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PREFACE

On the 14th February 1957, I was fifteen years, five months, and six days old. That day, I joined the Royal Air Force (RAF) as a ‘boy entrant’. They taught me discipline, to follow orders and to believe the words of my superiors. In 1942, the Second World War raged throughout Europe. I recall the conflict because people who lived in those times cannot forget it. My father believed there would be no more war, but history proved him wrong. They drummed it into me. “We are in a new war, the ‘Cold War’. Russia is our enemy.” They made me proud to be a British citizen, and I wanted this new enemy to be destroyed. Two months after I took the Queen’s shilling for which I swore an oath to protect her subjects, Britain dropped an atom bomb near Christmas Island in the Indian Ocean. I cheered as I watched the film showing the mushroom of smoke ascending into the air. I wanted to blow up the people who didn’t agree with my government’s views. At fifteen years old, I had little knowledge of sex, far less of knowing why I would want to blow up hundreds of thousands of human beings. 

For fourteen years, I did my duty and made the world a better place. At least, that is what I thought. I followed the rules and never questioned if what I was doing was right or wrong. My government had promised me a long and rewarding career, but they lied to me and cut my career short because they did not want to pay my pension. When I left the military in 1972, the British people were seeking freedom from oppression, but to get it they had to sell their souls to trade unions and anarchists. I experienced more brainwashing and found it difficult to adjust to civilian life. In 1977, I left my job and set off to work in Kuwait. 

For most of my life, I worked in countries other than my own and saw how different cultures lived and did things differently from what I was used to. During that time, I met world leaders, sheikhs, government ministers, rich people and people similar to myself. One time, I tried to teach the wife of a governor to toss rice in a basket. Another time, I made a ‘no smoking’ pact with the chief of police and head of the secret police in southern China. During that time, I formed new opinions.

My book is about working and living in the Middle East deserts, the jungles of Borneo and the Special Economic Zones (SEZs) in China. It is about people and beauty. It will make you think again about how you perceive these countries, their leaders and the people they rule. My travels changed my perception of the world. Possibly, my book will change yours.


	

CHAPTER 1 

THE EARLY DAYS

In today’s world, a child might travel to several countries by the time they are fifteen years old. In the world I grew up in, the furthest a child travelled was to Blackpool or, going the other way, to Edinburgh Zoo. As a youth, I travelled once to Northern Ireland to play football. A chance to see the world came when I reached fifteen years old. I journeyed to Glasgow to sign up as a boy entrant in the Royal Air Force. By the time I reached sixteen, I had visited every country in Britain. I visited cities, but my heart loved the countryside and country people.

In the fifties, Britain was recovering from the Second World War and was facing new threats from Russia and China. By joining the RAF, it meant opportunities for me, as I could volunteer for overseas postings, which would give me a chance to travel the world. 

Films gave me an idea of where I wanted to go and as soon as I was old enough, I applied for a posting to Hong Kong. My uncle was posted there when he was in the army, but for reasons unknown to me, it was cancelled and he never got to see it. I decided I should go there to find out what he had missed. When confirmation of my posting came through, I jumped for joy and waited patiently for the date of departure to arrive. A few weeks after my nineteenth birthday, I said my goodbyes and waited on the station platform for the train to take me to RAF Lyneham from where I would fly. The train stopped, and I opened the door, but before I could get my kitbag inside I heard someone shout my name. An orderly rushed down the embankment and screamed, “Don’t get on the train, it’s cancelled, you’re not going to Hong Kong!” 

The news shocked me, and my friends were surprised to see me back at work. A few nights later, at the cinema, the love of my life, who I had sadly left behind, sat with another man’s arm around her shoulders. I was devastated. 

Days later, I reported to the administration office and was given another departure card and the following day. I waited again for the train to take me to RAF Lyneham to board a flight to Malta. What a let-down, I wanted Hong Kong! I’d been let down a second time, first seeing my girlfriend with someone else and now I was off to Malta and not Hong Kong. I felt that I just wanted to get away from the disappointments. Would it be as inspiring as my dream destination? I was in no mood to think about it. 

It was breakfast time as we touched down at Luqa airport. Tired, hungry and ignored by the orderlies, who gave priority to married families, I sat and waited. After an hour, a corporal, accompanied by a man in civilian clothes, approached me. The corporal introduced the man. “This is Mr Vella, he will take you to Takali, your new base.”

