirt and long khaki drill trousers, (made to measure by the
camp tailor), I now had some army trousers and a course shirt and army hob
nailed boots.  Army trousers have two small  belts at the waist and my new
trousers had the Officer type buckles, The shirt was a fine cotton pleated shirt
with my Sergeants stripes sewn on, and all airmen wore shoes on the desert
unless  they  were  on  special  duties,  where  our  own  type  of  boots  were
supplied.  Obviously, when I arrived at hospital, I was too ill to take any notice
of what was going on, so I complained and I was told that I would have to
stay a further two or three days if I wanted it sorted out and I would have to
go out into a tent outside the ward.  The conditions in the hospital were far
from satisfactory, so I left and complained to my Adjutant on my return, but
nothing could be done.   I  had to get  another  pair  of trousers  made and I
bought a new shirt on my next trip to Cairo. The boots were exchanged by
the Sergeant in charge of the clothing stores ‘unofficially’.

Christmas arrived and as usual, the Officers and senior N.C.O.’s waited on the
other ranks for Christmas dinner.  It is the one day of the year when they can
be rude and cheeky to the ‘superiors’ without being punished for it.

More problems
We were now having trouble with the Rhodesian built Chevrolet lorries.   It
was difficult to get into gear with the vehicle stationary and a bad vibration
developed  at  speeds  over  twenty  miles  per  hour.   When  the  engine  and
gearbox were removed,  it  was found that the spigot bearing between the
engine and gearbox had collapsed and because this part was not a complete
bearing, but just a cage of rollers using the crankshaft as the outer cone, and
the  primary  shaft  in  the  gearbox  as  the  inner  cone,  when  the  bearing
collapsed it damaged these items so badly that replacements were required.  

We placed orders for the necessary parts but after several weeks we were
told  that  because  they  were  a  new vehicle  to  the R.A.F.,  no spares  were
available.  By  now,  we  had  ten  of  these  lorries  unserviceable  and  were
desperate for vehicles.  Having ten lorries listed as ‘V.O.R. everyday for any
length of time was a reflection on the efficiency of the workshops, and then
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having my M.T. Officer asking if we have any news of spares on each daily
inspection did not do my temper much good.

I went to the Sergeant in charge of the machine shop and asked if he had a
good  enough  lathe  to  be able  to  machine  the  crankshaft  for  me,  and  he
replied that they could machine anything, so I suggested that he machined
the  crankshaft  to  enable  me  to  fit  a  Ford  Spigot  bearing,  and  he  could
machine the primary shaft and shrink a sleeve over to fit the inside of the
bearing.  He pointed out that this would be an unofficial modification, and my
rank was not high enough to authorise this. I knew that if I asked my M.T.
Officer, he would say that I would have to prepare drawings, give estimates
of costs and then he would put it to H.Q. Middle East for approval.  The war
would  be over  by  that  time and these  vehicles  had hardly  travelled  three
thousand miles.

I went back to the Sergeant a couple of days  later  and asked if  he would
machine the crankshaft to one and half inches, plus or minus zero, and when
the new bearings were supplied, we could fit a sleeve to the correct size and
we could do the same for the primary shaft and machine the bush to 0.625” (I
did not tell him that these were the sizes of the Ford spigot bearing) In this
way we would save time when the parts came.  He said that if I gave him an
order  for the repair  of these parts,  he could  do it  for  me.   I  collected the
crankshaft and the primary shaft 2 days later, and after the daily inspection, I
told the Corporal  in charge of that section to get  the engine and gearbox
assembled and that I would supply the bearing later, and that he had to keep
quiet about it.  

When the night shift came on at 8 pm, I told them to get another Chevrolet in,
take the engine and gear box out and steam clean everything and as soon as
the other team had put the engine and gearbox back in the first lorry and
tested  it,  they  had to  put  the  second  one back  in  its  place  The following
morning  I  was  pleased  to  see  that  the  first  lorry  had  been  sent  to
“Movements” so I obtained the log Book and wrote in it  in Red Ink, “The
crankshaft  of  this  vehicle  has  been  machined  to  one  and  half  inches,  the
primary  shaft  machined  and a  sleeve fitted  and welded,  and machined  to
0..625”and a Ford Spigot bearing fitted. Part No …………. No replacement
parts were available for this repair, ref letter …………. Re  H.Q.M.E  letter,
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ref…… dated…….  This vehicle to be kept on local runs for first 500 miles”..
and then signed and dated the entry.

Officer trouble
For  three  days  on  the  daily  inspection  our  M.T.  Officer  would  check  the
vehicles and on the third day, he retraced his steps and said, “ Funny, I have
the last two figures of the registration as five three, yet they are three five” I
replied that ‘five three was out on the road and this was the second one in.
He said that he was unaware that the spares had come through, so I had to
tell him what I had done and that the Ford bearing was  completely sealed
and  greased  and  worked  efficiently  on  a  Ford.   He  went  red  in  the  face,
ordered me into his office, and asked me what did I think I was doing, carrying
out an unofficial modification. 

He looked up the ‘Bible’, Kings Rules and Regulations and did I realise that if
anything went wrong, the engine could be destroyed, and so it went on.  I
then asked for the logbook to be brought in and showed him the entry.   I
pointed out that the Station was desperately short of transport and that if
this modification worked, we could repair all of the rest of the Chevrolets very
quickly  and  we would  know  that  there  would  be  no  further  trouble  with
them.  

This part was far superior to the original part and if the worst came to the
worst, it would do no more damage than had been caused with the original
bearing and all  that  would  be lost  was the few hours  dismantling  and re-
assembling less the use we had from the lorry when it was running.  I was
then  told  to  consider  myself  under  ‘open  arrest’  until  he  had  been  to
Headquarters  and tried  to  get  the  ‘mess’  sorted  out with  the Senior  M.T.
Engineer Officer, and that I should prepare myself for a Court Martial.  Cairo
was ninety miles away, the German army had made another attack and had
now  captured  Tobruk  and  I  was  being  punished  for  trying  to  get  some
desperately  needed  transport serviceable.  

I left his office feeling very angry and frustrated, and we were told that our
army had held the German army at el Alemein.  This was a very small village
near the coast but thirty miles south was the Quattara Depression, a large
area below sea level and impossible to pass except for a camel.  All the other
advances were made possible by being able to out-flank the opposition but
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here it was just a narrow strip that could be mined and defended, especially
as the enemy supply lines were at full stretch.  At nine pm. I was summoned
to the Officers Mess to report to my M.T. Officer.  I was taken to the interview
room and after looking at some papers,, he looked up and said that he had
reported my ‘crime’ to the Senior Engineer, and that I had acted on my own
without authority  from anyone,  but he had pleaded for me because I was
young and eager to get the war over as quickly as possible, and that I had let
my enthusiasm rule my head.. After half an hour of this, he said that his pleas
on my behalf had borne fruit and that nothing should be done for the time
being. 

The vehicle  had to  be taken  off  local  runs  and put  on the daily  Cairo  run
instead. If it stood up to this, a second vehicle could be modified and if this
proved all right, H.Q. would arrange for all crankshafts and first motion shafts
to be modified in Cairo.  I was warned to toe the line in future., and I should
not  attempt  to  carry  out  any  further  modifications  in  future  without
consulting him and getting his approval  first in writing.   I asked him, had I
asked for his permission to carry out the first modification,  would he have
given it. I received the answer I had expected, “NO”.  

For the next month, every time I had a problem with a lorry that officially was
not my job, I would approach the Warrant Officer who then approached the
Officer.  These jobs were normally sorted out before they got to this level, so
once again I was called in to the office to explain. I asked for certain passages
of “Kings Rules” to be read out to me, the ones outlining my responsibilities
etc and to refer certain problems to my Officer.  “ So you are a bloody Barrack
Room Lawyer now, are you?” my Officer shouted at me. “ No sir, but you did
quote me K.R.R.’s a short time ago, and because I was advised to toe the line,
I thought that it would be wise to read all the sections applicable to me and
my position.”  “I think you are treading on very thin ice Sergeant, but I think
that you have learnt your lesson” and with that I was dismissed.

Mail and the censor
Mail  was  coming  through  fairly  regularly,  and  with  all  that  had  happened
recently,  the tone in my letters may have given my feelings away, and the
Censor Officer requested my presence at his office.  He had my most recent
letter to my fiancé in his hand and he thought that I was giving my feelings
away too strongly.  I pointed out that I thought that the Censors job was to
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read letters vertically and not to read them word for word and in that way
they would only pick out words that could be of use to an enemy.  He said
that letters like mine would not help the morale of the civilians back home in
the U.K.  I said that the reasons for me writing like that did help my morale
much either.  However, after much discussion, I decided to re-write the letter,
and after that my letters always started, ‘the three of us together again, ‘you,
me and the Censor’.”   Often when the Censor saw me he would say, “Well,
when are we going to be together again?”

Our war was not going at all well, the German army under General Rommel
was attacking our front line frequently and the local Egyptians were getting
to the state of demonstrating at our Headquarters and on one occasion when
I was driving through Cairo, I had stones thrown at my lorry.  Headquarters
were now preparing to evacuate to Palestine, and many unimportant papers
were being burnt.  A new General had been appointed to the Eighth Army as
the desert army had been re-named and he had made it clear to the troops
that we were not going to retreat again.  The first thing he did, was to send a
tank and three armoured cars to the King of Egypt’s Palace and force him to,
dissolve his Parliament and install a Government, sympathetic to the British
cause.  

There had been a Treaty in existence where the British troops would go to the
aid of Egypt if they were attacked and  he required the co-operation of Egypt
in return.  This  was carried out immediately  and General  Montgomery took
charge of all operations on the desert. He visited all front line units to give
them a pep talk and from then on, all Commanding Officers had to give their
men a daily bulletin on the state of the war and where they would be when
the main attack took place.  The morale of the troops was now higher than at
any time of the war. 

I think I was beginning to get a bit homesick, especially when a couple of my
pals received ‘Dear John’ letters from their wives or girl friends, saying that
they had found someone else.  That was the signal  for them to go on the
binge of a lifetime.

On not becoming a pilot
It was then that I thought that I would like to train as a Fighter Pilot and be
able to do something constructive in the war.   I  found out that the R.A.F.
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were no longer sending candidates direct to Canada, Rhodesia or America for
training  until  they  had completed  forty  hours  of  ‘air  familiarisation’.  I  was
issued with a Log Book and because we had so many aeroplanes being tested
every day, it was easy for me to go on any test flight in order to get my ‘hours’
in without having to book ahead.

On every flight, my time was logged in the logbook, and one day I approached
one of the test pilots in the mess, an Irishman who had flown Gladiators in
Malta and Greece and had refused promotion because he was mad enough to
bend the rules and he did not want to be responsible for other pilots.   He
called me all the idiots on Gods earth and told me to keep my feet on the
ground,  anyone  wanting  to  fly,  did  not  have  the  intelligence  to  do  it.
However, he did take me up on several short trips and one day he took me up
on a final four-hour trip.  I had done about twenty hours at the time and at
eight thousand feet, ‘Paddy’ told me that he was going into a dive and would
pullout at fifteen hundred feet.   As we pulled out of the dive, the red mist
came before  my eyes  and I  blacked out,  and I  recovered  just  as  we were
about to land.  When I returned to the flight office, Paddy handed me back my
log-book and he had written in red ink, “Student blacked out at 3 “G”, and
smiled as he said “ I told you that you should not learn to fly”.  He probably
saved my life, but I was very disappointed and I am sure that it was much
more than 3 “G”

I was becoming disenchanted with ‘base Station’ life and I finally volunteered
for service on the Western Desert or Malta.  My M.T. Officer wanted to know
why I wanted to go there , away from the comforts of the base, and he said
that I should apply for a ‘Short Service Commission’.  I told him that I wanted
to do something useful for the war effort  instead of pushing paper around to
get things done.  He wanted to go back to aero-engine engineering and that I
would take over in his place. I refused because I would have been worse off
financially,  and  also  I  had  discovered  that  the  W.O.  was  blaming  me  for
problems not of my making.  I received a posting to a reconnaissance Flight
on the desert within seven days.
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El Alamein 
Campaign

In the desert, the arrival of Montgomery, the change of 
fortune of the war, being bombed, another injury, camping 
out, in Libya and Tunisia, plane problems and the usual 
technical difficulties

Aug 1942 to Jul 1943
I arrived at the Landing Strip about twenty miles east of el Alemein on the
Norhern Egypt cpast and shown my ‘quarters’ that turned out to be a tent
shared with three other Sergeants.   Gone was the comfortable bed, it was
now a groundsheet on the sand and meals in the mess tent on hard benches
to sit on, but at last I felt that I was doing something useful again.  Our planes
were Baltimores, a twin engined medium sized bomber, capable of taking off
and landing on one engine,  with a large petrol  tank in the bomb bay, and
three cameras mounted along the fuselage   These planes flew at twenty five
thousand feet and the ‘recce’ could take up to four hours at a time.  Only one
plane went out a time, and because of their  height,  if  they saw an enemy
fighter  coming they just  put  the plane into a dive and got out  of trouble.
There  were  two  other  reconnaissance  squadrons  using  Spitfires,  but  they
went out on low-level flights, two planes at a time, one to take photographs,
and the other to be the escort.

I  had to report  to the Commanding Office the next day,  who outlined my
duties and what we would be doing when the order came to advance. We
were on two hours alert at all times, which meant that our transport had to
be serviceable at all times.  He complained that his Ford Utility Staff car had
been unserviceable for several weeks and had to be lift towed because the
service dept could not replace the steering parts..
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I walked around to the M.T. Section, and after introducing myself I asked if
there was anything I could do as a ‘new broom’ to help out.  The fitters said
that the only problem was the C.O.’s car.  Could I get it written of because
they could not get a complete steering assy and they could not dismantle all
of the faulty parts.  I was told that because the car had been fitted with very
wide sand tyres, all the steering joints were worn and could not be removed
I put on a dust coat and went into the ‘pit’ to see the problem, and I was
amazed to see the ‘butchering’ which had taken place in order to remove the
parts.  They had broken the tool that normally removes the parts and then
decided to hammer the parts off. I asked for two large hammers and with one
of the fitters putting his hammer behind the steering arm, I gave the opposite
side three very hard strikes and the part fell off.  I had seen the other fitters
laughing behind their hands when I started, but their smiles turned the other
way when the parts fell off.  I then took the time to show them how to carry
out this  operation  and within  the hour  the job was  complete  and the car
serviceable again.  I left it until the next day to tell the C.O. that his car was
available.

I told the fitters that they should never say that something was impossible.  If
I did not know, I would certainly find someone who did know the answer.
Apparently, my predecessor was an aero fitter who had made a bad mistake
and had been sent to the Transport Dept in disgrace and he just did not care.
I found the fitters very hard working and keen to do their job and with my
help, they would make sure that we would always be able to move on time.

On the second evening, I went to the Sergeants Mess Tent, (a large, square
tent about sixteen feet square, with two main poles inside) and after half an
hour, a sandstorm blew up and because the tent pegs had not been fitted
deep enough, the tent began to capsize with about eight of us inside. Three
of us got on to each pole to keep the tent from falling down.

Attack begins
It  is  now  September  1942  and  we  all  know  that  we  shall  soon  make  an
attempt to throw the Axis Powers back along the desert.  We had seen the
massive  build  up of  planes  and  equipment,  the  large  number  of  tanks  on
massive tank transporter trailers drawn by huge sixteen gear Diamond T or
Mack lorries, more and more small units forming around us and the feeling of
anticipation that this time we are fully prepared for the task ahead. The new
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8th Army Commander, General Montgomery had given the instructions that all
commanding Officers ensure that the troops are getting the daily bulletin, so
we all started packing everything we did not need away in to our lorries.

Late in October, we were told on our morning parade that the attack would
start at ten pm within the next three days.  The barrage started that night,
dead  on  time  and  the  sky  was  lit  up  from  the  coast  to  the  Quattara
Depression,  and did not stop at all  that night.  On the morning parade,  we
were told that the attack had been successful, and that we would be moving
on as soon as the German army retreated.  We had lost a lot of tanks and
casualties were high but we still had a five to one advantage with tanks, about
four to one with troops and we had complete air superiority.

On the tenth day, we were given the order to move and we made camp about
hundred miles west of el Alemein. We were told we would remain for about a
week.  I was trying to get a Workshop lorry, and one of the drivers told me
about  a  5  Ton  Fiat  lorry  which  had  been  adapted  by  the  Germans  as  an
ambulance. I went to see it, but the driver had forgotten to tell me that it was
on the edge of a British minefield.

Apparently this ambulance was stationed at a site on a headland by the cliff
face, and to be able to reach the main road, he would have to drive towards
our army because of the minefield. The recent sandstorm had blown all of the
sand off the mines and they were lying exposed on top of the ground just like
Guards on parade.  Unfortunately for the driver, he had driven about a mile
astride a line of mines in the moonlight, but when he got near to the road, the
mines were out of his field of vision and in his panic, he started to turn and
ran over one of the mines, blowing off his front wheel.

The wheels fitted directly on to the brake drum and the metal base of the rim
is made in three pieces, so when the tyre blew off, there was no damage to
the  brake  drum.   Because  I  could  see  the  line  of  mines,  I  joined  three
towropes together, got someone to stop the traffic for a few minutes, and
then towed the vehicle to the desert  on the other  side without doing any
further damage.  I fitted the spare wheel, made sure that the wires which had
been removed from the fuse box were safe, had a tow from the other driver,
and started the diesel engine to drive back to camp.
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When the fitters removed all of the medical equipment from inside the body, I
found we had a sturdy bench with drawers fitted, some shelves and a very
useful vehicle.   It took a couple of hours to couple up the wires,  fit a new
battery,  (the  original  had  been  sabotaged)  and  I  now  had  my  workshop
wagon.   All  captured  enemy  vehicles  had  to  be  registered  with  Military
Headquarters  and repainted  other  than the German  camouflage but there
were plenty of drivers volunteering for that job, knowing that we can now
repair our vehicles on the road .  

Our  ‘Magpie’  (every  unit  has  one  member  who  is  a  born  scrounger  and
hoarder) and he found an air-compressor  that he removed from a crashed
Heinkel  111.   We fitted this  to the back of the workshop lorry,  fitted three
compressed air brake receiver tanks inside and connected up the pipes and
we had compressed air on tap.  A visit to the equipment store and with a bit
of ‘bartering’, I managed to get a welding plant and we were fully fitted.

Moving around
 The advance was progressing fairly rapidly now, and we were breaking camp
and re-erecting every two or three days, but we all felt that we were on the
way home this time.  I had been in the Middle East for almost two years and
apart from several weekend passes to Cairo and Alexandria, one week’s sick
leave to Tel Aviv in Palestine and one week in a Rest Camp at Ismalia in the
whole of that time.  There certainly would be no leave for some considerable
time now.
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Because of our frequent moves, I decided to make a metal frame, stretch my
ground sheet over it and that I could put it in the lorry and sleep in comfort,
without  the  bother  of  having  to  erect  a  tent  and  share  with  three  other
people.  It was very comfortable and it enabled the others to have a bit more
room.

The powers that be, found the lack of German planes puzzling so our Pilots
had to go up four times a day to try to find where they had gone. Although
the  enemy  knew  when  our  planes  were  flying  and  the  regularity  of  the
recce’s,  by overlapping and changing times of flights,  there were very few
German  planes  to be seen.   The pilots  began to grumble saying that  they
would soon be flying every day!  At that time, I was hitching lifts to get spare
parts from base or anywhere I could and in one four week period, I flew more
trips than the individual pilots.

My next move to a site near Tmimi, a place miles from anywhere in the middle
of the desert and I needed to get some engines from my old unit by the Suez
Canal.  One of our planes was going back to this unit for a Major overhaul, and
the crew were bringing back a new plane as a replacement.. Unknown to me,
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our Adjutant also wanted to go to Cairo, so it was decided that the four crew,
the Adjutant and myself would go to Cairo, leave the crew and the adjutant
there and the pilot would take me to the base, we would pick up my engine
and fly back to Cairo, while the others had a week end break.  We now hear
that there are two planes waiting to be brought back to our unit, so a second
crew decide to come with us. The plane is designed for four crew, and six can
get in, but when a further four are added, it is a very tight squeeze.

We  took  off  with  great  difficulty,  but  as  our  ‘runway’  was  unlimited,  we
managed to get air-borne.  There was no way a gunner could get to his gun if
we were attacked.   We arrived  at  Cairo  Airport,  but  because we were so
overloaded,  we  overshot  the  runway,  and  the  plane  was  ‘grounded’.
Everyone except the two pilots and myself  made for the ‘high life’ and we
hitched a lift  to the base for our ‘goods’.  When the pilots reported to the
Flight Office, they were told that the planes could not be available because a
further modification had to be carried out on both planes.  I went back to my
stores to tell them to put the engine, and two more on a Transport Plane to
my unit and then went back to meet the pilots who had arranged a lift back to
Cairo.

Our Adjutant had some explaining to do, when he requested seats for ten
people back to our unit.  We were told that we had at least 4 days before a
plane would be available, so we all booked into a small Pension and decided
to have a spot of unexpected leave.  I  went around to the Sergeants  and
W.O.’s Club and as I was eating my snack, another Sergeant comes around
and says ”and who’s been a naughty boy, then.?”  I looked at him, and asked
what  he  meant,  and  he  said  “does  un-authorised  modifications  mean
anything?” and then I realised who he was.  He was the Sergeant in the office
of the Senior M.T. Engineer, H.Q. Middle East, when the M.T. Officer from my
old unit  went to see him about the modifications I had carried out on the
Chevrolet lorry.  We had a good old chat and it appears that the Engineer was
pleased to think that there was a cure for the problem, and that now Cooks
workshops were doing them all the time. This version was totally different to
the one I had been given.

It was just before Christmas 1942, so to spend my evenings, I went to the local
roller skating rink to learn to skate, when two young Greek girls came around
and joined up with several of us and helped us to go around   After a while I
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could go around quite fast, but I did not learn the way to stop...  I think that I
still have the bruises where I used to crash into the barriers.

We were in Cairo for ten days and we were getting short of money so the
Adjutant arranged for a special pay allowance from H.Q.  Our return trip was
arranged in an aging Bristol Bombay Transport plane and leaving in the dark,
we were flying at 3,000 feet, when suddenly we hit an air pocket and dropped
hundreds of feet. This was the only time I have felt airsick.  We transferred to
a Lockheed Hudson at el Adem that was a bit better and we arrived at Tmimi
at about 6 am.                                                                       

Being a Reconnaissance Squadron, our planes took photographs of our own
camp as they returned from their missions, and it enabled us to rectify any
faults  we may have trying  to disguise  our  camp. We had developed  some
‘cardboard’ lorries and tents to make a dummy camp about a mile away.  We
had been able to ‘capture’ some light steel tubing and with a bit of ingenuity,
we made what looked like a badly camouflaged site, and from the air it looked
o.k.

