
















Jack Swaab enlisted in the Royal Artillery on 10 September 1939. He kept a war diary from December 1942 until August 1945, seeing action in Tunisia, Sicily and Italy before becoming a forward observation officer in the North West Europe campaign. He was mentioned in despatches and awarded the Military Cross. Jack Swaab is married and has two sons. He lives in London.
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FOREWORD



For whom are diaries written? Are they personal records, only for the purposes of private recollection? Or do we secretly hanker for the day when our innermost thoughts and reflections will be read by others? And, if the latter, do we adjust what we say accordingly?


Jack Swaab’s diaries raise these questions precisely because he asked them of himself. They are so well written, so full, and – not infrequently – so lyrical as to suggest that he had an audience in mind. When one of his many correspondents during the war suggested that his letters be published, he liked the idea. The end of the Second World War found him penning short stories. And yet, at the beginning of his active service, he was recording his contempt for some comrades in terms that he would later repent, and maintaining liaisons with girl friends that were not just successive but – at least as this story begins – simultaneous. Anybody who was seriously looking to posterity might have been more circumspect. The fact that Jack Swaab was not is what makes Field of Fire such an immediate and powerful record, one of the great personal narratives of the experience of war to come out of the British Army in the years 1939–45.


Edmund Blunden prefaced Undertones of War, his reflections on the western front in a previous war, with the thought that no one would read it or would understand it who had not ‘gone the same journey’. Swaab, consciously or unconsciously, reflected Blunden when he wrote in 1943, ‘can anybody who has not travelled these roads be expected to understand that?’ ‘That’ was not the horrors of war, which those who are caught up in them often do not feel need specific description, but the restorative powers of a cup of tea (on which score these pages provide plenty of testimony). Swaab may not have cited Blunden but he refers to Siegfried Sassoon and quotes Rupert Brooke and Julian Grenfell. It may be that the proximity to the literary legacy of what was still to his generation the Great War was what kept the authors of the Second World War silent for so long. Blunden published Undertones of War ten years after the event. With one or two exceptions the classic personal accounts of the experience of the Second World War, such as this, have appeared in the last ten years, since the fiftieth anniversary of VE day.


Swaab was a field gunner in the 51st Highland Division. For much of the war he was a forward observation officer (F.O.O. in these pages). It was a dangerous job, requiring him to be up with the infantry, directing the guns of his battery on to targets it could not see but he very often could. Their 25-pounder field guns were one of the great artillery pieces of all time, their bombardments the epitome of industrialised war, with batteries firing up to 1,000 rounds a time in the closing battles in north-west Europe. Indeed, Swaab uses the word ‘work’, not fighting, firing or shooting, to describe what he and his fellow gunners were doing.


When he joined the 51st Highland Division, it had just become a household name in Britain. Originally raised from Territorial Army battalions based in the north-east of Scotland, it was re-formed after the first division was overrun at St Valery in France in 1940. On 23 October 1942 it advanced into action at El Alamein, its pipes playing and, crucially for this story, its artillery giving it the sort of support which the infantry had not enjoyed since the final battles of 1918. Swaab was with it as it drove the Afrika Korps back to Tunisia. For the rest of the war, the ‘HD’ of its divisional shoulder flash marked the progress of the British Army as it crossed into Europe. In July 1943 the division landed in Sicily, an operation which Swaab rightly described at the time as the greatest ever combined operation. The lessons from Husky were applied in an even bigger one eleven months later, when the division, which had been brought back to Britain, took part in the D Day landings. The fighting of the bitterly cold winter of 1944/5 would have been recognisable to Sassoon and Blunden, as infantry and artillery slogged it out in attritional battles in the Ardennes and the Reichswald. Swaab was in it all, and was an F.O.O. when the division finally crossed the Rhine. By then there were some who felt that the division’s morale had become the casualty of too much combat, too little rest, and too many deaths. Although there is much in Swaab’s diary to contradict that view, his tone changes as he moves into north-west Europe, the sense of fear and danger increasing as the possibility of surviving the war grows.


Keeping a diary such as this was itself in breach of regulations. But keep it Swaab did. The reader needs constantly to remember that many of these entries were written under fire, particularly after D Day. Frequently they are preoccupied with the minor horrors of war, with flea bites, sore teeth, malaria, headaches and simple exhaustion. Veganin and whisky were as important as tea in sustaining morale. But possibly more vital than both was the flow of letters from home. As well as writing this diary, Swaab was corresponding daily with his loved ones. Mixed in with all his other reactions was the growing sense of professional ambition, the pride in being a front-line soldier, the contempt for ‘base-wallahs’, the frustration with staffs for changing plans, the admiration of Montgomery. His desire for a third ‘pip’ to signify his promotion to captain was rewarded. These diaries do not reveal whether his hope that he might be awarded a Military Cross was answered, but the portrait which accompanies this book shows that distinctive and rightly coveted white and purple ribbon.


Hew Strachan
Chichele Professor of the History of War
University of Oxford





PREFACE



I suppose that it must have been the summer of 1936. Down to the last two for the annual reading prize, I approach the brass eagle in the school chapel. The large bible is open at Ecclesiastes. Loudly, and (looking back) I now suspect rather theatrically, I began to intone: ‘Remember now thy creator in the days of thy youth . . .’.


Alas, I have long since ceased to believe in my creator, but with that tiresome nostalgia which seems to mark one’s increasing years, I do look back on the days of my youth; and lately on the seven closely written diaries which – against all orders – I kept as a not very senior front-line officer.


The odd thing I find is that although I am the person who wrote them, what I read there doesn’t seem to be me at all. Of course, I recognise certain characteristics, recall certain incidents (but have totally forgotten certain others), but the whole thing has an air of unreality; as though it all happened to someone I used to know very well.


Above all, I note the rather embarrassing ordinariness of much of what I recorded. I wince slightly at the undeniably commonplace nature of many observations. Yet, dammit, I do feel a sneaking admiration for this chap – me? – who seems to have done battle for 110 hours without getting his boots off; and who apparently coped variously with temperatures ranging from 118°F in the shade to 40 degrees of frost, with sandstorms, snow, mud and rain; with lack of food and lack of sleep, not to mention toothache, malaria and love.


The fact is that this was such an ordinary creature who, by and large, had such an ordinary war. Not for him the terrors of Odette or the White Rabbit. Did he know of the hell of the Burma railway, the Arctic convoy or the unimaginable interior of Auschwitz? When I read of such things long after the war had ended, I felt almost ashamed of my minuscule contribution. Could it really be of interest to young people now? Or to the old who shared so much of it? Or, indeed, to anyone except perhaps myself and my family?


I try to recall why I actually wrote those diaries – often half-dead with fatigue and fear, sometimes elated, more often, it seems, depressed. There are hints that I always intended to use it in some printed form if I survived the war, but I’m not sure of this. I know that the diaries remained in an old ammunition box in the loft, untouched and unread for a quarter of a century. Then one day a young friend of mine in publishing asked to borrow them for possible extracts for a book he was editing. Later, he told me that he’d read them at a sitting and found them ‘riveting – better than a novel’, and urged me to publish them if I could.


It was then, that – once again, I suspect – I began to wonder whether my little war might interest the many others who had had the same kind of experience. For of one thing I have no doubt: that the old clichés about comradeship are well founded. Spared as we were the appalling carnage and squalor of the First World War, we did share hardship and privation, pleasure and plunder, and the ‘red, sweet wine of youth’. And no one who lived that life with all its profit and loss will ever be quite the same.


2005


Ten years ago, my family’s birthday present was a computer printout of the 140,000 words of my diaries, which I was able to read for the first time. Now, thanks to my enterprising great-nephew Simon, I am to see them published. Many of the people mentioned are now dead and I myself near the end of the road. I read again my distant words. ‘Old men forget; yet all shall be forgot / But he’ll remember . . .’
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NOTE ON THE TEXT



The occasional references in Field of Fire to the original Diary numbers could be confusing for the reader in that they don’t necessarily correspond to one of the four parts into which this book is divided. It may, therefore, be helpful to point out that Part 1 of the following text is covered by Diaries 2 and 3 (Diary 1 has not survived); Part 2 by Diaries 4 and 5; Part 3 by Diary 6 and Part 4 by Diary 7.