Only toast and cold porridge were available for breakfast because, by the time I reached the mess, they had cleared the hot food away. It had been four hours since I had eaten so when friendly Mr Vella invited me to his house for lunch and to meet his wife, I readily agreed.

I liked Mrs Vella, a rounded woman with a cheery smile. Her much smaller husband took a bottle of brandy from the cupboard and filled two glasses. By the time Mrs Vella served the rabbit stew accompanied by a large plate of dark and very crusty bread, my eyes were closing from lack of sleep and brandy. I had eaten many a rabbit as a child, but they were roasted or boiled. This one had been put in a casserole dish and covered by a spicy tomato sauce, which I enjoyed.

After Mr Vella had consumed most of the bottle of brandy, he became talkative and described Takali. It was good that I was posted there because this was where the VIP flight was based. Top brass from the three military services and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) flew from there to destinations around the Mediterranean. He moved on to pubs and clubs. “If you want a cheap drink, go to the Labour Club, on the right-hand side, halfway down the walking street,” he advised.

Mrs Vella interrupted, “If you want to meet a nice girl, then you should go there, but stay away from the street further down, drunken sailors and bad girls go there.”

Mr Vella had the last word. “It’s called ‘The Gut’ and comes to life when the fleet is in port.” 

I thanked Mrs Vella for my lunch and set off for Takali with a slightly intoxicated Mr Vella at the wheel. He drove slowly, arriving just in time for me to get bedding from the quartermaster and collect my arrival card from the administration office. Every airman had to visit places like the payroll department, security, their workplace, and sign for such things as bedding. When all the important sections had signed your arrival card, you knew you would get paid at the end of the month. My first impression of the base was that it was small compared to my previous home. What did not impress me was the corrugated tin hut I would share with seven other airmen, but they made me welcome. Military police were based here and occupied several huts near to mine. I had no time for the police because they gave me a hard time when I was a boy entrant. 

My boss was Chief Hank Jansen. He never raised his voice and had a laid-back attitude, because of this he was highly respected. As there were less than 300 airmen on the base, I got to know almost everyone in a short time. The military police were okay people, and I played football regularly with them.

Malta’s economy depended on the 10,000 military personnel based there. Daily life revolved around sports, bars, and the deserted beaches scattered throughout the island. Getting around required transport, and the island had an excellent bus service. The road to Rabat passed close to the base and a regular blue bus passed that way, ending its circuit at the central bus station in Valletta. From there, I could catch a green bus to stops in Sliema and St. Paul’s Bay. Each destination had its bus colour.

As soon as June arrived, I headed with my mates to the Sliema front, or Golden Bay, to swim and meet girls. Work interested me, but I wanted a good time as well. In the summer months, work finished at 1pm, so there was plenty of spare time to play football and enjoy myself. 

The highlight of my week was the Saturday night dance at the Phoenicia Hotel. I thought this hotel was posh because I was used to chairs or benches set around dancehall walls, and if you asked a girl up to dance, she never refused. Girls here were accompanied by their parents or a chaperone. I considered myself to be a gentleman, so the first time I wanted to ask a girl to dance, I decided to ask her parent’s permission. With a light swagger, I approached and stood in front of her father. I think I used the wrong words. “Can I please hit the dance floor with your gorgeous daughter?” 

“No,” was his firm reply.

Later, I saw her get up and dance with another lad, I guessed her father took me for a drunken sailor because of my swaggering approach.

Despite the strict rules, I still enjoyed myself. Sex before marriage was frowned upon in this culture and era, but that did not mean that the young women were housebound. My friends and I met a fantastic group of girls but they were subjected to a 10pm curfew on a weeknight and 11pm on Saturday. On Sundays they were allowed out after they had been to church. Without their parents’ knowledge, most Saturday nights we met them in Paul Vela’s bar and Sunday afternoons we met at Golden Bay. 

