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            For George, Sophia and Arlo.

Do the best that you can at whatever you do.

            
                

            

            This story, told by your Great Grandfather,

sets a fine example of doing just that.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Sincere thanks to Sally Townsend for providing the illustrations included within this book
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            Foreword

            David Townsend

         

         Signing up on his 20th Birthday on the 13th June 1940, my father embarked on a journey, through the Second World War that would last until his homecoming from Burma in July 1946. In that time he would start ‘in the sand’ in North Africa, would gain a commission in the Indian Army and would become a specialist in tank transport, providing tanks and ammunition to the front line in the Battle of Imphal; a battle that lasted for four months between March to July 1943 and cost over 60,000 lives.

         When the move south to ‘retake Burma’ started he was seconded to the 19th “Dagger” Division under the enigmatic leader, Major General ‘Napoleon’ Rees and, having delivered both Tanks and Gurkhas to their forward positions, would be one of the first two ‘Service Wallahs’ into Mandalay. A further secondment to the 2nd British Division would see him arrive in Rangoon shortly after its fall in March 1945. Here he would ‘save the General’, ensuring that the next Governor of Burma was not late for his first meeting with Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, ‘the Supremo’.

         These and other equally surprising stories are told with a sense of humour, with an appreciation of the countries and of the people and very often without due regard for the evident dangers that were all around. At heart it is an adventure. A young man in his twenties visiting lands that he would never otherwise have visited. Leading convoys for 1200 miles across India before he was 23 and becoming a Major when still only 25.

         Perhaps a quote from April ’44 will give you some idea of what is to come:

         “We’ve Japs on three sides, the main road to the outside world is our (only) exit; we live just the same, eat just the same (and will go on eating OK for months and months and even if the grub should run low it’s dropped like manna from heaven – good old RAF), drink wallop, write home and work just the same – and boy we’ve got some lovely guns.”

         Yet, in the same month he writes: “Quite a bit of mail has arrived including the Income Tax quiz! Imagine, here’s us with Japs three miles away in one direction, being soothed to sleep each night by the comforting sound of our guns and some twerp manages to find a form which asks, ‘Do you reside abroad for the sake of your health?’ and ‘Do you claim to be a British subject – if so on what grounds?’, ‘Are you a member of a missionary society?!’

         From a personal perspective the amazing thing was that so little of this story had been learned from the man himself. I knew that he had served at least in part in Burma. I knew he had been involved in convoys and tank transport but very little else – except that his bad back, a constant problem, was the result of “riding in a jeep over dire roads for too many years.” He, like many others returning from Burma, chose not to share his tales.

         In 2011, while clearing out my mother’s loft we found a ‘hoard’ of letters. There were over 500. The majority written to my father’s family but over 100 written to one Connie Pead, a stranger, who became his pen-friend early in 1944 and later became his wife. It was not until the Covid lockdowns of 2020 that there was time to give these letters the attention that they deserved. It became an all-consuming project which provided an excellent diversion from the many restraints and difficulties posed by the pandemic. A group of friends as well as family eagerly awaited the instalments as they became available and from that this volume has now emerged.

         The battles fought between 1943 and 1945 to regain control of Burma from the Japanese have often been referred to as ‘The Forgotten War’ fought by ‘The Forgotten Army’. This story brings to life just what it was like to be there from start to finish. It is not a story of ‘blood and guts’. It is the story of a young man from a very unassuming background, growing up fast, readily accepting all responsibilities put his way in very challenging circumstances and living the adventure to the full. The re-take of Burma is certainly a part of the Second World War that has received less publicity than it deserves.

          I hope that you enjoy reading this whole extraordinary story as much as I have enjoyed putting it together.
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            Laying the Foundations

            June 1940 – April 1942
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            CHAPTER 1

            Setting the Scene

         

         INTRODUCTION

         Part One of this story will take you from the date that Dad joined the army on his 20th birthday, the 13th June 1940, through his training in Yorkshire, his first assignments in Aldershot and Barry Island in South Wales and then on to Egypt.

         As he arrives in Egypt he starts on the banks of the Bitter Lakes near Suez where the Germans are laying mines each night. After just a few weeks he is posted to Benghazi but, as Erwin Rommel surprises all with the speed of his advance from Tripoli, he is asked to return. By the time he returns, orders have been issued for the majority of his regiment to be posted to Greece. In his absence someone else has filled his spot; that stroke of fate, missing that posting to Greece, changed his whole future war experience.