AUTHOR’S
INTRODUCTION



These diaries don’t start until June 1942, by which time I was just over 24, and had already been in the army for two and a half years. By way of brief background, and (I suspect) of justifying some of the more callow comments they contain, I should provide a little additional information.


I was born on the Ides of March 1918, just before the black days of the German offensive which destroyed Gough’s Fifth Army. My parents were born in Holland but had come to England around the turn of the century and were nationalised British. We – my parents, two older sisters and a younger brother – lived in Sydenham, a pleasant but unfashionable London suburb, and my childhood was happy and unmemorable. We were, I suppose, totally middle class, but comfortably well off. I went to a minor but, I’ve always thought, rather good, little public school at Weymouth – alas an early casualty of the war. Being poorly endowed, it closed down.


After school I went to Oxford. A year later I was sent down – but not for anything criminal! After Oxford I worked as a reporter, and later went to London University where I behaved better, and would have been the gold medallist (the Principal told me) except that a year before that could happen, Hitler invaded Poland. On 10 September I enlisted – at Oxford, where a desire to be able to ride a horse had been my reason for joining the University OTC in the horse artillery. And finally, on the 10th of that icy December of 1939, I was called to the colours as (I still remember) 928547 Gunner Swaab, earning two shillings a day. Down at the training barracks at Dover I was put in the ‘potential officers’ squad. We were drilled and disciplined by a bunch of regulars from the British Army in India, and I remember that we had to polish the studs under our boots and the back of our cap badges. All wooden brushes had to be scraped shiny clean with razor blades for Saturday morning inspection. And woe to the man whose folded blankets showed an edge, or whose Brush, tooth, did not align exactly with the other twenty Brushes, tooth, on the barrack-room beds. I spent happy leisure hours eating bacon, egg and chips at the hospitable Salvation Army hostel in Dover. Two of us were rejected as potential officers. I recall that the Colonel (Rendell was his name) felt that we had no qualities of leadership (I met the other reject quite by chance in the Western Desert when we were both Eighth Army officers. He was even in the RHA). At the time we just felt that our faces didn’t fit, though we had very different faces.


It’s odd that many names in my diaries produce absolutely no visual recall. Yet from the distant 5th Training Regt RA, I clearly remember two of my early disciplinarians. Sergeant Dawnay: a big mournful face like a badger. In lugubrious tones he would warn of the perils of walking backwards at gun drill to fall squashed under the wheels of our ancient howitzers. ‘I seen men killed by gun wheels, I seen men killed by G.S. waggons . . .’ Sgt Dawnay had evidently seen so many men killed by accident that I sometimes wondered how they manned the army in India. Or at Bren gun dismantling: ‘This ’ere ’ole we calls the happerture.’


Then there was Sergeant Chadwick, an Irishman of unbelievable ferocity, said to have been broken three times only to rise like a three-striped phoenix from the horrors of the glasshouse. Chadwick at rifle drill: ‘I want to see your hands bleeding from hitting those rifle bolts . . .’


I spent the next year or so as a very unimportant subaltern ‘Training’ with two regiments in Aldershot and Dorset. I can’t remember much about it, but suspect that my irreverent attitude and occasionally insubordinate tongue did not endear me to my superiors. In fact, I also suspect that I was a pain in the ass. Anyway, whatever the reason, I finally found myself drafted to Woolwich en route – at last – for some theatre of war. After twenty-four more or less reprehensible and wasted years I was, I hoped, about to do something useful.


As it happened, I didn’t do anything of very much value at all until I was a couple of days beyond my twenty-fifth birthday. Or perhaps, to be a little charitable – a quality which I find disconcertingly lacking in myself in the early diaries – until January 1943, when I finally joined the Field Regiment with whom I was to fight my real war. Little could I guess then that, as its last Adjutant, I should supervise its virtual dissolution in Germany three and a half years later. When I started to re-read those long-since-written scribbled pages, I was astonished to find that I was at first unhappy in that unit with which I was later to experience a life of much self-fulfilment in the company of people I came to trust and admire. I also find I made cruel, superficial and (not infrequently) inaccurate initial judgements which now rather disgust me. Accordingly I have occasionally identified some people by initials only, though where possible I have avoided this.


My love life – if it can thus be dignified – also appears to be a very good reason for omitting the early part of the diaries. My propensity for falling in love (as well as merely satisfying my more strictly physical needs) appears to have been marked. It wasn’t until later in 1943 that I fell genuinely in love, and this lasted until not too long before I married – someone else – in 1948.


So: back to 1942.





PART ONE



20 DECEMBER 1942–19 MAY 1943




Just as Alamein was, in Churchill’s words, ‘the end of the beginning’, so in its own small way was it the end of my beginning to learn to be a soldier.


Exercises in England gave way to fatigue and fighting over hundreds of arid miles; well-fed army life to dry tack, vitamin pills and a couple of mugs of water a day; and a bed in Britain replaced by a cold bed of sand under starlit desert nights. We marched westward. Lessons were gradually learned: earning the respect of your soldiers; coping with blood and loss; the acid tests of self-control (or at least the pretence of it) and leadership under fire.


The Axis army finally crumbled and surrendered in Tunisia. The Highland Division was, although we didn’t yet know it, destined to cross a storm-swept Mediterranean Sea, and win a hard-fought battle for Sicily. The end of my beginning had taught me pride and confidence in my Division.


And a little in myself.
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20 DECEMBER 1942


The course yesterday included a rather Diehard Colonel on ‘Traditions-Regimental’, and an indignant but fluent Czech on The Hun. The latter was very good though nothing he said was new to me. Unfortunately however a good many of our officers don’t read very much and still have the idea that the Germans are good chaps. My fear is that when we’ve won the war we shall allow some militarist to take over and let the Germans give in while they are, so to speak, intact. Then we shall have another war before 1980. 1980 – what years it seems away. Yet I remember getting my Tiger Tim’s Annual for 1926 (I particularly remember the cover for that year – very black and yellow it seems in my memory) and writing down nineteen thirties and forties and thinking how impossibly remote they seemed.


We have to give ten minute lectures. I have chosen as my subject ‘An urgent draft is required. . .’ As it’s just about 6 months since it was, the subject and tone of the lecture should speak for itself. I am about to prepare it.


I have just finished rather a good Diary-narrative called The Road to Bordeaux by two Englishmen who enlisted in the French ambulance service. It’s quite astonishing the way the French people panicked – though in view of the way the post services and news broke down perhaps not so very. I still can’t believe the British would have cluttered up the roads and allowed such complete chaos to reign, all the same. I’m sure the army would have taken over; though one is inclined to forget that our own army had a good many shortcomings in 1940.


Went to tea with the W.A.A.F.s yesterday. They were all there except Annette (on duty) also D., Owen Lowless, and two chaps from the Niew Amsterdam. One we always called Miniver because he looks a bit like ‘Viv’ in the film. Real name Minchin, and not so stand-offish as he looks; the other Ian Shaw, who is one of those subalterns you always think of as being nicknamed Toby and holding a mug of beer. Rather cheerful. They are both in the 1st Surrey Regt. I am not going on the church parade ‘The Brigadier likes all officers to attend’ (nor is Frank Neary; as the little attendance role is apparently not presented at the porch, it shouldn’t matter).


Later: Gave the lecturette. The Brigadier, criticising later, said ‘Humour shouldn’t be attempted unless you can get away with it. Now Lt. Swaab kept us in fits of laughter; I should think he’d always be able to make the men laugh; a very good lecture.’ I only quote at such length because it wasn’t as funny as all that, though it has a few rather shrewd cracks.


I rather like lecturing and find words come to me easily enough and only make out a few headings to guide me. Today we had Air V.-Marshall Lloyd of Malta, a dry, quiet, and effective speaker. Course ends at one o’clock tomorrow and it really has been rather interesting and enjoyable.


