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“Though in my mind no torment is,


Yet, in my being’s hazard mesh  


There run such streaks of cowardice


That I must dread my untrue flesh …”  


  


Robert Nicholls
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Introduction to the 2011 Edition





A new introduction for Faber Finds by Nicholas Rankin, author of Ian Fleming’s Commandos: The Story of 30 Assault Unit in WW2 (Faber, 2011).




 





In 1946, when Hurst and Blackett originally issued The Hazard Mesh: A Naval Commander’s Personal Narrative by Lieutenant-Commander J. A. C. Hugill, DSC, RNVR, they described it in the blurb as ‘a War Book . . . different from any yet published’, priced it at 5 shillings and printed only 500 copies. This makes the book hard to find in its first edition, but it merits reprinting for better reasons than mere scarcity. The Hazard Mesh is a fascinating primary source, a vivid, opinionated, first-hand account of the invasion of Europe in 1944 that is still as fresh as paint.


The Hazard Mesh came about because a twenty-eight-year-old serving naval officer disobeyed strict wartime regulations and kept a contemporaneous diary in the field from 27 May to 21 September 1944, a period covering both the historic D-Day landings in Normandy and the subsequent Libération de la France. Lieutenant-Commander Hugill’s frank and authentic impressions were pencilled in five small lined Royal Navy notebooks, and the manuscript of the book he drew from them soon afterwards was written out fluently in ink, with few blots and rewritings, in four larger buff-coloured books. (All are now in the Churchill Archives Centre at Churchill College, Cambridge, having been donated by their author in 1976.) The only major difference that I can see between the handwritten manuscript of The Hazard Mesh and the finished book is that the publishers – in my view, rightly – cut out an apologetic preface that Hugill wrote. However, there are significant omissions and alterations between the original pencil diaries and the manuscript of the book, and these are the topic of this brief introduction.


The Hazard Mesh can be enjoyed simply as the story of a literate young man going off to war. Although it is not a bang-bang kind of book – Hugill does not fire a shot in anger – it is an emotional odyssey that catches the nerviness and mood-swings of war, the irritations and exhilarations of danger, the spasms of rage, boredom, fear and longing. It is also a story of Hugill’s growing love and respect for France and her people, struggling to regain freedom after German military occupation and to come to terms with Vichy collaboration.


But this book, so open about feelings, is also deliberately opaque about facts. We are never told exactly what Hugill is doing over there, or even which ‘special’ unit he belongs to. It is not clear whether he is fish or flesh. Why is a naval officer swanning about on land in jeeps and scout-cars with a bunch of Royal Marines? How come he can jump on and off Allied boats and go back and forth to England with insouciant privilege? Who the hell does he think he is?


John Antony Crawford Hugill (1916–87) was the son of Engineer Rear- Admiral R. C. Hugill and was educated at Oundle School and Magdalen College, Oxford, where he got a first class honours degree in Chemistry. At the beginning of the Second World War he did work on protection against gas warfare and then joined the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve (RNVR) and the Admiralty’s Miscellaneous Weapons Division – the famous ‘Wheezers and Dodgers’ – where he helped to develop the Hedgehog, an anti-submarine weapon that fired a pattern of bombs from an array of spigot mortars on a ship’s deck.


In 1942, Hugill was selected by the Naval Intelligence Division to serve as Assistant Naval Attaché in Lisbon. Both Portugal and Spain (with their strategic Atlantic islands) were then neutral in the world war and had to remain so if Allied convoys were not to be overwhelmed by Axis submarines in the Battle of the Atlantic. In 1943, the same man who had helped select Hugill as a naval attaché picked him as a technical officer for his own ‘private army’.


This was, in fact, Ian Fleming, the future author of the James Bond novels. Fleming spent 1939–45 in the British Admiralty as personal assistant to the two wartime Directors of Naval Intelligence, Admirals John Godfrey and Edmund Rushbrooke. One of Lieutenant-Commander Fleming’s innovations in 1942 was to found a front-line commando unit dedicated to obtaining the enemy’s technical secrets. This ‘intelligence assault unit’ or ‘special engineering unit’ had various names before ending up, in time for D-Day in 1944, as No. 30 Assault Unit or, simply, 30AU.