One of my closest friend’s – Lamps – hobby was to photograph feet. He did not stick photographs of girl’s faces or movie stars on the inside of his locker, it was plastered in feet. What a weird thing to do! He had plenty of opportunities for his photography on the golden sands. As a group, we had a good time at weekends, but kissing a girl at the beach on a Sunday – there was no chance. Carmen, a dark-haired, black-eyed beauty and my favourite girl, let me walk her home once. I never forgot that goodnight kiss, the only one I got – or was it?

For young single men, one big problem existed. If a girl agreed to sex, you couldn’t go to the barber’s shop and buy protection the way you could in the UK. Lamps had heard that the quartermaster gave out French letters, and they were free, but he never dared to ask. Putting on a brave face, I stepped through the door into the store. The quartermaster was reading a book and two airmen were stacking items on shelves. The quartermaster looked at me. “Can I help you?”

I whispered, “Sergeant, can I have some ‘French letters’ please?”

He straightened up, and I knew he recognised me. “The correct term is ‘condom’ and no, you can’t have any, because you are not married. They are issued to married couples only.”

He spoke loud enough for others to hear, and I heard sniggering. I wanted to hit him for embarrassing me, but I knew better than to do anything silly. I never understood why they gave free condoms to families, but not to single servicemen. 

One afternoon, I was sunbathing on the rocks at Sliema beach and I took hold of a girl’s hand. Someone tapped me on the shoulder and when I looked up, a man shoved a police card in my face and told me, “No touching.” This puzzled me, as the previous night, I visited The Gut and saw a show where a woman performed sex acts. There was never any trouble down The Gut because of a police officer called ‘Tiny’. No one messed with Tiny, who, at seven feet tall, could pick up a sailor in each hand and crack their heads together. Despite this mammoth of a man, the troops had an amazing, exciting and unforgettable time there. 

With so many restrictions on my love life, I satisfied my frustrations on the football field. The games were always competitive because of the large numbers of military personnel on the island. Takali may have been a small base, but we were top of the league. Maltese international footballers joined the Maltese Air Force and were based there so, with quality players, including myself, an ex-schoolboy international goalkeeper, we did not lose many games. The best football pitch to play on after the national one in Sliema was the one at Corradino Military Prison. Consequently, many of the games were played there. The prison was run by the army and the formidable guards, with their slashed peak caps covering their nearly bald heads, and necks that rippled with muscles, were not to be upset. I hated being disciplined and ducked down as the bus passed through the gate in case one of them didn’t like the way I looked at them and dragged me out of the bus.

Professional teams came to Malta to relax, train and prepare for top tournaments, and they wanted practice matches. I was honoured to play for the combined services team in matches against some of the best players in the world. The most memorable was against Benfica, who beat us, but I had the acclaim of letting in two goals scored by Eusébio, the number one player in the world in that decade.

Most of us have good days and bad days. Playing football was a good day and military exercises were always bad days. I hated exercises because I never knew what day they would start or end and that interfered with my social life. The authorities only ever gave out the bare facts. During one exercise, the commander gave me a password to memorise, then a regiment corporal placed a black hood over my head and drove me to an isolated spot. When he removed my hood, I recognised where I was as it was near the Blue Grotto, where I had been previously. The aim was to make my way back to base without being captured by the enemy, which was the army. If I got captured, I must only give my name and service number, but not the code word, ‘Red Apple’. 

My survival time, before being captured by a fully armed troop in battle dress, lasted for twenty minutes.

One of my captors shoved the butt of his gun into my belly and barked, “What is the code?”

This guy was not huge, but his mates were, but it didn’t bother me because I knew the rules of the game. The enemy must not use physical torture to extract information. No man, even one with corporal stripes, had the power to get the code out of me. I gave my name, rank and number.

“Tell me the code!” the little runt bawled.

I laughed in his face.

A soldier handed the runt a baseball bat, but I knew the rules: ‘no physical harm’. I laughed out loud.

The runt bawled, “Last chance, give me the code!

He was getting desperate. “Go to hell,” I screamed back, “it’s time to go home!” 

One part of their weaponry was puzzling me. I couldn’t think of a reason they would carry an empty galvanised bucket. I soon found out when one of them put it over my head.

“For the last time, the code!” the runt screamed.

“No,” I screamed back.

The sound deafened me, stars jumped around inside the bucket and my head. As the second strike of the bat hit the bucket, I was blinded and was sure death would come at any moment. I cried out, “The apple is green.”