Bombed again
We made planes out of old broken tail planes and nose sections.  A storm had
blown  some  of  the  exhibits  down  and  two  of  our  M.T.  dept  took  a
Thorneycroft lorry out with some repair material to rectify the site, and while
they were away, another of our lorries had been damaged in an accident, and
had  to  be lift  towed  back  to  camp.   The Thorneycroft  was  the only  lorry
available, so I took a Pick-up out to the site to exchange vehicles and parked
alongside, about six feet away.  I stood in the back of the pick-up talking to
the other two men, when a whistling sound caused me to look for the source.

It was a Heinkel 111 making a sneak raid and he had just released five small
bombs, and although I tried to jump down, the blast caught me and threw me
against the side of the lorry.  Apparently, I stretched out my arms and caught
one of the ropes on the side before my head hit the wooden side of the lorry
that knocked me out, and as I fell, I still gripped the rope and before hitting
the ground, I had dislocated my shoulder.  The lads took me to Sick Quarters
where  I  came  round  after  they  had  reset  my  shoulder,  but  my  arm  was
strapped up for some time afterwards. I also had a cracked rib that was very
painful, and also a black eye.
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On the map of the Libyan coastline, Tmimi is west of Derna, about ten miles
south of where the coastline goes north past Benghazi and returns to Agheila
further west. About two weeks after this incident we are on the move again,
but instead of going by road, and with my arm strapped to my side, and my
ribs strapped up, we had to travel across the desert on the camel track with
the aid of compasses.  Apparently, a small pocket of the German army were
holding out at the tip of the peninsular and it was simpler to by-pass them. I
was  glad  that  my  lorry  had  been  modified  as  an  ambulance  with  softer
springs.

After settling in at Agheila,  I discovered a twenty-ton Fiat lorry and a four-
wheel trailer in good condition.  The trailer had twin tyres all round and could
be made into a two or four wheel steer by a central control, and also the short
draw bar  could  be fitted  to  the ‘front’  or  the  ‘rear’.   The compressed  air
brakes could be connected from either end.  This was a great find because it
could take the load of at least eight of our lorries and would mean that they
could travel lightly with less strain on the engines.

We had been using the lorry on short journeys around the camp to make sure
that it was o.k. and we found that the fuel pump was giving trouble.  Not
being able to get a replacement, I was lucky enough to get a spare diesel tank
that we mounted on the roof and allowed a gravity feed to the main injector
pump.  The vehicle performed well after that.

A few days later we had the order to move again, and this time it was to a
large landing strip at “Marble Arch” about three hundred miles away.  This
was not as easy as it seemed because the Afrika Korps had blown up many of
the bridges  on the main  road,  and this  meant  anything up to a  detour  of
twenty miles south to a place where the vehicles could cross the depression
and a further twenty miles  back to the other  side of the bridge.   I  always
travelled last with the workshop lorry, the crane in front of me and this Fiat
and trailer in front of us.  The rest of the convoy was sent in units of ten in
front.  After about forty miles, a violent explosion took place in the engine of
the Fiat.  We learn that a thermal bomb, about the size of a large cigar had
been put in the engine sump, and had detonated when the oil had reached
the right temperature.

My dilemma was that all of our other vehicles were ahead of us and we have a
five-day journey ahead of us to our new site.  We fitted the trailer to the back
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of my lorry, and fitted 2  towropes from the crane to the disabled lorry and we
set off.

We only carried a days rations of hard biscuits and bully beef, so we hope to
catch up with our unit that night.  A few days before leaving on this journey, I
had run the spike of a screwdriver in to the palm of my hand, and it was now
beginning to feel sore, but because it did not bleed, I didn’t worry about it.
We did not meet up with our unit that night, so in the morning we stopped at
the first unit we came to and begged some rations and water. We were given
enough for two days.

And another injury..
The  next  day  our  progress  was  very  slow,  because  our  detour  point  of
crossing was very steep on both sides, and it meant taking the disabled lorry
down into the depression, disconnecting the tow-ropes, letting the crane get
to the top on the other side, and joining all of the tow ropes together and
towing the disabled lorry to the top out of the way, and doing the same for
me when I went into the depression with the trailer attached. My lorry was
pulled to the top and then we had to pull the trailer out of the depression.  

We connected  up the vehicles  and started  out again,  feeling  that  we had
overcome a very difficult operation.  The trouble was that it was very time
consuming and time we did not have.  We only travelled thirty miles from our
starting  point  that  day  and  some  of  the  detours  were  getting  extremely
hazardous.  By  now  my  hand  was  beginning  to  throb  and  red  lines  were
running up from my wrist to my elbow.

We have very little water and washing is a luxury we cannot afford and the
next day we set off again.  That night I had to seek medical assistance for my
hand, and we were lucky enough to find an army unit with a Medical Officer,
and  he  treats  it  with  a  hot  poultice,  with  instructions  to  see  him  in  the
morning.  I point out that we must catch up with our unit as soon as possible,
and in the morning the lines are running up to my armpit and my elbow is
stiff..  The M.O. says that I should not go on, but again I say that I have to get
to my unit. So he treats my hand and arranged for a loop to be fitted to the
roof of my cab, so that my hand can be kept suspended   He also gave me
several dressings to put on as required.
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It took us ten days to reach Marble Arch, but it only took the others seven
days, and they were about to send a search party back the route to find us, I
reached camp at four p.m. and went straight to our own Medical Officer, who
immediately  dressed  me  down  for  continuing  with  the  journey,  and  then
cleaned the wound and lanced it.  The poison that came out seemed to run
for hours, but the relief as the pressure dropped on my arm and hand was
unbelievable. It took a further five days to reduce the swelling and two weeks
to heal.  We also found another engine from a burnt-out lorry and fitted it to
ours.

“Marble Arch” was the nickname given to it by our troops because it was an
arch built over the road about one hundred feet high and laying on a ledge
half way up, was the statue of a giant native. Legend had it,  that the two
chiefs from Lybia and Cyrenaica, could not agree where their borders were, so
they decided that on a certain day, each tribe would send his fastest runner
from  Agheila  and  Tripoli,  and  where  they  met  would  be  the  border.
Unfortunately for the two runners, they were both killed for not running fast
enough for their tribe! This monument was erected by the Italians when they
Colonised North Africa.

Before any units were allowed on this site, the army had squads of soldiers
with mine detectors, walking shoulder to shoulder to detect and remove the
mines. Thousands of mines were removed, and some had mines underneath
connected  with  a  wire  which  would  detonate  when  the  top  mine  was
removed.  In spite of this, several mines were missed so we were all issued
with a small canvas bag with one and half inch nails, so that if we saw a mine,
we could lay down beside it, align the holes in the detonator with the casing,
push a nail in and bend it over and then mark it with a stick or stones.  The
‘bomb squad’ went around all day looking for fresh mines.  After a while we
got used to this and realised that if we missed one, it could cost someone his
life.
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The British 1st Army and the American Army had invaded Algiers shortly after
the Alemein Battle and were having a very difficult time and were finding it
difficult to keep to the target to meet the Eighth Army at Tunis.

We  spent  Christmas  at  Marble  Arch,  but  a  few  days  before,  none  of  our
Christmas Fare had arrived from the NAAFI, and urgent phone calls went out
to find it. It had been sent to Benghazi in error,  so one of our pilots and a
navigator, took a Baltimore down to pick up the ‘goodies’.  When the plane
landed, it hit a mine and the plane landed with the wheel folded. Fortunately,
it was almost stopped at the time. Several lorries rushed to the scene with
several volunteers and quickly unloaded the plane and returned to our unit.
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Because  there  were  about  ten  squadrons  and  several  miscellaneous
squadrons using the landing ground everyone had their own designated ‘line’
and ours was right on the edge furthest from the road.

That day, one of the senior Officers from Group Headquarters arrived at the
site  to  visit  another  squadron,  and  looking  out  of  the  mess,  he  saw  the
crashed Baltimore. After he had his meal, he looked out again and the plane
was still  there with nothing being done about it. Because our Commanding
Officer was at a Group meeting, the senior Officer in charge of our unit was
our Adjutant, whose liking for the bottle of gin was well known, and he had
not bothered to make arrangements for the plane to be recovered. He was
summoned to the senior Group Officer for an explanation, but as soon as this
Officer saw his condition, he was relieved of his job and sent back to Cairo in
disgrace.

It is my third Christmas away from home and I am feeling homesick but again
a lot of mail arrives to cheer us all up. I began to get depressed when several
of the airmen received “Dear John” letters and news that complete families
had been killed in the air raids.  One of our Warrant Officers had invited about
ten American Sergeants for a Social evening and all went well until a couple
towards the end began to get a little drunk, started boasting about how they
had to come over and win the war for us again.  That did not go down well
and if it had not been for their Master Sergeant taking control, there would
have been a very nasty incident.

Tripoli, Libya
We moved to Tripoli a short time after this, to a site about 4 miles outside the
town and we are accommodated in an abandoned farmhouse.  We use the
house for all of the messes, and arrange the tents for sleeping nearby.  I still
use my lorry and I am very comfortable.              

Lord Haw-Haw, was broadcasting to the troops,  telling them to surrender,
because the German army are just reeling them in.  He also tells us that the
American and Australians are looking after our wives and girl friends while we
are away.  It was a case of the ‘Yanks’ being “ Over paid, over sexed and over
there”.  It was a good job that we didn’t take any notice of his ranting.

We found a small  diesel  generating plant and fixed up to the mains in the
farmhouse  so  that  we  had  decent  lighting  when  we  had  our  meals  and
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recreation.  The landing strip was a short distance from the living quarters,
and was just a strip of desert that had been graded to a reasonable surface,
and every time a plane took off, it created a miniature sandstorm.  Most pilots
“shot-up” the strip after take-off,  but one day,  a pilot made the record of
three inches below zero, when he flew just a little too low.

However,  he  continued  with  the  recce,  and  on  his  return  he  called  the
Engineer Officer (an ex boy entrant Warrant Officer) to say the plane would
not climb above twenty thousand feet,  and there was a very bad vibration
above cruising speed.  The W.O. walked around to the engines and took one
look at the propellers, and then told the pilot that he had his ‘finger in up to
his bloody shoulders’ and that he should not have charge of a pram, let alone
one of his aeroplanes. The pilot was a Flight Lieutenant with a D.F.C. and Bar,
but  that  did  not  make  any  difference.   Warrant  Officer  Dent  hated  pilots
because  they  abused  his  aeroplanes,  and  it  would  not  have  made  any
difference if it had been the Commanding Officer.  All six blades of the two
propellers had been bent over at right angles, three inches from the tips.  A
very expensive shoot-up.

We lost another crew and plane the next day, when they were shot down just
after take-off. They were heavily laden with fuel and they stood no chance
when two M.E.  109’s  came and shot them down.  When the plane hit the
ground, there was one huge explosion and the crew were never found.  It
happened on our own doorstep that made it worse.            

We were told that ‘ E.N.S.A.’ had brought a big name Concert Party to Tripoli
and were putting on shows at a large cinema in the town.  There were ample
tickets available, so I went on my afternoon off.  It was a very good show, but
Vivien Leigh (Gone with the Wind actress) who gave a rendition of  “You are
old, Father William” did not get the same applause as the bawdy comics and
the high kicking chorus girls.  Because this  was the first time any of us had
seen  any  white  girls  in  two  years.   I  suppose  this  was  natural,  and  their
enthusiasm could be forgiven.

Sfax, Tunisia, and new planes
Just as we were getting used to our new surroundings,  the war started to
‘hot-up’ once again and we were ordered to move to a new site near Sfax,
We were advised that the twin-engined Baltimores would be replaced by the
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American P 51 Mustang Fighters and that we would be carrying out Tactical
Reconnaissance in future, using two planes at a time, one to Photograph at
low level, and the other to act as escort.

The pilots were transferred to a Flying School for single engine training and
the ground crews to a local American camp to check the servicing.  The other
crewmembers were transferred to other squadrons.

The pilots  returned with their  new planes three weeks later  and everyone
admired the new look of the squadron.  At that time the Mustang was the
fastest plane around and it looked very similar in shape to a Messerschmidt
109, square wing tips, small tail fin etc.  The pilots had been using Tomahawks
for training and now our C.O. made them go up from dawn to dusk, taking off
and landing, mock battles, in order for them to be ready for the battle ahead.

In the meantime,  the British  1st army,  the 8th army and the American Army
were  preparing  to  take  Tunis  and  the  German  army  was  preparing  to
evacuate.  In my dept, we were told to prepare an advance party of vehicles
and staff and waterproofing the vehicles to a depth of five feet.  This involved
cutting the exhaust system, shaping pipes to take the silencer and tail pipes
to the front so that the driver could see them, raising the air filters on the
carburettors,  an  inner  tube  was  cut  to  cover  the  carburettor,  small  holes
made to take the controls, dynamos completely sealed with a plasticine type
of material, also distributors, plugs and wires, starters were sealed and all air
vents (petrol tanks, axle and engine breathers) were fitted with plastic pipes
to  take them above the five  feet  mark.   Fresh  belts  were  fitted  from the
engine to the water pump only, engine oil levels checked and dipsticks sealed.

Planning for Sicily
A  complete  advance  unit  was  formed,  ready  for  the  invasion  of  Sicily,
comprising, four Officers, four Senior N.C.O.’s and about eighty ‘other ranks’.
I was the most senior of the N.C.O.’s and therefore I would be in charge.  My
promotion to Flight Sergeant had come through just after arriving at Marble
Arch, but now was the time I would have to earn my money.  The whole unit
moved to a beach about four miles away and when the unit had settled in, we
received a visit from Desert H.Q. with technical  and Intelligence Staff,  who
would  be  briefing  us  on  the  coming  campaign.   All  of  our  vehicles  were
inspected for waterproofing and all of the drivers were assembled and given
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instructions on how to drive in deep water.  Poles had been set in the sea at
intervals  and marked to a depth of four feet,  six inches and the instructor
took us all out on the circuit, in his vehicle fully clothed and then we had to
repeat the process on our own.  He was using a Ford 15 cwt pick-up where the
seat was about two feet from the ground.  It was an uncanny feeling to feel
the water gradually rising above your waist until it reached just under your
chin and you dare not go fast to create a bow wave or to press the clutch out.

We were “going in” on “D day” plus two and depending on how lucky the
initial assault was, would determine how easy our landing would be.  We were
shown our landing site on the map and how and where we go to our site that
was about ten miles from the landing area.  I think most of us thought that it
served us right for joining up.  We were then informed that the only thing we
could take with us would be our back packs, side bags and rifle (a .38 Smith
and Wesson Revolver as well in my case).  Kit bags and all other luxuries to be
packed  and  returned  to  stores,  all  mail  and  papers  received  had  to  be
destroyed. Anything which may give the enemy any information, should we
be captured, had to be left behind.  We were also given some German phrases
to remember.

On the Friday after this briefing, I was Orderly Sergeant, which meant a duty
of  twenty-four  hours  and followed on the next day by a stand-by duty.   I
would have nothing specific to do, but to be available if needed. Now that we
were on ‘stand-by’ we allowed about a fifth of the airmen to go to a safe
bathing beach every afternoon about four miles away, and I stayed in my tent
writing letters home.  Goodness knows when I would have time in the near
future.  My letters finished, I pulled my groundsheet out on to the sand and
lay down to sunbathe.  I was reminiscing and realised that I had travelled over
one thousand miles over the most hellish terrain, been bombed and strafed,
and at last we had a bit of free time before the next battle.

I recalled the time when, returning to the base unit with a pilot and navigator,
the pilot had never landed on a runway.  His training in Rhodesia was on a
very large plain where a mile or so didn’t matter, and the same on the desert,
you could always taxi home.  The pilot now had to land on a tiny ribbon of
tarmac,  and  having  checked  with  the  control  tower,  and  checked  the
direction of the landing ‘T’ he approached the runway.  As he was too high, he
was given a red signal and he aborted the landing. He made a long approach
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and skimming the tops of the tents from the units nearby, he found that a
Tomahawk  had  cut  in  front  of  him  and  he  had  to  abort  again.  His  next
approach after getting permission from the tower, started even further back
and this  time he made a perfect touch-down and as I  was listening to the
conversation  between  the  pilot  and  navigator,  the  navigator  shouted,
“Skipper, there’s another plane coming the other way”. 

We had just lost flying speed so the pilot veered off the runway to the left,
just as a Boston medium bomber roared past going the other way. I hate to
think what my pulse rate was at that time.  The time was just after twelve
noon,  and  the  landing  “T”  had  been  reversed  in  order  that  the  sun  was
behind the pilots on landing.  By the time we had slowed down to taxi, there
was a Jeep load of R.A.F. Police alongside and the crash crews to escort us to
dispersal. As soon as the plane was parked, the Police escorted the pilot to
the Commanding Officer for an explanation.

Another time, I travelled to Benghazi with our new C.O. and a navigator in
order to sort out some spares which had gone astray and as we got out of the
plane, the navigator, who had been feeling a bit off colour, suddenly became
violently  sick and in great  pain, and was taken to the Sick Quarters  where
appendicitis was diagnosed.

After I had sorted out my spares problem, I reported back to my C.O. who had
just converted from single engine fighters to twin-engined bombers and he
told me that we would be following the road back to camp at low level. And
that I had better sit in the front of the plane and keep a lookout for enemy
fighters.  We took off normally, but as soon as he retracted the landing gear,
he put the plane into a typical fighter take off, by trying to turn on the wing
tip.  As soon as he had done this he realised what he had done and pushing
the throttles  wide open and gently  levelling off,  we got back to a normal
flying position.  Fortunately, the Baltimore is over-powered and being lightly
laden,  we  were  in  no  danger,  but  aerobatics  at  one  hundred  feet,  is
something not be done.  After we landed the C.O. apologised and hoped that
I had not been put off flying.

Camouflage
I  must have dozed off  because the next thing that  I  remember was being
wakened by the duty driver, telling me to go to the C.O.’s tent immediately.  I
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put on my shirt and shoes and joined the C.O. in the Officers Mess and I was
told that a team had arrived from H.Q. to demonstrate the camouflaging of
our lorries.  Someone had realised that our Yellow sand paint would stand out
amongst the green vegetation of Sicily.  I sent a spare driver out to the beach
to get all the drivers back and in the meantime we set up a spraying area.  A
Flying  Officer,  Corporal  and  two  Airman  with  a  lorry  equipped  with  a
compressor and spray gear and putting one of our lorries on each side of the
spray vehicle, we all set about masking off headlamps, windscreens and any
markings which we wanted left on.  

The Officer  brought  out all  the drawings of the different vehicles,  and we
were having just the outline taken out with matt black paint.  At first I thought
that it would be useless but as the final pattern emerged, suddenly all  the
corners of the lorries disappeared.  As each lorry was painted, it was driven
away and two more came in, and as it took two hours to paint each lorry, the
work had to be continued on the Sunday.   The standing joke after that was
for a driver told to get his lorry, would reply  “sorry Chiefy, I can’t find the
bloody  thing  since  it’s  been  painted”.  My  reply  was  for  them  to  go  on
permanent guard duty until they found it. It was soon found.

Having completed this chore, I had to return to my main camp to check that
all of the vehicles there were in order and that the Corporal had everything in
hand, and having lunch in the Sergeants Mess, I was chatting to the pilots and
asking how the war was getting on at Tunis.  I was amazed to learn that there
were no evacuation craft available for the Axis Forces anywhere to be seen,
and  they  had  been  sweeping  the  whole  area  from  Sicily  to  Italy.   I  was
surprised at this  news,  because there had been a big push started around
Tunis and all three armies were involved.

The  next  day  we  heard  that  the  Axis  forces  had  surrendered,  and  about
200,000 troops had been captured.  Lord Haw-Haw announced that evening
that it was a trap and that all of the allied troops should surrender before they
were exterminated.

We were warned the next day that we were on three days  stand by, and
already there was the air of expectancy around the camp.  There was now a
strict security ban on the site and we were advised that all mail from home
had to be destroyed and any items that  might give details  of  our  present
locality had to be destroyed.
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The following day we were told that due to the bad weather, our ‘invasion’
was being delayed and that we were now on seven days stand-by. Because of
the anti-climax, I ordered a kit and vehicle check, my own included.  When I
checked the vehicles inside and out, I found two of the lorries had no wheel
braces to change their wheels, one did not have a jack and two did not have
spare wheels. Five of the drivers found themselves doing extra guard duties
for the next seven days.  It appeared that they loaned these items, when their
tyres  had to be changed from the wide sand tyres  to the track  grip  tyres
needed in Sicily and forgot to pick them up after the tyre change!  They would
have looked very stupid if they had a puncture just after landing.

We finally moved to the embarkation area and because I had to be the last
vehicle off, I had to be the first one on the L.S.T. (landing ship, tank).  In this
way, I could supervise the loading and unloading off the ship, and any broken
down vehicles could be rectified.  My one mechanic was placed midway in the
convoy and he could help anyone who broke down in the first part of the
convoy.  Once out at sea, I was seasick again in spite of the sea being calm
and I hated the journey and the sea.  We were told our exact landing site and
as we approached, we could see and hear the sound of the guns but when we
landed we realised that they were our own.
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Invasion of Sicily
Landing on beaches, pimps, lack of planes, crashing Spitfire

July 1943 to Sep 1943
As we left the L.S.T., we found that a reasonable area had been cleared for us
to park after getting ashore.  The Military Police soon advised us of our route
and we found that slow progress had been made inland on “D day” plus 2 and
as we set  off,  enemy shells  were  flying  overhead as  we made our  way to
Syracuse.  I was surprised at the hostile reception we were getting from the
local population until I realised that we were no longer the good guys, but the
enemy who had been told by their German allies, that we would be burning
their homes, taking their food and raping their women.  In North Africa, we
were the defenders of their country, and anyway, they didn’t care much who
was around as long as they could still sell their wares.

The sight of the gliders crashing on top of each other, made me realise just
how difficult the initial landings had been, Although the front line troops were
making  some  headway,  we  were  still  a  long  way  from  our  destination  at
Lentini,  and  as  we passed  the Primisole  Bridge,  we could  see  the  terrible
battle that had taken place to secure this vital route.  Many gliders had landed
in the minefield surrounding the bridge and as the troops got out they were
blown  up,  their  bodies  still  lying  on  the ground  until  the  mines  had been
cleared.   Some parachutists  were hanging by their  risers  that  had become
entangled  in  the  trees  as  they  descended  and  were  sitting  ducks  for  the
German soldiers to shoot.   Other gliders had made a hard landing and the
guns and Jeeps inside had broken loose and shot forward, killing the crew.  

On the other side of the bridge, there was an Allied Sherman tank facing a
German Tiger tank about fifty yards apart, and they had both caught fire. The
tanks were still very hot when we touched them, and the burnt bodies were
still inside. I could imagine the battle that had taken place between them at
such short range.  We had to wait there for an hour or so, to enable the built
up traffic to clear, and the shells were flying overhead to the beaches. I was
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thankful that I was in the R.A.F. and not up amongst the action just a few
miles away.

Lentini
We were about 3 days behind the front line troops who were progressing
slowly inland, and we were still  being strafed by the German fighters.   We
finally reached our landing strip that was situated on the top of hill above the
town of Lentini  and as we were setting up our camp, our  Mustangs  were
landing.   The ground crews quickly re-armed and re-fuelled  the planes and
they were back in the air again for the next recce.