In essence, 30AU combined technical brains – RNVR scientists like Tony Hugill – with the mobility and muscle-power of a dedicated group of Royal Marine bodyguards. Naval Intelligence in the Admiralty gave them a list of targets to find and investigate – radar stations, rocket sites, torpedo stores, mine dumps, naval headquarters, specialist factories, and so on. They also had to deal ad hoc with booby-traps, new weapons and technical developments as they progressed through enemy territory.


At the time, all this was top secret. Today, in the age of the Internet, Wikileaks and Google Earth, no one expects things to remain secret for long, but in 1939–45, security and secrecy were considered vital to the winning of the war. When you signed the British Official Secrets Act, you signed for life, with threats of draconian punishments if you infringed it. For thirty years and more, the thousands of people who worked at the Government Code and Cypher School at Bletchley Park kept silent about their breaking of nearly all the German codes and ciphers. After F. W. Winterbotham, an RAF officer attached to SIS, revealed this state of affairs in his 1974 book The ULTRA Secret, the history of the Second World War began to be rewritten to incorporate previously hidden dimensions. But in 1945/6, the only way that Tony Hugill could get The Hazard Mesh published was by excluding from the manuscript anything in his diary that might compromise official secrecy.


So, for example, when ‘Guy’ tells ‘Peter’ that ‘they’re awfully pleased about the Arromanches job’, Hugill cannot reveal that this refers to their uncovering a cache of documents exposing the arrays and frequencies of the entire German radar system along the Atlantic Wall, a find which delighted the top brass of the RAF and the Royal Navy. And fifteen lines later, the bland words ‘We’re going to render some things safe over on Utah beach’ smoothly conceal that these ‘things’ were actually the first radio-controlled, explosive mini-tanks the Allies encountered. It was vital to get them back to England so that technicians and scientists could take them apart to find out how they worked and how to deal with them.


Hugill not only omitted secret matter from the book, but he also left out private material that was in his diaries: his sometimes sharp opinions of comrades, of superior officers and the lower ranks; his frank assessments of morale; the bad language and coarse humour which can relieve tension admirably in the field but which is ‘inappropriate’ in polite society. Everything in the book is true, but not everything is there; the narrative is completely authentic, but he has changed the names of the characters.


On a romantic note, the woman with the Je Reviens perfume who Hugill longs for in the book was called Mary in real life and proved only a passing flame. Following the events in this book, Tony Hugill was posted to St Germain-en-Laye to liaise with the Allied Naval Commander Expeditionary Force (ANCXF) where he met and fell in love with one of Admiral Sir Bertram Ramsay’s loyal team of WRNS, Fanny Gore Browne. They later married and had four children. Hugill joined Tate and Lyle after the war and went on to a distinguished career in the sugar industry. After writing the company’s official history Sugar and All That (1978), he founded the World Sugar Research Organisation and led it for its first six years.


For his wartime career, Hugill was awarded the Croix de Guerre, and he won the Distinguished Service Cross for taking the St Pabu radar station and its coding machines, the incident described in Chapter 13 of The Hazard Mesh. More details about some of the men and their exploits can be found in my book Ian Fleming’s Commandos, but for the record here is the fullest list to date of the real names of most of the characters in The Hazard Mesh, in the order in which they appear.




 





Peter: Tony Hugill himself.




 





Marine Ilford (Hugill’s servant or Marine Officer Attendant): Marine Causeley.




 





Richard: Lieutenant Alec van Cleef, RNVR, who died of leukaemia in 1945.




 





Guy: Lieutenant-Commander Guy Postlethwaite, RNVR.




 





Roger/Big Chief Roger: Commander Dunstan Curtis, RNVR, a fluent French- and German-speaking lawyer who ended the war with two DSCs and the Croix de Guerre. He won the first DSC in 1942 commanding the motor gunboat that took Richard Ryder, VC, on the St Nazaire Raid, and the second for his work with 30AU. An Old Etonian who went on to a distinguished career as a European civil servant.




 





Corporal Twigg: Corporal Muffett.




 





Bill Jeffries: Captain Geoffrey Pike, RM. Among the first Allied officers to get a drink at the liberated Hotel Ritz in Paris. Later a solicitor in Kent.