Someone removed the bucket from my head and the little runt thanked me for the information and drove me back to base. 

My commander congratulated me for not giving the correct code, which was ‘Red Apple’, and not ‘The apple is green’. My lying had worked and gained me praise from the higher echelon of command. A perk for the pain I had suffered.

Soon after this exercise, Hank asked me if I liked entertainment. Was this going to be a reward for not divulging the code? 

I suspected his question had an alternative motive, as I understood from others that friendly questions could have a hidden agenda. You never volunteered in the military because there was always a catch and I fell for it by telling him the truth. “I love entertainment.”

“Good, there will be a celebration soon, and I want to put on a good show. You can be in charge of organising the party.”

“Thanks, Chief.” I cursed under my breath. My boss was sneaky. 

Two weeks later, the Malta to Gozo ferry sailed out of Valletta harbour. On board were 500 military personnel, their wives, girlfriends and several dignitaries. The ferry cruised around the island with passengers enjoying the sunset. This was followed by a buffet meal and dancing to a real orchestra. A fantastic time was had by all, and I organised it. Chief Hank was pleased. 

Another good night out happened on my twentieth birthday. I don’t know how Chief Hank knew, but he let the secret out in front of some friends. That night, at an impromptu party, twenty of us congregated in a lounge at the Xara Palace Hotel within the walls of the silent city of Mdina. With no draught beer available, we were on bottles of Blue or Cisk. As the table filled with empty bottles, Don cleared them by stacking empties into two fireplaces in the room, instead of taking them back to the bar. We followed his example and before long, the fireplaces were full of empty bottles. The hotel manager came to wish me a happy birthday and asked us to keep the noise down. Xavier, who knew us from earlier visits, was a good sport who kept control, preventing us from getting too carried away. His parting words were, “And no stealing the ashtrays.” 

The noise became louder as we drank more than we should have. Adam asked for silence and said, “We can’t go back with just ashtrays in our pockets. We have to show Xavier that we can take anything we want and not be caught.” 

That generated suggestions ranging from stealing a pair of knickers from a guest bedroom to kidnapping one of the gorgeous girls from reception. Unbelievably, our befuddled, soused brains fixed our minds on absconding with the piano. 

I’m not sure how we managed it, but we wheeled it through the silent city, arousing nobody. Our usual shortcut down the goat track passed through vineyards and that would be problematic so we wheeled it two miles along the main road back to base. We needed to create a diversion to get it past the main gate, this was no problem with Alex in our group. He rushed up to the guardroom window and screamed, “I am going to be sick!”

As one guard opened the door to see what was going on, Alex crashed through it and while the snoops were occupied, we opened the gate and wheeled our prize through. Poor Alex spent a night in the cells, but he didn’t mind, he still got a good night’s sleep. As it was my birthday, I had the job of informing Xavier that we had stolen his prized piano. He was not pleased and in colourful language, demanded its immediate return. 

A mate from transport arranged for a covered truck and, fortunately, as we passed the guard room with the piano on board, we were waved on and the guard opened the gate. I was so glad he waved us through because if he had asked questions, I would have been put on a charge and my previous good deeds would be obliterated by a big black mark. Our favourite hotel manager forgave us when he saw the piano was not damaged. I bet our escapade joined his repertoire of stories that he would relate many times to his customers for many years to come. 

Luck played a part when Chief Hank once more asked for a volunteer and I stepped forward. My astonished buddies gawped in disbelief at me. ‘You never volunteer’ was an unwritten rule. I would not regret this action. He asked for an assistant to help the current crew chief during flights around the Mediterranean. What he wanted was someone to serve tea and coffee to the VIPs on board. It was the right decision because I flew several times to Italy, Libya and Egypt, and learned much from Lenny, the crew chief. One time we flew to Idris in Libya just to bring back Christmas trees. I don’t know where they sourced the trees as Idris is in the desert.

On arrival at a destination, the passengers, usually generals, were whisked off in official cars and I never saw them until they arrived back for the return flight. One time we had two male passengers dressed in civilian clothes on board. After we landed at Idris airport, Lenny and I were first off to supervise the ground crew, who were connecting the external power supply and waiting for me to open the cargo hold door. Only this time, there was no cargo. As the passengers alighted, they stood in a line and waited as three Landrovers, one flying a pennant, approached the aircraft. Two of the vehicles stopped, while the one with the pennant drove up close. A Libyan army officer got out and placed his cap, with a scrambled egg peak, on his head and came forward. Lenny whispered, “That’s Colonel Gaddafi.”