Our tents erected, the slit trenches dug, we all made our way to the various
mess  tents  for  the  first  decent  meal  for  seven  days.  The  Sergeants  and
Officers  shared  the  same  mess  tent  and  we  were  able  to  get  a  lot  of
information about the campaign.  The Americans were making progress on
the west front, the New Zealanders were doing well and the 8th Army were
making headway on the difficult  sector.   During the first  few days  of  the
invasion, we had lost three aircraft and two pilots which shows that Tactical
reconnaissance is much more dangerous than Strategic.

We had no breakdowns with the lorries, but we had three Brockhouse trailers
that broke torsion bars on practically every move. The suspension is made of
single bars of spring steel, about five feet long, connected to a suspension
arm at one end and the chassis at the other and the spring action is made by
twisting the steel bar.  Although this is a very smooth suspension system, it is
unsuitable for  rough countryside,  so I decided to lower the suspension by
three  inches  all  round,  thereby  reducing  the  amount  the  bar  could  twist
before being limited by the rubber stops.   It would wear out these rubber
stops more quickly, but it would be quicker to replace and much cheaper than
a new bar. I had modified one of the trailers in North Africa, and this was the
only one to survive, so priority was given to the others.

The site was on the side of an orange and peach grove, which sloped down to
the valley below and a very small brook about four feet wide ran down inside
the hedge separating our site from the grove.  At various intervals, wooden
dams were fitted in order to allow water to drain down between the orange
and peach trees in the different parts of the grove.  We found that by making
a dam of the stones, we had made ourselves a very handy bathroom and we

75



were  able  to  have  a  good  freshwater  bath,  albeit  cold  water,  but  with
temperature in the nineties, no-one cared.  It was a refreshing change from
having  a  bath  in  the  sea  and  using  salt-water  soap.   Coming  out  of  the
bathroom one day, I saw several of our drivers walking back to the site so I
asked them where they had been.  I was told that they had just wandered
down to see what was at the bottom of the grove, so I didn’t enquire any
further.  

Several  days  later,  there  was a serious  lack  of  staff  at  the M.T.  dept,  and
thinking that they were having an extra bath session, I decided to look for
them in that direction.  Seeing no one, I walked further down the path until I
saw the huts used by the previous owners to weigh and pack their fruit.  I
then saw all of my absent staff sitting around the huts and suddenly a man
came out with several girls and he asked the men to come along.  It was the
local ‘Pimp’ who had brought five girls along and he had set himself up as the
local Brothel keeper.  I told my staff to get back to work, and if they wanted
the girls, they would have to do it in their time and not in mine.  I kept a wary
eye on them in future.

As time passed, the war had moved further north of the island, and as long as
our vehicles were Serviceable and ready to move at four hours notice, we had
very little to do.  ‘Liberty’ wagons were arranged to take a fifth of the staff
into Lentini every afternoon without upsetting the routine of the unit.  When I
made my visit to the town, I was looking around the shops and I saw some
‘bolts’  of  dress  material  and  because  I  was  getting  married  as  soon  as  I
returned from my overseas service, I bought ten metres of white silk material,
and five metres of lemon silk material for my future brides wedding dress and
for the two junior bridesmaids dresses.  All dress material and clothing was on
‘coupons’ in those times back in the U.K. so this would certainly save some
coupons.  I later bought several lengths of multi-coloured silk for day dresses
and sent them home with our special ‘Green label’ privilege parcels.  Duty had
to be paid for in the U.K. but it was worth it to save the coupons.

On my next visit to town, I wandered around the town and had some meals,
but I do not like Italian dishes, I was able to get something that satisfied me.
By now, the locals realised that we were not the ogres we were supposed to
be and they were quite willing to sell us their goods.  It was another strange
culture for me to get used to.
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Our main branch had joined up with us and there were quite a few repairs to
be carried out on their lorries.  Unfortunately, we never had as many drivers
as vehicles so that it meant taking men from other trades to drive when the
unit  moved.   Some  of  these  drivers  had  probably  learnt  to  drive  on  the
‘dodgems’ at the fair.

Spitfires and Mustangs
Our aircraft had been taking a lot of punishment, and the Americans were no
longer prepared to release any more Mustangs to our unit.  We were down to
our last six Mustangs, so Spitfires were brought into fill the gap, but when
one  Mustang  and  One  Spitfire  went  on  a  recce,  the  difference  in  speed
proved to be unsatisfactory, so it was agreed to put two Mustangs or two
Spitfires together.

One  of  the  Spitfires  developed  a  fault  in  the  propeller  variable  ‘pitch’
mechanism.   For  no apparent  reason,  it  would  go into  fine  pitch  and  the
engine would race but the speed would drop. The pilot was lucky enough to
be able to make an emergency landing. Hydraulic fluid was found around the
variable pitch mechanism, so all of the hydraulic seals were replaced and the
pilot  told  to  take  off  and  land  several  times  and  to  have  the  mechanism
checked.   He took off  again  after  being checked and decided to do some
aerobatics and as he came out of a loop, the propeller went into fine pitch
and the engine raced away again.  

Being in the wrong place at this time, he decided to try for the landing strip at
Lentini, but he just didn’t make it and finished up in a haystack and caught
fire.   The pilot  lived for three weeks but his  burns were so severe that  he
stood no chance of recovery.  He was a very  popular pilot and was greatly
missed.  At the enquiry, it was found there were some very fine cracks in the
casing of the variable pitch mechanism, and when the oil became heated, the
crack would open and the oil would be lost

With the Axis Forces leaving northern Sicily, we were advised that we would
be taking part in the Invasion of Italy in the very near future, and we had to
prepare our vehicles for ‘wet’ approach.  Again the same personnel would be
taking part so all material of use to the enemy had to be disposed of.  Lord
Haw-Haw was again telling us to surrender, because they were just drawing
us into their net.  We now treat his broadcasts as a joke.
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Invasion of Italy
Landing at Reggia, landmine death of a child, saved from the
Far East, disorganisation, problems with lorries – not 
enough vehicles, too many types, engines burning out and an 
arrogant US Major, on to Naples, conned over underwear, 
more problems with Americans, attacked by planes and 
injured again,   Monte Cassino, leave and Vesuvius erupting

Sep 1943 to Apr 1944
We move the advance unit to the embarkation area and make final checks on
the vehicles.   Allied  forces  had invaded Salerno on the west  coast  of Italy
several days before with gliders, parachutists and sea-borne troops and we
were going to enter at Reggio, on the ‘toe’ of Italy. We boarded the L.S.T.
again and left at 4.20pm on a perfectly calm sea, except for a slight swell.
Although it was only a four-mile trip, the rolling made me seasick again.

With so many ships at the landing zone, we landed near the mouth of the
estuary but when we disembarked, we found that we were on the wrong side
of the river so because the river was just a trickle, we took all of the vehicles
across the river to the other side. There was a fairly large beach on that side
of the river so we decided to park up for the night and leave early the next
day.  During the evening, quite a few local inhabitants kept shouting at us and
making gestures  to get  out  off  this  site.   Because none of us could speak
Italian, we thought they wanted us to go away and leave them alone, so we
took no notice of them.

 We rose early next day but instead of the sunny day of the previous day, it
was now overcast and a strong wind blowing.  We left the site at about 8 am,
and after travelling about 2 hours, we were running alongside the river when
a  loud  roaring  sound  came  from  ahead,  and  suddenly  what  was  a  small
stream,  now turned into a raging torrent with  a wave about six  feet  high
dashing down to the sea.   It  appeared that  on the previous day,  a severe
storm had taken place up in the hills about fifty miles away and a ‘flash flood’
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was on it’s way to where we were camped the previous night.  It was a good
job that we did not over sleep that day.  We know now why the locals were
trying to get us to move.

We made slow progress to Tarranta, where in one difficult mountain road, the
retreating German army had blown up the road on a hairpin and we had to
wait until the army had built a Bailey Bridge to cross to the other side.  Having
very  little  room  to  make  the  fifty  feet  bridge,  it  was  amazing  to  see  the
counterbalancing which took place to get the bridge across.  We camped just
a short way from the bridge and setting off early next day, we made our way
north to Foggia.  In some places we were welcomed and in others there was
distinct hostility.  

Foggia
However, we set up camp just outside Foggia, where the entrance to the site
had been heavily mined and the army had cleared a path about twenty feet
wide,  and  marked  it  with  the  white  tape.   A  few days  later,  some  young
children had been caught stealing from one of our food wagons, and were
being escorted to the Guard Room, when one of them escaped and when he
was chased, he decided to take a short cut under the tape to the road. He
only went about four paces when he hit a mine and was killed   We had the
Mayor and the local police at the camp, and we couldn’t even get the body
until the mine disposal engineers came to clear a path, but the locals blamed
us for his death, and we didn’t even lay the mines We could not have avoided
this tragedy, but it made life difficult with the local people.

During the next week we lost two more pilots and planes and there were
rumours  that we were going to be disbanded.   With two other  squadrons
carrying out reconnaissance in the Group, our unit was the obvious one to go.
Having gone through the Desert campaign, the invasion of Sicily and Italy and
the hope that we were really on our way home, none of us liked the idea of
starting with a new unit again.  Our closure was announced three days later
and we then began the procedure of sending all vehicles and equipment back
to base. All the vehicles were sent to the Motor Pool.  A lot of my workshop
equipment I gave to the Sergeant of the Vehicle Light Repair Unit and also my
workshop lorry.
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New posting
My posting to a new unit came through and I was horrified to see that it was
to the Far East.  Having spent three years in the Middle East, the last place I
wanted to go was there.  However, my Adjutant called me to his office and
told me that he was being posted to an Air Stores Park at Bari, and having
checked my records and found that I had been Overseas for three years and
also, that I had served on an Air Stores Park before, he asked if I would like to
join him by being posted there instead.  I jumped at the chance because I had
heard  that  this  unit  was  originally  going  to  Yugoslavia,  but  it  had  been
cancelled and that it would take part in the Italian campaign instead. 

The Adjutant then said that when his posting came through, he was asked if a
Sergeant  Fitter  was  available  because their  present  Sergeant  was  an aero
fitter who was sent to them in disgrace and he just did not care. He also asked
if we had any good trucks left to take us to Bari, and I told him that we had
kept our last new Ford four wheel drive back for use at our own camp so that
would be available for our journey.  Our new postings came through and two
of our storekeepers were also posted to this unit so on the appointed day, we
set  of  for  Bari  in  miserable  weather,  wind  rain  and  some  snow  and  we
reached the site in some woods just outside Bari at about six pm. 

On the way down, the adjutant gave me more details of the new unit.  It was
a ‘First Army’ unit, having come in at the Algiers landings and come through
to Tunis from the West.   There was always bitter rivalry between the First
Army and the Eighth Army because each said that they should have been the
first to enter Tunis.

The  unit  was  a  mainly  Spitfire  supply  unit  and  when  he  was  talking  to
Headquarters  about  his  own  posting  the  subject  of  the  transport
serviceability  came up and he asked  what  it  was  like on his  old  unit.   He
replied that there was never any problem and then my name came up and
then their Sergeant was sent to the Far East and I was able to take his place.

Bari and snow 
After reporting to the Orderly Room and the Sergeants Mess, I was told that I
could share a tent with the two Warrant Officers   After being introduced to
the two W.O.’s, I found that one was the Chief Storekeeper, and the other
one was in charge of the transport, a driver and not a technician.  We had our
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meal and we discussed the transport and my predecessor and it seemed that
anything more strenuous than an oil change, the vehicle was sent to the Light
vehicle repair  unit.  I pointed out that my policy of Servicing was to do all
except major repairs in our own workshops.   I then heard that there were
several  vehicles  already  in  the  L.R.U.  and because  our  stores  lorries  were
‘binned out’ to take all the spares, it meant someone going to the L.R.U. to
get the spares and bring them back to our unit.  Also, it meant that the L.R.U.
had to be near us all of the time.  As I was tired I turned in early that night,
and my appointment with the C.O. was for 11 am next morning.

The next morning there was about six inches of snow around the camp and
everything looked very dismal. After almost 3 years of sunshine, this was a
real  culture shock although there  were many times on the desert  I  would
have loved  a little  snow to  cool  things  down.  I  introduced  myself  to the
Corporal  and the three mechanics and had a good look around, and saw a
disorganised mess.  I told them what I intended to do, and I asked where the
workshop lorry was.  I was told that they did not have one but they did have a
small  trailer  where  they  kept  the  spares  for  the  lorries.   There  was  no
protection from the weather, heavy articles were put on top of fragile ones
and gaskets were ruined.  By the time my appointment with the C.O. came, I
had a pretty good idea of the state of the workshop repair section.

The C.O. welcomed me to the unit and said that, as I knew the Adjutant, no
formal introduction was necessary.  Although my Service record was in front
of him, he asked me to give him a resume of my time in the R.A.F.  When I had
finished, he then outlined the operation of the unit.  At present there were
sixty five vehicles involved, but these would be increased to ninety within a
short time, with many of the being binned out and would remain static on the
sites, and because we would shortly be invading Yugoslavia, an advanced unit
would be needed of the best lorries available.

After outlining my duties and responsibilities, he asked me if I wanted to ask
any questions.  I told him that I considered it essential that the workshops had
a ‘workshop lorry’, one which could be binned out to take the lorry spares, a
work-bench  inside  to  enable  the  fitters  to  work  in  the  dry,  and  if  the
generating  trailer  was  placed  alongside,  about  twelve  feet  away from the
lorry,  a  tarpaulin  could  be draped  over  the  two and lorries  could  then be
serviced  in  all  weathers.   In  this  way,  we would  not  lose  time  when  bad
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weather would prevent us from carrying out repairs.   Also, when travelling
from one site to another, repairs could be carried out on the road.  The C.O.
agreed  in  principal,  but  said  that  all  lorries  were  urgently  needed,  and
because of the shortage of vehicles, no lorry could be spared for this purpose.

I did point out that we had brought a new Ford from our old unit, but I was
told that this vehicle had already been put to work.  I was told that the next
batch of twelve lorries would be arriving within the next two weeks and he
would  see what could  be done then.   I  returned  to  the M.T.  Section  very
disappointed.  I had a word with the W.O. in charge of the drivers and he had
no objections to one of the lorries in the next batch being used providing the
C.O. gave his permission.  I did suggest that we try to get an enemy vehicle for
our use, but I was told that the C.O. was against this.

I  then  travelled  to  the  L.R.U.  and  discussed  our  problems  with  them  and
found that at least four lorries should have been repaired by our mechanics,
so I arranged for them to be returned, one at a time for repair by my own
staff.  Our mechanics seemed to be lifted out of their state of lethargy as soon
as I told them what I was going to do, and they set about the repairs as soon
as they realised that I would be working alongside.

Problems with organisation, lorries and servicing
Our Thorneycroft five-ton lorries had a design fault where the axle was fitted
above the springs and all the weight of the lorry and the load was taken on
the bolts securing the axle to the springs.  Normally, the axle would be below
the spring, and the weight of the load would keep the two units together, but
on these lorries all the strain was taken on the bolts and when they stretched,
the axle became loose and would move forwards and backwards, causing the
vehicle to ‘crab’.  

I  then  gave  instructions  that  after  every  move,  these  lorries  had  to  be
checked by putting the hydraulic jack under the spring and lifting the wheel
off the road, thus making sure that there was no strain on the bolts, and then
tightening the nuts as tight as possible.  The brakes also had a fault where it
was possible for the wheel cylinder piston to travel to the end of the cylinder
without applying the brakes if the brakes had not been adjusted.  The brakes
were a combination of a Bendix mechanical system and a Lockheed hydraulic
system.
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It was common policy by some mechanics to adjust the handbrake cable to
adjust the brakes and this caused the piston to go to the end of its travel.  I
spent lot of time telling the mechanics how this check should be carried out in
future and it seemed to me that previously they had just been told to ‘get on
with it’ when a job had to be done.  I made it clear that if they were not sure
about anything, they only had to ask.  

Although the snow had disappeared, the ground was still  damp under foot
and when I returned to the workshop area, I found that the mechanics had
found an old  tarpaulin,  and they  were already  tightening the bolts  on the
axles  of  a  Thorneycroft.   I  stayed  with  them  to  make sure  that  they  had
checked to make sure that the spring was seated properly and checked that
the brakes were properly adjusted.  Someone had adjusted the hand brake
cable so I told them to disconnect it completely, adjust the main brake, and
then adjust the cable to the lever in the brake drum.  I also showed them a
quick way to check if the axle had moved on the spring.

Somehow, the powers that be, always seem to supply all units with as many
different types of lorry as possible, instead of standardising to two or three
types, making the maintenance and servicing so much easier.  We had an old
Crossley six-wheel Oxygen Plant and trailer for producing the oxygen for the
fighter aircraft.  The lorry contained two huge compressors, one four stage
compressor to compress  the air to separate the oxygen from the nitrogen
and  a  three  stage  compressor  to  pump  the  gas  into  the  large  oxygen
cylinders,  (about  ten  feet  long  and  six  inches  in  diameter).   The  trailer
contained all of the laboratory equipment to filter the liquid oxygen, the huge
balloon  to  store  the  oxygen  and  all  of  the  pipe-work  needed  for  the
production of the gas.  The lorry ran for fourteen days and nights and then
stopped for one day in order to service the engine and to replace the caustic
soda filters and clean out the oxygen system.

American petrol, and an arrogant US Major
The American Petroleum Company now took over the supply of petrol to the
forces and had raised the octane level from sixty-three octane to seventy-two
and this  was  causing  the  exhaust  valves  to  burn  out  on  the  Bedford  and
Crossley lorries.  We found that the Crossley would only run continuously for
three days after being serviced, so a ruling was made to replace the exhaust
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valves  on  every  fourteen-day  service.   A  letter  was  sent  to  Headquarters
advising them of this condition and we waited for their reply.

A few days after servicing the Crossley we received orders to move to Foggia
in central Italy.  The proposed invasion of Yugoslavia had been cancelled and
we were now part of the Italian campaign.  We were advised that we would
be having a team from the American Petro Chemical Dept coming to see why
our lorries were having problems with their petrol.  They arrived with a six-
wheel  G.M.C.  lorry,  fully  equipped  as  a  mobile  workshop,  with  a  Major,  a
Master Sergeant and two Sergeant Technicians and that they would show us
how to service our vehicles.  

The Major immediately pointed out that our facilities were hopeless and that
the only way to keep the vehicles running was with perfect engineering.  He
got  me  very  annoyed  by  continually  referring  to  me  as  ‘Bud’  or  ‘Buddy’.
However, the two Sergeants dismantled the engine and because of it’s age,
the cylinder head and cylinder block were cast as one unit, and access to the
side valves was through screwed inserts in the head.  As soon as the Major
saw the burnt valves he said,” See Bud, these valves have a seat as wide as a
park bench, no wonder the damn things burn out.  Look at the valve guides,
as sloppy as hell, and look at the heads on the tappet adjusting screws”.

I pointed out that we were fighting a war, not running a Technical College. I
supplied him with new valve guides, new valves and only four of the tappet
adjusting screws (my only stock).  The valve seat in the cylinders were refaced
and undercut to make a narrow seat, the new valves were ground in and they
used blue marker  dye to ensure  that  the seats  were  perfectly  fitted.   The
tappets  were adjusted with feeler gauges but I advised the major that the
engine would be noisy because of the worn recesses in the old four tappet
adjusting screws. but he dismissed this and said he could do nothing about it. 

We  are  now  in  the  second  day  of  the  servicing  and  there  is  still  the
carburettor  to be dismantled,  cleaned and serviced and also the magneto.
With a new air filter, new plug-leads and plugs, the engine was started and
rattled like some nails in an empty drum.  I told the major, “I said that the
engine would rattle but you decided to ignore it, but it’s strange that when
we service the lorry, we don’t have a noisy engine and we haven’t got your
expensive equipment.” 
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My C.O. had just arrived as I said this and the Major said it was not possible to
get the engine quiet with those worn screws. I told him that I could do it and
he sneered and said, “Well,  put your money where your mouth is then”.  I
asked the Sergeants to remove the manifold and the screwed inserts, then I
got out a special bracket I had made to clamp on to the body of the tappet,
leaving the adjusting screws clear, got my ‘dial test indicator’ (a gauge that
measures distances in one thousands of an inch) and clamped it to the engine
block and adjusted the tappets. The new valves had a slight chamfer on the
ends  that  allowed  the  valve  to  go up  into  the  worn  recess  in  the  tappet
adjusting screws and therefore I was able to get the correct clearance for the
valves. The Sergeants  re-assembled the engine and when it  started,  it was
perfectly quiet.  

I said to the Major, ”We may not have your sophisticated equipment, but we
do know how to service our vehicles and we only take one day to do this and
not three as your technicians have taken.” He was fuming and then said, ”Do
you think your technicians could use this equipment if it was available?”  I told
him that we all used it during our apprenticeships, but we have been fighting
a war for the last four and half years, and we cannot afford to spend this sort
of  money  in  the  field.   Also,  it  is  a  good  job  we  are  advancing  and  not
retreating,  otherwise  we would  have had the lot  captured  by  now.”  The
major left  me to talk to my C.O.  and then said that  he only wanted us to
change the engine oil on the next service in fourteen days time and then run
it until the valves burnt out.

We kept the engine running after the next service but just as we were starting
our last  seven days,  the engine began to misfire again  so we sent for  the
major and his team. When the engine was dismantled the valves were burnt
as before.  I was in my element and said to the Major,” Well Major, with all of
your technology we have been able to get another twenty five per cent out of
the engine, but it took you three times as long to do the job.  Now do you
think your technicians could keep your transport running with the equipment
that we have and only have one man to do the job and not three as you had
when you serviced this vehicle?” He became very annoyed and stamped off.
My C.O. who had been in the background, said he thought that I was a bit
hard on the Major.  “I replied that he had really annoyed me with his snide
remarks and calling me ‘Bud’ all the time, plus the fact that he thought we
were a lot of ‘Hilly Billies.’
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Still in Bari in winter
A few days later, we were advised that we would be getting the first of two of
the new A.E.C.  six  wheel  diesel  plants  which would solve  the problems of
burnt out exhaust valves.   It  would be self  contained but would not have
facilities for the balloon to store the oxygen, so our ‘Oxygen‘ staff were able
to get a new balloon, and asked the M.T. workshops if we could make up a
swinging  arm  which  they  could  attach  the  balloon  to  when  they  were
producing the gas.  We made up the necessary brackets and we were able to
get the flexible rubber hoses to connect up to the outlet from the laboratory
and this saved the running of the three-stage compressor when we had very
little oxygen to pump out.  Also it saved wear on the engine and compressor.
This vehicle was a thirty ton vehicle, six wheel drive, with sixteen inch wide
tyres on a twenty inch wheel   The second  A.E.C. came about four weeks
later. 

The winter weather was coming in with a vengeance now and when I next
saw the C.O., he told me that he was being posted and that he had arranged
for me to have one of the new Bedford Q.L’s for a workshop lorry.  Having
seen the American set-up, he realised just how essential it was.  As soon as
the vehicle arrived, we set about fitting the bench and the bins for the spares
and then scrounging around for various bits of equipment.  