21 DECEMBER



Back in Almaza with the worst cold in the head, of all things, I think I’ve had. As I rarely get such things, I suppose that’s not much to go on. Anyway, combined with a complete lack of any mail it’s put me in a depressed and irritable frame of mind. Back here my main source of annoyance apart from the lack of mail is the complete lack of any sign of a posting. So much so that I really think I shall go after all to P.R. with a view to landing this job as a front line reporter, which certainly for me has many advantages. Anything’s better than this demoralising sitting around and waiting for something which never does seem to happen. I’ve just written a rather inadequate letter to B. I wish she were here; she’s just the person I want to see tonight. Drew a princely £12 from the field cashier today, which has actually got to last rather a long time. Gordon Sudworth, and Jackie Cleughs, two squadron leaders from England and Durban whom you’ll find mentioned in Diary I are here in Cairo. D. has seen them, and I certainly must.


I’m afraid Xmas here is going to be, besides being unusually nostalgic, unusually dull. However this is one of those statements I’m always inclined to make – particularly when depressed – and which may prove entirely wrong.


22 DECEMBER



Went into Cairo this morning with D. to do some shopping. Our shopping included a large, and elaborately iced Xmas cake for the W.A.A.F.s. You see some very repulsive sights in Cairo where poverty and riches are so closely linked. My cold is bloody awful and I’ve been feeling lousy. Still no mail; it’s been held up somewhere. D. and King are explaining in some detail exactly what performances they could give with the female supplied at the moment. King discussing the N.A. says ‘That fucking boat, I was fucking glad to see the end of the fucking thing’, the same epithet being ubiquitously used in each case. As he was supplied with ⅙ of a cabin, even more lavishly endowed with bed bugs than our tent, I can sympathise with him. There is nothing doing here, and no sign of a posting. It is even rumoured that no more postings to the desert will take place, but this seems unlikely.


23 DECEMBER



By candle: Two diverse letters today. One from Val in S.A. Long and chatty but I had the feeling she felt she had to fill space so that she could know she’d written me a long letter. Consequently it made rather dull reading.


Second from Jock Cochrane, my quondam B.C. in 132. A very pleasant note, in which he promises to rope me in if possible. He’s with the 51st Highland Div. somewhere west of Agheila now. I’d rather like to join him; can’t make up my mind whether to go for this reporting or not. I think I’ll wait till after Xmas to decide as I’m feeling absolutely bloody with this cold anyway at the minute. No letter from home, B., or Pam. There seems to be a general hold-up so I’m not alone in this, but it certainly has an effect on morale; the first thing people mention is lack of mail. It’ll be too bad if nothing turns up for Xmas. The last para. of yesterday proved a correct surmise, as ‘Big’ Anthony, Bob Root, and two others have got postings for after Xmas.


I wish I could join them. It’s a pity all my pals are in the A/T on this draft. I’ve been missing B. particularly much during the past two days. Perhaps the full moon is responsible . . . Wrote home and to Pam and sent via England a long letter to the family in Long Island.


24 DECEMBER



So at last, suddenly, it came. My posting, I mean, which arrived just in time to catch me with all my stuff at the laundry, where it’s likely as far as l can see, to stay till after I’ve gone. Bloody hell. Strange coincidence – I am going to Jock Cochrane’s very Regiment (127) and thus to the Highland Division. As a posting this might be a lot worse, but not so good, we have to leave early on Boxing Day morning. One thinks wistfully of Boxing Days of the past . . . I shall miss D. very much. Tonight we’re going to a party with the W.A.A.F.s, which, truth to tell, I’d give much to miss, as I’m feeling bloody with my cold and very depressed to boot. I am going after all with Nob Sutton though I doubt if we’ll be in the same Battery. Outside it is a cold, dark night with the moon not yet up and searchlights all round the horizon.


XMAS DAY



And now it is ending, this rather miserable, rather nostalgic Xmas Day. It has been a terrible rush. I nearly went mad when the B.Q.M.S of the Unit Kit Store refused to accept my tin box – saved from the rubbish heap – on the grounds that it was ‘govt. property’. Some men love the letter of the law. I had to go out and buy a suitcase, which D. is very kindly having painted up for me and will hand in. In the afternoon all the officers in the mess listened to the King’s speech. We all stood bolt upright for the National anthem, and it was all vaguely impressive. We go out at 0630 tomorrow morning. I have a batch of men to look after. It means getting up very early, before it’s light. D. (who is going on a gas course to Palestine next week) has given me a damn nice torch. I’ve met two old friends. Gordon Sudworth at the party last night which I left just before midnight, and Mike Liddle who was with me from the first day I joined till the day we both received our commissions.


Last night a grotesque and interesting picture was provided by the men (drunk and cheerful) lurching into camp, singing like tipsy shadows as they rolled off to bed. Tonight, on the eve of leaving for the front, I have been a prey to many memories and longings. Perhaps this is a feeling common to most soldiers on such occasions. I expect Mom and Dad were feeling a little sad with the family scattered all over the earth. I can picture them sitting listening to the radio just as all of us were, this afternoon. I could go to my unit feeling fitter. This cold is still bad. Most people seem to have had it; it must be some climatic freak. So far this evening is very sober here with officers sitting looking pensive and listening to ‘Cinderella’ on the radio. Xmas dinner is in about half an hour. So I close for now.


BOXING DAY



We are now (it is 1700 hours) at a transit camp near Alex. Very bleak and windswept but there are hot – they were never hot – showers, a YMCA for the men, and quite a passable mess with a radio. Got up at 5am to a chilly, windy morning with a dying moon. Felt envious as I bade goodbye to the other 3, warm in bed for several hours. After a lukewarm breakfast, the train, and a somewhat desultory journey here. We had two quite pleasant Anzacs in our compartment (Bob Root and ‘Big’ Arthur and I comprised ‘we’) who’d been out here 2½ and 3½ years respectively. Also I met Jock Cochrane’s battery captain – one Arbuthnot, a very nice chap who promised to see the Colonel and try and wangle me into the Bty. I hope Jock won’t feel I’m trying to take any advantage; I don’t think he will, as he always was v. nice to me, and said he’d try and get me in if a chance occurred. We may move on tomorrow morning to Tobruk (in cattle trucks the informed say) but this is not definite. The 92 men I share with Stewart Hampton are a rather scruffy looking bunch and some are definitely inclined to be bolshy. It was a tedious job shepherding them here without knowing their names, particularly as we only had 2 sergeants and only one of those is useful; one Lawson – a rather tough specimen who looks like Wally Patch but does at least give orders not to make suggestions. But hell, when you think of it, what a Boxing Day; we certainly do undergo some strange and miserable experiences for England. Moreover, should I survive this war I shall never regret those experiences. The different moods and discomforts one undergoes teach one to value the small comforts of life so infinitely more. I believe my regiment to be is right up front, so I’ll certainly go into everything without much of a preamble. In a way I’m glad; also slightly afraid of being afraid. Last night I had a bloody good Xmas dinner of traditional make up and completed by some excellent Xmas pudding and brandy cream. But I went to bed early and after talking for a few minutes went to sleep. I slept badly and woke up a number of times before 5 when I arose. At 6 a bugle sounded reveille over the still camp and I stood and looked at the wild sky and the wind blew gusty and cold . . . we were leaving indeed.