I hadn’t heard that name before Lenny mentioned it. Everyone now knows the name of this infamous character. I was oblivious to his importance.

None of the VIPs came to attention as they shook his hand. I presumed it was because the colonel was of lower rank. Before shaking his hand, Lenny stood straight and brought his heels together and I did the same. Only now do I realise I met and shook the hand of the man who would become the Libyan leader. We flew back to Takali after whatever business was discussed on that important day. 

The RAF allowed airmen to stay in an overseas post for a maximum of three years. They only gave me two and a half in Malta. Perhaps the authorities were worried in case I got the girls on the island pregnant. There was no chance of that because culture and opportunity were against any amorous inclinations. At the end of my tour, I flew back to a cold winter. 

My next posting to the Norfolk Fens was different to the sea and sunshine of the Mediterranean. There they either have fog, rain or snow and most of the time, all three. Those responsible for my career move wanted me to experience the cold war and posted me to a V bomber base. My first job was to do prefight checks on Valiant bombers. They are not small, but in a dense fog, they were difficult to find. 

For a young junior technician, my job offered plenty of challenges, and I had to learn quickly. I received good training on how to deal with nuclear accidents and how the bomb release mechanisms worked. Bombs were transported back and forth from the bomb dump on a trailer towed by a tractor. A favourite trick of mine was to ride on the bomb just like someone riding a horse. I never considered the power under my backside, as I rode across the airfield with my legs straddled across an atom bomb. 

Airfields with V bombers had to be operational twenty-four hours a day, even on the snowiest days in winter. Teams took turns to clear the runway with a snow-flow, a massive plough driven by a jet engine with a fuel bowser behind it. My job required me to stand on a platform between the bowser and the engine. I was given a two-way radio to communicate with the bowser driver and operate the engine controls according to his instructions. That is the closest I came to flying a plane. When my stint finished, this frozen airman swigged down a warming large tot of rum, normally only given to naval personnel. 

My worst nightmare happened when the snow started just after midnight. I was ordered to wake up those that didn’t turn out for snow duty. Unable to wake one of them, I knocked hard on his door but there was no reply. I banged more and shouted until I woke up the neighbours. An upstairs window opened, and I looked up, but not in time to avoid the basin of water. I can’t repeat the words of the female whose tousled head was poking through the window. The sergeant who lived in the house was in my section at work, so I made up a story that explained why I was soaked and for his non-arrival for snow duty. I downed two tots of rum that night. The following day, my promotion to corporal came through and that made me happy. The sergeant congratulated me on my promotion and his wife forgave me for swearing. I forgave her for throwing the water over me. 

As well as getting doused in water by an irate wife, there were two things I didn’t like about my job. These were exercises and being on QRA (Quick Reaction Alert). The exercises meant preparing the V bombers to take off and land at another airfield. I suppose they did that in case of war and wanted to keep the location of the bombers secret. When the siren sounded, you knew that for a few hours there would be no relaxation. Aircraft under maintenance or repair were hastily but carefully reassembled and made ready to fly. When all the serviceable bombers were in the air, we were informed where they would land. It could have been anywhere in the world, but usually, it was Cranwell, home to the Royal Air Force College (RAFC) that trained new officers and aircrew. It was where brown grass was painted green and probably still is. 

After my first visit to Cranwell, I realised that as a Bomber Command unit, we were not liked. I guess we were not posh enough. The officers there despised a lack of discipline. They didn’t like us because it was known that in winter we wore flannelette pyjama bottoms tucked into our socks beneath our coveralls, to keep warm. We were a scruffy, proud outfit, and we stuck together. It was a fact; we were the best at everything.

My most memorable time on a visit to Cranwell was the time the commanding officer kicked our unit off the station. When the bombers returned to Cranwell, we had to do the after-flight checks, fix any faults and get them ready to take off at a moment’s notice. We were lucky if we finished before 2200 hours. One night, we were lucky and finished early. After readying the bombers for their next flight, we headed to Sleaford for a well-earned relaxing pint and that night we caused trouble. 