 





Sam: Lieutenant-Commander Trevor James Glanville, RNVR, nicknamed ‘Sancho’. A dark horse who had worked with SIS and SOE before joining 30AU, and who led the only unit that went to the Far East in 1945, where he captured a Japanese admiral in Vietnam. Wrote the history of 30AU for Naval Intelligence after the war and helped found 30AU’s old comrades’ association. He loved opera and had a Russian wife.




 





The drunken NCO: Sergeant Evans.




 





Jock Burns: Lieutenant-Commander Alexander ‘Rusty’ Ionides, RNVR, one of three men killed by an anti-personnel bomb dropped by a German aircraft on D+4, 10 June 1944.




 





Jim: Lieutenant-Commander James Besant, RNVR.




 





Gordon McLeod: Lieutenant-Commander George McFee, RNVR.




 





Derek: Lieutenant-Commander Patrick Dalzel-Job, RNVR. The bagpipeplaying, fencing-foil-waving officer who later wrote his wartime autobiography From Arctic Snow to Dust of Normandy, which has much about 30AU, and an introduction by Charles Wheeler.




 





Major Tring: Major Turkel (US Army).




 





The US naval officer who disappeared: Lieutenant-Commander Curlie, USN.




 





The Marine who burned his hand: Marine Sims.




 





Marine Macdonald (Curtis’s driver): Marine Jock Rogers.




 





Marine Briggs (Curtis’s MOA): Marine Higgs.




 





X, the Admiralty pundit: Commander Ian Fleming, RNVR, who was on the second of only three visits to troops in the field. Hugill was later embarrassed by how rude he had been, especially as Fleming put him into the last Bond book, The Man With the Golden Gun, as a ‘nice man’.




 





The RAF pilot who baled out in the sea: Flight-Lieutenant Collis, son of the writer Maurice Collis.




 





Marine Reynolds: Marine Hogarth.




 





Bernard, the South African: Captain Joe Lessing, RM.




 





Marine Williamson: Marine Murray.




 





Philip Weston: Captain Peter Huntington-Whiteley, RM. An Old Etonian, grandson of the former prime minister Stanley Baldwin, Huntington- Whiteley was the first officer to lead a 30AU squad on the Dieppe Raid in August 1942. He was killed in Le Havre in September 1944 while taking a German surrender, aged twenty-four.




 





Little Roger: Captain Charles Wheeler, RM. Born in Bremen and a fluent German-speaker, Wheeler was twenty-one years old when he landed in France with the Forward Interrogation Unit, gathering information from German prisoners for 30AU. Later a distinguished broadcaster, one of the BBC’s finest reporters, he was knighted in 2006.




 





Marine MacBride: Marine McQueen.




 





Marine Tower: Marine Sandy Powell, DSM. Later awarded the MBE for social work with deprived youngsters.




 





Sergeant Walsh: Sergeant Paul McGrath, DSM. Half Welsh, half Irish, and ‘a tough egg’, one of the original squad of 30AU, who took part in the Dieppe Raid, the North Africa landings, the invasion of Sicily and operations in north-west Europe. He and Powell won their DSMs for supporting Hugill at St Pabu, as recounted in Chapter 13.




 





Namesake Peter: Lieutenant-Commander Peter Long, RNVR, who was wounded in a cluster-bomb attack on the unit on D+4.



















CHAPTER ONE





I


“THANK you, Padre, I’ll take the football, and the playing-cards, and the books, but not the dartboard.”


“All right, o’ boy, just as you say. And—er—the very best of luck, you know….”


I thought, I don’t like the way he said that. Too much of the Poor-so-and-so-you-won’t-be-alive-much-longer. I wasn’t feeling too happy about the Operation anyway, and it doesn’t help to have these things rubbed in, however good the intentions may be.


I lit a cigarette and got back into the jeep. We drove on up to London, past road-houses that had done well in the sale of cheap liquor and cheap music before the war, but were now jaded and derelict.


A posse of boy scouts went by dragging a handcart full of bits of ironware.


“That’s the regiment I ought to ’ave joined,” said Ilford (he’s my servant). I must say I felt the same way.