Our ‘Magpie’ went looking for bits for the workshop lorry and found a small
air compressor and brake air receivers and these were fitted, a welding plant
was fitted to the rear of the body and we put the generating trailer alongside
and covered it with a tarpaulin.  The signals dept objected to the trailer being
out  of  their  control,  but  as  it  was  a  petrol-driven  generator,  it  was  our
responsibility,  and  because  we  had  many  waterproof  junction  boxes,  the
cables could be run to them without any trouble.  I fitted a six-way junction
box to the lorry and it was a simple matter to run a cable from the generator
to this box, and then I had a power source for all of my electrical tools.

Improvements
The mechanics were impressed with their new working conditions, and we
were able to get some spare cylinder heads for our three models of Bedford
lorries.  Although it was raining practically every day, the mechanics stripped
the heads, decarbonised them, fitted new valves and seals, and greased them
ready for fitting when required. The heads had a colour code marked on them
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for easy identification, and it was agreed that the mechanic who changed a
cylinder head, was the one who serviced the faulty one removed.   After  a
short  while,  they  found that  they  could  change a head at  the  roadside in
about forty minutes. We ran cables from the generator to the mess tents so
we had reasonable lighting for meals and in the evenings.  In the evenings,
the duty fitter stayed by the generator in order to turn off the main switch in
case of an air raid.  A new spirit of enthusiasm entered the M.T dept and the
drivers kept their lorries cleaner and even put their pet names on them

Due  to  the  armed  forces  from  Salerno  meeting  up  with  the  forces  from
Tarranta and Foggia, the war had become static, and the continual rain had
prevented  most  planes  from  flying.   Our  new  Commanding  Officer  had
arrived, and he was an ex eighth Army/Desert Air Force Officer who had been
at el Alemein. His first job was to get the fabric worker to cut out the best
parts of the tents being returned as damaged, and making ‘half tents to be
sewn on to the canvas ‘tilts’  on each side  of the static  lorries.  These ‘half
tents’  could be rolled down from the side of the lorries in minutes by one
man, and the stores  staff  were  then in business  straight  away.   Two men
could roll them up again to the side of the lorry, and this would save time and
space in the lorries.  A ‘fly sheet’ was sewn on to the inside of the tent to form
the inside wall and the floor and it was proved to be as warm as a normal
tent.. Some of our staff had made charcoal stoves to enable them to heat the
normal tents, but in some cases they had forgotten to ventilate the tent and
they were overcome by fumes.  These heating systems were banned after
that.

On to Naples
Naples  had fallen  and the weather  was improving for  a short  time,  which
allowed the army to march towards Monte Cassino where there was a natural
defence with the mountain range that stretched from the west coast to the
Adriatic,  and  was  almost  impossible  to  scale.   The  Germans  called  it  the
‘Gustav Line.’   We are now told  to move to Naples,  and with a convoy of
about one hundred vehicles, we divided them up into six sections.  I now have
six mechanics and a Corporal fitter so we can put one mechanic with each
section,  the Corporal  with the third section and I would be at the end,  to
make sure that all was going to plan.  
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Going over one of the mountain roads, one of our Thorneycroft lorries towing
a trailer loaded with fifteen oxygen cylinders, ran away going down the steep
road.  Fortunately for him, the convoy had gone ahead because he was slow
getting to the top of the road and there was no traffic in front of him.  He was
a new driver and had ignored instructions that when going down very steep
hills,  he  had  to  engage  his  four-wheel  drive  gear,  which  also  gave  him  a
reduced gear ratio.  I also found out the mechanic who had checked the lorry
before leaving, had failed to adjust the brakes.  These two had extra guard
duties when we reached our destination.

We reached  an assembly  area  on the outskirts  of  Naples  and the Military
Police escorted us to our new site above the town where we could see the
Bay of Naples on one side of the road and the Isle of Nessida on the other.
The site is a four-lane road, where the bridge over another road had been
blown up and was lined with very  large houses on each side of the road..
There was a twenty-foot wide grass verge with two lines of trees and a ten-
foot wide pavement beyond that.  We were able to park our lorries under the
trees  and  be  hidden  from  the  air,  and  three  of  the  large  houses  were
commandeered for the messes.  All of the furniture had been taken upstairs
and  a  locked  door  prevented  anyone  going  above  the  ground  floor.
Tarpaulins had been laid on the floors to avoid any damage, and by removing
the main fuses from the electricity supply, our electricians connected a supply
from our generator. We now felt that the war was not so bad after all.

There are now many more Spitfire squadrons in the area now that the first
army and the desert squadrons have met up, and we find that our ‘customers
can now drive right up to the vehicle they need for their spares.

It is now early December, and we occasionally have ‘Liberty’ wagons to take
us down into the town centre. The main street, the Via Roma, is very similar to
Oxford Street in London, with all of the multiple stores and a fair amount of
goods.

Underwear and a con 
On one of my trips, I purchased a quilted satin dressing gown in azure blue
with navy motifs and because of the shortage of coupons in the U.K. I decided
to send some underwear to my fiancé, feeling that I couldn’t make a mistake
with that.  I converted the measurements from 36-25-34 inches to 90-62-85
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cms  and  I  asked  for  some  bras  in  the  size  90cm.  The  assistant  was  not
convinced that the size was correct and seeing that she was approximately
the same size figure as my fiancé, I borrowed her tape measure and took her
vital statistics.  This was followed by some amused chatter between the sales
assistants,  and  I  was  taken  to  the  fitting  room  where  the  assistant  had
collected two bras, one size 90 and one in her own size.  She took off her
white blouse and fitted the 90 cms bra over her own, and it looked like a sack,
but when she fitted her own size, it fitted perfectly.  She refitted her blouse
and returned to the counter. She explained in sign language, that continental
sizes are measured differently.  The measurement is taken under the bust and
then the ‘cup’ size is added.  I bought two bras and two pairs of pants and left
with a very red face.  I could not see an assistant in Harrods being so helpful in
London.

After  leaving the Via Roma, I  wandered around the side streets  and I was
amazed at the squalor in the very narrow streets behind the Via Roma and it
made me feel that I was back in the days of Dickens.  My experience at this
store made me think of the time when I was stuck in Cairo in 1942.  I visited a
lingerie  shop  and  I  bought   a  ‘Honeymoon’  nightdress.   It  was  a  shortie
nightie, the type the cartoon character Jane in the Daily Mirror wore during
the war. It was made of a diaphanous material which was almost transparent,
and the type I called a barbed wire article because it was ‘dangerous to touch,
but it protected the property without obstructing the view’.

I was wondering how I  could send it  home because I had used my ‘green
label’ for that period and my companion had also used his, and the assistant,
who was French and could speak a little English, said that she could send it to
the U.K. I just had to sign a form and give the contents and the value and then
it would be all right.

Usually when I sent things home, my fiancé told me right away but this time
there was no news, so I asked if the parcel of the nightdress had arrived.  My
next letter in reply enclosed a photo wearing this item.  It was not the item I
had purchased  but  it  looked  worse  than a  sack.   It  had a  ruff  collar,  was
completely shapeless,  and with sleeves down to the wrist and the material
was as stiff as a board.  I was mortified.  I realised that I had been ‘had’.  That
assistant was now sporting a very nice ‘shortie’ that had cost her peanuts.  I
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never made that mistake again. The trouble was that Duty had to be paid in
the U.K. at the value I had given on the form.

Trouble with Americans
One night Paddy and I went into the town and visited one of the clubs and as
we were having a drink, we saw a group of American Servicemen talking to a
couple of American girl Reporters.  I recognised one from her photo in her
Publication, either Picture Post or Time Magazine, and it was Margaret Burke-
White  whose  hair  had  turned  white  as  a  result  of  her  experiences  at  the
Algiers Invasion.  Looking around, I also saw three of the Navigators from my
old recce unit and we went along to meet them.  They were surprised to hear
that the unit had been disbanded and also to learn of the loss of aircrew.  

They had flown with three of the pilots.   They told me that they had been
posted to a Dakota (D.C.3) squadron, towing gliders and taking paratroops
into Sicily and Salerno.  They also said that the attack on Salerno had been
very severe and they went in with the Americans towing gliders, and that the
Americans cut their gliders adrift some miles out at sea and returned  home as
quickly  as  possible  to  avoid  the  anti-aircraft  fire.  It  meant  that  the  British
crews bore the brunt of the flak and they had little time for the Yanks.

Some of our airmen had gone down the steps to the street below and had
found a very nice snack bar  with a dance hall attached and had been able to
get their feet’ under the table’ On December 23rd, when we were preparing
for the Christmas festivities,  an airman came to the Sergeants Mess to say
that one of his pals had just been slashed across the face with a very sharp
knife by an American soldier who had prevented him from entering the café.
Another of his friends had picked up a Sten gun and gone down to the café to
sort them out.  The ‘discip’ Sergeant, two other Sergeants and myself, dashed
down to find out what was going on and we were met with a burst of Sten
gun fire in the air.

It  took  about  half  an  hour  to  out-manoeuvre  the  Corporal  and  he  was
disarmed and escorted back to our site under ‘Close arrest’   Paddy (the discip
Sergeant) and I went to the café and we were met by the man on the door
who said that we could not enter because the Americans had taken over the
café for their Christmas Party.  There were no notices advertising this outside,
so we asked to meet the Officer in charge.  A captain came out and wanted to
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know what we were doing there because it was a private party so I told him
that one of his doorkeepers had slashed one of our airmen across the face
and at the moment our Medical Officer was stitching him up.  There was every
chance that the man would lose the sight of his eye, and that there were no
signs outside to advise anyone that it was a private party.

The Officer told us that several British Servicemen had tried to gatecrash the
party and instructions were given by the American C.O. to prevent any other
people entering.  I asked for the name of the unit and where there were sited,
because our Adjutant would be calling on them to protest at this attitude on
the following day.  Anglo-American relations were not at their best at that
time and this did not improve matters.

Our Medical Officer was still stitching up the injured man when we returned,
and everyone then had to report to the C.O.   He was so annoyed that he
confined everyone to camp until  the New Year,  and the Corporal  who had
taken his sten gun down to sort it out, would probably face a Court Martial.

Fourth Christmas away
Christmas Day was a very subdued affair  and there was none of the usual
banter  when  the  Officers  and  Sergeants  served  the  men’s  meals.   It  was
usually, “Waiter, I can’t eat this meal” and the reply “and why not, sir?” “ I
haven’t got a knife and fork”.  Stupid but it did ease the tension a bit..  This
was my fourth Christmas away from home and I began to wonder if I would
be home for the next one.  I was getting very depressed at the time, because I
had  heard  that  Bristol  and  Bath  were  being  bombed  frequently  and
Malmesbury, where my fiancé was working in a factory producing the radios
for the military, was quite nearby.  The fact that I may not even get home at
all never entered my head, because my fiancé and I had been making plans for
our wedding as soon as I returned to the U.K.

The C.O. relaxed the confined to camp order on Boxing Day, but he dared
anyone to get into any trouble during the holiday period.  The American C.O.
had  apologised  for  the  injury  to  our  airman  and  stated  that  the  original
trouble had been caused by the Commonwealth troops and not the British.
Even so, this did not justify the use of a knife to tell someone he could not
enter.   We saw the New Year  in  with  the usual  high jinks  and one of  the
Sergeants  had  been  able  to  purchase  a  wind-up gramophone  and  several
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records of Bing Crosby, Vera Lynn, Rosemary Clooney, the Andrews Sisters
and The Ink Spots.   These records were played so often that I am sure the
needles came through to the other side of the record.   Someone else had
bought  a  small  radio  and  we  could  still  hear  Lord  Haw-Haw  telling  us  to
surrender because it was all part of the general plan.  The only good thing
about his broadcasts was that they played ‘Lily Marlene’ at the beginning and
end of his broadcast.

Another move and Monte Cassino
In the middle of January 1944, we were told that we would be moving to a
site on the edge of a great plain about twenty miles south of Monte Cassino,
where all of the Spitfire squadrons would be stationed and several American
Mustang Fighters as well.

We arrived at a very wet site, although it was not raining at the time.  The ‘half
tents’  on  the  sides  of  the  lorries  proved  a  ‘godsend’  because  they  only
needed a few tent pegs to keep them securely fixed.  Slit trenches were dug
and once again we are back to the primitive life.  As soon as we had settled in,
the Luftwaffe decided to use us for target practice and we would be strafed
during the day and bombed at night.  We were luckier than the squadrons
because we were on the edge of the plain, but we had very little sleep at
night because of the bombing.  

There was not a lot of damage and casualties were light, because the new
anti-aircraft unit was doing an excellent job.  Trying to get our work done was
proving to be difficult.  After a week of this our C.O. decided that we would
make  up  our  advance  unit  in  preparation  for  the  invasion  of  Sardinia  or
Corsica  and send  it  to a  site  on the top of  the  mountain  overlooking  the
Monastery.  Many of our new advance party were new to active service and
as the new unit would be the main supply for the fighters, any discrepancies
could be rectified before we went on the invasion.  Our main base would stay
put and be our ‘warehouse’.

As usual, I was picked to lead the senior N.C.O.’s on this trip, because having
been on two previous invasions, I was now a seasoned  ‘invader’ and I would
know what to do in an emergency.  Our unit is made up of the C.O. a Flight
Lieutenant, a Flying Officer Adjutant, a Flying Officer Equipment Officer and a
Pilot Officer Cipher Officer.  Four senior N.C.O.’s and about forty ‘other ranks’
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completed the unit.  We got the necessary vehicles ready and prepared to
move in three days time.  That was the signal for torrential rain to fall, twenty-
four hours before we moved,  and our present site is  like a quagmire.   We
should have left camp at 8 am but it was 10 am before we could get all of the
vehicles out on to the main road.

This site was at the top of the mountain, just four kilometres  from Monte
Cassino and we arrived at a large quarry at the base of the mountain.  The
C.O. led four trucks to the site but found that the whole of the entrance was
flooded to a depth of two feet and none of our normal vehicles could go in,
caused by the previous tenants,  the Wehrmacht,  blocking up the drainage
ditch with their rubbish.  When I was advised of this, I took the A.E.C oxygen
plant and a Thorneycroft five ton lorry to the entrance and used the A.E.C. to
tow the lorries to an area clear of water and then let the other lorry tow them
to their appointed site.  

We would be able to dry out the ignition systems at a later date. Both towing
lorries had a ground clearance of thirty inches and were not affected.  The
rest of the lorries were brought up and then put in their appointed places.
After six trips, two trenches appeared where the A.E.C. was towing the lorries
and the driver no longer needed to steer. The trenches were about one foot
deep and two feet wide.

The  site  had  been  previously  used  as  an  observation  point  because  it
overlooked the plain where all of the allied forces were sited, and by tying the
tops of some trees to the trees on each side of them, the trunks could be cut
off and a small  covered space could be created to house a large signalling
lamp that  could  be  aimed  at  a  site  on  Monte  Cassino,  directly  above the
monastery, and then the German artillery could be directed at any movement
by our troops on the plain. 

We  could  see  the  Monastery  clearly  from  the  centre  of  our  camp  and  it
appeared to be on the side of the mountain, but this was an optical illusion.  It
was on the top of a mountain, but a higher mountain was behind it.  These
mountain  ranges  were very  high and almost  vertical  and were continuous
from west to east. It looked as if a giant knife had cut a vertical line across the
country and even experienced rock climbers  would have difficulty climbing
them.  Troops with their equipment would have no chance.  Many attempts
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had been made to climb the mountains further east but as soon as they drew
near to the monastery, they were defeated.

Attacked by enemy planes
The rain had stopped and we returned to our tents in order to put on dry
uniforms before going to the Sergeants mess for our meal.  The roads in the
camp were the thirty metre wide fire breaks in this fir forest and as we were
walking  across  the  firebreak,  we  heard  the  sound  of  approaching  aircraft
engines at low level.  The American Air Force had been sending their eight
Mustangs to Cassino, dropping their two one thousand bombs and returning
as  quickly  as  possible  to  their  base.   We looked  out  to  see Eight  fighters
coming in line abreast and Paddy, who was leading said “they are Mustangs”
and carried on across the road.  The engine note changed and I saw that they
were coming in line astern and it was then that I saw the Black crosses under
the wings.  I shouted out, “Paddy, hit the deck” and I dived into one of the
trenches left by the A.E.C.  

There was about three inches of water in the trench but I didn’t care, it was
some little bit of shelter.  I struggled to get my steel helmet off my respirator
and on to my head and said, “they are not Mustangs, they are bloody one-o-
nines”, as the first of the planes came in firing his twenty millimetre cannon
and his machine guns “brump-brump-brump and rat-tat-tat,  rat-tat-tat,  rat-
tat-tat”. As each plane passed overhead, the shells and bullets appeared to be
getting closer.  When the eighth plane passed overhead, I lifted my head to
see if anyone was injured and I saw that the planes were preparing to come in
again. I counted the planes as they passed overhead, ‘one, two, three, four,
five…..’.  Jesus,  That  was  bloody  close’  and  the  sound  of  the  canon  shell
exploding nearby was deafening. I felt a hefty blow to the back of my head
and then oblivion.

I awoke later on a bed in the Casualty Clearing Station, with a head that felt as
if it had a kettledrum banging away inside.  The Medical orderly came along
and told me I had a big gash at the back of my neck, caused by something
hitting my steel helmet and forcing the edge of the rim into my neck. I had
about six stitches and that I should consider myself lucky.  I was glad that I did
not have the chinstrap on, otherwise it could have broken my neck.  I was
given  the  usual  painkillers  and  I  was  assured  that  only  one  of  the  other
Sergeants  had a flesh wound on his  arm, and he was still  in camp.  I  was
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returned to sick quarters  in camp the next day and after  three days  I  was
discharged.  The stitches were removed the next week and I returned to light
duty.  

The reason we were strafed was that there was signalling lamp and generator
under the trees and several  forty  five gallon drums filled with fuel  for the
generator and the fighters were trying to set light to them to set the fir trees
on fire  and  make us  go  away  from the  site,  They  had  forgotten  that  the
engine was a diesel, and although several drums were punctured they did not
ignite, and the undergrowth was soaking wet, so their efforts were in vain.
Maybe the Germans were not so clever after all.

Although I was on light duties, I called in at the M.T. Workshops and found
everything running smoothly. Back at the tent, I realised just how lucky we
were. A Messerschmidt  109 usually strafes at one hundred and eighty miles
per hour,  and he fires  six hundred rounds of his  cannons per minute.  This
works out one shell every eight point eight yards between rounds.  Therefore,
the furthest anyone can be from a direct hit is four point four yards.  A really
sobering thought!

Although  all  senior  N.C.O.’s  are  specialists  in  their  own  field,  it  is  often
necessary to undertake work of another kind when their rank is required, and
this has happened to me on several occasions in the past.  I was still having
bad headaches and blurring of vision and the M.O. would not sign me off light
duties so I was ordered to call at the main unit and take an Equipment Officer
to the docks just above Naples to identify some stores that had gone adrift.
We set off in a Bedford 15 cwt pick-up and travelled west until we came to a
large six-road junction and then turned south towards the docks.  

As soon as we cleared the junction, we came into a small village that the war
had  apparently  missed.   The  single  street  was  flanked  by  colour  washed
houses, all with their walled patios and decorative gates and the inevitable
vine growing around the walls of the house.  Some houses were pink, some
white and some in a pastel shade of blue. The streets were very clean, and
although it was only February, some of the flowers were already out in bloom.
Only  two  buildings  did  not  conform  to  this  idyllic  setting,  the  local  Police
station and the ‘town hall’.   We arrived at the docks and the Officer  soon
sorted out the stores from the  equipment for other units, and we arranged
for our lorries to collect within the next few days.
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We returned to base and I returned to full duty.  My department was working
well  and because all  of  our  vehicles  were well  serviced before we moved,
there was very little to do, except to make sure that everything was in its
proper place when the time came to move.  I received a call from our main
unit saying that one of the lorries going to the docks had gone off the road
and down an embankment,  and although the crane and another  lorry  had
been sent, they were unable to get the lorry back on the road.  I took a Q,L.
Bedford and arrived at the six road junction and as I came to the village, I was
horrified to see that it had been bombed to the ground.  Sadly I proceeded to
the accident site and I was surprised that no one had removed the crates
from the crashed lorry and they were trying to pull it back up the bank fully
laden. 

Setting up a traffic control system, we unloaded the damaged lorry and put
the stores on to the spare lorry, and then I disconnected the pulley block from
the jib of the crane and moving the crane about twenty feet from the edge
we were able to get a direct pull on the lorry, and get it over the edge of the
bank and then pull it further along the road before disconnecting.  It seemed
to be the only way to do it and yet it seemed impossible to the others.  The
cable was fitted back on to the crane and as soon as the damaged lorry was
lifted on to the lorry for a front lift tow, I set off back to base with my ‘look
out’ .

Wrong turning
Somehow, I appeared to have missed the correct road back and instead of
going east on the six-road junction, I found myself going north.  Approaching
a wooded area, I was about to turn around when an army Corporal came out
and told  me to get  off  the road.   As  soon as  I  had stopped,  a Lieutenant
approached  and asked  “What  the bloody  hell  do you think  you are  doing
here.”   I  explained  that  I  must  have  taken  the  wrong  turning  at  the  last
junction, and realising it, I was about to turn around and get on the right road.

He then told me that I was at the most forward part of the front line and that
a German tank was on the other side of the estuary, about to open fire on
them and if the enemy could get rid of this unit, there would be a clear road
for them to make a counter attack. I said that I thought the front line was
thirty miles north of this point and he said that it was until the Americans had
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bombed  the  wrong  village  two  nights  ago just  past  the  six-road  junction.
They were supposed to bomb the village thirty miles north.

As I looked across  the estuary,  I  could  see the German Tank trying  to get
through the trees on the other side of the river, and I jumped in my lorry and
left the area as quickly as I could.  The sides of the cliffs on both sides of the
estuary were sheer and one hundred feet high so that it was impossible try to
get across.

When  I  turned on to the correct  road,  we had only  travelled  a mile  or so
before the battle started at the place I had just left.  A few miles along the
road, the Salvation Army had a caravan and a tent and they were supplying
hot tea and cakes so we went in to have a rest and refreshment. It was nearly
closing time and the Officer said that he would be having a prayer when he
closed.  This was the signal for everybody to prepare to leave, so I said “Hold
it  every-one, you have all  enjoyed the facilities  of the ‘Sally  Ally’.   You will
always find them at the front line on every invasion, giving out their tea and
cakes, it’s the least that you can do and listen to a prayer of thanks.  I’m not a
Bible Puncher,  but a few weeks I was almost killed in an air raid, today we
took the wrong road and finished up at the front where the guns are now
firing,  I’ll bet there are many of the fellows up there would be very willing to
change places with you.  If the Padre wants us to kneel to hear a prayer, then
I will  be the first to go down on my knees.”  The Officer said “ thank you
Sergeant, but there is no need to kneel, but if you will bow your heads, I will
give a Prayer of thanks for this day.”  I was proud to see that none of the
troops left the tent.  As I was leaving, the Padre came across to see me and
we had a long talk.  It appears that he was at el Alemein and had come all of
the way to this site,

On my return to camp, I asked to be taken off light duties, and we were now
getting very busy, getting all the stores requests from the squadrons and our
lorries were needing frequent servicing.