Sleaford is a busy market town whose skyline is dominated by the 144-foot stone spire of St. Denys’ Church. It has an ancient heritage and notable historic buildings, including the remains of a twelfth-century castle where the ailing King John is supposed to have been taken after his accident in the Wash estuary. We weren’t interested in historical sites and facts and I can’t remember anything about King John, but I remember the good pubs and a superb Chinese restaurant. 

The night out started well but went from bad to worse after the second pub. We lost more games of darts to a Sleaford team than we won. With the losers buying the round, it was expensive and we quickly got intoxicated. At closing time, we were all starving and wanted to devour a tasty Chinese meal. The restaurant was busy, so we knew to be on our best behaviour and not give them any cause to ask us to leave. Ron spoke to the waiter in a slurred voice. “Sorry, but we have spent all our cash, can we have a meal and come back tomorrow to square the bill?” 

“You must pay after your meal,” the waiter insisted. I had a brilliant idea. I took out my 1250 ID card and held it in front of him.

“You see this, it has my name, rank and number. If we don’t come back, you can report us.”

“I will talk to my boss.”

The boss looked to be a nice guy until he insisted, “If you cannot pay, you will not be served, so why do you come here?” 

Ron answered him. “We are visitors to the airbase up the road and have enjoyed a night out in your lovely town, but we did not bring enough money with us and we are hungry.”

“How much do you have?” We scraped together all we had and laid it on the table. He checked it. “You can have eggs and chips and two large bottles of beer to share, but no credit.”

We agreed and sat down at the table. After two eggs and a decent sized plate of chips, plus more beer, we left the restaurant and burst into song as we stumbled back to the base. Minutes later, Cliff called out that he needed a piss and disappeared along a bushy path. A few moments later, a police car pulled up. Two officers got out, one of them was twice the size of the other. I considered whether to run or stay. I decided it might be better to listen to the bigger of the two. “Complaints have been received about you lot. Your antics in the restaurant and the noise you’re making that you consider to be singing is not acceptable in this town.”

No one had time to answer, Cliff exited from the track and called out, “That’s better, nothing beats a good piss?”

The officer approached him, “Is that right, where did you have your piss?”

“Oh, it’s all right, Officer, I didn’t piss in public. I pissed up there against a big wall.”

The officer was getting red in the face as he blurted the words out, “That wall you pissed against is the side of my church and you have desecrated it.”

We were all very apologetic because we wanted to avoid a night in the cells. If that happened, we’d be in more trouble.

The bigger officer calmed down. “Right, you see that sign there? That’s where the town ends and I don’t care what you do after that. Just get the hell out of here.”

That was a big relief, and I knew we were in the clear until Ron pleaded, “Can I have a lift back to Cranwell?”

His answer must have been heard a mile away. The words were garbled, but they included a swear word followed by off and what sounded like you and then maybe idiot. We didn’t escape the wrath from the RAF either, we were banned and sent back to where we were permanently based. We were unpopular with the Sleaford police and the commanding officer at Cranwell.

The Cold War interrupted my life every four to six weeks. They called it QRA (Quick Reaction Alert). Four aircraft loaded with atom bombs were parked somewhere near the start of the runway. When the alarm bells rang, we rushed to take our positions just in case the world had been plunged into nuclear war. On other V bomber stations, the aircraft roared down the runway with smoke billowing out the back until the message came over the plane’s radio. “We are not at war. Return and stand down.” 

Our bombers could not start engines because of some agreement with the Americans. We had their bombs, and they made sure we didn’t steal or sabotage them. American security guards with big dogs accompanied us everywhere. I even had a guard sitting with me as I straddled across a bomb. His dog raced behind us as we transported it from the bomb dump to the aircraft. If I needed to do checks in the cockpit, he tied his dog to a rail and placed a hand on his gun and followed me up the steps. I heard a rumour that on one shift a guard went crazy and fired his gun into a bomb. Surely this was not true? 

When we were waiting for action, I spent a whole week playing bridge and being bored. People on QRA became proficient bridge players. I never gambled, but some did and by the end of one shift, one guy had bet and lost his car. Airmen were forbidden to own a house, which was lucky for him as he would have gambled and lost that. 