27 DECEMBER



Still in camp. I think we shall leave tomorrow, and by boat seems a good bet as all I.R.S. have been warned to have canvas shoes ready. I think I shall remember much of my military service by a series of rather dreary transit camps, which have a character all of their own. About a mile from this one is a large belt of very green trees. It’s surprising how much more you appreciate them out here; I suppose it’s the contrast to the waste of stony desert. Last night, without my bed (for I haven’t brought mine tho’ quite a number of officers have) it was quite hard on the torso, but I had a pretty good night’s sleep and quite a long one as I was asleep by half past nine and didn’t get up till 7.30. Officers here spend nearly all day mooching round the mess, reading, playing cards, darts, or ping pong with the usual rush on the bar whenever it opens – tho’ the place is reasonably sober. There is also a radio which plays from morning till night – just now rather appropriately in the presence of so many Highland Div. officers ‘Loch Lomond’ with Deanna Durban singing it. She has a rich and somehow youthful voice which I like very much. One officer (Black Watch) turns to another (Gordons) and says ‘Remember this time George!’ George does. We have occupied Sirte, the 1st Army is 12 miles from Tunis, and the Russians are crashing on in the middle Don. Often in these bleak places – and how much bleaker they may be soon – I daydream of pleasant places and people with whom I’d like to be. I recall whole stretches of conversation . . . Is it foolish I wonder, this nostalgic attempt to recapture the past, and plan the future we none of us can see; should one live in the present? I never could. Today I realised with great surprise that it is Sunday – I’d never have guessed. Incidentally I managed to get the laundry I mentioned on 24 Dec. after all. At breakfast today I had the smallest egg I’ve ever seen – I can’t think what could have laid it. Perhaps this place etc. is best summed up by an officer sitting just behind me: ‘Each place you go to is just a shade worse than the last; it’s an old army rule.’ He may be right.


28 DECEMBER



We are going at 6 tomorrow by ship (cattle boat?). Today has been spent in the usual desultory way. The ‘ping – pong’ of the table tennis has become rather irritating but otherwise we are all fairly contented – or should I say resigned? I managed to scrounge a couple of EverReady batteries from the Q stores this morning, which gives me a reserve of 6 batteries. I feel rather dull as very little has occurred anyway, I’ll close for the moment.


29 DECEMBER



Had 8 very refreshing hours sleep before I rose at 0415 this morning under a diminutive but bright moon. The wind was blowing steadily from the SE and it was very cold. Breakfast was lukewarm and scarce as usual so we were not unduly fortified when we marched off to the 40 odd cattle trucks which comprised one train. This, after much squeaking and shunting set off at 0715. The wheels acted in a most octagonal fashion. We reached Alexandria docks at about 0900 and are now on board (and at sea) the Princess Kathleen, a comfortably suburban little steamer of about 6,000 tons, once the pride and joy of the C.P.R. The men – poor buggers – are as usual uncomfortably crowded; we have two-berth cabins – small it is true but unexpectedly comfortable (i.e. bed, running water) – I share no. 336 with ‘Nob’ Sutton. I am missing, perhaps expectedly, D. most at this juncture. The O.C. Tps. gave the officers a little pep talk ending with the rather amusing sentiment: ‘I want everybody to get rid of the holiday spirit now and remember we’re getting back to business.’ A fine looking Major he is, in the Gordon Highlanders.


Alexandria is a city whose waterfront made me want to explore it more closely. As we left, we saw the 5 or 6 heavy cruisers of the now mutilated French fleet, lying at anchor. They were a fine but rather depressing spectacle. I am sitting in the lounge where most people are sitting about reading or playing Bridge. I am glad I’m not playing because I want to be alone with my rather sad thoughts. Now as it seems on the verge of battle, I can think of so many things I want to live for that I am surprised I sometimes feel indifferent about my fate. The sea is calm, and flanked by Destroyers we are steaming towards the sunset and Benghazi. I think much of


B. and every now and again I take out the little St Christopher she gave ‘. . . to J.S. from B.B. . . .’ What a torment of memory those few letters evoke; I remember her tears in that early morning when I left her, the warmth of her arms around my neck, and that cold ride back in the jolting taxi an hour before dawn. I miss Pam too, but less poignantly because perhaps I know that should I be killed she will recover fairly quickly because our intimacy was new and had not gone deep enough to give us that inter-dependence and co-happiness I found with B. (Again with Sheila who was my lover for a year her mind never reached out and interwove with mine.)


But with B. the flame that we lighted, flared up and devoured me in physical delight, and left the warm glowing embers of mental harmony. How lucky I was with B.


The men – I like to think encouraged by the two talks I gave them on discipline and by the fact that I have shared their discomforts as far as possible – have responded well, are much more disciplined and nearly all sulkiness has disappeared. Their longing for home runs very deep. Today I was jokingly saying in view of 7 men short at roll call that I’d have to report them as fallen overboard (they lined up a moment later) when a gunner said quite passionately to me ‘I’d do that if it meant freedom Sir.’ It’s rather pathetic the way they seem to expect the war to end daily. We try to tell them not too pessimistically that it won’t be yet awhile but they still cling to their hopes.


Later: I have been out on deck. The night is very blue and full of stars. I have a foreboding that we shall soon be in some very large battle. My feelings are mixed; excitement and apprehension. It appears that this route is Priority Danger 1 which means it is the most dangerous sea voyage you can make as 1942 enters its last 48 hours. I suppose we may be attacked by planes from Crete tomorrow. Hm.


30 DECEMBER



We all slept clothed last night, I not very well. Sentimentally I keep the first letter B. wrote me in the inside pocket of my battledress. I was reading it over again last night. She ends ‘I sent you this letter with a love that is limitless.’ This morning it is calm and sunny and we are bowling along at a good pace, flanked as I said by our agile destroyers. The food is marvellous; fish AND eggs and bacon for breakfast and lovely white bread. It is really too luxurious when we are about to be shovelled straight into Benghazi and the line. Also hot water for shaving. It will be rather exciting to see Benghazi, that much exchanged town. I believe it has been considerably smashed up by war. This morning we have been in sight of the sprawling, ominous coast – it seemed somewhere near the Egyptian border. A solitary plane keeps a watch on us. No sign of enemy interference – yet.


Later: It is sundown, and on our left, quite close, is the barren looking and unfriendly shore of Libya. We disembark at 0800 tomorrow. Perhaps renewed activity will disperse the mood of sadness and introspection which has been hanging over me for the last few days. We have had a cigarette issue; one always receives some obscure brand like ‘V’ (packed in India). This time it is ‘Two Aces’ to which, thank God, I’ve not yet been reduced. This is said to be the most dangerous part of the voyage – we’ve had to wear our lifejackets all the time which is exceedingly tedious. And tomorrow will be New Year’s Eve!


31 DECEMBER



Benghazi: Approached from the sea the town looks almost intact but once ashore not a house is inhabited, or intact, and marching through the dusty streets one encounters little except battered British M.T. on various errands and arabs selling completely useless ‘mementoes’. The docks are full of sunken ships, and the jetties show evidence of bombs, with great chunks of concrete blasted out of the sides. We marched three weary miles in full kit to this transit camp; the men – as always with drafts – arriving tired and dispirited. A meal cheered them up.


Benghazi cathedral, a well proportioned building with 2 steep domes, is more or less intact though the walls are pitted. Other buildings have not been so fortunate and I noticed several houses with their inevitable W Duce on the side, reduced to slag heaps. In the mess one hears historic names bandied about: ‘Sirte, Agheila, Beninva, Marble Arch . . .’ I believe the 51st bunch are going on westwards in the morning. I share a small tent with Big and Bob Root, an ANZAC, and a pleasant Czech major in the Tank Corps. He is out here to gain experience of mech. warfare; was wounded at Martuba and is just back from hospital. Unassuming man and very congenial. The Anzac is rather morose and spends most of his time swotting the numerous flies. Wrote two shortish letters, to B. and the W.A.A.F.s, but one hardly knows what to put in them at this stage. I have filled other diaries on New Years Eve with reflections on the year to come, but this time I do not feel there is much to say. I approach 1943 as a year in which I shall see and learn much, I hope emerge unscathed and if not – well, others have gone before me and others will come after; in such things we can only trust to fate, or God, or whatever it is that ordains how we shall live – or die.


So ends 1942, the sun setting over Benghazi and voices sounding in the twilight as officers exchange memories of the past, and hazards at the future in the deepening gloom around my tent.