In the middle of February on one of the fine days,  we heard the sound of
some  heavy  bombers  approaching  and  we  went  to  have  a  look  at  them.
Flying  above  the  ridge  towards  the  monastery,  were  about  one  hundred
Fortresses and Liberators and then we saw the bombs raining down on the
monastery.   It was a typical American bomb attack, using many planes and
dropping as many bombs as possible and you are bound to make some of
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them hit the target.  The hillside was bare over a very large area and there
were still  some of the walls standing.  I think that it was the most obscene
thing I had ever seen.  Later reports proved that it did not do what it was
supposed to do, and now the Germans had a fortified site where they could
defend with very few soldiers.

I  had the first of my nightmares last night.   It was a repeat of the actions
when the M.E. 109’s came and strafed our camp on our first day at the site.
This scared my other Sergeants sharing the tent, because they were unable to
wake me up. I felt terrible, but told them not to worry.

A week's leave, Pompeii and Vesuvius
It was decided by the top brass that leave should start, because of the winter
of 1943/4 had been the worst for many years, and the delay in being unable to
invade Sardinia and Corsica, meant that the ground war had became static.  I
found myself on the list to go to on a week’s holiday at the Rest Centre in
Sorrento.  The Military had commandeered the hotels and it just meant that
we paid a nominal sum for our meals.

A Sergeant storekeeper from my unit came with me, and we decided that we
would visit Pompeii and Vesuvius.  I was amazed at the state of preservation
of Pompeii, and to see the worn tracks of the chariots in the ‘roads’ and the
many mosaics  in  each big house made you realise  the luxury some of  the
Romans  were enjoying  so  many years  ago.   We went to see many of  the
places that only the troops were allowed to go, and I am quite sure that they
had  been  added  at  a  later  date.  In  the  afternoon,  we  took  the  funicular
railway to the top of the volcano where there was a huge rim of ashen lava,
and inside a hard base of rock like lava with a cone of ash standing up like a
large’ boil’ in the centre about one hundred feet across and thirty feet high.

The mountain was covered in mist and from time to time, there would be a
loud  hiss  coming  from  the  crater  and  then  a  lot  of  ash  and  steam  and
something  like bitumen  would  shoot  up into  the air  and add to the cone
around the crater. We decided that we would climb to the top of the crater
and look inside.  Reaching the top with difficulty on the loose ash, we looked
inside and all we could see was steam swirling around and a very red glow,
deep inside the volcano.  We took a couple of photos of each other to prove
that we had been there, and still  the sudden rushes of ash etc,  would spit
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itself out, so we returned to the base of the cone looking very black, and our
uniforms filthy.  

We suddenly realised that we had done the most stupid thing in our lives.  If
the  loose  ash  at  the  top  of  the  cone  had  broken  away,  we  would  have
dropped inside and then we would know what Hell was really like. In spite of
this, we both felt that it was worth it.  We brushed each other down as best
we could and returned to the hotel for a bath and to try to get our uniforms
clean.

The  evening  was  spent  with  some  Australians  who  were  feeling  very
homesick.  They had only been away from home for six months, so we told
them to count their blessings, and when I told them that I had been away for
almost three and half years, it gave then something to think about.  We left
them drowning their sorrows at 11 pm and had a good nights sleep.

The next day we visited Naples and this time we had plenty of time to look
around the town.  There were some beautiful buildings around the centre, but
as soon as you left that area, you went back to the dark ages again.  I must
confess, I do not like Italian food, but I was able to get something a bit like
home cooking, and I still don’t like Naples. 

The week went  all  too quickly  and when we returned  we were very  busy
preparing for our next move.  It is now the end of March and 4 days later we
hear that Vesuvius had erupted for the first time in years, and I thought that
perhaps I should not have thrown those big lumps of cinders inside the crater
after all.  The smoke had blacked out the sky over Naples and the surrounding
area, and the inhabitants of the villages below were getting very worried.  The
glow in the night sky reminded me of the blitz in London during 1940.

Early in April we were advised to proceed to the marshalling yards at Naples
and that we are going on the invasion of Corsica on “D-Day” plus two. On this
occasion, it will be a ‘dry‘ landing and there will be no need to waterproof our
vehicles.  The landing will take place at Ajaccio on the west coast of the island
and we will be travelling over the mountains to a site about fifteen miles from
the East Coast.  

There  will  be about ten  Spitfire  squadrons  taking positions  along the east
coast and this will mean that they will be able to disrupt the German lines of
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communications and give aid to the impending sea-borne landings at Anzio.
This will mean another change of currency and as far as we are concerned it
will be a great help.  The exchange rate of the lira was four hundred to the
pound, but they had small notes to the value of one lira.  The notes were no
bigger than cigarette cards and a nuisance to keep,  but if  you didn’t keep
them, you were sure to get many more on your next purchase.

With the vehicles loaded, we set off for our new country and as I looked back
at Naples, I could see Vesuvius belching out the lava and the sky was as black
as night.   It was a frightening sight and I could imagine the feelings of the
local population as the great river of red-hot lava was slowly going down the
mountainside towards them.  Although the lava is quite fluid when it leaves
the crater, it slows down to walking pace as it cools, and it looks like a giant
slug making it’s way downhill.

As we get away from land the weather deteriorates and the flat-bottomed
L.S.T.’s pitch and roll, and I am seasick once again. How I hate ships.
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Invasion of 
Corsica

Under air attack again, shortage of lorries again, stress 
telling, hard work and long hours, officer problem, technical 
solutions, innovative stuff, more attacks, more officers, 
another invasion planned, issues with the Americans, 
unarmed combat training, and they are off on August 14, 
1944

April 1944 to August 1944

We have a dry landing at Ajaccio and all of the vehicles disembark with no
problems and we make our way to the mountain road.  As we get higher, we
come to the ‘snow line’ and although it is April  1944, it is very cold at this
altitude and care must be taken driving over the slippery surfaces.   As we
descended to a lower level, the temperature improved and we arrived at our
new site that was situated in a zigzag valley about two miles long.  The base
of the valley was about 800 yards wide, scattered with trees, and when we
obtained the assistance of the Americans with their graders, we had a very
good road where all the transport could travel in comfort.

With all of the tents erected and the lorries in position, slit trenches dug, we
all went for a meal in the mess.  The next day, telephone lines were laid, lights
fitted in the messes, all vehicles camouflaged and a ‘dummy’ site made at the
end of the valley.

Oxygen was being produced and the nearby squadrons were coming for their
spares.  There were about 10 Spitfire Squadrons sited along the east coast
and  they  were  making  themselves  very  unpopular  with  their  continued
strafing.   The war was beginning to hot up again,  and the Luftwaffe were
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making many sneak raids on the squadrons, they even had a go at our dummy
site,  but  because  of  the  zigzag  valley,  thermals  made  their  bomb  aiming
difficult.

After about ten days, the Luftwaffe took revenge on the fighter bases.  The
raid started after midnight and our C.O. could see that severe damage was
being  caused  and  ordered  all  of  our  men  out  to  prepare  stores  for  the
squadrons he knew would be coming in the next day at first light.  The M.T.
staffs were sent to the propeller Dept to assist with the assembly of the new
propellers.  The Sergeant and two ‘prop’ mechanics were showing our men
how to do the basic assembly, the drivers were fetching and carrying and as
soon as the ‘props’ were assembled, the team did the final adjustments and
testing, and in the morning about twelve were ready for issue.  The drivers
were putting new tyres and tubes together.

While all of this was going on, the C.O. and the Stores Officer were signalling
H.Q. in Italy  to send as much material  as possible by the first plane in the
morning, and because of the urgency, this order was sent in ‘plain language’
and not  in  code.   When  the squadrons  arrived  in  the  morning,  they  were
surprised to find so much equipment available for them.  Out of one hundred
and fifty planes amongst all of the squadrons there were only nine serviceable
to fly.  When the Luftwaffe came back at 4 pm for the ‘kill’, there were three
full  squadrons  to  meet  them.  By  working  thirty-six  hours  with  only  quick
breaks for snacks  and by cannibalising, most of the squadrons were up to
strength and they stopped any further raids for a time.

The next day,  a  senior  Officer  from H.Q.  criticised our C.O.  for sending an
order  for  spares  in  plain  language  during  an  air  raid.   This  was  so  stupid
because the Germans knew we were being bombed and if we had to wait for
the order to be coded, and then decoded when the cipher Officer came on
duty, the whole of squadrons would have been wiped out.  A further case of
B.B.B.  (Bull baffles brains)!

Stress telling
I had another nightmare last night and this time it was about another event at
el Adem when the camp was blitzed. My friends were so worried that they
reported it to the Medical Officer who sent for me and gave me a thorough
check.  He then said he would send me to a specialist for treatment. I went to
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the Military Hospital and saw the Psychiatrist who did all the things ‘shrinks’
do, and because this did not appear to affect me, he said to carry on and  try
not to think about it.  

About a month after our arrival, the main unit joined up with us, but like all
R.A.F.  Stores  Units,  we  only  had  enough  drivers  for  about  a  third  of  our
lorries.  The other drivers were made up from the workshops staff, any one
who said that they could drive.  One of these drivers mechanically wrecked
three lorries on the journey. We had just put a new engine into a 15 cwt four
wheel drive pick-up and this man thought that he would try the four wheel
drive before he set out and used it on the hard road. Because there is no ‘slip’
between the front and rear axles, it is possible to ‘wind up’ the drive between
the two axles and make it impossible to disengage the drive.  This man tried
but only succeeded in breaking the selector lever in the gearbox, and instead
of telling the workshop, he drove in the convoy.  In four-wheel drive, it also
engages a low auxiliary gear at the same time, and this man tried to keep up
with the convoy, his engine racing until it seized up.  

He was then given a new Canadian Ford, with a very quiet engine and before
he had travelled a hundred miles, he had torn the teeth out of the gears in the
gearbox.  In desperation they gave him a Bedford Q.L four-wheel drive and
when he was changing from 2nd gear to 3rd gear, he went too far across the
‘gate’ and forced the gear lever into reverse, stripping the teeth off the back
axle. The lorry was lift towed backwards for the rest of the journey and the
driver banned.  This was one of many ‘breakdowns’ caused by the spare time
drivers and our workshops were kept very busy for several weeks.

Three  days  later,  we  were  advised  that  that  a  convoy  of  ships  would  be
arriving at Ajaccio and that fifteen lorries and stores would be there for our
unit.  Other units would be sending staff  to assist  with the unloading, and
once again I am detailed to take ten drivers and six Storekeepers along.  We
arrived at 5pm, and we met a Flying Officer who was in charge and a Sergeant
who would oversee the unloading with me.  A large Haulage premises had
been commandeered to take the lorries  and stores  and having a high wall
around the very large yard, Security would be no problem. And leaving two
drivers  and two Storekeepers  at  the yard  to sort  out the vehicles  as  they
arrived at the yard, I went to the docks to arrange the shifts.
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Hard work, little sleep
Our dockside office was basically a large wooden hut with electric lighting,
two large tables and some chairs. The Sergeant and I would take alternate
shifts of six hours on and six hours off, twenty fours a day until completed.
The drivers and storekeepers would take eight on and eight off.  The eight
drivers would drive the lorries to the park after the storekeepers had loaded
them with any stores that had been unloaded from the ship.

We had a master list of all the lorries and the units who would be collecting
them from the park.   As the lorries  came off  the ship,  they were checked
against the list and a yellow chassis  number was put on the windscreen in
wax crayon as well as all of the stores crates were labelled. When eight lorries
were assembled at the dock,  they were taken to the park  and the drivers
were returned to the dock.  The stores were then removed from the lorries
and the lorries placed in a designated area for their unit.  As the stores were
sorted out, they were then placed in the appropriate vehicle.  Forklift trucks
were  available  at  each  end.   I  took  the  first  shift,  and  the  Officer  was
arranging with the Harbour Master, on the system for the ships to come in.  

As soon as a lorry came off the ship, one of the clerks typed out several copies
of the chassis number, together with the time and one copy was given to the
man in charge of taking the lorries to the park   These lists were checked off
the master shipping list and we were sure that none of the vehicles would be
stolen.  My shift over, I handed over to my colleague and I returned to the
park for my sleep.  About an hour before my shift started I heard some loud
explosions from the dock area, and I quickly dressed and went to the docks to
find  that  a  sneak  air  raid  had  dropped  some  bombs  on  the dockside  and
damaged  some  of  the  installations,  our  own  office  included,  and  it  had
suffered severe damage.  

The Officer had a broken leg and cuts and bruises, the Sergeant had a broken
arm and severe cuts on his upper body, and two of the others had been taken
to hospital with cuts and minor injuries.   It is now left to me to get things
organised so I used one of the storekeepers as a clerk and the harbour-master
had  arranged  for  a  small  wooden  hut  to  be  brought  along  for  an  office.
Paraffin lamps were used for lighting and unloading was started again.  
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The shifts had to be re-arranged to six hours on and four hours off in order to
have  complete  cover  on  the  changeover  of  the  shifts.   I  rang  H.Q.  for
replacements and was told to carry on until they were available.  With no one
to relieve me, I carried on in the hope that I would have someone by the next
shift. The Corporals doing the paper work were doing a splendid job, and I
found I had little  to do in that  dept,  the biggest  problem was getting  the
lorries clear of the dock.  We were allowed only one ship at a time at our part
of the dock, and as it took about two hours to take an empty ship out and a
loaded one back in and tied up, I tried to get a bit of sleep during these times.
There were many ships being unloaded in the docks with all different cargoes
and it was very difficult to know when your next ship would be in your area.  A
field kitchen had been set up nearby and we were able to get some food but
fortunately, the Sally Ally came around and it was good to get a cup of tea
that tasted like tea.  Somehow, service cooks always seemed to ‘burn’ the
water

At about ten pm, just as the last lorry was taken off the ship, I decided to walk
away to the side of the harbour and sat on one of the bollards feeling home
sick as I watched the reflection of the lights flickering across the still water,
when a young Corsican girl walked by and said “ Bonsoir, Monsieur, Cherchez
la femme?”

I looked up and said, ”Non.  Je suis tres fatigue”, she laughed and said “ Trop
fatigue pour l’amour?”  I replied, “Oui.  Je suis trop fatigue”.  She laughed as
she walked away,  “Au revoir,  monsieur.   Bon nuit.”  I  then decided  to go
down the steps to the landing stage for the small fishing boats and taking off
my clothes for the first time in three days, I dived into the water and swam
around for about ten minutes.  The temperature was still  in the eighties at
that time of night and it did not take long to dry off, but on reflection I was
stupid,  if  someone  had  stolen  my  clothes  I  would  have  been  in  an
embarrassing position because we had no other clothes to wear.  I dressed
and felt much better and I got back to the office in time to see the last ship
just docking.  

Officer problem
This ship was unloaded and we were finishing the lists just as a Pilot Officer
came in and asked who was in charge.  I told him that I was and that I had
been waiting for three days for someone to come to take over.  By the look of
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his new uniform, the square fit of his cap, he was obviously just out of O.T.U.
(Officers Training Unit) and this was his first posting.  I pointed out that on
the first night, we had an air raid which resulted in the Officer, Sergeant and
two others being taken off to hospital, and that I had been on duty for the
whole of that time except for light snatches of sleep, and that as soon as the
paperwork was checked, I was going back to my unit.  He asked when the
next ship was coming in and I said I  did not know, so he went to see the
harbour master.  

On his return, he asked why I didn’t tell him that the last ship had just gone,
so I said that he had just asked when the next ship was coming in, and I did
not know.  All I knew was that the last ship of convoy No…….. had just left
and that was the  end of my duty at the docks.  I handed him the paper work
and went to the park  and checked that  all  of  our lorries  were loaded and
ready, and then told the Officer that he should advise the other units that
their  lorries  were ready  and that  would  complete the job.   I  then got  our
convoy  in line  and we set  off  back to our  unit.  I  was a  passenger  on the
leading lorry and as soon as we left the town I dropped off to sleep through
exhaustion and I woke up just as we were going into our camp.

I quickly washed and shaved, put on a clean uniform and reported to my C.O.
and told him of the problems I had at the docks.  After handing over all of the
paper work I returned to my tent and slept until the following morning.

One of the American Sergeants who had ‘graded’ our roads came in to see if I
could weld his C.O.’s jeep rear spring hanger that had broken.  I got the crane
out and we lifted the jeep to a working height and welded the hanger to the
chassis. I was stripped to the waist at this time and my welding torch had a
round handle, and because the long hoses had doubled over, with the torch
alight I gave a tug to get more length and the torch turned around in my hand
causing the flames to go across my chest.  I had burns across my chest about
an inch wide, fortunately not severe. I made sure that the hoses were never
twisted  again.   The  Sergeant  also  said  that  when  he  was  at  the  docks
unloading some equipment, a small R.A.F. 5 kva generating plant fell off the
chains as it was being taken off the ship.  They had repaired the broken parts
on the Ford 1000cc car engine driving the generator, hoping to use it for their
own use but they could not get it to run.  It would fire,  but kick back and
everything had been checked out o.k.  but because they were moving to a
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new site,  would I like it and perhaps I could get a new engine for it.  They
delivered it that afternoon.  

On  checking  it  over,  I  saw  that  it  was  a  complete  unit  in  a  frame
approximately five feet by two feet by three feet high, and gave out 24 volt
and 50 volt direct current, and 110 volt and 220 volt alternating current. This
engine is unusual in that the firing sequence for the cylinders for a normal
four-cylinder engine is 1. 3. 4. 2.  but on this engine it was 1. 2. 4. 3. and they
had tried to run it the usual way.  As soon as the plug leads were changed, the
engine  started  and  ran  very  well.   I  now  had  a  generating  plant  for  the
advance party.  

Once  again,  our  ‘magpie  told  me  that  there  were  several  German  mobile
‘kitchens’ mounted on small two wheel trailers in the enemy vehicle pool and
if we got a damaged one and took the kitchen off, we could put the generator
on that and be mobile.  I went the next day and got one and reserved another
one for the cookhouse. The kitchen comprised of a large copper open-topped
boiler, two hot water tanks, two hot ovens to keep food hot and a hot plate
compartment.  The cooks were delighted because they could fill  them with
water and put the bully beef and tinned potatoes in the boiler, light the fire
one  hour  before  our  destination  and  have  a  hot  meal  as  soon  we  had
stopped.  The generator fitted on to the trailer with six bolts and nuts. 

We now have a small mobile generator for use with the advance unit capable
of charging the batteries on the lorries, electric welding and two voltages of
alternating current.

We had been producing oxygen from the two plants every day and with the
renewed  activity  of  the  Spitfires,  we could  just  about  keep pace with  the
demand.   In  order  to  service  the  injectors  on  the  diesel  plants,  I  had
purchased an injector cleaning kit from a local tool firm.  There were no tools
supplied  by  the  R.A.F.  for  this  purpose.   Servicing  the  diesel  engines  was
simple compared to the old Crossleys  because the injectors  were the only
item to be serviced on every service.  Oil changes were longer and the same
with oil and fuel filters.

More technical problems, and solutions
As I was the only airman on the camp with any diesel experience, it was my
job to  carry  out  all  of  the  technical  servicing  on these  vehicles  and  I  had
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another airman that I was training to do this job later on.  I was called out of
bed one night  to go to the Oxygen dept because one of the engines  had
stopped for no apparent reason.  When I checked the engine, I found that one
of the injector pipes had split, and the fuel was dripping on to the synthetic
rubber coupling on the drive to the main injector pump to the injectors. The
diesel oil had softened the coupling and it had stripped the teeth, preventing
any drive to the pump.

The coupling was about two and half inches in diameter by one inch thick,
with twenty five teeth on the outer diameter and twelve teeth on the inner
diameter   Having no spare parts, I told the staff to close the plant down until
I could get a new coupling and pipe.  As soon as the signals team arrived I
notified stores to get the necessary spares and our V.O.R. report showed one
A.E.C. plant unserviceable and waiting for spares and advising that the one
plant would be unable to keep up with demand.

We were advised that there were no spare parts in Italy, and that they would
try Tunis or Cairo, and in the meantime a D.C.3. (Dakota) would ferry fifteen
cylinders of oxygen from Italy each day to our nearest landing strip.  We had
to meet the plane with fifteen discharged cylinders and this would continue
until spares were available.

We were advised that there were no spares available any where in the Middle
East, and that an urgent order had be requested from the main stores in the
U.K.  In the meantime, one lorry and trailer went to the landing strip every day
and returned with the full cylinders.  My C.O. asked if there was anything I
could do as a temporary measure, so I decided to go to the enemy vehicle
pool to see if the Fiat coupling was the same.  The injector pump was of the
same design by Bosch, but the firing order was different,  and the coupling
had two driving flanges driving a fibreglass centre.

I took the lot back with me to see if it was possible to make up something
which would drive the pump .I found that the Italian coupling had a metric
taper and the A.E.C. had the larger Imperial taper. I cut off the centre boss on
each drive and then drilled holes in both couplings and bolted them together,
riveting the nuts to prevent them coming undone, and then trying the pump
in position. I then found that the coupling is now one inch thicker and I had to
remove the locating dowels under the pump to a new position.  After drilling
and tapping new threads to the new holes in the base of the injector pump, I
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set the timing and fitted the front securing clamp.  The rear clamp now had
nothing to secure to, so with a piece of one-eighth welding wire, I wound this
between two of the pipes and twisted it tightly  to secure the back of the
pump. 

I had brought the longest injector pipe from the Fiat but found that it was too
long, so a quick coil wound around a piece round wood shortened it enough
to fit and also gave a ‘spring’ to allow the pipe to vibrate and not split.  The
system was ‘bled’ and the engine started.  After half an hour of running, the
engine was stopped and all the fittings checked and found o.k.  The engine
was then started and the system allowed to thaw out. (Liquid Oxygen is very
cold and will freeze water if they are poured together).  

The first oxygen produced was for welding purposes only but after that, full
production began.   I  checked the engine several  times during the day but
everything  was  working  well.   The  V.O.R.  Report  stated  that  temporary
repairs had been carried out on A.E.C. Oxygen Plant and there would be no
further use for the D.C.3. to deliver oxygen from Italy. Because I wanted to be
sure that there would be no trouble with this form of drive I returned to the
‘Pool’  and got  another  pair  of  drive flanges and took them to the aircraft
machine shop, and asked them to machine them to the Imperial sizes.  I gave
an official order but I was told that because it was for transport it would be
several weeks before they could start it.  

Another officer..
A day or so later I was told to report to the Oxygen dept because the engine
had been stopped and when I arrived a found my C.O. and a Group Captain
there.   The  ‘Groupie’  was  furious  and  asked  what  did  I  think  I  was  doing
‘bodging ‘ a very expensive vehicle in this manner.  I was shocked and I just
said that I though my job was to ensure that that the transport was to be kept
serviceable at all times.  He asked if I knew of the pressures involved and that
it was necessary to have a rubber cushion drive to the pump, so I replied that I
did know and quoted the actual pressures from the pump and because the
pump took it’s  drive from the air  compressor  for  the brakes,  there  was  a
rubber cushion through the coupling.  