I enjoyed working on Valiant bombers in the UK, but I wanted to be in the sun. Once again, I requested a posting to Hong Kong, but I got Cyprus instead. This time I got a three-year posting to Akrotiri. They gave me a good job maintaining and testing the equipment removed from the aircraft for maintenance or repair. Many types of aircraft passed through on exercise or were based there, so I gained a wealth of experience and further promotion.

The first troubles between the Greek and Turkish Cypriot communities occurred three years after the republic gained its independence. This was during my posting. Limassol was under lockdown and the United Nations 7000-strong peacekeeping force erected barriers on the streets to separate the two quarters. Families of RAF personnel needed armed escorts to go into town to shop, but that didn’t deter me from going to the Turkish quarter without an escort. A group of us found a taxi driver prepared to drive us to Ali’s, where you were served the best kebab and Kokinelli wine in town. Someone told me that this wine came from the dregs left in the barrels of good wine. You made sure never to drink all the wine in the bottle in case you swallowed rust. Someone had described it to me as Cypriot red wine that could be used for cleaning carburettors and paint stripping and should never be mixed with beer. We mixed it and the night ended with several of us dancing, with an upturned glass of water on our heads, to the music of Zorba the Greek. 

Bars and beaches were my entertainment. Lady’s Mile beach had no security restrictions, it was the place where families flocked at weekends. You were allowed to drive to one of the other beaches on the island, despite the restrictions but few people did. 

Cyprus, to me, was not as good as Malta because of the political situation, and I can’t say I was sorry to leave the island. It was even more restrictive in some ways than Malta. 

After serving twelve years’ man service, I applied to extend my service to twenty-two years so that I would get a pension at a young age. I was turned down and my choice was to extend to fifteen years or leave. Other airmen, like myself, accepted the extension, but many others left the service. I thought and still think that the government did this to avoid paying a pension to us. After two years, I became disenchanted with my job and my morale had reached a low point, so I applied and bought myself out of the RAF for £300. My gratuity for my service years came to £300, which I suppose meant that I paid nothing for my release. I left after thirteen years and one hundred and twenty days with no pension and feeling cheated. I have never forgiven the government for what I thought was a ‘dirty trick’.

Soon after my demob, I secured a job as a calibration engineer at a company based in Edinburgh and I stuck this employment for a year. I left because I was inside a factory all day with no natural light and I was always in the bad books of our union representative. I did things to improve safety that were considered to be someone else’s responsibility. My union rep did not like that. In my second job, I went back to working for the government at a training establishment near Dundee. I liked this job but after three years, I was made redundant. Unemployment in Britain had reached 1.5 million, and I was just a number in this pile. It was time to move on and leave these shores behind me.


	

CHAPTER 2

THE ROAD TO KUWAIT

Relaxed on the couch, I spotted a small advert at the bottom of a page in The Sun newspaper. The advert read, Wanted for a three-year single status contract in Kuwait, Engineers, and Senior Electrical Foremen. Petrochemical and overseas experience essential. Excellent conditions plus three weeks home leave every six months.

I never heard of this country and looked in an atlas to find where it was. After searching, I found it, a small country bordered by Iraq to the north and Saudi Arabia to the south. I didn’t excel in geography at school, I only wanted to play football and never listened to my teachers. 

Not much wiser, I dialled the number listed in the advert and a moment later I heard a man’s voice. “Rex Chapman here, can I help you?”

“My name is Andrew Carruthers. I want to apply for the job in Kuwait advertised in The Sun newspaper.”

After a brief pause, Rex began questioning me. “Have you worked in the Middle East?”

“No, but I served in Malta, Cyprus, and Libya with the RAF.”

“Have you worked on petrochemical plants?”

“No.”

The questions continued, and I answered no to all of them. 

“I’m sorry, but you don’t meet the criteria for any of the positions but I am only the agent so why not send me your CV anyway and I will pass it on to the client. They may take a different view, but don’t build your hopes up.”

He read out the address and I wrote it down and thanked him before replacing the receiver. For the next hour, I mulled over the pros and cons the job could offer. I fancied the job, and despite there being no chance of getting it, I posted my CV. A week later, Rex telephoned and gave me details of my interview in London, I was surprised and excited.