We passed within a hundred yards of my house, but, of course, I couldn’t stop and say “Time of day” or anything. We drove into the Horse Guards and I sent the driver and Ilford to get some lunch. We were meeting Richard and the rest of the convoy at Chelmsford and going on to the Cage from there together.


Dammit, I thought, she knows the date and the place. She knows I’m bound to be in it. I’ll try and get her to have lunch with me. Can’t do any harm.


So I rang up the Air Ministry and she said she couldn’t, but would have a drink with me before lunch. We had a drink at Combined Ops, and it was suggested that I should go and make a third at lunch, with the Jugo-Slav. Like a fool I gave in, I wanted so badly to be in her company a little longer.


A threesome is never very comfortable in such circumstances. I didn’t take to him much and he quite obviously reckoned drains to me. I left early. It wasn’t even a very good lunch.


We rendezvous-ed at Chelmsford and there I arranged for the troops to have fish and chips and tea, at a wayside cafe. Then we set off again for the Cage, which was near Felixstowe.


All the vehicles had been waterproofed for wading, and were making strange chugging and grunting noises. I was riding in the scout car, whose intake had been led up through a pipe the mouth of which was just six inches from my chest. If I turned to see the rest of the convoy the flap of my leather jerkin got sucked down the intake and the scout car stopped. It wasn’t a new vehicle and soon began to stop from other causes every ten miles or so, with a plaintive cough. Never once did it stop near a pub. It wouldn’t. It was that sort of scout car. I began to regard it with loathing.


It was a heart-breakingly fine evening, as though England was taunting us with a glimpse of how lovely she could be, just before our enforced departure for the other side and the unknown. The air was thick with the scent of may and hawthorn, and great banks of magnolia lined the dusty road. I had the remains of a cold, and an abcess under a tooth, but this and the frustration of my lunch-time meeting were gradually becoming of minor importance as we neared the Cage. For there, I knew, we should be cut off from human contact, with nothing to think of but the approaching Day, and nothing to do but prepare ourselves for it.


It became almost a pleasure to be cutting oneself off from normality and to be just an assault troop. I am given to learning poetry by heart, or prose, or anything which does what those things do to me, and I found myself muttering Julian Grenfell’s lines, Into Battle.


(If you don’t like poetry don’t read them. It’s just too bad.)






“The naked earth is warm with Spring,


And with green grass and bursting trees


Leans to the sun’s gaze, glorying,


And quivers in the sunny breeze.


And life is colour and warmth and light,


And a striving evermore for these.


And he is dead who will not fight,


And who dies fighting has increase.







The fighting man shall from the sun


Take life, and warmth from the glowing earth,


Speed with the light-foot winds to run,


And with the trees to newer birth,


And find, when fighting shall be done,


Great rest and fullness after dearth.







All the bright company of heaven


Hold him in their high comradeship,


The Dog-star, and the Sisters Seven,


Orion’s belt, and sworded hip.







The woodland trees that stand together,


They stand to him each one a friend,


They gently speak in windy weather,


They guide to valley and ridge’s end.










The kestrel hovering by day


And the little owls that call by night


Bid him be swift and keen as they,


As keen of ear, as swift of sight.







The blackbird sings to him: Brother, Brother,


If this be the last song you shall sing,


Sing well, for you may not sing another,


Brother, sing!







       .          .          .          .          .







And when the burning moment breaks,


And all things else are out of mind,


And only joy of battle takes


Him by the throat and makes him blind.







Through joy and blindness he shall know


—Not caring much to know—that still


Nor lead nor steel can reach him, so


That it be not the Destined Will.







The thundering line of battle stands,


And in the air death moans and sings,


But Day shall clasp him in strong hands,


And Night shall fold him in soft wings.”








If you do not like it, I repeat, don’t read it. But nowhere else will you find expressed so well what I felt, in common with so many others, the anaesthesia of the time of preparation, the sharpened senses, the excitement carefully kept in the background, the anguish of leaving things and their incomparable loveliness.