1 JANUARY 1943


Evening finds us north of Agedabia. A large convoy is laagered in the middle of the desert and inside the lorry in which 11 of us live, move and have our being, I am writing this. We have driven all day along the one narrow road which runs from Benghazi and which was full of M.T. driving westward after Rommel. Broken and burned out wrecks of tanks, trucks and planes litter the side of the road in places – particularly near and on the landing field at Magrum. Our rations are scanty and mainly of bully, but we managed a couple of brews midday and morning. In the truck some of the boys played bridge; an amazing sight with them lurching and swaying as the truck bumped and lurched along. During last night I was awoken by gunfire but I was informed at breakfast in the mess (one of Benghazi’s 14 ex-brothels) that people were just greeting the new year. Our Czech major is still with us; a very nice man. Our truckload is very cheerful and pleasant. Nob, Big and Bob are all included. I washed my feet yesterday and am glad of it as water is very scarce now and certainly not to be used on such luxurious necessities as foot washing. We are all quoting Eliot . . . ‘Let us go then you and I when the evening is spread out against the sky . . .’. Action is beginning to banish introspection. I shall go to bed (under the stars) now; we are reduced to primitive man again; sleeping at darkness and rising in the dawn.


2 JANUARY



Spent a rather erratic night as the wind blew cold and strong in the latter half of it. However as the sky grew lighter we got a petrol-and-sand fire going and had some tea and biscuits and jam – breakfast. That was 0715 and it is now 1715 and we have yet to eat a meal. We’re in a very hurried camp near Agheila completely devoid (as far as one can ascertain) of any sort of water. It was a bloody trip here jolting and lurching along a road crammed with transport going Westward. I have a bad headache from petrol fumes etc. We move on probably to our units somewhere about 20 miles West of A. tomorrow morning. I think I am getting hold of a bottle of whisky which may prove useful sometime. At each stage the discomfort grows more acute, God knows what the front will be like! Several large American DC IIs and Lockheeds flew over us on the way west so they must be supplying troops by air. Agh. is a sea of desert with salt marshes to the flank, and very desolate. We found a crashed Hurricane with a lot of cannon ammo near Agedabia, a collection of white buildings, not much marked by bombs. Generally speaking we are still cheerful tho’ one or two people – notably Roland Toller – a young rather Rupert Brookeish type who’s going to 127 – are apt to fly off the deep end. He’s not been in the army long and then straight from Cambridge to a commission. Which should indicate something or other. Water has now arrived – one waterbottle full per day!


3 JANUARY



I am writing in a terrific sandstorm (in a truck). We are 7 miles West of A. and I’ve got to Jock Cochrane’s Bty. Not a good day to arrive, but they managed to scrape up 2 cold sardines and a cup of tea for lunch which we ate under a tarpaulin since carried away by the gale. This sand is simply terrible, gets in everything and one’s eyes mouth and nose are choked right up with it. It’s bloody. This is said to be about the worst they’ve ever had, so it’s a good introduction.


Towards evening the sand died down a little and finally altogether. I have managed to get a little tent so I shall at least sleep under cover. It is rather cold, so that’s just as well. I am attached to B.H.Q. for the moment, more or less as a stooge tho’ this is to be expected. The other officers seem rather a good bunch but one feels very lonely at first knowing nobody else and having no particular friend. The C.P.O. seems a nice lad and has been very helpful. My batman – Turner – is a rather villainous but quite efficient individual. Jock is the same as ever and was pleasantly unimpressed at my appearance! Besides sand today we have heavy rain; it is rather difficult to say which is worse. All said and done I think sand. I am still bunged up with it and my eyes are very sore. They issue Vit. C tablets instead of fruit here – an unusual piece of enterprise. They are passed around the mess (tarpaulin over a large hole, tables pieces of planking etc. – all carried away by the sandstorm) with the cry ‘Will you have an orange.’



4 JANUARY



Today similar to yesterday except that the sandstorm was smaller. Also to my delight, this evening a letter from home (2 Nov) and also 2 lovely long ones from B. rather disconcertingly ‘censored’ by her husband, being Embassy mail. Apparently he knows about me and ‘doesn’t mind’. It was so grand to hear from her, the ink phrases of the letter seemed to come to life as I read them. I am now lying in my minute tent with a very wavering candle burning beside me and the hankie she sent me (soaked in ‘Caprice’, the perfume I liked so) seems to bring her here to me. Oddly enough I wrote to her today.


It is strange to be in Tripolitania lying utterly alone in a little oasis of light in the darkness, with the wind blowing outside. I think I can hear the sea, just over the ridge north of our bivouac area. A dog barks, two rather torpid flies poise on the canvas roof just over my head. It appears Gen. Montgomery was here a couple of days ago to watch the Regt. shoot. Have now sewn our Div. Signs once again. They look like this: [image: Image]. It is rather pleasant to ‘belong’ again. I have just written home and partly to B., which has made me feel sort of in touch and better, ages though the letters will take to reach their destinations. My pen grates sandily on this paper. My ablutions this morning were conducted effectively in one and a half mugfuls of water which wasn’t I thought too bad for a novice. Actually one’s teeth don’t get very dirty; one doesn’t eat enough! On account of this I sent to Anne the W.A.A.F. for some chocolate. However my hair feels simply foul; I must do something about it. Tonight we had a canned peach apiece which went well with an excellent bully beef stew. So far I find the meals adequate though of course I’m doing no fighting on them – or very much work. I’m now beginning to know the others by name. They seem quite pleasant. Arbuthnot I’ve already mentioned and like less; he’s too boisterous. Wagstaff the Battery Capt. is quite civil but rather hard to know I think. Cowie – very cheerful – the C.P.O. and Buchanan – droll – the A.C.P.O. are pleasant lads and have been quite helpful explaining codes etc. Cameron who commands F Tp. is rather pleasant in a quiet and unobtrusive way. He seems one of the most intelligent members. Moncur rather country but quite friendly. Gegan – a bit of an oaf with a red face. The Buffoon – not much imagination I’d say. Rather like a fat cockatoo. Forshaw: a recent importation and too cocky by about five eighths. Another subaltern, Boys, who thinks he has jaundice but is a nice lad. 24 and with me the youngest member of the mess I believe (not certain, Buchanan is probably younger). The other Tp. Comd., whose name I can’t recall,* is large, moustached and reliable looking; I believe he shoots well. Jock, his usual saturnine and unruffled self (‘That’s just too bad . . .’) presides, dropping in an occasional crack. They all talk of past events etc. just now so I am rather out of it but this was to be expected and they are quite kind to me. I am senior to all subalterns but 3 as far as I can reckon.


Wrote to Pam earlier in the day.


5 JANUARY



I am now dug in and am much more comfortable and have more room. Turner is after all rather lazy and needs kicking tho’ his work is good enough when he does it. I think I am going to be rather happy in this battery. Jock says we shall be going into action very soon and I am rather pleased at the prospect, tho’ perhaps foolish to be so. I introduced the ‘Convoy Cutey’ with some success. Jock’s comment was: ‘H’m, a bit better than your stuff used to be,’ but I think he was amused. Wrote to Debroy whom I still miss, and exchanged a few words with Nob Sutton whom I saw at R.H.Q. He and Toller don’t seem very contented in 304 (I am in 491) the latter apparently not having recovered from the sandstorm yet! The wind has now changed from W to SE from the sea and it was quite warm today, bringing swarms of flies with the sun. Going to bed at nightfall is all very well, but becomes a bit of a bore. I suppose in a week or two, I’ll be glad of the chance. The Egyptian Mail for 1 Jan, its usual sanguine self, rolled in today, but we usually get the gist of the news on a No. 11 set so it was out of date as well as out of tune. Did two 406 inspections today, which helps to get to know people’s names. I now find I know quite a lot. Luckily I usually find names fairly easy to remember. I sold my bottle of whisky (to Cameron) two days ago as it really is too bulky to lug about. A flask, yes, but a bloody great bottle no. And I have now no flask.