I also pointed out that Fiat lorries had been using their type of coupling for
many years and they were satisfied with it. I did say that I had taken another
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coupling to the aircraft engineering dept to get the flanges machined to an
Imperial taper but I was told that because it was for transport, it would be
weeks before it would be started.  He asked for my order and I supplied him
with the driver who knew where the machining was going to be carried out
and he allowed the plant to be re-started. 

After the Group Captain had left, my C.O. said he was glad that I was able to
quote facts and figures to him, because he was the senior M.T. Engineer in
this Command. Four hours later I was called back at the plant, to meet the
Group Captain who now had two flanges in his hand and I was asked if these
were the parts I had asked to be machined.  I agreed, and he said that he
wanted to see them being fitted. I had my small portable workbench brought
to the plant and covering it with some cotton cloth, I removed the injector
pump, removed the old flanges and tried the new ones for ‘fit’ and carefully
checking, filed the two key ways, fitted the flanges to the injector pump and
the air  compressor,  and then changed the dowels  and re-fitted the pump.
This time the pump fitted into the bracket correctly and I was able to fit the
two  clamps  into  their  correct  positions.   The  engine  was  restarted  and
production began once again.  

The  Group Captain  did  admit  that  he  was  unaware that  I  had  moved  the
dowels and he thought that the pump was just resting on the bracket and I
just said that I didn’t think anyone would be silly enough to do that.  He then
asked why he could get this job done while he waited and I was unable to. I
replied that it may have something to do with my stripes being on my upper
sleeve and his four rings were at his wrist.  He gave a queer look but left it at
that.  He then told me that because the R.A.F did not have any spares, a local
purchase order was being made to A.E.C.’s at Langley and it would be sent
direct to him at Command H.Q.  It would then be sent to our unit, together
with a certificate to say that I had fitted it and turning to my C.O. he said that
he would be held responsible to see that it was done. I did say that just a
short time ago, all of the squadrons had been bombed along the coast and
had it not been for the initiative of our advanced party C.O. calling all of the
staff out in the middle of the night during the raid, and getting the spares out
ready and the props made up, there would have been no oxygen plant to
repair. 
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There were only nine planes available in the morning fit to fly but when the
Luftwaffe  returned  in  the  afternoon  for  the  kill,  there  were  three  full
squadrons waiting for them.  I also told him that I took pride in the fact that I
was  able  to  keep our  transport  available  to  move at  all  times  within  two
hours, even if it was necessary to use a bit of wire to keep them together.  We
then had a tour of the transport section and I was glad to see that everything
was running smoothly.   He asked about the mobile generator and the C.O.
told him that we got it from the Americans who could not get it to go and
they  gave  it  to  us  as  favour  for  mending  their  jeep.   He  seemed  to  be
impressed with our workshop lorry  and the fact that  we changed cylinder
heads on the roadside.  When the ‘Groupie’ had gone, I said to my C.O. that I
thought that it was all a waste of time and loss of production, and that he
didn’t appreciate that we had saved a D.C.3 for more important duties.  The
C.O.  smiled  and said,”  Well,  he  had to  justify  his  salary  somehow.”  I  still
thought that there was a war on and that we had just wasted another day of
production.

Another invasion planned

Our Armies are now marching onto Rome and we are advised that we would
be going on another invasion.  I didn’t bother to ask if I would be going with
the advance party,  it  seemed to be a foregone conclusion now.  This  time
however,  it  is  going  to  be  a  mainly  American  affair,  and  only  the  Spitfire
squadrons and their supporting units and a small army communications unit
would be going in.  Rumour had it that we would be invading just south of the
tunnels into France and about ten to fifteen miles north of the Gestapo and
S.S. headquarters.  The Navy had been ‘shelling’ the coast and the Air Forces
had been bombing the coastal towns around this region so our invasion could
be as ‘soft’ as possible and it would prevent the Germans leaving the area to
get back to France, and it would also prevent supplies entering Italy.  I was
told that the advance party would be made with our best vehicles and that I
would be in charge of transport once again.  

We move the advance party to a new site in the North of Corsica and prepare
the site for our main unit when they are ready.  Once again the vehicles are
water-proofed and we are lucky that we did not discard our old equipment,
because some of the vehicle models have been changed, some new exhaust
pipes were required, which meant that the lengths of exhaust pipe needed
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only to be cut in half and fitted.  Some extended beyond the five feet mark,
but  we  felt  it  was  better  to  have  a  surplus  than  a  shortage.   Our  small
generating plant was too low to be waterproofed, so we took the top three
layers  of oxygen  cylinders  off  the trailer,  fitted the generator  on top,  and
arranged for the cylinders to be spread amongst the other lorries.

The Thorneycroft lorry I will be driving has vacuum assisted brakes, but the
trailer I shall be taking has air pressure brakes, so I make up brackets and fit
an air compressor to the engine, get three air pressure brake receivers and
connect  up  the  pipe-work.   I  have  been  able  to  get  a  pressure  valve  to
connect to my brake pedal.  

By connecting all three tanks to a pressure gauge on the dashboard, I am able
to check that I have brake pressure for the trailer brakes. We have been told
that  we will  only  be  able  to take a  spare  uniform,  shoes  and toiletries.   I
decided that one of my three air receivers would be removed, the end cut off,
an inner sleeve fitted and I would use it to house my tools and my camera.  By
using the connecting pipe adapter, fixed a long threaded rod to it, and drilled
the  end  cap  and  the tank  looked  like  the  others.   Some  waterproof  tape
wound around the join would keep the water out and to make it look normal,
I  wound tape around the other two tanks as well.   Two air receivers  were
ample for the trailer only.

Issues with the Americans
The American Forces had decided that we should wear American uniforms
and paint the Stars and Stripes on the cabs of our lorries.  My C.O. was very
angry and approached our Headquarters and said that if they wanted their
uniforms and their flag, they had better use all of their own troops as well.
We  were  only  being  used  because  our  Spitfires  could  operate  at  thirty
thousand  feet  while  their  Mustangs  and  Lightnings  could  only  operate  at
twenty thousand feet.  

He finally got his way and we painted the R.A.F. Roundel on the cabs and we
wore our own uniform and as a further snub, he got the M.T. section to make
three  metal  stencils  of  the  union  flag  (the Union  Jack)  six  inches  by  four
inches and these were painted on the left hand corner of every windscreen.
All of our staff were delighted with this because several of them had received
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‘Dear  John ‘  letters  telling them that their  wives  or  girlfriends  had met an
American serviceman and they were now ‘surplus to requirements’.

During the middle of July 1944, we were told to move to a new site next to
the sea  about  four  miles  away  in  preparation  for  the  invasion.   When  we
arrived,  we  found  that  the  army  had  barbed  wired  the  complete  camp,
leaving just  one opening to go in or out.   Posts  were put at intervals  one
hundred  yards  out  to  sea  on  each  edge  of  the  camp  and  barbed  wire
attached, making it very difficult for anyone to go in or out, except through
the ‘gap’.  The final waterproofing was carried out, and all vehicles and drivers
tested to four feet six inches.  Kit and lorry inspections were carried out again,
and  we  were  given  the  usual  ‘pep  talks’.  Slit  trenches  were  dug  and  all
camouflaging  completed.  Three  vehicles  were  kept  until  last  for  the  final
waterproofing  in  order  to  get  rations  etc,  but  it  only  meant  sealing  the
dynamos and fitting the short fan belts.  We were now on four days notice
and everyone was wondering just where we were going to invade

The Landings in western France were slowing down, with the German army
digging in and making life more difficult for them and it was hoped that our
landing in northern Italy would draw them back to reinforce their troops in
Italy.

We were advised that because of bad weather,  our landing craft had been
delayed and we would now be on ten days notice. With the recent inactivity,
tempers  were beginning to fray,  until  we heard that  a team were coming
from  headquarters  to  give  us  un-armed  combat  practice.  Ever  since  we
started at el Alemein, we had regular sessions of P.T. etc and we all thought
that there was not much we didn’t know.

The following day, a Flight Lieutenant, a Sergeant and four Corporals came to
give the unit the training.  Our advance party comprised the C.O. and three
Officers, we four senior N.C.O.’s  and about eighty other ranks.

The Officer took our Officers,  the Sergeant took us and the four Corporals
split  the other ranks into four teams of twenty.  The days  were split  up to
normal work in the morning, every afternoon with training and finishing work
in the evening.
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Unarmed combat training
The first couple of days we learnt the holds and the falls, but after that the
instructors  picked out their  ‘volunteers’  who were used as the guinea-pigs
and then the training was in earnest.  After two days, every bone in my body
ached and it felt as if I was a new recruit.  I suddenly realised that I was being
used again after any one of the other Sergeants had been picked out .  One of
the  Sergeants  asked  me  if  I  had  kicked  the  instructor,  because  they  had
noticed that I was getting more than my fair share.  I now know just how little
I  knew before this  training and it  made me more determined to get  good
enough to get my own back. 

By the end of the first week, I had learnt how to fall without hurting myself
and to recover quickly and then attack, and also how to parry most of the
blows.  None of the moves were in accord with the Queensbury Rules and on
the second week, the games became very vicious.  We were now divided into
two teams, attackers and defenders and it was for real.  We had attacks with
rifles and bayonets and on one occasion, the whole unit had to go out into the
sea, and try to come ashore.  The Instructors had fixed up a machine gun with
a bar to prevent the angle of fire going below three feet and providing you
did not raise your head above that level, you were safe.  This was carried out
with live ammunition and as we got ashore, one of the drivers waved his hand
to a mate on the other side of the group and finished up with a bullet in his
arm.  That prevented him from going in on “D-Day” plus one, but he was one
of our drivers and a substitute had to be found and checked to go into the
water. 

The last two days were spent showing us how to kill  a man with our bare
hands in two minutes.   I  was horrified and told the instructor that if  I had
wanted to that, I would have joined the Commandos.  He replied that when
we get ashore next time, we would probably wish that we were commandos
and that it would be a case of survival.  Just as we were finishing, he tricked
me and he gave me a very rough handling, he just grinned and said it was part
of the course.  

After a ‘pep talk’, he said that the whole group had passed and responded
well to the course and put out his hand to shake hands and I saw the chance
and grabbed his wrist in the way that he had taught me and before he could
respond, he was on the floor with my left instep in his right arm pit. He was
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unable to move and if he had struggled, he would have probably dislocated
his  shoulder,  so  I  asked  him  why  he  had  picked  me  out  for  so  much
punishment.  He said, “ I am a commissioned Officer and I am ordering you to
release me”.  I allowed him to get to his feet, but I still had his wrist in a firm
grip and made him walk to the side of a nearby lorry where he put his left had
against the side, told him to step back two paces, and then let his right hand
help support him. I then took his pay-book out of his pocket and sure enough
it was Flight  Lieutenant Barnes,  and after  checking his  identity tags on his
neck, I then let him get up from his uncomfortable position.  I apologised and
asked why the deception and he said the Officer training our Officers was two
ranks above the C.O. and the ‘Corporals’  were all  Flying Officers..   Had we
known we were competing against Officers, would we be as aggressive and
of course the answer was ‘no’.  

The reason I had been picked out was that usually the Officers are the first
targets and being the most senior N.C.O. in the group, every one had seen
that I was getting the most treatment and how I had handled it, and there
would not be one of  them who would not follow me if  the Officers  were
disposed of.  He reminded me that we would all be under American Command
and we might find ourselves in an American unit doing anything other than
our normal job.  This time I shook his hand and thanked for being so frank.  He
also warned me to say nothing until after my C.O. had addressed everyone
and we should remember that we are going on a one-way ticket and there
would be no way back so don’t waste your chances. 

Our C.O. gave us the pep talk we had been waiting for, we had been trained
to  the  peak  of  performance  and  any  strange  noise  put  us  on  guard
immediately.  No one would approach us from the rear, because they would
be on the ground before they knew what had happened.

Our bombers and the navy had been targeting the coast on the north west of
Italy, just below the tunnels going through the Alps.  We all assumed that this
was the site we would be invading which was about ten miles north of the
Gestapo Headquarters and also the S.S. Headquarters.  

All of the advance Officers and N.C.O.’s have been to a meeting with the C.O.
concerning the move to our next destination.  We are under direct American
control  and we will be supplied with American rations.   Although our main
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task  is  to service  the R.A.F.  Squadrons,  we may be called  on to assist  the
Americans if required.

We were also  warned not to re-act  about the “Dear  John” incidents.   We
were told that as from that moment, the camp would be sealed and only the
priority personnel would be allowed to leave or enter the camp.

And another officer dealt with 
I  returned  to  the  M.T.  Section  and  I  was  surprised  to  see  a  strange  Pilot
Officer waiting for me. He was obviously very new and introduced himself and
saying that he had come from Headquarters to inspect the vehicles.  He then
said  “Have  you  read  the  orders  concerning  the  waterproofing  of  your
vehicles, Flight Sergeant?” I replied that I had and that all of my vehicles had
passed the test. “Then every one of your vehicles is wrong”.  I was amazed,
because Officers  up to the rank of Flight Lieutenant never speak to senior
N.C.O.’s like that.  

I was angry and told him that everyone of my vehicles were waterproofed to
a depth of five feet or more and that they had all been tested to four feet six
inches.. ”That is what I mean, Five feet is five feet, not four feet six inches or
five feet six inches, but five feet”.  I laughed and said, “ Would you tell me
why it must not be over five feet …Sir?”.  “Yes, if your driver is in the water
and it comes up to his waist, he will be looking at the exhaust pipe and as the
water  rises,  it  is  possible for  the water  to be over  his  nose and he would
drown”.  “In that case it would be better if he did drown because he would be
no good to me in an emergency.  

No driver with any sense would allow that to happen, He would stand up in
his seat and use his left foot on the accelerator until he reached a lower level
of water.”  The Officers face was livid and said, “ Flight Sergeant, I am giving
you a direct order to get these vehicles corrected before I leave”. It is my turn
to be really angry now, so I asked him for his authority to give me that order.
He said that he given his authority to the guard at the gate when he came in.  I
undid the flap on my revolver holster and said,  “I am sorry sir, but I insist on
seeing your authority before I take any action.”  Grudgingly he showed me his
letter from Group Headquarters giving him the authority to check all of the
vehicles.  “  In  that  case  would  you  mark  all  of  the  vehicles  to  the  correct
height so that they can be cut off to your satisfaction?”
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I gave him some yellow crayon and a wooden pole and he marked the pole
and then went around every vehicle and marked the pipes. Some only needed
an inch taken off but he insisted that it was cut.  When it was completed, it
dawned on me that he had not seen the C.O. or the adjutant when he arrived
and protocol  always  insisted  that  visiting  Officers  reported  to  them when
they arrived.  I asked him if he had reported to the C.O. and he said that the
C.O.  was  in  a  meeting  and could  not  be  disturbed.  “In  that  case  you  had
better come with me and report what has happened now…Sir.”

When I told the C.O. what had happened,  he dismissed me and as I  stood
outside  the  tent  I  heard  this  upstart  get  the  biggest  rocket  of  his  life.
Although it was getting late, the C.O ordered him off the site and refused to
give him transport to take him back to H.Q. that was about four miles away.

August 14, 1944
At  mid-day  on  the  fourteenth  of  August,  our  L.S.T.  (Landing  Ship,  Tank)
arrived and we set to loading lorries and trailers.  This L.S.T. was different to
others I had been on because it had two extending ramps that would extend
one hundred feet from the bows and then drop down to the seabed.  As I
would be the last off the ship, I had to be the first one on and a turntable
inside soon turned the trailer and my lorry around and it was then parked at
the rear of the deck.  It took about two hours to get all the vehicles on board
and we went upstairs  to get  our selves  settled in.   We were told that our
journey  would  probably  take a day and half  to  reach  our  destination,  and
although the straight line top speed was eight miles an hour, we would be in a
large convoy and we would be zigzagging at about four miles an hour.  This
meant that we would only be going ahead at two and half miles in every hour.
We were warned not to go on the top deck in case of being strafed.

We  picked  up  our  convoy  later  that  evening  and  set  off  in  an  easterly
direction.  We woke up next morning and after breakfast, were surprised to
see that we were now travelling in a northerly direction. Knowing that we had
air superiority, I guessed that the Captains all knew where they were going, so
I  settled  down  to  enjoy  the  sunshine.   This  was  short  lived  when  my
seasickness  started  again.   It  was  early  in  the  evening  when  the  C.O.
addressed us and told us that we were not going to Northern Italy but that
we  would  be  landing  in  Southern  France  instead,  somewhere  between
Marseilles and Nice. 
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The  bombing  and  shelling  of  northern  Italy  was  a  diversion  to  keep  the
German forces there and make for an easier landing in France.  The gliders
and Paratroopers  were landing at the present time at several  parts  of the
coast  and  by  the  time  we  landed,  a  strong  beachhead  should  have  been
secured.  We were told to go to bed early because Reveille would be at 6 am,
breakfast at 7 am, and we should be landing between eight and nine am in the
morning. 
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Invasion of France
D-Day of the South, bad landing, air attack, meeting the 
Resistance, a bit of leave, more problems with Americans, 
party in Naples and home soon after four years abroad

August 1944 to November 1944
Landing near St Tropez
The sea was perfectly calm and my seasickness was easing when we woke up
to a sunny day on the sixteenth of August.  At eight thirty, we saw the first
sight of land and we heard the sound of gunfire as we approached the beach
between St Tropez and St Maxine.  We were unable to go to our appointed
beach because an earlier craft had been sunk at the approach.  We were sent
to a site to the west of St Maxine and all of the drivers were on the lorry deck,
the bow doors were open and the seal was half way down to ventilate as we
were travelling at full  speed towards the beach,  when there was a terrific
bang and the front of the ship rose several feet in the air.  Alarm bells were
ringing,  the seal and doors were closed, and the public address advised all
troops to stay where they were until the cause was investigated.  

After ten minutes, no leaks were found and it appears that we have hit a sand
bank and there was no damage to the hull.  Unfortunately we were driving in
so  hard,  that  we are  unable  to  reverse  off  the  sand  bank  un-aided.   The
American built L.S.T.’s have an eight to ten feet draught, but this ship takes
fifteen feet draught because of the extra space for the two extending ramps.
On the other L.S.T.’s, the seal just drops down into the water and the lorries
drive straight in.

A tug had been ordered but before it arrived, a small L.C.T. (Landing craft,
Troops) reversed rapidly and hit the side of our ship and put a small hole just
above the water line so we had to wait for that to be welded before we could
be towed off.  During this time shells were being fired in both directions and
some were landing on the beach quite close to us.  We were stuck about six
hundred  yards  from  the  shore,  so  the  ramps  were  extended  to  their  full
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length,  dropped to sea level  and the depth of the water checked and was
found to be five feet three inches. If we had not cut those exhaust pipes, we
would have probably got enough vehicles off to allow the ship to get off the
sand bank unaided.  How I wished that I had that Pilot Officer on board then, I
would have willingly thrown him over the side of the ship and made him walk
ashore. 

At the beach, under air attack
A lot of heavy shelling took place at the beach and suddenly a small  L.C.T.
received a direct hit as it was reaching the end of its approach.  We were still
stuck on the sandbank and we became aware that some torsos, decapitated
heads and limbs were floating by as a result of the shelling.  Most of us were
violently sick and thankful that we were not in that part of the shore.  Two me
109’s came over and strafed our L.S.T. but we were under cover, and as they
passed we saw two Mustangs coming in fast behind them and we learnt later
that they had destroyed one just off St Tropez.

The welding completed, the tug pulled us of the sand bank and we made our
way  to  a  deeper  channel.   This  time  we ran  aground  as  planned  and  we
started  getting  the lorries  off.   After  about  ten  lorries  had left  the  ship,  I
noticed that one lorry had stopped just as it left the first ramp, so I rushed out
to see what went wrong.  The engine refused to fire, so I called the next lorry
along and told the driver to push the disabled lorry off the ship and park it off
our line to the road.  He then told me that he was a spare driver and he didn’t
think he could do it.  Not wanting him to push it off and then get stuck in the
water, I told him to get in the other seat and I would push the disabled lorry
off.  

A Corporal had been left to take over when I left to see what was wrong so
the unloading could go ahead without me and I pushed the lorry to the beach
out of the way.   I decided to check the lorry and I found that the driver had
just taken off the bonnet panel in the cab to make sure that all was ok and
when  he  refitted  the  panel,  the  low  tension  wire  from  the  coil  to  the
distributor had become trapped and had shorted out the ignition.  I always
carry a roll of insulation tape and yellow wax crayon in my pocket, so I taped
the wire, started the engine and told the driver to go to the site. I now realise
that I am on shore and my lorry and trailer are on the ship.  I undid my belt
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with my revolver and holster, lifted it above my head, took my pay-book and
wallet out of my shirt pocket and waded the forty yards back to the ramp.

The water was up to my chest by the time I reached the ramp and I had to
climb  up  on  to  the  frame  of  the  ramp  every  time  a  lorry  came  along.
However, I reached the end of the ramp without mishap and took charge of
the unloading.  Because we had lost time with the disabled lorry, I arranged
for the next lorry to enter the first ramp when the first lorry had entered the
second ramp.  The Captain had said that he did not want two vehicles on the
ramp at the same time but in this way we were able to get the vehicles off
more quickly.   We took forty-five lorries,  some with trailers,  off the ship in
ninety minutes and that was better than the normal time allowed. 

Getting ashore
After getting ashore for the first time on the continent of Europe, I found that
we were in a box about four miles square and there were many similar sites
along the coast from Marseilles to Nice.  I changed into my dry uniform as
soon as possible and I was thankful that this invasion was in August and that
the sea was calm and very warm.  We parked our lorries in groups of four or
five  covered  them  with  camouflage  nets  and  then  went  for  a  meal.   The
ground was too hard to dig slit trenches, so we just hoped that we would not
need them.  The Americans had occupied a site two fields away and left about
one hundred lorries in two lines like Guards on parade.  Two 109’s came down
and severely damaged most of the lorries. The shelling continued during the
night but later in the next day, our armies had moved forward and the guns
retreated out of range.  We were all thankful that we had landed without any
real problems.  We slept under our lorries that night. .

The next day, three of us went into St Maxine to examine one of our lorries
damaged in an accident, and after making temporary repairs, we decided to
have a quick look around the town. In the town square there were a lot of
people standing in a roped off area, and a dais was at one end.  It appeared
that they were holding a “Kangaroo Court” for the collaborators and as they
were brought to the dais, the people decided if they were guilty and if so,
their  clothes  were removed,  their  heads  completely  shaved and then they
were made to run a gauntlet of angry locals who had knotted ropes, bicycle
chains and sticks and they were beaten all the way to the road. Some of the
victims had very bad injuries and men and women were treated exactly the
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same irrespective of age, and unfortunately we could do nothing about it.  We
returned  to  camp,  wondering  how  many  people  these  collaborators  had
caused to be killed.