         Within weeks a new assignment follows, working in the Transport Logistics Department at Middle East HQ in Cairo. He will stay here for a year, supporting the needs of the Western Desert Campaign and the 8th Army in their attempts to overcome the ingenuity of Rommel and the strength of his Panzer divisions. A year which would see the pendulum of success move both ways, with the most decisive battles at El Alamein yet to come.

         Whilst the Desert Campaign in Africa was continuing British forces had suffered their biggest ever retreat in Burma. The Japanese had attacked Rangoon in December 1941 and by the middle of 1942 there were no longer any Allied troops left on Burmese soil. The 900 miles from Rangoon in the south to the safety of India in the north had cost more than 13,000 British and Indian casualties.

         The Allies were now regrouping, rebuilding their forces to retake Burma and were seeking to increase the number of British Officers in the Indian Army. Seeing a related bulletin for such recruits, Dad applied for a commission in the Indian Army in January ’42. He was successful and this section finishes with him catching a boat in April ’42 destined for Bombay (now Mumbai) and an incredible adventure. Still only 21, he was the youngest of 25 successful applicants that had been selected. The true adventure had now begun.

         THE WAR IN EUROPE IN JUNE 1940

         To set the scene, first a little about what was happening as Dad joined up. Just two weeks before he signed up on the 13th June 1940, the evacuation of Dunkirk had taken place. It had been nine months since Germany had invaded Poland, on 1st September 1939, and although the period up to the spring of 1940 had been quiet enough, things were now going dramatically wrong from a British perspective.

         By the end of 1939 Poland had effectively been divided up between Germany and their collaborator, Russia. Britain introduced food rationing in January 1940 but for the most part, time was spent in preparing for what was expected to come. The term ‘the phoney war’ which was often applied to this period, was well earned.

         Things began to heat up when Germany invaded both Norway and Denmark in April 1940. Denmark surrendered but Norway, with support from Britain and France, did not. On 10th May, the same day as Winston Churchill replaced Neville Chamberlain as British Prime Minister, Germany invaded France, Belgium and Holland. This was the start of the ‘Blitzkrieg’ or ‘lightning war’. Germany’s combination of fast armoured tanks on land and superiority in the air was devastating. They quickly overcame the superior numbers of French and Belgium forces, even though the British Expeditionary Force had been sent to help them.

         Holland and Belgium fell by the end of May and by the 27th the evacuation from Dunkirk had started. So, by the time my father signed up on the 13th June it was all happening! On the day after he signed up, on 14th June, Paris would fall.

         Joining the Royal Army Service Corp (RASC)

         It is not surprising that, with all that was going on, there were many who wanted to ‘sign up’ and ‘do their bit’. It is clear too that by ‘volunteering’ there was an element of choice as to which of the services you could join.

         Dad chose to go into the Royal Army Service Corp (RASC), the prime function of which is more aligned to ‘Services and Supply’ than to direct combat. A section of the Army where he evidently thought that his work experience, as a clerk in local government, could be better utilised than being a ‘man at arms’. By the time the six years covered by this story are over however, any thought of this being a ‘soft option’ can be firmly dismissed!

         THE ONGOING WAR: JULY – DECEMBER 1940

         Whilst Dad was undertaking his initial Army training, the Battle of Britain was getting underway. This started in July and was the first battle to be fought solely in the air. Keep this in mind as you read of ‘air raid duties’ in the coming pages.

         Britain secured a first narrow but hugely important victory. Britain had more planes than the Germans but not as many pilots and the heroics of the pilots we did have, coupled with radar, were all important to our success. As a consequence by the end of October Hitler called off his planned UK invasion.

         As the Battle of Britain concluded The Blitz commenced. This was the term given to the systematic bombing of British cities. Amongst the first properties to be affected was Dad’s home address in Walthamstow E17. It would be a full year before there was once again ‘a family home’ in that area.

         And so to the letters

         As far as possible the whole story is copied direct from ‘the letters’ and the date of the letter is given as part of the heading. Where the writing is mine, such as this chapter and the occasional note or explanation, then I have used italics. These additions will hopefully assist understanding, provide useful background and help to put things into context.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 2

            Initial Training and First Assignments

            June – December 1940

         

         JUNE ’40

         
Sign Up Papers
These were signed on 13th  June 1940.