Also I gave Cowie and Buchanan one of my bars of chocolate which seemed to cause unusual joy. It appears it’s very scarce up here so I hope Anne does her stuff. A canteen ration is rumoured tomorrow which means cigarettes and cans of fruit etc. We’ve had our money changed to British Military Currency – rather natty notes; the first of their kind I’ve ever seen. I lent Moncur my Rubayat which Val gave me. He’s been rather pleasant to me today (telling me about his conjunctivitis!). He knows the part of Dorset I was stationed in quite well. So does Cameron who dines with the Div. Commander occasionally I am told. Among the N.C.O.s Sgt. Evans is the best. Bloody efficient and helpful. The B.S.M. is also pleasant and quite youthful. He reminds me of B.S.M. Garrett my Troop B.S.M. in C/183. Hutton and Seed are also pretty reliable I should say and the Bty. Clerk Bdr. Worrall seems a good one of his type. The Q. is genial at times but by no means anxious to part with anything; I’ve managed an identity disc so far! One of the staple forms of diet here is all-embracingly called ‘M & V’ – meat and veg! But it’s surprisingly nice (or possibly one meal a day makes one feel that way about it).



6 JANUARY



I am writing by candle in my bivouac again. Went practice shooting today and did a G.F. target. Colonel’s comment: ‘handled it very adequately’.


We are going into action; advance parties are leaving on the Sun. and the main body follows two days later. Place reputed to be the coastal strip near Buent along the Wadi Zem Zem. It is said there are 40 German guns there. I am excited.


The wind has fallen almost completely now and at night I can hear the sea booming away beyond the ridge. Dug in about 2 feet down as I am it is very comfortable and warm, and the L shape of my dugout makes coming in and out positively luxurious . . . you have to mind the front pole however which is supported on a petrol can filled with sand and liable to collapse if you bang against it. The other officers are increasingly friendly and I hope and think they are inclined to approve generally. I have been careful not to talk too much – apt to be a failing of mine – specially the first two days when I was very respectful to everybody, as befits a new arrival! Discovered today that Boys knows (and was in the 61 Field with) Denny, my best friend, in England. I must write and tell Denny tomorrow. I am just going to write B. a little letter. It is 1920 hours which will give me a little over 12 in bed!


7 JANUARY



Money ceases to have much meaning in the desert. The Arabs barter eggs for tea and sugar and among troops, cigarettes seem the only staple form of currency. Naafi today; I drew a tin of peaches and a tin of beans and 40 Players and some matches. I am just going to eat some peaches in my dugout. Some magnificent jaffa oranges for lunch. Adv. parties have been put back 24 hours. The place we’re going to seems quite a hot spot as we are near to coast and Jerry holds the high ground on the left. He has nearly 300 guns behind it. It looks like developing into quite a party. Wrote to Denny and Dorothy and finished my last night’s letter to B. It’s a lovely soft night full of stars and was a hot day. The men went to bathe this afternoon and the B.C. found a large German petrol tank – full of petrol. We are now using it. I see in the paper that Sassoon has just written some more memoirs; I wish I could get hold of them. I am rapidly settling down and feeling nice and happy inside; that pleasant feeling that I’d rather be in this bty. than any other.


8 JANUARY



Friday: Advance parties – Sandy Cowie and Gillanders – left today and we expect to go on Sunday morning. A great rumour went the rounds today that Zem Zem had fallen but there is no confirmation. It takes 3 days to get there.


Wrote to George Long from whom I’ve not heard since he went off to P.-Force. We are getting army biscuits now, not bread; they are curiously more satisfying but bloody hard on the teeth. However, a big improvement on even my O.T.C. days; my god how we played at soldiers. The real thing is about as far divorced from O.T.C. camp as a Sherman tank to Boadicea’s chariot. I am bitten to hell again; this time I think it must be fleas. They itch maddeningly when I get warm in my aptly named fleabag at night. I have a headache.


Mist – new moon rising. Rather cold. Heard them bombing what sounded like ‘Marble Arch’ for about 2 hours this morning. As to the others, to amend or confirm first impressions. Cowie (‘Sandy’) and Buchanan I like and they call me Jack and are always very decent. So does Gillanders whom I usually only see at meals. He also is a good sort. Cameron as before. Boys I know and like better; he is a trifle lugubrious and fond of telling me how awful it is in action! Forshaw, a bit better but as before – Wagstaff I like much more; he has thawed. Also Moncur. And Gegan tho’ still slightly oafish is always genial enough. Arbuthnot as before; he’s also rather selfish I find. Jock, who is very decent to me, I like serving with as much as I knew I should.



9 JANUARY



I was to have attended a court martial today but now it’s been post-poned till tomorrow – the day we move – so I shall have to try and catch the column by nightfall or the day after. Rumour still persists Z-Z has fallen. More sand today though nothing like as bad as the first day I got here. All and every day bombers and transports fly over here westwards. Chiefly I have noticed, Hudsons, P12 and P14s, DC IIs, Tomahawks, an odd Spit Vc, a Lysander or two, Mitchells, Marylands, Baltimores and Bostons, and Bombays. Some-times they fly about 100 feet up, mostly higher. Xmas telegram from home dated 22/12. The Crusader, an 8 Army weekly published in the field, came in today; very worth reading as is 8 Army News, a daily dishout.


10 JANUARY



We are in Brigade Bivouac near Agheila. Move west tomorrow 1100 and stop tomorrow night at Marble Arch. Thence we move before dawn and bivouac at dusk for 2 days so I may not be able to write this up. Also, hot meals for that period seem out. At the court martial we only sentenced a driver who’d said ‘so what’ to his C.S.M. to 35 days stoppage of pay. I am changing my batman – none too soon as 50 ‘555’, a very special purchase, has disappeared today. Jock has a poisoned foot. A splendid gunner who has been very attentive (Findlay or Tadman, I forget which but they pitched my tent between them) has just brought me a lovely mug of tea – ‘it’s nae tou gude’ he says,* bless his heart; it’s marvellous! Some of these lads are real gems.


12 JANUARY



We are halted near Marble Arch. It is 0730 and an icy wind is blowing. The sun has just risen. We slept the night on this bit of the desert after a long cold drive made worse by intermittent showers, and got here about 2000 last night. Up again at 0530 and jees it was cold. Shaving was pretty average misery. Breakfast was cold bacon but mercifully hot tea as last night when the first course consisted of a tin of cold Maconochie – filling but it fell to the bottom of the stomach like lead. The drive over the desert in Brigade Colm was very bleak. Relics lie about; a boat, a petrol tin, a crashed plane or burned out tank and here and there a clump of sweet-smelling purple flowers vaguely like honeysuckle. Jock is driving; I haven’t taken a spell yet. We are due at Sultan tonight – 106 miles; I suppose we’ll arrive after dark again.


14 JANUARY



We are on the eve of battle. We are in Wadi el Chebir and this afternoon move up 16 miles to our battle positions – unfortunately overlooked by the enemy.


It is a tremendous army; 51 Div., part of 50 Div., nearly 500 tanks (many Shermans amongst them) which we heard rumbling and clanking forward last night. We had to do over 200 miles to get here, the last 100 or so in blinding sandstorms; that was yesterday.


It was an amazing sight watching an entire army moving up in this pall of dust. The objective is Tripoli. An order of the day from Monty was read out today just after our light bombers – 18 as usual – had unloaded. We have heard quite a bit of bombing but his planes have been very quiet. I had a bloody night last night with no bedding as I had been detailed to go 20 miles back at sun-up to find some lost vehicles. All my stuff was on the B.C.’s truck so I was cold as hell with two overcoats; also I couldn’t shave or wash till he got in this morning. We are now on ½ a gall. a day and feeding will be very doubtful for the next day or two. I gave Boys some cigarettes and some of my precious remaining chocolate for which he nearly bowed down and worshipped me. He is very worried and apprehensive. Everybody else is cheerful and completely unruffled. I feel a subdued excitement but at times a feeling as in the dentist’s waiting room – ‘for God’s sake let it begin and get it over.’ But not afraid – yet. It is 1230 and the last hot meal we’ll get for a bit is in preparation. Going to be a good one I think, tho’ the bad water here makes the tea pretty bloody. I have never seen so much stuff. Light A.A. 25 Pdrs., mediums, 6 Pdrs., 2 Pdrs., everything one has read about in the pamphlets all gathered together and marshalled for battle. We shall be digging all night and lying doggo by day till the attack which is planned for 1500 tomorrow. Our armour is taking the left flank and should we break through the 51 Div. Arty. is going straight on down the road to Tripoli. All the sappers are with us, and the 4 Light Armd. Brigade is going overland for the same destination. A good thing is that everybody down to the humblest gunner knows these plans. It gives one confidence to know what’s on, and also helps to bear bloodiness knowing a town is the objective.