With the rapid increase in air-borne troops and further equipment and tanks,
the  move  further  north  was  very  rapid  and  reasonably  trouble  free.   We
passed Aix-en-Provence, Avignon, Orange and Valence where we stayed for a
short  time.   In  the  field  next  to  our  site,  I  saw  a  large  lorry  with  some
equipment on the back.  The Lorry was a French Bernhart 20 ton lorry with a
flat platform deck. It was eight feet wide and could seat five across the front
bench seat.  It was powered by a British Gardner Diesel engine and it would
be ideal for our stores crates, plus towing a large trailer that I had acquired.

Meeting the Resistance
We removed the equipment and brought the vehicle back to the camp, where
I checked it  over.   The lorry  was painted with  the usual  spotted  grey and
green camouflage of the German army, but I thought that I would try it out on
a stores run before making it an official vehicle.  I was driving down a straight
road  when  suddenly  a  Black  Citroen  Light  Fifteen  swung  across  the  road
blocking my path.

I had to stop and a man jumped on to the running board on the opposite side
to me, and was waving a Mauser 9 mm automatic pistol at me.  He said, “Je
suis Macquis, Essence, S’il vous plait.”  Realising that the lorry was a diesel, I
would be unable to give him any petrol  so I said,  ”Pourquoi  vous avez un
pistol a moi?  Je suis soldat Anglais cette Cameon est Mazout. Diesel, pas des
essence.”   He waved  the  pistol  at  me again  and then  I  saw  the Cross  of
Lorraine painted on the door of his car.  I pulled my tunic towards me, took
out my pay book with the R.A.F. Badge on the cover and said ”Regardez, je
suis  soldat anglais,  le R.A.F.,  cette Cameon est mazout, sans essence” and
then  he  said  “Bon,  je  comprend  ,  mais  pourquoi  vous  avez  un  cameon
Bosch?”  “C’est  la guerre mais vous etes un cochon francais”.   I  drove for
about two miles further and pulled into a lay by and started shaking.  I had
just realised that I had called him a “French Pig” when he had an automatic
pointed at me. My companion could not understand at first until I told him
that it was a member of the Macquis and that he had a gun pointed at me,
and that I had called him a French pig. 
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We returned to base and settled in to routine work and after about a week
we were on the move again and this time to a site about four miles from Lyon
and the day after we arrived we went into the town.  The seven bridges had
been blown up by the retreating German army and the British engineers had
put two Bailey bridges across the river to allow the traffic to move.  When we
arrived  in  the  town,  it  was  amazing  to  see  the  lights,  everyone  was
celebrating  Bastille  Day  two months  late  and there  were  Fairgrounds  and
street entertainment everywhere.  

As soon as we were recognised as British, the locals couldn’t do enough for
us.  We were feted everywhere, every fairground ride was free, free drinks
were  offered  everywhere  and there  was  dancing  and  music  around  every
corner.   It  appeared  that  they  had  received  terrible  treatment  from  the
Germans and the first thing our people did was to let them celebrate.  It is
now past midnight, and we suddenly realise that all the buses had gone and
also our Liberty wagon, so we set off on a four-mile walk home.  It probably
sobered us up, but it was worth it.  It was the first sign of happiness that I had
seen in the whole of my time overseas.

The main unit caught up with us a week later and we managed to get some
other British Senior N.C.O.’s in for a Social evening and it was good to be able
to hear how they had been getting on.  Several had musical instruments that
they had been lucky enough to keep with them and it was a far better show
than the ENSA shows we had in the past.

A little bit of leave
Leave had started in north western France, and some were lucky enough to
get forty-eight hour passes from Calais to go to the U.K.  Being almost “Tour
expired” (having served four years overseas), I asked my Adjutant if it was
possible for me to ‘hitch-hike’ to Calais and then report to R.A.F. Uxbridge to
end my overseas service.  He checked with H.Q. and was told that because I
was Middle East Command, I would have to go back to Italy and be sent home
from there, I was disappointed but I did have a trip to Dijon for a few days.  

Now that the Americans from the south had met up with their counterparts
from Cherbourg, we were no longer required and we heard that we would be
returning to Naples in the near future.  We departed for Marseilles a few days
later and we stopped at Aix-en-Provence for a few days.  One of our men had
been murdered in Lyons when a French soldier returning unexpectedly, found

123



him in bed with the Frenchman’s wife.  A court of enquiry was launched and
our Adjutant had to stay at Group H.Q. while this was started.  Because he
had drawn his money out to spend a week at Monte Carlo, he decided to take
the signals Officer, Paddy and myself out for a night in Aix, now that he was
unable to leave the area. 

Americans again 
At one large dance hall, about twenty of our airmen were dancing with the
local  girls  and having drinks with them.  There were also a large crowd of
American soldiers  as well.   At exactly  eleven pm. several  American Service
Police  arrived and told  our airmen they  had to leave because there  was a
curfew on the town and they were enforcing it. We four went along to see
what  was  going  on,  because  all  of  our  men had  permanent  passes  which
allowed them out until eight am, every day.  I pointed this out to the M.P. and
he turned around and pointed  his  sten gun at  me and told  me to get  my
“butt” out of there. I pointed out that I out-ranked him and that he had no
right to talk like that.

With that he pushed the sten into my stomach and repeated his remark.  I
was  just  about  to  disarm him when  the Adjutant  who was watching said,
“Hold it Flight, and that is an order”. I relaxed and the Officer approached the
M.P. and asked why there was a curfew, because we had no knowledge of
such an order and told him to put his gun down while he was talking.  The
M.P.  produced  a  letter  from  the  American  High  Command  stating  that  a
curfew had been placed on the town because of troubles with some of their
troops.  

When I asked why our airmen were being singled out to leave, he said that
they were the smallest group and once they were out, the American troops
would follow. I approached the microphone and told our airmen what was
happening and that our Adjutant would get it sorted out in the morning. I told
them to say goodbye to their friends and show the others that they could
leave in an orderly manner with dignity and come back tomorrow. They said
goodbye  to  their  friends  and  left  in  the  truck  outside.   The  Adjutant
approached H.Q, and was assured that the curfew would be lifted for British
troops but two days later we had to move to Marseilles.
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The weather had now broken and as the L.S.T. left Marseilles, it seemed the
signal for the rain to start and within a few hours we were in a force nine gale
and I was seasick again. I vowed that when I got home I would never go on a
ship again.  We landed at Naples two days later and made our way to a transit
camp on the outskirts.  We were in reasonable wooden huts and the weather
had improved but it was still very cold with intermittent showers.

All  of our  vehicles  were prepared for  the Motor  Pool  and just  as  our  two
oxygen plants were leaving, I was handed a small parcel containing a flexible
synthetic  rubber  coupling  for  an Oxygen plant,  together  with  a Certificate
saying that I had fitted it. I knew the war could be over before some of these
spares came through, and I thought, supposing that I had left the vehicle in
Corsica unserviceable, just what would it have cost to keep sending an aircraft
with oxygen to our unit.  I told the orderly room Sergeant that I was “tour
expired”  and that  the  vehicle  had gone to  the Motor  Pool  and  it  was  no
longer my responsibility.  I asked him to keep the parcel for a few days and
report back to say that I had left for the U.K. and then arrange for the parcel
to be put in the truck at the Pool.

Party time in Naples, and home soon
On my last day overseas, I was approached by one of ‘my’ Corporals who said
that the M.T. Section would like to hold a ‘going away Party’ for me if I would
care to contribute half the costs of buying in the food for the meal.  I replied
that I would be glad to, but they had to get the permission from the M.T.
Warrant Officer, who would then have to get the C.O.’s permission to hold
the party. 

It would cost me about three weeks pay, but I thought it was a nice gesture.
The permissions  were granted and the cooks put on a very  good  meal  of
chicken, chips and veg and Christmas pudding to follow. Just as the meal was
finished, the C.O. came in to see how things were going.  I got up to greet him
and the Adjutant and offered them both a drink, and the C.O. gave a very nice
speech saying that it was unusual for the men to give a party for their senior
N.C.O. as a leaving present but he was pleased that there was such harmony
in the M.T. Section.  The Corporal who organised the party got up to say a few
words and the Officers left and told us to have a good time.  
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Just before I said goodbye to the men in the Sergeants mess, I was handed
four bottles of the stock from the bar and four hundred cigarettes.  When I
joined  the  unit,  every  member  gave  one  pound  to  the  bar  as  their
contribution to the bar stock, and as time went on this accumulated into a
very  healthy ‘pub’.   When any member left  the unit  they were given their
share of the bar.  At that time there were twelve members in the mess and I
received one twelfth of the bar plus a twelfth of the cash which amounted to
twenty pounds., so my party did not cost me much after all. I wrapped the
bottles  in two socks each and placed them in my kit bag after wrapping a
couple of spare shirts around them, and then carefully packing all soft goods
around the outside of them to prevent any damage if any one threw my kit
bag about.  The special tools I had purchased it Tel Aviv three years before
were put into my lower back pack, spare shirts  and underwear  in  the top
pack, then assembling this to the harness and then I tried it on.  It weighed
sixty-eight pounds and I just hoped that I wouldn’t have to walk far with that
load and my kitbag.  I was driven to the docks and boarded the troopship, the
Alcantara, for my journey home.

As we left the docks at Naples, I looked back and realised that I was turning
my back on four years of my life, and it left me feeling quite nostalgic.  We had
to wait at Gibraltar for the convoy to be assembled but after three days we
were on our way home. As we follow the coast, we get to the Bay of Biscay
and the weather is venting its anger against me once again.  A small aircraft
Carrier in the convoy is pitching so much that at times the bows are under
water and the propellers are out of the water, and the next, the bows are out
of the water and the stern is flooded.  Thank goodness I joined the R.A.F.  I
am seasick once again but this time it is not so severe.  Perhaps it is because
this will be my last trip.  We arrive at the docks in Liverpool at eleven pm. on
the thirtieth of November 1944, dark, raining and depressing and we were
greeted by a Military band who played one verse of  “Land of hope and Glory”
before moving off to the next ship.

Whilst on board, we were visited by Customs Officials who asked if we had
the usual goods and I said that I had four hundred cigarettes.   I was told I
could only bring in two hundred, so I said that I would pay the duty on them. I
was  told  that  the  limit  was  two hundred  only  and when  I  told  him I  was
getting  married  as  soon  as  it  could  be arranged  when  I  was  on  leave he
looked at my hands and I said I  was a non-smoker but these were for the
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guests, he said, “Take one out of each packet of the two hundred pack and
give them to your friends, O.K.?” and then told me to go. The next airman said
he only had two hundred cigarettes, and was asked twice if he had any more
but he said no. The Customs man took one look at his nicotine stained hands
and asked one of his colleagues to check his kit and found over one thousand
cigarettes, jewellery and other contraband.  He was then marched of to the
police station.  On leaving the ship, we were then taken to R.A.F. Wheaton
where we would be checked over before being sent on leave.
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Return to the UK
Old uniforms, new kit, adjusting to changes in the UK, start 
of leave, going home, reunions, five days to plan a wedding, a
honeymoon and a new posting

December 1944

Arriving at R.A.F. Wheaton, I was billeted in one of the single rooms in a large
wooden Barrack Block, together with about thirty other airmen in the main
room.

I got up early and after breakfast I made my way to the telephone box out
side the Guard Room and telephoned my fiancé at her factory in Wiltshire.
After telling her that I  was now in the U.K. and well,  we had a short  chat
about meeting at Bristol and going home to our respective homes as soon as I
was cleared from the Station to go on leave.  I would know more about my
future plans after I had been checked-in by the Admin people and that I would
write that night.  Arrangements had already been made with her firm to have
immediate leave when I came home so I asked if she would get that organised
immediately.

As I left the telephone box, two Corporal Service Policemen were waiting to
speak to me and they asked for my number,  rank and name.  After giving
them the details, I asked why they needed it and they said that they had to
escort me to the Guardroom.

Having a great dislike for the power of the Military Police, I asked why I had to
go to the Guardroom and in any case they were not of a high enough rank to
escort me.  They told me that I was improperly dressed and as this Station
was a Recruit Training Station I was setting a very bad example. They told me
that the Sergeant in the Guardroom had ordered them to escort me in, so I
told them to stay where they were and I went into the guardroom on my
own.  The Sergeant was at his desk  looking at some papers and ignored me
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so I said, “ Who is in charge Sergeant?” and he replied after looking up ”I am”.
“Well stand to attention when you are speaking to a superior Officer and why
have I been told to report to you”.  “Because you are improperly dressed and
setting a bad example.  Look at your great coat, it’s a disgrace, your buttons
look as if they have never been polished, you are wearing Khaki battle dress
and you are wearing shoes.”  I am now very angry and say ”Everything I am
wearing is R.A.F. issue.  I have just come from the Middle East after four years
of front line service. We wear Khaki battle dress because it doesn’t show up
as much as blue, our buttons and badges are made of plastic and cannot be
cleaned or polished, my greatcoat has seen the battle scars of war, and shoes
are normal issue overseas”. 

He shifted uneasily and said ”Well I’m sorry chief (A familiar term for Flight
Sergeants) but this is a Recruit training depot” and before he could carry on I
told him that I was not a Red Indian and he would address me by my correct
rank.  

I then told him that about one thousand other airmen had returned with me
and  we  would  be  re-kitted  after  all  of  our  details  were  taken  but  in  the
meantime,  he would have to ignore our state of dress.  I  asked to see the
Orderly Officer to complain about his action and I was told that he was with
the Commanding Officer and would not be available until after 11 am. I didn’t
often ‘Pull rank’ but this man's attitude really annoyed me.  

I also told him to tell all of his staff not to approach any of these people from
the rear, because like me, they had all been on an unarmed combat course,
and we are all a bit sensitive when approached from behind.

I reported to the hangar where we would be giving all of our details, and I
contacted the Flight Lieutenant in charge and explained what had happened.
He immediately contacted the C.O. and the necessary instructions were given
to prevent any further occurrences.

The hangar was laid out with a raised platform at one end and five lines of
chairs stretching to the back of the hangar.  Behind the dais, there were five
very large sheets of paper with a copy of the forms at our seat. The Officer
explained that  in  order  to get  everyone seen to as  quickly  as  possible,  he
would show the large copy on the wall, and we would have to fill in the details
on our own small  copy.  On each aisle there would be an admin clerk  who
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would help anyone with a difficulty and as each form was completed, it would
be put into a folder for collection at the end of the session.  In this way, one
thousand airmen could be checked in the same time that it  would take to
check fifty through the orderly room. Any errors could be checked individually
the  next  day.  It  took  three  hours  in  the  morning  and  two  hours  in  the
afternoon  to  complete  the  session  which  included  units  served  overseas,
medical problems, courses undertaken, injuries due to enemy action, dates of
promotions, medals due and present trade.  This session completed, we were
told  to  report  again  the  following  morning  for  medical  examinations  and
injections.  In the afternoon we would be having a re-kitting session.

I wrote to my parents and my fiancé that evening telling them that I would be
having four weeks leave when I left this station and that I was hoping that we
could arrange our wedding within that time.  The next day, we all  had our
medicals  and  I  am  sure  that  the  medical  Officers  get  commission  on  the
number of injections they give. I had my injections before I left Italy, but I still
had to have another tetanus and typhoid jab.  

As the medicals took so long, our re-kitting had to be put off until the next
day.  After getting our new uniforms we had to sew on stripes and fit crowns
to our sleeves on battle dress and ‘Best Blue’ and our new greatcoats.  The
buttons and badges  had to be polished and then we looked a bit  like the
‘rookies’ in the station. The last day was spent being told of the changes that
had taken place in the U.K. during our absence.  I was amazed at the stringent
rations for the civilians,  the change of our money to pounds,  shillings  and
pence, instead of piastres, lira, francs and British Military Currency.  We would
no longer have to do a mental calculation every time we purchased anything. 

My biggest shock was being told how to treat our American and allied troops.
My  feelings  were  that  they  were  guests  in  my country  and  should  act  as
guests and that I should not have change my lifestyle for them. We were also
reminded that we drive on the left hand side of the road in the U.K.  

Leave starts, and going home
We were told that we would be going on our leave the next day, one weeks
leave for  every  year  spent overseas.   I  rang my fiancé and told  her  that  I
would be leaving at 8am from the same railway station that I left in December
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1939.  I was in Blackpool in 1939, so I could give that date and location without
giving out information that would be ‘useful to the enemy’ .

On a cold and rainy day, we were given our travel Warrants to our destination
and then taken by trucks to the railway station at Blackpool.  We left about
ten minutes late and after about an hour we were stopped for some time
between  two  stations.   The  guard  eventually  came  around  and  said  that
Crewe Station had been bombed and that we would have to reverse back the
track when the signals could be arranged, and we would have to take a cross-
country route to Birmingham.  We eventually got to Birmingham, but we had
to change trains because the driver would not be able to return to his starting
point in order to take his train out the next day.  

We had to wait some considerable time for the next ‘troop train’  to come
from the north but we made our way to Bristol and arrived at about 6pm.  I
struggled into my very heavy backpack and going to the goods van I was just
in time to see my kit bag being thrown on to the platform.  I  picked it up
expecting  to  see  liquid  dripping  out  of  it  but  my  packing  proved  to  be
efficient.  As I walked along the platform, I saw my fiancé coming along the
platform, looking in all of the windows hoping to see me. I just shouted out
her name and she immediately  looked up and ran towards me.  I  think we
were glued  at  the  lip  for  some time,  and she  told  me that  she  had been
waiting since eleven am that morning, as she was told by the railway staff
that a Blackpool train should arrive at mid-day. Every train that came from the
Midlands had been checked and at 5.30 pm the porter said that all Blackpool
scheduled trains had gone but one train coming for the northeast was due at
6pm.  

He suggested that there may have been a change of trains at Birmingham and
after waiting all day, another half hour wouldn’t matter.  We went into the
canteen for a cup of tea and a sandwich while we waited for the train to take
us to Taunton. Neither of us seemed to stop talking but I still can’t remember
what we said.  We caught the connection to Taunton and then we had to
change trains again for Minehead.  We managed to get into a non-corridor
compartment, and then started to calm down and try to sort our agenda for
the next few days.  

My parents lived about seven miles from Minehead and my fiancés parents
lived in Minehead, so we got off the train three stops before the terminus,
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and showing my travel warrant, the ticket collector said that one of my uncles
was coming to collect  me from one and half  miles  away.  When  the ticket
collector phoned about my arrival he was told that it would be about half an
hour before he would be there, so I said that we would start walking and that
would save time. We walked about three quarters of a mile and my backpack
seemed  to  be getting  heavier  by the minute.  My kit  bag was  also  heavily
packed, so we decided to rest by a low wall above the local river.  It is now
10pm and my uncle comes along with his car, he turns around and then we go
back to my parents’ home.  We have the usual family re-union for the long lost
son and after a hot drink we have a long talk about the past four years.  

I did not want to go into the details because they were still fresh in my mind.
It was nearly midnight when we decided to go to bed and as I walked around
the room, I hit my head against one of the old elm beams and almost knocked
my self out.  I had forgotten that I had grown about four inches in the last five
years  and the cottage was a seventeenth century  thatched cottage with a
very low ceiling, and I could no longer walk around without ducking my head.

Instead of my usual wake-up time of 6.30am, this morning I slept until 8 am
and I had a strange feeling that something was wrong.  It was completely
dark, being double summer time in the U.K. but it was also very quiet.  Even at
6.30 am in  camp.  there  was  always  some noise,  troops  marching  to  early
morning duty, lorries starting, but today there was only a strange ‘squawking
noise’ something never heard around the camp.  When I became fully aware
of my surroundings, I realised that it was the rooks in the trees behind the
house.  

Planning a wedding in five days
I dressed and visited my fiancé in her bedroom and then went down to get us
a cup of tea.  My mother was busy getting my young sister off to school and
my father  had already gone to work at the firm’s  premises  next  door.  He
would be back for breakfast at 9 am.  I took the tea up to my fiancé and we
stayed talking for a while and I laughed and said that my mother always said
that  the  only  way  that  I  would  go  into  a  young  woman’s  bedroom,  was
through a wedding ring.  

I washed and shaved, polished the buttons on my uniform and then we all had
breakfast when my father came in. We told my parents that we were going to
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see about getting a Special marriage licence and then my mother told me that
she had deposited enough coupons with the local tailor to make me a suit
when I came home and I could go to him and get measured that day.  My
fiancé and I  decided  to  walk  to  the nearest  bus  or  train  station  to  go  to
Watchet that was about two miles away.  

When we got there, we found that we would have to wait at least two hours
for a train or a bus, so we decided to walk the rest of the way to the tailors.
We asked if the suit could be made within the week because we were getting
married as soon as we could get it arranged.  

We then went to Minehead by train to meet my prospective In-laws again.
We had a good chat with the family and then went to get the special licence,
to see the vicar at the Church and then to see the restaurant for the reception
. We managed to get  everything arranged for Thursday,  the fourteenth of
December and went around to see one of our old friends who had been ill
with cancer.  She was delighted to see us, but said that on that day, she had
to go to hospital in Exeter for treatment and would it be possible to arrange it
the day before.   We saw the caterers,  but Wednesday was a half-day and
could we arrange it for Tuesday. We saw the vicar, and he agreed for Tuesday
in six days time.  From then on it was a constant round of visits, telegrams to
relatives  who were far away, getting the bridesmaids  together  for fittings,
getting the wedding dress checked and making sure that the wedding cake
was o.k.  

When we saw it, we were very disappointed.  It had been made about seven
months before and it had soya almond paste that had turned the white icing
yellow.  There were two tiers but the person who had made the cake said that
if we could get some more icing sugar, she could re-ice the bottom tier and
decorate it in time for the wedding but would be unable to do the top cake.
We had no choice but to agree.  

Our time was taken up travelling between the two families and getting things
organised and I don’t think I have ever worked so hard in my life. I went for a
fitting for my suit on the Friday and it was promised for Monday mid-day. We
went to Church on Sunday Evening and the announcement by the vicar that a
young couple were getting married on Tuesday and would every one come
along.   A few of our friends came to us after  the service and asked if  we
would mind if  they  took over  the duties  of decorating  the Church for  the
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wedding. We had forgotten all about this and we gratefully accepted, and I
think that I could have kissed them all for being so thoughtful. My fiancé was
one of the Founder Members of this Free Church and they were so pleased to
see that we were being married there, especially as I had been away for over
four years.

The ‘faraway’ relatives arrived on the Monday morning and there was a great
re-union and everyone wanting to know ‘what it was like’.  I only wanted to
forget about the war and to enjoy my freedom from all things military. We
didn’t have time for a ‘girlie night or stag night’ and in the evening I took my
fiancé to her home so that she could be ready for her ‘big day’ the next day.  I
returned to my parents’ home by 8 pm and met one of my elderly aunts who
was the type who could wheedle any information from you that you would
have preferred to be kept quiet.  