         JULY / AUGUST ’40

         
SOWERBY BRIDGE Training Camp – Yorkshire|

July/Aug 1940 (2 undated letters)


         Settling In

         I have now really settled down and have hardly anything to complain about. The Officers, NCO’s and instructors are all nice fellows, no bullies, always ready to help. So far, I have not come across one chap who has not been decent to get on with even though I mix with about 500 a day.

         The variety of chaps here is amazing. There are lots of Scots and Welshmen and every town in England seems to be represented. I still find it hard to understand an Irishman and a Scot having an argument – they always seem to be in such earnest. Possibly they do not understand each other, anyway.

         The Routine

         We have to get up at six each morning and be washed, shaved, dressed, have bed made, blankets and great coat folded, kit ready for inspection and boots and buttons polished and be on the parade ground by 6.45.

         Breakfast at 7.30, parade at 8.20, dinner at 12.45, parade 1.15, tea 5.10 and the rest of the time is ours. Most of our spare time is spent on cleaning. The rifle has to be cleaned daily and we have drilled with it until our hands are sore.

         Each morning and afternoon is divided into four periods and include foot drill, rifle drill, weapons training and PT with occasional sessions on map reading, gas lectures and later on, driving instruction. Our training officially started last Tuesday, and we have been told that if we are good at our drills and training, we will leave in a month, if not, any time after that.

         Air Raid Warnings

         I mentioned the air raid warning on Monday night. Well, we had one on Tuesday and again on Thursday. It seems we are called up at the yellow warnings and we never have had a red. (Yellow coding was for ‘wardens to gather at their posts – public not informed’, red was ‘air raid imminent’ and Green ‘raid has passed’.)

         Nevertheless, dressing at any time between 12 and 4 am is no fun so we are told we can go back to sleep fully dressed. I have it to a fine art and last night was asleep in five minutes (no bed and with a kit bag for a pillow)!

         Food and Fatigues

         We have just had breakfast (2 sausages apiece and no complaints). They seem very fond of giving us tinned tomatoes – we have them at least 3 or 4 times a week, with bacon for breakfast. Food in fact is easy to get. If you feel very hungry you just get on the end of the table and help serve. As there are about 30 men to each table and no control of the dishes it is easy to get one or two extra and then share them out. Clever what!

         We have now started regular fatigues, every fourth day. I mentioned Friday’s washing up; that was not too bad. Even better was on Monday when we went to the baths – I was near the front and I and another chap were detailed to be bath orderlies for the afternoon. We had to fill the baths, empty when finished, clean out and fill again. I missed all the drills for the afternoon and was sweating away in the baths wearing trousers and boots only. Picture me like this telling the Company Sergeant Major (CSM) that his bath was ready. I found it hard to keep a straight face.

         To make up for this work, I picked the best bath, with shower attached and spent three quarters of an hour wallowing. It was really good, especially as I had been tipping the other fellows out after about ten minutes.

         And as things continue

         Marching has now become automatic; in fact, we look like a chain gang at a prison. Rifle drill is one of the most tiring periods, mine weighs about 10lbs and to hold it in any one position for long becomes painful.

         We have started PT and I am beginning to feel the effects of it. We have all sorts of exercises and games and today we are going to have boxing lessons. At first it makes your legs as stiff as boards but later it just makes a pleasant change from drilling.

         I have now to parade, with tin hat, gas mask and rifle – the morning’s work.

         Training was satisfactorily completed without further incident and the next posting was to Aldershot.

         SEPTEMBER ’40

         
ALDERSHOT
19-09-40


         Please excuse my silence recently but things have been moving fast and it has left me rather staggered.

         To begin at the beginning. The office I was in was known as the ‘Training Company and P.A.D. [Passive Air Defence] Office’. Last Saturday a new captain arrived to take charge of the Training Company and when he arrived, he just sacked the existing officers on the spot, describing their training system in good Army language. He refused to take over the P.A.D. and so transferred the officers to put them in charge of all air raid duties, he himself dealing with training only.

         The sergeant under whom I was working was also taken and the captain asked me if I could do his job. I said I could and was made chief clerk on the spot and now I have to pick out men for guards, fatigues and everything else. We have no typewriter or duplicator but even so, by borrowing and ‘using for a few minutes’, I have so far managed to print the orders (30 copies) each day.

         By the looks of things, I am due to get a few stripes when the company is established because now I have three chaps under me but of course everything could flop and we’ll all go back to the square. Even so, it’s good fun being at the centre of things. The Captain (only about 30) knows what he wants and means to get it.