*





It was dusk when we reached the Cage and it took us an hour to get the chaps bedded down and the vehicles parked properly and a guard set. Then Richard and I obtained some rather wooden steak and chips and some tea from the cookhouse. The whole thing was very much like one’s first O.T.C. camp; the same smell of grass trodden down under the sun, the same toughness in the meat, the same latrines. Our camp Commandant took us in to drink beer in his mess, which was kind. I’d known him slightly at Oxford.


What the hell was the Navy doing playing at soldiers? he wondered. Commandos, or something, he supposed. Oh, well, never mind. Have the other half.


The camp H.Q. and mess were in a peculiar house with an observatory at one end—for no very good reason—all built in the Neo-water-closet style of 1870 odd. Enter the front door and you are faced by one appalling group of statuary and flanked by another. In the grounds is one of almost every variety of tree. A ha-ha runs along parallel to the front of the house, crowned by an ornamental and entirely functionless gate. Into the ha-ha seeped the O/R’s latrines.


To bed, in a little bell-tent. Last night it had been at the naval barracks, where war is almost unheard of. Some time in the next few days it would be an L.C.T. Thereafter, where?


II


Richard and I spent six days altogether in the Cage. We were later joined by Guy and Roger, but they were busy over last-minute plans in London and could not come at once. When Guy arrived he went down for two days with tonsilitis. As soon as he was up and about—though groggy—Richard had a motor-cycle accident and though he tried to struggle against a temperature of 103 until the very day we sailed, he had finally to be disembarked and sent to hospital.


This all meant that I had to do most of the donkey-work, the filling-in of bumf (not much but quite enough, just like peace-time travel to the Continent) and the indenting for missing equipment and so forth. I had also to keep an eye on the Marines we had been granted as working and fighting party. They were a poor lot, as Marines go, and the sergeant in charge of them wasn’t any real use. So that there was plenty to do.


For which I was grateful. I spoke just now of the anaesthesia of preparation. It is a real quantity, as the mathematicians say. There would be an outbreak of pilfering among the men, which had to be stopped. Marine Stiggins would lose his mess tins twice daily (after meals). An hour on the rifle range would be a good idea. Listing of equipment must be done. The scout car must be turned in and a new one drawn. Weapons must be inspected, pay drawn, kit mustered. Oh, a hundred and fifty things. One had to do them. They did not take up much time or much thought, but they served to keep one from gnawing the knuckle of apprehension. One could sink oneself in them.


In the camp with us were about 3,500 other men, 7th Armoured Division, R.E., Gunners, all kinds. There was a feeling of confidence and strength there all the time, and it was as though each man communicated telepathically to his neighbour.


My God! I’m frightened. I hate this, but I wouldn’t miss it for all the beer in Blighty. It’s bound to go well. It’s got to.


(“And he shall strip his sleeve and bare his scars. And say ‘These wounds I had on Crispin’s day.’”)


I say again. One was frightened, but one wouldn’t miss it. It was going to be history.


Of 3,500 men in that camp, quite a number were veterans from Africa and Sicily and Italy. They had been rushed home for a month’s leave, and then re-equipped ready for this Operation. For many of them that month’s leave was the first month in England since 1940. For some it was a month of bitterness and disappointment: wives gone off with other men, children strangers to their fathers, houses destroyed by bombs…. To some the Mediterranean had given malaria, and now they would have recurrence of the disease. They would lie swathed in blankets, shivering and miserable. But would they go to hospital?


“No, doc, me temperature’s only 104; couldn’t I stay here till it drops. If I go to hospital I miss the party, see. Please, doc, have a go….” No single malingerer was found among them.


(“… And in the camp their most felicitie was hope of fight with the ennemie….”)


Time stood still after the first three days, as we waited for the word to embark. The weather changed. Rain came, and wind.


“If they have to postpone it more than three days because of weather, it will mean a fortnight’s, a month’s wait”, it was said.


The order to marshal was given. We marshalled our vehicles. We returned to camp and stood listlessly around, or sat in the bar, when it was open. We talked endlessly, and somewhat hopelessly, of ourselves, and how little use we should be after the war, of the waste of our education, and of how little we could show for it. We discovered acquaintances in common and decided we didn’t really like them.