I had met her son (my cousin) who was in the army when I was in the canal
zone and we had many chats, so she kept saying “Our Roy was the same as
you, he didn’t want to talk about the war either but he did say when he met
you, that…… ” and before I realised it, I was talking about the things I would
have preferred to have been left unsaid.  At least my parents were happy to
hear about some of the things that had happened.

Wedding day
I woke early on Tuesday the 12th December 1944, and after breakfast I kept
myself busy polishing buttons and cleaning my shoes because I was getting
married at 11 am in uniform.  When I had finished, the relatives had arrived and
there was so much taking place and with them all fussing around to get ready
I  decided  to  walk  up into the large  garden  at  the  back  of  the  house and
looking in to the river,  I was watching the trout dashing up and down the
stream.  I suddenly became aware of someone standing behind me and of
course it was my aunt again.  “You are not having second thoughts, are you?”
she asked.  I said, ”Having seen all the fuss today, I certainly don’t want to go
through this again, it’s easier to get married”.  The wedding cars arrived and
my uncle, who was my Best Man, came to collect me and we arrived at the
Church 3 minutes late.  Going into the Church, I was amazed to see that it was
completely filled and walking along the aisle, I felt like a midget until I got to
the front pews.
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I had only been to one wedding before and that was when I was 9 years old
and  although  we  had  been  to  the  vicar  to  rehearse  the  ceremony,  I  still
couldn’t remember everything I had to do.  The vicar was elderly and very
short of breath, so when he came to the part ”Wilt thou take this woman to
be  thy  ever  loving  wife……….”  he  took  a  very  long  pause  to  regain  his
breath, I thought that it was my time, so I said “I will” and suddenly I got a
sharp  dig  in  the  ribs  from  my  new  bride,  and  a  whispered  ‘Not  now’.
Unfortunately all of the congregation heard me and I never lived it down.

We travelled to the reception a short distance from the church and after the
meal and the speeches, I suddenly thought, ‘I had just signed a contract for a
job for which I had received no training, I had no previous experience, and
that I had promised to look after and support someone else’s daughter for
the rest of my life.’

My new brides brother had come to our rescue for the honeymoon. We had
tried to book hotels but being winter time and war time, no hotels were open
in December,  so he offered us his  home in London, his  wife would stay in
Minehead, he would take us to his home and the next day, he would go to
another part of London to stay with his sister-in-law.  We could then stay as
long as we liked..  We had a wonderful time and I took the chance to visit my
Landlady at Horsham and then we walked around to the old camp.  It was still
working and as  we were watching the cranes  and low loaders  leaving for
another job, the C.O. came out and spoke to us.  I told him that I was on the
unit in 1940 and he wanted to know where I had been during the last four
years.  

He also invited us into the camp and meet the staff, but our train would be
arriving soon to take us back to London, so I had to refuse the offer.   We
returned to Victoria Station and went to a show in the West End that night
and as we came out of the theatre, we found we were in a typical London
‘Smog’.   Getting to Croydon,  we walked to our ‘home and the fog was so
dense  that  we walked  about  half  a  mile  past  our  street  and  then  had  to
retrace our steps.  We had great difficulty finding the street but decided to
pick out some definite landmarks for future reference.

The honeymoon was over all  too quickly  and Christmas was upon us.   We
shared our time between the two families and on New Years Eve, my new
posting came through, it was to a station called Hinton in the Hedges, a small
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hamlet with a church, a pub and about twenty houses, about 3 miles from the
nearest village and about seven miles from the nearest town of Banbury.
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Hinton-in-the-
Hedges

Campaign medals, more work, promotion, a scam detected, 
Victory in Europe, becoming a father, and released at last

Jan 1945 to April 1946
I arrived at my new R.A.F. Station at Hinton in the Hedges late on January 2nd

1945  on  a  dark  and  very  cold  day.   The  Station  was  a  reserve  American
aerodrome for their B17 (Flying Fortress) Bombers and it had the very large
‘A’ type layout for the runways and it was now being used for a Radio Vehicle
Storage Unit (R.V.S.U.) with about 6-8,000 Specialist Radio and Radar vehicles
parked on the runways. I saw the Orderly Sergeant who took me to some
wooden huts just outside the main gates of the camp, and after leaving my
kit, he then took me to the Sergeants mess for a meal.  I was introduced to
the Warrant Officer in charge of the Service Dept, who told me that we had
about 200 men and 25 women (W.A.A.F.’s) working in the very large hangar
and he would be making me in charge of the final servicing in the morning.

This was a very large mess and it took a bit of time getting used to the U.K.
system so after about 2 hours,  I  made my way to my quarters  and settled
myself  in to the room at the end of the Barrack block.   I  woke early  next
morning and after breakfast at the mess, I joined the rest of the staff to our
hangar at the end of about ten large Hangars.

I was surprised to see three lines of lorries of all shapes and sizes, lining up to
enter the hangar and about thirty waiting at the other end to get taken to
another dept.  Inside the hangar was a low loader trailer, with sides and roof
made into an office for four clerks and the W.O. in charge.  There were four
windows along both sides and desks and filing cabinets for each of the clerks.
One thing I found odd was that two clerks faced one side of the trailer while
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the other two faced the opposite side, but as it would not be my problem, I
let it slide.

Looking around the hangar, I saw two raised ramps about two feet wide and
three feet six inches apart where the lorries and trailers would be driven to be
greased and underneath inspections would be carried out. This would be my
department with about twenty five airmen and eight W.A.A.F.’s who would
be masking off windscreens, lamps etc and then pressure waxing them for
seaboard travel.

The system was that there would be a request for a Radar Station overseas,
and  it  would  depend  on  the  size  of  the  unit  on  the  number  of  vehicles
required  (a  Commitment).   This  could  range  from  two  Radar  aerials,  one
generator,  one  container  lorry  with  cathode  ray  equipment,  one  office
container and one runabout 15 cwt, to a large unit with many aerial units, a
large  generator,  many  container  units,  Brockhouse  trailers  and  assorted
lorries  for the unit transport.   Vehicles  were pulled off the runways as the
commitment  came  in  and  sent  to  ‘Minor  Repairs’  where  they  would  be
checked  over  for  mechanical  faults,  then  tested  and  then  put  into  the
‘Servicing‘ line to be greased etc and then sent to the next hangar for the
electrical section to check.  

They left this section and moved to the ‘Radar’ unit and finally to the admin
unit for completion.  Should any vehicle fail to pass the check, it would be
withdrawn and a new vehicle put in its place, the faulty vehicle being put in
the ‘Major Repair’ line for rectification. If this happened in our dept, it was
easy  to  put  another  lorry  to  the front  of  the  queue but if  it  was  the last
department, everyone then had to put priority on this vehicle to keep it in it’s
proper allocation.  This unit was run on a conveyor line system and at times it
could  be  very  frustrating  when  you  discover  that  every  vehicle  on  one
‘commitment’ had been changed in the various departments.

We used to send out about 35 completed vehicles every day but in actual fact
about 50 had gone through the system.  At the end of my first day I felt that I
had a reasonable idea of the way things were being run.  As each vehicle was
sent off the line, a clerk would check the chassis number and then this would
be double checked against the master list and the vehicle sent to the next
dept.
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After returning to my room, I wrote some letters and then returned to the
Sergeants mess for my meal, and settled down with the other N.C.O.’s in my
department.   Once  again,  the  order  of  priority  in  the  mess,  the  seating
arrangements,  the  Station  Warrant  Officer  who was  treated  like  God  and
seeing  a  large  number  of  female  members  in  the  mess  was  an  unusual
experience.

The  following  morning  I  woke  up  to  see  three  feet  of  snow  outside  and
already the camp snowplough had been out to clear the roads in and around
the camp.  When I got to the hangar, the first job was to clear the entrance
and exit so that work could start.  The vehicles having been parked for several
months on the runways proved difficult to start.  We did have a small ‘pusher ‘
tractor that got most of them running and it was amazing to see the lorries
and trailers going up the ramps and not falling off at the top. As the lorries
get near the top the drivers lose sight of the end of the ramp and it is just a
case of keeping the wheels straight until they level off and get to the end.

As two vehicles could be serviced at a time, there were two sets of grease
guns and two sets of gear oil pumps, but because no holes had been made in
the wall  of the ramp, the hoses had to be removed after each vehicle had
been serviced.  This caused a small delay each time and if the hoses had been
left on the ramp, the lorries passing over them would have severely damaged
them.  I suggested to the W.O. in charge that we should contact the works
dept to have the necessary  holes made and the hoses could then be kept
inside the two ramps. At the end of the day this meant that two more units
could go over the ramps without the job of removing and replacing the hoses.

My new bride had gone back to work at her factory and after two weeks I was
able to get a long week-end pass to visit her. I had checked out the possibility
of  getting  a  ‘living  out’  allowance  and  found  that  if  I  could  get
accommodation nearby, I would be entitled to it and I could have my wife
with me  I started to look for accommodation, but because of the number of
military units nearby this proved difficult.

Campaign medals
After about three weeks, I was in the mess one evening when the Orderly
Room Sergeant asked me if I would meet the Station Warrant Officer for a
chat.  He said that he thought that I had just returned from overseas service
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and asked where I had been. I told him that I had served in North Africa, Sicily,
Italy, Corsica and Southern France.  He asked why I was improperly dressed
and not wearing any medal ribbons.  At that time I was not very keen to put
medal ribbons up, but I pointed out that I had only just been re-kitted and that
there were no ribbons available at the reception camp for all of the medals
due.  He said that I should put up the ones that I had, but as I only had the
Defence Medal ribbon, I would still be improperly dressed.  I noticed that he
only  had  the  Defence  Medal  and  the  Palestine  Medal  (this  was  for  the
Palestinian rebellion in 1937) and it  proved that he had not been overseas
during the Middle East campaigns. 

He called the equipment Sergeant and the Orderly Room Sergeant over and
told them to get  the necessary  medal ribbons for me. The ribbons arrived
about a week later and I made up a ‘bar’ and pinned them on to my tunic,
leaving them capable of being transferred to my ‘battle dress’ on my change
of uniform.  When he saw me that night, his face dropped a bit when I arrived
with the four campaign ribbons and the Defence Medal.  

There was no segregation between the sexes  so being one of the first  to
come to the unit from overseas, lots of the ‘girls’ wanted to know what the
medals represented and after a short time I realised that one W.A.A.F Flight
Sergeant was coming to the table that I was sharing with the others from the
M.T. section rather more frequently than  any of the others.  One of the lads
said  that  she  was  a  man-eater  so  I  told  him  that  she  would  be  unlucky,
because I had just got married and that I was looking for accommodation in
the area, and that my wife would be living with me.  This W.A.A.F. then turned
her  attention  to  the  other  Flight  Sergeant  on  the  major  repairs  section.
Although he was married, his wife stayed in London but this ‘lady ‘ got her
claws in and broke up the marriage

A Lancaster coming back from a raid on Germany just before dusk had missed
his destination to his own aerodrome and seeing our camp, thought he could
land  but  at  the  last  moment,  saw  the  lorries  and  tried  to  abort  without
success and crashed nearby.

Seven crew members lost their lives at this crash and during the night I had
one of my nightmares  once again,  and the Sergeant in  the opposite room
came in to see what the noise was about. I had to tell him about it and asked
him to keep quiet.
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I was able to get accommodation in the nearby village and I brought my wife
to our new ‘home’.  We had a Social evening in the mess every last Sunday in
the month and the members could invite girl friends, wives or other guests,
so on my first occasion, I took my wife to the mess and introduced her to my
colleagues, when up came Ruth, the ‘man eater’ and said” I am sorry that you
have decided to come to this area, because I was going to set my cap at him”.
The air became a little chilly but she was told that we had been together for
almost seven years and that it would take more than the efforts of someone
like her to split us up.  Exit Ruth.

Promotion
Our  Warrant  Officer  had  been  posted  away  from  the  Station  and  ‘Sandy’
Sandford, (the Other Flight Sergeant) was promoted W.O. in his place.  He
had  only  been  in  the  job  for  5  weeks  when  he  was  struck  down  with
meningitis  and almost lost his  life This  meant that I  was now promoted to
Warrant Officer and my job was now to control the whole of the Hangar.  A
new Sergeant was posted in to take my place and a Corporal was promoted
to Sergeant from the major repairs section.  One of my first jobs in the ‘office’
was to re-arrange the desks so that all the clerks looked out of the windows
to see what was going on in the workshop.  This prevented the zigzag walk to
get to my desk at the end of the trailer, and also it saved the girls from having
to turn around when they passed paper work from one to another.  

We  had  six  Jamaican  airmen  and  a  Jamaican  Corporal  working  in  a  small
hangar outside the main workshop, and their job was to fit container bodies
on to the various chassis as required.  There seemed to be occasions when
the commitments  were held  up waiting  for  these vehicles  so I  decided  to
investigate.  Their  job  was  to cut  slots  in  the  three  inches  by  three inches
lengths of timber  to miss the rivets  on the chassis,  paint them with green
paint, lay them on the chassis, and with the aid of a crane, set a container on
and bolt them down with ‘U’ bolts.  It appeared that they would wait until a
lorry came in, cut the slots, paint them and wait for the paint to dry. Because
we  only  had  three  types  of  lorry  to  fit  containers  to,  to  me  it  seemed
reasonable to make three sets of timber, paint them and mark them for the
specific vehicles and mark them as templates, then cut two sets in readiness
for the time when a lorry came in.  Reluctantly, they carried this order out.
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About 2 weeks after this there was a hold up so I went around to investigate,
and found that one man was ‘sick’ and two had gone for a haircut after lunch.
It is now four thirty p.m. and they should have returned, so I rang the camp
barber and was told that they had left at 2.30 pm.  I left the major repairs
Sergeant  in  charge  and  visited  the  Jamaicans  billet  and  found  the  two
absentees asleep on their beds.  I put them on a charge and on the following
day I had them all working from 6pm until 9 pm to make up enough timbers
for the next lorries coming in. I stayed with them and I had the whole gang
working, the Corporal complained and said that the others had done nothing
wrong.  I pointed out that they were a team and they enjoyed the privilege of
working on their own and that as he was in charge of them, therefore they
were all responsible

I had a phone call  from the Station Warrant Officer asking if I was alright,
because he had heard over the grapevine that there may be trouble for me.  I
assured  him  that  everything  was  under  control  and  when  the  job  was
completed, I called at the mess to tell him.  I never had any trouble after that.

A scam detected
As a result of this, I had an information board made, about four feet by three
feet,  with  tapes  fitted  horizontally  and  vertically  to  take  stiff  card  tokens
giving details of all of the staff.  It was segregated into departments, and then
into leave, sickness, and courses and off station duties. In this way I could see
if  any  staff  were  away  from  duty  without  having  to  ask  each  head  of
department.   I  suddenly  remembered  seeing  on  daily  routine  orders  just
before I took over the hangar, that two new Fitters had been posted to the
unit and one had a Polish name ending in ..’ski.’ and I could not see his name
on the board.  I checked back issues of the orders and found the entry and
went to the orderly room to see if they had been posted away again. Not
having been posted away,  I  checked with  Pay Accounts  and was told  that
they  had  been  with  the  unit  for  six  weeks  and  had  attended  three  Pay
Parades. 

I asked them to put a note against their names and when they collected their
pay, they were to signal the Service Police who would be attending and then
they could be brought to me for checking.  When they arrived they said that
they  were  working  at  the  M.T.  Section  but  they  could  not  recognise  this
section.  They had been working a scam, and had been leaving camp every
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morning and doing a ‘con’  trick  in  Banbury,  only  coming back to camp to
sleep  and  collect  their  pay.   They  found  that  twenty-eight  days  in  the
Detention centre was not as easy as working.

The  end  of  hostilities  in  Europe  came  on  May  6th 1945  and  there  was  a
National Holiday for two days.  In the village where I was ‘living out’ there
were Street Parties,  sports for the children, trimmings and Christmas lights
around the houses (seldom seen since the war started) and a real feeling of
relief that it was over. 

My wife and I went into Banbury that night,  in spite of being five months
pregnant, and the streets were crowded with people.  There were supposed
to be over one hundred public houses in Banbury and every one seemed to be
full.   There  were  Servicemen  from  all  nations  mixing  with  the  locals  and
everyone was dancing in the streets.  Some musicians came into the squares
and were playing their hearts out and we finally returned home at about 10
pm.

Victory in Europe
We had a special ‘V.E.’ (Victory in Europe) Day Parade in camp and every dept
had to march their  staff  to the headquarters  where the Saluting Base was
held.  The Commanding Officer and several Senior Officers from Group made
speeches and only emergency staff were on duty

After the initial euphoria died down, the reality came home, and we realised
that  the  war  in  the  Far  East  was  still  at  its  height.   For  our  part,  we had
thousands of vehicles standing on our runways that had to be disposed of
and  the  Far  East  would  not  need  all  of  them.   We  continued  with  our
commitments as usual but discussions were going on the way that the Station
would be ‘run down’.

It was on August 16th 1945 that the news came through that the war in the Far
East  was  over.   Two  new  bombs  had  been  dropped  on  Hiroshima  and
Nagasaki in Japan and had completely destroyed these cities.  It was the new
atomic  nuclear  bombs  that  were  so   terrifying  that  no  one  knew  of  the
consequences to come. My wife burst into tears at the news and said over
and over, “ My baby will be born in peacetime, now”.
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There  seemed  to  be  an  anti-climax  around  the  camps  and  the  towns,
wondering just how things would proceed, how would we be able to afford
to repay the ‘Lease Lend’ to America, how would we be able to rebuild the
destroyed cities, and would we all be the same in “civvy street”.

Now that the war was over, my main job now was to get the vehicles in and
get  them checked  to  go to  the Auction  sales.   There  were no longer  any
‘commitments’ the lorries were just removed from the runways and checked
for serviceability, and then passed to the other departments for the removal
of the specialist equipment.  From about forty vehicles a day, we were now
putting through about sixty five, because there was no longer a delay to make
sure that all the vehicles were in their correct order.   As time went by the
numbers were increased to seventy-five vehicles daily.

Details  were  now  coming  out  about  release  dates.   Having  joined  at  the
outbreak of war I would be in one of the early Servicemen to be released.  It
was  arranged  by  years  of  service  and  age,  with  men  who  were  disabled
leaving on the first release.  I was placed in Group 28 and groups 1 to 15 were
the first to be released in January 1946, groups 16 to 25 in February, groups 26
to  35  in  March,  groups  36to  45  in  April  and  there  after  in  groups  of  10
monthly.

Becoming a father
Our  son  was  born  in  September  1945  in  a  hospital  ten  miles  from
Northampton.  As we were classed as ‘Military’ my wife could not go to the
Maternity Hospital in Banbury about seven miles away, but the train had to
cross two main railway lines and the journey could often take up to an hour to
get to Banbury.  From there we had to get another train to Northampton, and
then catch a bus to the hospital.  It was a good job that my son waited until
we reached the hospital before coming in to the world.! 

Early in September, I had been lucky enough to be able to rent a house from a
local  lady who was joining her husband in Rhodesia.   This  made life much
better and we were able to begin to set ourselves up as a family, instead of
being guests in another person’s home.  There were times when I was Orderly
Officer  and would have to stay  in  camp throughout  the night,  but after  a
while I had a system that I would do all the duties up until 11 pm. Another
Warrant Officer  would take over until  7.30 am, when I could carry out the
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change over, and when he was on duty, I would do his duty from 5.30 pm until
11 pm which would allow him to meet his girl-friend for the evening.

Released at last, but..
When my time came for release,  I  was told  that  I  would have to go for a
Medical  at R.A.F. Halton, because I had several  ‘Accidents’,  and I had been
suffering from severe headaches at times.  They wanted to make sure that I
would  not  be  making  a  claim  for  injuries  in  later  life.   Before  I  could  be
discharged, I had to have a meeting with the C.O. and he asked me if I would
like to sign on again for a further three year period.  I told him that I wanted
to leave the service after six and half years, and also that I had heard that a
posting was in the Group for a Warrant Officer Fitter, M.T. to go to the Far
East.  There were only six of us in the Group with those qualifications; three
were  in  the  Medical  category  C3,  which  meant  that  they  could  not  go
overseas.

Sandy Sandford had recently returned to duty and would be unfit, which left
just two of us and I had returned from overseas three months before the
other W.O.  Knowing the R.A.F. I was sure that I would be the one to go.  The
C.O. gave me a good reference when I left and I had to travel to Uxbridge to
get my release. I had taken my new family home on a long weekend leave just
a few weeks before.

At Uxbridge we were quickly cleared of the admin dept and then we returned
all kit except one of our uniforms and then we went in for our civilian suits.  I
chose a plain Grey double-breasted suit and a light mac, but some of the suits
were real ‘spiv’ outfits.  I picked up my pay and release papers and as I walked
out of  the gate,  I  looked  back and saw the ensign  flying  over  the  Parade
Ground I had a feeling of nostalgia.  I would miss the comradeship that I had
enjoyed over those years,  the discipline and even the hardships,  but I now
had the job of starting a new life. I took the tube to Paddington and then the
main line to Bristol and Minehead.

In the train I started to think about the future.  In one of my worst periods, I
could have willingly killed any German in sight and talking to the Padre, he
said a remarkable thing. He said,” In times like this, war makes animals of us
all. It is up to us just how we react to it”.  I wondered, had I changed like that?
Would I be able to adapt myself to my new life and responsibilities? I thought
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of all of the discip. N.C.O.’s that shouted in the ears of the recruits, how they
bullied them and seemed to delight in making them feel useless. 

I had mixed emotions as I travelled in the train.  I was excited at being ‘free’,
but I realised that now I had responsibilities, there was no-one to back me up
if things went wrong, no ‘Kings Rules and Regulations’ to refer to.  During
those  first  five  years,  I  had  seen  things  no one should  have  seen.   I  had
entered the R.A.F.  as a boy and in those short years I had become a man,
hardened to all that life could throw at me. Would I have changed so much in
that time?  Would I be able to settle down to the humdrum civilian life?  I did
not feel that I had changed, but...?

Although I had been released from the R.A.F. I had not been discharged and I
was placed on the Reserve, available to be called up at a minute's notice if
hostilities broke out again.  It would require an Act of Parliament to discharge
all the War-time Servicemen.

I had 104 days leave before being released from the R.A.F. and on occasions
when I was in uniform, friends would come up to me and say” You home on
leave again?” and this  happened on several  times after I  had just returned
from four years of overseas service.  Now I am one of the crowd and people
pass me by in the street.

We  visited  my  new  in-laws  and  friends  and  I  went  to  see  my  pre-war
employer, because the Government had decreed that all ex servicemen could
apply for their pre war jobs and the employer was bound to re-instate, even if
this meant that the last person employed had to leave.  This was to ensure
that ex-servicemen would not be forced to sell matches on the street as in the
First World War.

I was fortunate that my old employer said that he would be pleased to see me
back in his employ again.  I found that my rate of pay would be exactly half of
my pay in the R.A.F. and before I accepted I decided to look around first and
also there was the problem of housing.  In the end, I decided to return to my
old job and try to get a house locally and at the end of one month’s leave I
returned to work

I  now realise  that  ‘ONE  MAN’s   WAR  is  over  and  I  have to  start  another
episode in my life.
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