         I tackled him about the ‘Duty Clerk’ job, which means sleeping in the office and being wakened by every air raid warning. He went into the matter and found that our main job was to be on the spot to call out defence platoons, should an invasion occur. So, we still have to sleep in the office, but no more phone calls, so I will sleep in peace.

         So don’t worry about me, I mean to settle in to ‘my new position’ – it’s surprising how popular one becomes when you have to put the guards on etc…

         “I say old chap, could you arrange that I don’t go on guard over the week-end as it’s my wedding anniversary,” or “You might fix it so that I go on leave the same time as so and so.”

         Duties continued at Aldershot until a posting to Barry Island, South Wales in November ’40.

         NOVEMBER ’40

         
BARRY ISLAND
Undated: ‘Wednesday Dinner Time’


         Address: RASC, No 4 section, Draft RCIHC, Barry, Wales

         Please note change of address and new draft. This draft is called the ‘Tiger Draft’ which makes me the youngest cub.

         We have all settled down well – straw paillasses [a mattress consisting of a thin pad filled with straw or sawdust] over wire beds, paraffin oil heater and have treated ourselves to enamel mugs and plates to help the food go down better. The food has improved, the weather has improved, and everything is rosy. In fact, we are all enjoying ourselves.

         The locals apologised for the weather we had the first two days, since then it has been lovely, and we went rock climbing yesterday in glorious sunshine. A destroyer and a large liner were anchored opposite our little bay and we went out as far as possible over the rocks to see them – I might add that they left during the night, so we have no reason to go on the sand today.

         I have been put in the office again and this time I have a captain and two lieutenants to look after. Today I have been dealing with pay. I seem to be going from strength to strength!

         If I am lucky, I will stay in this office – the section office of No 4 detachment – until we get wherever we are going. It will suit me fine – no guards or other awkward fatigues.

         
Christmas Tales
27-12-40


         I am sorry I did not mention Christmas in my last letter, but we had lost all account of time and I did not realise it was so close until after I had sent the news. I had better give you the programme as it occurred:

         Christmas Eve a few of us had a night out in Barry Dock (quite a nice town!). Percy went to the café where we have palled up with the owner and on Christmas morning, he came up to me and whispered that we were invited out to tea – no complaints!

         There was a church parade on Christmas morning, but I arranged that Percy, myself and another chap did not go on it. Instead, I found enough official business that had to be done in Barry and shared it amongst the three of us and we trooped down the road that connects the island to the mainland, convinced the guard that we were working and then went for a walk.

         It was really fine – a beautiful day and we walked right along the coast and fitted in a bit of rock climbing to give us an appetite. We arrived back at barracks just in time for dinner – and what a dinner!

         The most important thing is that we had tablecloths! The spread on them was A1. Plates of meat, dates, apples, oranges, a packet of cigarettes and a bar of chocolate for everyone ; – and BEER. The dinner itself was roast beef, roast pork, cabbage and roast potatoes, all served up by the officers, plus Christmas pudding (2 helpings) – and once again BEER.

         Actually, I only had one mug of beverage and even then, by calling the Major, commanding the draft and ordering a bottle of lemonade from him (he had to fetch it himself!). I mixed myself a shandy and dined in style.

         An hour and a half later when we were pouring out, they called for volunteers for washing up. As no one felt like it they were detailed (you, you and you) – I was the last ‘you’ but by a bit of clever work I walked up to the door of the washhouse and while the sergeant in charge was looking for some more mugs, I about turned and hopped it. No washing up so soon after dinner for me!

         At four-o-clock we went to tea. I have seldom been made more at home by strangers – there were four soldiers and their wives staying in the rooms above the café and they and we (the three musketeers) were entertained marvellously.

         Tea consisted of fruit salad, trifles, blancmange, jellies and cakes – then plenty of fun and at midnight, supper – a supper that could only be turned out by someone used to catering in style. Food, sweets and drinks if necessary were showered upon us and at one-o-clock Boxing Day we began to adjourn.

         We could not repay them in any way, so we offered to do the washing up – just for fun – and so we turned ourselves into a fatigue party and cleared up in an amazingly efficient manner.

         When we left, Mrs Ireland, our hostess, invited us to tea etc that night – it was already Boxing Day! We accepted but stipulated that we would arrive in time to wash up the dinner things and so Christmas Day ended by us tiptoeing into the billets at 1.45 am Boxing Day. I climbed up into my bunk, without waking the chap beneath.