The Tank chaps were a little aloof from the rest of us. They went about in corduroy trousers varying in colour from olive-green to crimson, and with coloured foulard scarves. They were the real veterans, and they knew it. We thought them a trifle blasé. They were.


Then Roger arrived at length.


“Is it still on, in spite of the weather?” I asked him.


He nodded. “It’s got to be, more or less, or some bloody fool will spill it.”


I thought of the woman in the Stationery Office who’d been imprisoned for telling her friends she knew what the area of operations would be. “Heavens,” I said to myself, “so many people know the place. So many people. They must have some idea on the other side.”


I mustered the troops so that Roger could speak to them.


“Good evening, all of you,” he said. “It’s very nice to see you all. We’re going abroad together. I can’t tell you where, yet, or when, but soon. We shall go ashore on D-day, though not in the first wave. But all of you will have something to talk about, going in on D-day.


“Two Commandos are clearing the beaches, and we shall be with 50 and 51 Divisions and the 7th Armoured Division, so we’re in good company. Captain Jeffries is taking his troop in a little earlier with the Canadians and with 41 and 48 Commandos, and we shall join with them later on, on D+1.


“Everyone, from Admiral Ramsey and General Montgomery downwards, is convinced that it’s going to go magnificently….


“Well, I won’t keep you. You’ll hear more later.”


Roger is in some respects the most remarkable person I know. I cannot describe him accurately, but he has something truly Elizabethan about him, in the most admirable sense. When you see him, with that small beard and moustache, you think exactly that. And you are quite right.


The troops dismissed and Roger and I went back to wash. I had stripped off and was covered with lather, when a sergeant marched into the tent, and saluting smartly, asked if I was Captain K? I wasn’t. What does one do when saluted in the nude? There ought to be a law against it.


The movement control officer called a meeting. It was announced over the loud hailer, and you could feel the atmosphere click into tension.


Roger and Guy and I went together, as we were all sailing on different L.C.T.


There was a good deal of paper-shuffling and some whispering. A slightly fussy little man mounted the dais.


Without paying much attention I heard him going over the movement orders.


“… and, gentlemen, I must impress on you that any orders I give for the marking of your vehicles must be carried out. I don’t care if your colonel doesn’t agree. These are orders of 21st Army Group and MUST BE CARRIED OUT. This is specially important now because… … THE FIRST DAY OF EMBARKATION IS TO-MORROW.”


Again, a heightening of the tension, a quickly taken breath here and there, and a stiffening of the back. Silence for about half a minute. Then, relaxation. No need to worry now. It’s all set. No need to worry, nothing to be done, no need to worry, nothing to be done, no need….


III


Someone had stayed up too late talking and smoking and drinking with his friends, someone who had to be up at four, who had a long day ahead of him, who didn’t want to do what he was going to do this day. It isn’t someone else, you fool, it’s you yourself. And it’s four o’clock now. Come along then, wakey, wakey. Show a leg. Go and rouse the others: Party A have got to breakfast (last hot meal before embarkation, the camp commandant said) and be at their vehicles at 0530….


Somehow I struggled out, and Roger’s party and Guy’s were wakened and got down to the vehicles. I stood with Roger, talking, while Guy’s party moved off. Some soldiers were sitting in a T.C.V., fully equipped, waiting to move off, a marching party. They were looking somewhat Men 40—Horses 8. Roger said:


“Come away, I can’t stand this.”


The men were singing, as British soldiers invariably do, even when cheerful, a doleful little song about someone else’s unsuccessful love affair.


I looked at Roger. He had gone rather pale.


A little while, and he got into the armoured car.


“I’ll meet you on the Hard,” he said, “and fix our rendezvous in France. I’ll know by then which sector of the beach we’re landing on, I hope.”


I went back to the camp and had lunch with the commandant, and with Oliver, who’d also been at Oxford with me. I was growing a beard and looked a bit scruffy, but nobody seemed to mind.


It seemed that the only thing to do until the starting time at 1730 was to sleep, so I did. I woke again at 1600 and had my meal, then I packed and said good-bye to my bell-tent, which I had grown to like.