I wonder how many of us will get through . . . it’s rather a sobering thought but it doesn’t actively worry me – again yet. I am thinking of home and Pam and my god how much of B. These things must be so remote to them yet here we sit in the desert, the sand blowing and an occasional m.g. chattering, stacking our cigarettes and the odd tin of bully we’ve managed to hang on to – and waiting . . . This Diary has been very inadequate but it’s difficult to write when I feel like it now; just when a chance occurs.


1500: Waiting to move off. I am in ‘Y’ which is loaded with everything in the world. Sandstorm blowing. A Grant has just shot by doing about 30 mph by the look of it. The battery is lined up all over the place and should be starting soon. Wonder how Bob Root and Big are doing in 128. Also Dave Roberts in 3 R.H.A. whom I bumped into last night in the moonlight. Just starting.


Dusk: We are halted waiting to move to battle stations. Over the ridge to the west behind a red sunset the rumble of guns and bombs. The Regt. spread out in the settling dusk, last fires dying, cigarettes beginning to glow, a machine gun tapping in the North.


15 JANUARY



0845: I am in the Command Post well dug down with a cover over the top. I got to bed about 0245 just as the moon went down. Very cold and also bitter this morning but now improving with sun-up. A goodish bit of m.g. fire last night and some shelling this morning but not very near. Also some planes flew over and the AA opened up. Generally however pretty quiet. Dug myself a slit trench by my bed before turning in; a good way to keep warm on a cold night – I was positively sweating. Cowie is a good C.P.O. Doesn’t flap and has things well organised. Our guns (128 I think) are firing a few stray shells but generally it is quiet.


Later: Quite a bit of stuff flying about later. Found my mirror broken in my shaving outfit: so what? Food very short, also water, but had a cup of tea for breakfast and watercart is reported on way. Jerry seems to be using those 210mm guns.


1430: Minor irritations. (1) The B.C. has borrowed my watch. I could hardly refuse him but it’s bloody being without it; also there’s a good chance it won’t reappear as he’s gone forward with the other two F.O.O.s. It’s the last time he or anybody else has it. (2) A large filling has come out of one of my teeth and with biscuits only it makes things difficult. I am therefore in a bad temper. Sporadic shelling from the Jerries. We are doing a barrage tonight.


Evening: In the C.P. again about to work out the barrage which begins at 2300. About 1730 four shells landed fairly near with a spiteful whistle and bang. When you hear that whistle, the old stomach curls up for a moment but quite frankly I’m already getting used to it; you can usually hear when it’s really near and get down. It’s curious in a way to think we may be in Tripoli by 22 Jan – the date reported to have been set by the Army Commander. Also Dick’s birthday. The Regt. fired 3 rds. salvo with great gusto during the afternoon. Today’s half gallon is bloody and tastes of petrol. Wagstaff has come up to the Bty. but is being rather officious. Is it my imagination or does he duck rather promptly at that whistle? I have heard 51 Div. is to garrison Tripoli, but I must say I hope we aren’t stuck there for long as – comfortable as it may be – I’ve no desire to stay in Africa but want to be in the party that land in Europe. Also, as far as I can see, the prospects of promotion here are almost non-existent as the Regt. is actually overstrength in officers. But maybe I’m thinking too far ahead; there’s still tonight, the battle, and a 200-mile drive to Tripoli to come before one need worry about lesser things. I wish I had my watch. It’s such a beauty and I feel absolutely lost without it. Blast the B.C. I’ve been terribly thirsty all day and still am. I’m keeping a tin of beans I got from the canteen to eat after the barrage.


2130: One hour to go as Zero hour is now 2230. The ammo – 160 rds. per gun – is stacked and we are working hard in the C.P. against the clock. One meteor came in at 2100 and another is expected any minute. The Jocks (ours are Gordons and Black Watch) are I suppose forming up, and somewhere a few thousand yards ahead, Germans and Italians know something is in the wind but not that an hour from now a curtain of steel and an armoured wall will move in to destroy them. The enemy guns are nervously banging away all the time. We are completely silent.


Planes overhead.


16 JANUARY



a.m.: In truck. Barrage crashed out till midnight. Up at 2.30 for orders and moved at dawn. Action about 0830. Now sitting in truck waiting to advance again. Frantic hurry everywhere; breakfast cooked and served in about 20 minutes; eaten in about 20 seconds. Fighters about . . . identity uncertain. Suspect Kittyhawks.


Later: In action again some miles nearer the Tripoli road. No rations, water or petrol or ammo have so far come up so the smallest amount of each is vital. The sky is again rather monopolised by German planes.* So far we have not been attacked. We have just brewed up. It is about 1315. People are getting tired and irritable from lack of food and sleep. I find Sgt. Sherrat our Sig. N.C.O. the worst offender but there are several others. Buchanan and Cowie are keeping going well, and so is Wagstaff – somewhat ostentatiously. 12 of our fighters just going over. At least they’re probably ours but rather high to be sure. Nobody knows anything tactical. Came up through a minefield on which some of our tanks had been blown up. Lots of enemy trenches, some very deep. Flies are bloody here. Cleaned teeth and shaved at this posn. in ¼ of a pint of water.


1730: As usual in the middle of our evening stew panic order from R.H.Q. Equally as usual we are still waiting for the preceding part of the column to come through. B.C. (and my watch) back. A 5.9 is shelling the ridge about 1½ miles forward.


2030, by moonlight: We’ve just received orders. Rommel has gone North fast and this time we’re not sending armour only but 152 (H) Brigade and all the Div. Arty. with mediums, bofors and what have you. It means driving all tonight, all tomorrow and maybe tomorrow night. We have no food in hand (Regt. has it I believe) and hardly any water – a bottle full each. Cross country it certainly looks like being a tiring pursuit, specially as most of us have only had from none to 4 hours sleep during the last 3 days. We are at present lined up in bright moonlight waiting to go.


17 JANUARY



1420: Last night in column word suddenly came to go into action and we dug hard. But it appears to have been a false alarm for now in several enormous columns flanked by armour we are going northwest towards Tripoli. We were shelled once so far about an hour ago – or it may have been mines; I’m not certain as it was two miles to my left.* Our bombers have just been over; you could hear the rumbling fusillade as they unloaded. Only about 2 hours sleep and bitterly cold. Food came up for a very late and scanty breakfast but no water except for one brew of tea today. The columns are an impressive sight stretching for miles across the undulating desert about a mile west of the road to this Misurata. Everybody dog tired and rather irritable.


0900: I nearly ran onto some mines by driving into a badly marked minefield. This is reasonably common.


18 JANUARY



1000: Halted on a ridge. Can see what looks like Misurata about 10 miles ahead. Leaguered last night and whacked out bully and tea. Moved on 10 miles by night (2115) – leaguered again (2400), up again at 6.30 dished out breakfast and have moved on. Radio says we were 70m from Buerat last night moving over ‘bad country’. I’ll say. Tempers ran thin last night as all were hungry but have recovered well as we (I am in charge of M.6, rations, water and cooking for B.H.Q. forward party) managed a grand breakfast with hot porridge, bacon, beans and tea. My Driver is Mealings, a typical cockney, cook ‘Danny’ Laing a Scot. Both goodish chaps, and have worked hard. I was pretty well all in by 0700 when I got to bed, but feel OK again now. More when chance occurs.