         On Boxing Day, we repeated the dose, arriving in time for washing up – then having a ‘light’ tea (mince pies, cakes, fruit salad etc.) and dinner at 9 pm. What a dinner (chicken, Christmas pud and all the frills)! It left us gasping and tired and eventually we got to bed at 2.30 this morning. Please note we are going to bed early tonight!

         And yet another trick!

         The smartest thing that has happened occurred at dinner on Christmas Day. An Officer got six men to carry two-quart bottles of beer each into the mess room. They were checked at the outside door and again inside, yet two bottles reposed in one of the beds in our billet after dinner!

         What happened was that one of the boys, after being checked inside, turned round while no one was looking and marched out on the end of the file of men who were leaving – and no-one noticed his two bonnie babes!

         Tropical kit issued

         We have been issued with our tropical kit and today we are to collect 50 rounds of ammunition each – then we will have everything; ready to move at an hours’ notice.

         The most likely thing is that we will leave in the middle of the night by train for Glasgow and the Clyde (no troops leave Barry Docks!) The train doors are locked when you get in and you go straight on to the ship and are not allowed off again.

         The office work is going well – all I am going to do today is sit by the officer and show the lads where to sign for their pay – tough job!

         
Time to leave

4 -1-41


         We are leaving here today – at least our kit bags have gone – and we are to be paid again at 7o/c tonight. Destination is still unknown, rumour says Glasgow or Liverpool.

         We will be terribly sorry to leave here. Last night was the first since Christmas that I had been in bed before midnight and that was because there was a role call at 10.30 pm. Mrs Ireland has given us the run of her house and café – I am writing this in the lounge – and we spend all our spare time here. I served up poached egg on toast for two customers today! We have been taken out to whist drives and socials and had a marvellous time.

         Last Tuesday we went to a party at a church for the Sunday School teachers and boy, Sunday School teachers aren’t all the vicars would like to think they are!

         The next night one of Mrs Ireland’s friends asked us out to tea and this was followed by a whist drive. Frank (the chap from Shropshire) won first gents prize and I got second. The prizes were cigarettes and as neither of us smoke the lads in our billet did rather well.

         Sounds of war

         Thursday’s raid on Cardiff (7 miles away) did not affect us at all. Guns were going a lot and the nearest bomb fell a mile away, but it upset the locals a bit (It’s the first heavy raid they have had.)

         By the time of the next letter the UK has been left behind and the next stage of the adventure had begun.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 3

            The Sea Journey to Egypt

            January – March 1941 

         

         JANUARY ’41

         
At Sea
17-1-41


         For some time now I have been a sailor and so far, I am enjoying the experience (if only the ship would keep still)!

         Sleeping in hammocks at night and gazing into the void during the day is now becoming a habit. So far, the sea has not been rough – but at times the swell makes the ship pitch like a duck. Percy and Frank have both been seasick but yours truly is feeling fine.

         We left Barry in style, marching out late at night wearing overcoats and topees [pith helmets]. Overcoats have since been discarded.

         Travelling as we have been, our time has differed from yours and we have had to put our watches back two hours. The first hour was delayed a day or two and so we paraded at 9.30 one morning in the dark and were on deck at 8 pm in day light. That has since been remedied and the hours of daylight are back to normal.

         FEBRUARY ’41

         
Three weeks later – a port of call

5-2-41


         The voice from the deep bids you all the very best. I can assure you that I am having the time of my life and spend half my time prowling round the ship looking for cool spots, while you, no doubt, are finding it difficult to keep warm.

         Since I last wrote we have called at a port (to remain unknown per the censor).1 It was in one of the world’s hot spots and although we were there during the local winter, the heat at times was intense. The temperature on our mess deck was 130 degrees [54 Centigrade!] and we heard a delicious rumour, unconfirmed, that it was the coldest winter they had had for nine years.

         We had previously changed into tropical kit and had been sleeping on deck but while in port no sleeping on deck was allowed owing to the danger of mosquitoes.

         As soon as we arrived in port (well, anchored half a mile offshore), natives in their small canoes and boats soon surrounded our ship, selling oranges, bananas, pineapples, mangroves, other doubtful fruit, fish, eggs and baskets.