It is strange how one’s mood changes. I had been thinking all afternoon, in the intervals of sleep: Good Lord, I haven’t got wind-up. I’m not worrying about chances of survival. This is grand. But, once in the jeep, cruising slowly along to the start point, I felt a chilly grip at the pit of the stomach. We drove slowly on, taking three hours to do not more than ten miles. All along the route, civilians, who had been told off to keep indoors, came to their garden gates to wave us good-bye. We looked at them without interest. They belonged to one world, we to another.


And yet, how one mentally grasped out to reach at a final familiar sight, an early nineteenth century house with roses on it, magnolias by the roadside, a mother holding her children by the shoulders to keep them by her, as they watched us go past.


All along the route too, private people brought out jugs of tea, coffee and cocoa, and home-cut sandwiches. It was damn good of them, but again, how valedictory and therefore how ever-so-slightly disagreeable. The sun came out and shone hotly on us. I felt my face beginning to burn. My black mood continued, and the wheels of the jeep rolled me and the others inexorably on.


Roger sent back a despatch rider to fetch me up to him just before he went on board. I was glad, because he had to fix a rendezvous with me, and also because he had all the rum.


He and Guy were standing on the Hard. It was just like being in a boat race crew before the start. We fixed the rendezvous, and I got some maps and a jar of rum packed up.


It didn’t look as if I should see the two of them again before we landed.


“Good-bye, Roger,” I said, “and for Pete’s sake take care of yourself. Good-bye, Guy.” It was as though our feet had brought us to the end of the world. It was awful.


I packed myself and my goods on to the pillion of the motor-cycle and bumped back to my party.


Apathetically I noted the names the chaps had painted on their vehicles, Atalanta, Fair Maid o’ Perth, Grumpy, and the usual Margaret, Vicky, Babs, Mary, etc. One suitably named was Miss Carriage, a broken-down 3-ton lorry.


We passed a squadron of heavy tanks whose crews took on something of the mechanical appearance of their charges, as they marshalled them in the strong sunlight.


It was all very tense, very efficient and very urgent. (“… I see you stand like greyhounds in the slips, straining upon the start….”)


By twilight-time we were in the embarkation box. An army officer told me to get my chaps bedded down near their vehicles. There were slit trenches around in case of air raids, and many Bofors guns were manned all round us. I changed the men’s money into francs. They knew, at last, which country they were going to. I wrote a last letter to her, and I remember saying in it, knowing it wouldn’t be posted till long after D-day:


“… how nice it is to be at the pointed end of a thing like this.”


But I didn’t really think so.


Corporal Twigg announced suddenly:


“Mygawd, sir, I’veleftmetommy-gun be’ind.” (All in one breath).


That’s the sort of thing they were doing. Ullage, I thought, and reported it to the R.C.R.P. Half an hour later, a new tommy gun, complete with ammunition and cleaning gear was brought. The Army was like that all through. Every smallest detail was allowed for. Four years ago, the Navy used to refer to the Army with withering scorn, as these pongos; often, these flicking pongos. The term pongo, now, is one of endearment, almost of admiration.


And rightly so.


No sooner were we bedded down, than an order came to embark, after all. So we moved on to the Hard, and there embarked, with the least possible fuss. The tension had departed with the daylight. We were all on board by 0145.


Two bulldozers pushed us off and the troops began to doss down again, quite cheerfully, sleeping in the most unlikely places, on the hoods of lorries, curled up in jeeps, snuggled up on camouflage nets, lying in scuppers—anywhere. We were in an L.C.T.III, and these have no accommodation for officers or men. There were 66 of us on board.


A sapper captain in charge of the Army party on board, issued a can of self-heating soup all round. He was, for some reason, called Egg by his intimates. It was an unsuitable name, unless eggs have spectacles and bushy black hair.


I went aft to try and find the captain of the L.C.T. It was pitch black, but I found a ladder and mounted it. My nostrils were assailed by a smell of livestock, and the ladder seemed to lead nowhere. I flashed a torch and found myself being glared at by an infuriated rabbit. I had disturbed its beauty sleep.


We had to leave the skipper alone for another half hour as the strong tide bore us on to the boom at the river mouth. Eventually, however, we got him to let us sleep on the deck in the wardroom, which three men can do without too much squash. There were four of us, two pongos and myself, and a sub R.N.V.R. We were so damn tired that it didn’t matter, and we slept like logs till 0800.