1115: Halted again. I’ve just had a magnificent shave in hot water! Am feeling like 1,000,000 dollars now. Rumour has it we have taken Misurata and are pushing on to Homs. Bright moonlight last night but extremely cold. I slept like a child. Yesterday my tongue was sore through smoking on an empty belly I’m told. Cigarettes are running very short with no prospect of more. I must write to D. if he’s still in Cairo. I’ve thought of B. from time to time but mostly there’s been rather too much to do. I now always carry some bully (2 tins) and tea and sugar and biscuits as a personal emergency reserve.


1320: Still halted in hot sunshine. We’ve had a couple of brews and some cheese and biscuits. Everybody is rather gorged and contented. Tea is the great solace in the desert; it bears little resemblance to the genuine article, is brewed in any tin in a strange variety of ways – and never fails to satisfy. Values alter out here as the following conversation between Forshaw and Moncur a few days – or was it weeks? – ago illustrates:












	F:


	I’ve a present for you Monty – what would you like most in all the world?







	M:


	(after several seconds weighty consideration) A tin of fruit?











Actually it was bully beef! It’s bloody cold at night as we move forward in ghostly white columns of guns and vehicles, always steering a little to the left of the plough, bumping and shaking over the many wadis. 30 or 40 miles a day is good going and the equivalent physical effort of about 120 on going as we have known it in the past. The vehicles stand up to it remarkably well though broken springs are in vogue, and you see a good few trucks on tow, a quad towing 3 trailers, and similar sights. The brigade is in Misurata and we are now switching brigades and turning west across country to Zliten – said to be our next objective before Homs – and Tripoli.


1605: Orders have just come to be prepared to move. We were just in the throes (as usual) of getting some food ready.


1750: Apparently lack of petrol has been holding us up. It is now announced that we have a 50 (or up to 80) mile drive to Zliten before us, as soon as petrol comes up which may not be till dark. Radio announces that our leading elements were 948 miles from Tripoli last night. Jerry seems to have vanished – not even a plane in the sky today. I wonder if he plans a ‘reculer pour mieux sauter’. The sun is going down and a cold Westerly wind is blowing. The prospect of yet another nightdrive is not at all pleasing. Everybody has almost exhausted his cigarettes. I gave the B.C. 8 today. Yet another officer is coming to the battery who has been away with jaundice. One Jack Wilson ex E Tp.-G.P.O. and Gillanders’ (E Tp. Comd.) brother in law . . . Boys was telling me last night promotion is practically a closed book to non-Scots and I certainly have gone back a good 2 years in utility. Which reminds me it’s 2 years today I was commissioned with hopes which have since been rather damped. It seems to me promotion all depends either on giving yourself the hell of a build-up or sucking up successfully to somebody in a position to help you on. The chance of getting G.P.O. here, for example, seems almost nil which is completely discouraging – and I am really rather depressed when I have time to consider it.


19 JANUARY



1610: Leaguered on an ex Italian colonial farm near Zliten about 90 miles from Tripoli. There are many scraps of evidence as to its former occupants; the very well tended vegetable garden – now being gleefully looted by the men – at their most disgusting I think on such occasions. I noticed the officers who joined in – Arbuthnot at his most beefy and mundane – Forshaw (whose truck I dispersed while he was at it so I hope he had a good long walk back!) – and, rather surprisingly – Cameron. Boys told me all these people are cut-throat and untrustworthy and at times I wonder if he isn’t right. Wagstaff and Arbuthnot for example are always smilingly trying to knife each other in the back. I think the latter is in the wrong nearly each time – extra rations is his speciality – or extra anything – but the former is also selfish, ambitious, and sometimes objectionable; does things with a worried efficiency which makes them appear twice as difficult, and is something of a tell-tale (to the B.C.). To sum up our arrival here. We eventually left about 2100 last night after some sort of mg attack by an enemy fighter. We drove all night –- and it was hellishly cold, and drew to a halt at about 0900. We dished out a quick meal which was inevitably interrupted by a move. By then it was raining hard just to add to the fun. To our right we could see these white clusters of farm dwellings all alone along the rather hilly coastline. I remember as day broke there was a glorious sunrise over the orchard in which we were halted for a few minutes. My eyes were hot and if I sat still I had that horribly exhausted feeling when your hands seem to dissolve and grow large. We drove all night as I said and everybody was tired as we covered about 50–60 miles. It is spotting with rain again now which is a pity as we are otherwise very comfortable.


A child’s shoe is lying beside me and a packet (empty) of German biscuits – a sort of Italian decline and fall in symbols.


2045, bed: Wonderful supper: bully stew and stewed apricots in syrup. Then I washed, and washed my feet, and now – out of my clothes for the 1st time in over a week as I prepare to sleep like the dead. Ready to move 0830 tomorrow. Radio says 8th Army 50 miles from Tripoli with the NE coast road thrust in the Zliten area – that’s us; it’s funny when you hear it on a No. 11 set from thousands of miles away. Plane overhead so I must put my torch out. No air-raid warnings here . . .


20 JANUARY



0845, near Homs: At 2330 last night to me – in deep sleep – the unwelcome cry ‘Prepare to Advance!’ We were all ready in about 40 minutes and set out along the main coast road, a splendid, typically Italian effort, all avenues and palms. We had to leave the road occasionally as it was liberally mined by the retreating Boche. We are leaguered in a lovely sort of vineyard of palms with grottoes etc. around. I saw the sun rise again gloriously golden over the nearby Mediterranean and hell it was good to be alive, tired as I was after driving 30 miles all through the night. A full moon which didn’t set till 0640 – the sun rose about 8. The place is full of friendly natives – and I’ve bartered my tea for two small eggs so I’ll have eggs and bacon! A mine has just exploded loudly up the road. And another. And so now – on to Tripoli (in the words of Montgomery’s order of the day for 14 Jan). But one man won’t go. I saw him lying by his shattered jeep early today. He looked quite peaceful lying there curled on his right side. I suddenly understood Sassoon’s line ‘When you lie like that you remind me of the dead.’ He seemed so utterly lonely lying there on the sandy grass of Tripolitania.


1125: Still here but expecting move fairly soon as recce parties have gone forward. Have had a glorious shave and a most excellent meal: egg, bacon, beans, porridge, and tea, biscuits and marge. Could a man ask for more? In connection with this I was rather gratified by the following (unsolicited) testimonial from Sgt. Evans: ‘Since you taken over messing Sir, the men say they’ve never eaten so well.’ Sundry banging a mile or less away sounded like Jerry shelling but we had the idea they’d already cleared out some way away. A magnificent thing about this area of oases is the water; wells everywhere and we have even had baths in petrol tins (discarded) washed feet, and what have you, ever since getting here. Also things grow which after the barren infertility of the desert is marvellous. Raw carrots are in great vogue.


1830: The sun has just set. Over what is, I believe, usually called an ‘opalescent sea’. A full white moon is rising behind the palm trees and green plots which fringe the beach. It is all almost unnaturally ‘right’. Our medium guns are banging from Homs (now in our possession) at the enemy on some high ground beyond. I am going to bed soon tho’ in full expectation of another night drive and action. I am rather tired and a little shorter of temper than is usual. Sometimes on the march (when driving) I nod over the wheel and I hear all sorts of conversation usually addressed to me and see strange images and colours. Then a real voice suddenly but with very rapid crescendo breaks in, and I wake with a horrible start. At first it was hard to distinguish which voices were real, but now I know, and a second subconscious leans happily back and listens. Usually neither is the case as I am standing up. Perhaps this is what T.S.E. meant by: ‘Till human voices wake us – and we drown.’ There was something depressing about driving by moonlight past the white villas of Mussolini’s Imperial dreams. The thing looks as if it’s been done jolly well and these gardens etc. are well stocked and tended, tho’ the Arabs and soldiers now trample them at will. Cigarettes are desperately short: all hopes centre on our ‘V’ ration tomorrow and a possible Naafi as we saw their vans going towards Homs today. Strange war. I wish to God the post would come again soon, but I suppose we can hardly expect it till Tripoli.
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