         We had been warned not to buy anything from them, especially fruit, to avoid bringing disease aboard, so we concentrated on the entertainers. Their speciality was diving out of their light canoes and retrieving coins thrown into the water. It would appear that it is one of the most profitable jobs in the district because the competition is great.

         All the natives speak very good English (or very bad if they dive after a shilling and find it is only a halfpenny covered with silver paper) and some bartering gets heated. The first diver to come alongside sang ‘The Lambeth Walk ‘and ‘Tipperary’, which of course made us ready to expect anything from the crowd that followed.

         Happy to leave again

         Although we had been glad to see land, it was with distinct relief that we left because the heat was a bit too great to be pleasant. Once out to sea again and everything was OK. Also, we had a daily dose of quinine while near land and we were not at all sorry to finish with that.

         It is surprising how easy it is to fill our spare time. There is often something interesting to see over the side – flying fish, rainbows, passing ships and the phosphorescence of the water – but most of our time is spent either reading or playing cards. There is also plenty of entertainment provided – boxing, concerts, spelling bees and talent competitions. So, you can see that we don’t find it monotonous.

         When we crossed the Equator the ‘crossing-the-line’ ceremony was held. Father Neptune ‘came aboard’ and held a mock court which resulted in several chaps being shaved with a piece of wood and ducked in a canvas tank of water.

         The show piece was most unexpected, especially to the participants – a sergeant and a corporal were thrown in fully clothed – even wearing their topees and it provided the best laugh we have had.

         
A second port of call – three weeks later

27-2-41


         I assure you that I have never felt (or looked) so healthy before. I have had some shore leave [Durban] and after being at sea for six weeks, the sight of cars and shops was a pleasant change.

         We sighted land after breakfast and docked at 2 pm. From the sea the town looked impressive, with big modern buildings stretching right along the front, but when we went ashore at 6 pm, the lights and the size of the buildings took our breath away.

         The buildings are anything up to 20 storeys high, every window alight. Neon signs, shops and streets are brilliant and car headlights simply blaze. I found later that there is hardly a chimney pot in the city – it is completely electrified – and do they make the most of it!

         My pals (Percy and Frank) and I walked to the centre of the town, refusing all offers of sudden death in a rickshaw.

         The transport situation is a strange mixture of old and new; rickshaws, pulled by curiously garbed natives, Bantus, and high powered, streamlined taxis – both are expensive if you don’t haggle with the native. However, we just wandered and gazed and eventually got lost behind the town.

         A car pulled up and the driver offered us a lift. He was an Indian and proved to be a wonderful chap. He had travelled all over England, India, and S. Africa and seemed to know London better than I. We were soon all eagerly discussing England as it is, as it was and will be and our host combined this with a drive around the town. He finally left us at a hotel with an invitation to dinner the following evening.

         We then began to quench our slaked throats. A limit had been set at two pints of lager (iced) and it was not our fault that a third was set in front of us – really! We got into conversation with the chief engineer of a cargo boat, which had developed engine trouble while in convoy, then ran out of water for the boilers, eventually arriving in port with the boilers lined with salt, after using sea water.

         The engineer was with a boiler repairer who seconded his story and was thirsty – so we did not offend and accepted the drinks. We had previously noticed that, after being on board for so long, we swayed slightly when standing still. This was cured! Everything else swayed – and we felt fine!

         Back to the ship

         Going back to the ship was an experience. Trolley buses and trams, being free to the troops, were packed; lines of cars were giving the boys lifts and rickshaws were everywhere (many with the owner in the seat and a soldier between the shafts).

         The people of the town were amazing in their hospitality and most of our boys had invitations the next day. On arriving at our new friend’s house, we were made completely at home. The people of the house speak English better than Indian and the exchange of news and ideas was exceedingly interesting.

         In due course we were conducted, not unwillingly, to the food. It is hard to describe the feast – for it was a feast: soup, fish, ice cream, chicken, fruit salad and fresh fruit; all with the necessary etceteras; and, although they themselves were TT, Scotch and soda was provided. I must say my face is brown, not red, but it did go down well!

         Another trip round the town in the car and being delivered to the ship (with 5 minutes to spare) was a wonderful finish to a perfect day, especially as it was accompanied by another invite, for the next day but one. This was lucky, for the next day I had to remain on board to act as a mess guard. Unpleasant, though it gave me the chance to do the weekly wash in peace.

         The next day

         Next day I was on deck with Percy when the 12 o/c hooter sounded and we were both determined to make up for the loss of the previous day. We started walking towards the hills that lay behind the town and by boarding the first tram that came along, succeeded in getting to the top of the hills in comfort.