We were on board for three days before we sailed. They were days of apathy and indigestion, of struggle against the dirt of an L.C.T., of fits of depression, of laying in stores of sleep. I mustered my men two or three times daily, briefed them, inspected weapons, gave them playing cards and books. They seemed quite happy. There was, fortunately, a holiday spirit throughout the whole force, and nothing that discomfort, postponement, or boredom could do was able to dispel it.


Roger rowed over in a ship’s dinghy to see me. We drank some gin. He said he’d found me asleep with my mouth open, and snoring. I threw a book at him which bounced off his head and over the side.


“Your beard’s coming on, little man,” he said. “It’s just like the hair you see on a very small mouse. What do you do to make it grow, eh?” (He pulled it. It hurt.)


“Oh, water it, stroke it, and tell it little stories,” I answered. “Do you want me to examine you and see if you possess a navel? Because you’re going the right way about it.”


We chivied one another a bit, and then he returned to his L.C.T.


Many aircraft passed and re-passed overhead all day. They all appeared to be ours—or at least made no openly hostile move at us.


I pulled over to see Roger again just before twilight. He was looking dejected and being laboriously civil to the skipper of his L.C.T. When the skipper left us, Roger said in an exasperated way: “That young blighter ought to be ashamed of the state his ship’s in. He’s got no idea. Bah!”


Roger made his name in Coastal Forces, and has very strong ideas about how a ship should look. I agree generally, but how can a man take any pride in a cow of a vessel like an L.C.T.? I said: “Don’t come the heavy commanding officer, Roger. Your M.G.B. wouldn’t have had much chance to look tiddley if it had been inhabited half its time by four or five dozen pongos with hobnailed boots and nowhere much to park their carcases.”


We talked lazily on, avoiding reference to the fact that, all being well, we should sail on the morning tide. I was loth to leave, as, back in my own L.C.T. I was so subject to fits of lonely depression, but in the end I pulled back, and forced myself into a slightly uneasy sleep.


Morning came, a fine sunny Sunday morning, but with a brisk wind that sent little waves flinging against the ship’s sides with flurries of spray. It would be rough outside.


No sailing orders came, and by 1100 it was obvious that things had been put off 24 hours. The rest of the day was rather an anti-climax, an unpleasant one. The Army kindly sent on board the Sunday papers, to keep the troops amused. They still seemed cheerful enough, and there was no tooth-sucking, which I’d have expected to hear, after so many days’ inaction and discomfort.


Early next morning I was up and went up on the bridge to find the skipper opening his sealed orders. He’d had the Open Sesame signal. He passed me over a pink signal form on which was typed a laconic little message: D-day is Tuesday, June 6th. H-hour is 0725.


Just that, no more.


We sailed, and I took a last look at the gentle beauty of the banks of the Orwell at Pin Mill and Wolverstone, and nooks and crannies I used to know when sailing in peacetime. Then I told the marines off to man the L.C.T.’s Oerlikons, and made sure they had their lifebelts on.


Sixteen hours from now, I thought, the paratroops will be jumping. Twenty-four hours from now the first men will be wading ashore. I hoped that all would go as planned. Our convoy seemed very soft-skinned to be landing on D-day.


We passed an admiral’s barge manned by Wrens. As each successive L.C.T. waddled by a chief yeoman of signals semaphored “Good luck,” and the bunting on the bridge acknowledged.


Our L.C.T. No. 7073 was one of 70-odd petrol-driven boats ordered in a hurry in November, 1943. Most L.C.T. are Diesel-driven, but there must have been some petrol engines left over or something. The fumes from the smoke stack were unpleasant, and I don’t suppose anything more unwieldy has been commissioned by Their Lordships of the Admiralty since the days of Pepys, except perhaps a floating dock.


She began to throw herself about in a half-hearted way as soon as we crossed the bar.


We assembled in two columns which stretched for miles. Before losing sight of Roger’s L.C.T., I semaphored a rude message, and he replied in kind.


Force L was under way; we were in Flotilla 16, Squadron V.


Finish, I thought, as we crossed the bar, the bright day is done and we are for the dark.
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