         The view and the coolness were marvellous. We had, unknowingly, arrived at one of the local attractions; a piece of bush country reserved as a sanctuary for birds and monkeys. Whether the locals appreciate the monkeys or not I don’t know, for they often enter houses and help themselves, but they were amusing all the same.

         Whilst we were studying their antics, a lady came up to us and invited us home to tea, and we, being full of ‘entente cordiale’ couldn’t refuse. Time passed quickly and we found ourselves overdue for our next commitment. It was hard to refuse an invitation to stay but we were delivered back to town in a car (everyone seems to have a car even if they can’t afford it).

         The evening that followed was even more successful than before. During its course we were shown some of the saris worn by the Indian ladies. I have never seen such beautiful materials or colours; some of them covered in hand worked patterns of gold thread.

         Yet another car ride followed, this time in the hills where we had been in the afternoon. The sight of the town ablaze below us ‘beat Blackpool’ according to those who had been there.

         Arriving back at the ship we found that no more leave was allowed after midnight (it was 11.50) and so our brief but crowded stay ended.

         To sea once again

         We left the following evening, and being the last ship to leave, received the full blast of the city’s send off. The hospitality of S E Africa will be remembered by us for a long time to come.

         Since then, we have crossed ‘the line’ once more and should be arriving ‘somewhere’ soon.

         
            
[image: ]TheTrip Out - January ’41

© Sally Townsend

            

         

         
            1 The port was Freetown, West Africa

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 4

            The War in Africa up to 1941

         

         It’s worth spending a little time here explaining what was happening in the war in Africa as my father and his co-travellers arrived in March 1941. Remember that his ship was one of 20 liners in the convoy. This was one of the largest mobilisations of British troops that had ever been made in one go.

         For their own reasons Italy and Japan had both decided to support Hitler and signed a three- way agreement with Germany in September 1940. Italy and Germany had signed an earlier agreement in 1936 with Benito Mussolini, the Italian dictator, declaring that “all other European powers would rotate on the Rome-Berlin axis.” The term ‘Axis’ was now applied to the three powers combined.

         Italy had established an ‘East African Empire’ in 1936 which included Somalia, Eritrea and Ethiopia and had considerable forces already in the region. As part of the Axis agreement North Africa therefore became their responsibility. They had invaded Egypt from Libya in September ’40 and planned to work their way along the North Africa Coast to secure the Suez Canal.

         After some initial success for the Italians the turning point for the Allies came in February ’41 when the British Commander, Archibald Wavell, withdrew his forces into Egypt with the expectation that the Italians would over-extend their supply lines. It worked. Despite their hugely superior numbers the Italians were defeated and over 130,000 of them were taken prisoner by the British.

         Whilst this was happening Hitler had a call for help from Mussolini and agreed to send a small armoured ‘Panzer’ division to assist. The head of this division was General Lieutenant Erwin Rommel. His orders were to ‘protect Tripoli’ and take further orders from the Italian commander, Italo Gariboldi.

         By February 1941 Greece was the only ally that Britain had in Europe that had not yet succumbed to Hitler. However, the country was under pressure and sent an urgent plea for help to Churchill. Churchill, believing that the Italians were beaten in North Africa and more significantly, that any help that the Germans could give them was a long way off, ordered Wavell to send 58,000 troops to help the Greeks.

         This was all happening just as Dad and others were arriving. You will read that Dad was posted to Benghazi, got as far as Alexandria and then was asked to return.

         Rommel, who had arrived in North Africa a full month ahead of expectations, heard of the planned movement of troops to Greece and realised that this left the British short of resources. Contrary to his orders to ‘protect Tripoli’ he decided to march on Benghazi. He was incredibly successful. He overcame the British 3rdArmoured brigade at Mechill which led to the British retreat continuing past Benghazi toward Tobruk and then to the Libyan/Egyptian frontier. Benghazi fell on 3rd April, Cyrenaica on the 8th and only Tobruk remained in Allied hands.

         From a seemingly victorious position at the end of February it had all changed six weeks later. By the 11th of April, Rommel had started ‘The Siege of Tobruk’ that was to last for 241 days.

         As you read the letters that follow bear in mind that the reasons for the long hours of work ‘back in the office’ are for a very worthy cause – dealing with the supply and related problems of transport, while the East Africa campaign continued.
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