The overnight train from Edinburgh to London arrived at 7am. I had never been to London to see the attractions and wanted to do some sightseeing and this interview would be a good opportunity for that. In films, I saw images of Buckingham Palace and the Tower of London and they were the priority. Unsure which direction to take and how long I needed to do the tourist stuff, I decided to take a taxi direct to the office and look for tourist attractions on the way or see them later.

During the fifteen-minute taxi ride to Peckham, I did not spot any famous buildings or monuments and I arrived too early and found the office closed. 

My opportunity to visit London and find Buckingham Palace misfired. The surrounding buildings in Peckham looked like any other town I visited, except the streets were buzzing with activity. To kill time, I wandered around the streets close to the office. A throng of colour blazed from the shops open for business; unfamiliar fruit and vegetables, various clothes styles, handbags and trainers filled the shelves and displays. African pop music blasted from market stalls and vendors gave out free samples to encourage me and other customers to buy more. I passed Victorian and Georgian buildings then came to a sprawling patch of green that looked strange surrounded by so many buildings. The hour chimed on a church clock therefore I turned round to head back to the office.

A locked office door still prevented me from entering, so I found a coffee shop from where I could keep an eye on the door. A man, dressed in clothes that looked similar to what people wore in Libya, approached to take my order. “You can have a Pakistani breakfast or eggs on toast.”

“Eggs on toast, please.” 

I enjoyed my breakfast and small talk with Abbas, the café owner. He enlightened me about the tourist sights. I paid for my food with Scottish notes and he wanted to exchange all of my Bank of Scotland notes for English ones. He told me about Peckham and that many Nigerian people arrived there in the past five years. He said that they livened up the place with their music and festive ways.

Back at the office, I found the outside door open, so I knocked on the inner door and entered. A grey-haired man with a moustache and glasses and the same height as me, rose from his chair to greet me. I guessed his age to be around fifty-five and from my experience, he looked like an ex-military man. He introduced himself. “My name is Tom Tweedie. I’m the general manager of National Engineering Services (NES), we employ a multinational task force of around 800 people working on a maintenance contract for the Kuwait Oil Company.” A knock on the door interrupted him. “Come in,” he called.

A young woman dressed in a white top and a tight-fitting chequered skirt entered the room. She carried a tray holding a huge coffee pot, cups, milk, sugar and a plate of biscuits. She placed the tray down and handed me thirty pounds. “This is your expenses to cover the train fare and meals.” 

“Thank you very much.” I signed the paper she gave me, then she left.

Mr Tweedie took hold of a cup and saucer and picked up the coffeepot. “Would you care for a coffee and a biscuit?”

“Just coffee, thanks, I ate breakfast after I arrived in Peckham.” I wanted a cigarette to calm my nerves, but I decided against lighting up in case he did not smoke.

He started the questions. 

“Tell me about your maintenance experience on motors and switchgear?” 

“I worked on both in the RAF, but they are small to fit into an aeroplane.”

He cupped his hands together and looked straight at me. “They work the same for a motor this big or, he held his arms wide, as for one this big. Am I right?”

“I suppose so.”

“You were a sergeant in the RAF, you must be an experienced man manager?”

“Yes, I am.” 

The questions intensified, then silence followed while he poured himself another coffee.

“Would you like a coffee now?”

I was desperate for a drink. “Yes, please.” 

After sipping his coffee and eating another biscuit, he continued. “Do you know what ‘flash’ is?”

“A flash results from an explosion.”

He smiled. “No, not that, what I mean is, Kuwait is a dry state, no alcohol may be sold or drank anywhere in the country. Flash is pure alcohol made in a still. You will be in charge of the workshop and therefore responsible for still-making. Can you manage that?”

The mention of stills confused me. Why mention stills if they prohibited alcohol? I took a sip of coffee and gave him my answer. “Yes, I can.” 

He looked pleased. “How soon can you travel?”

Emotion welled up inside me at the job offer. “In two weeks.”

Then he gave me a piece of paper with the conditions written on it. I would get twice my current salary plus a company car. This job exceeded all my expectations. We shook hands, and I left for my return journey to Scotland. Did I miss seeing the tourist sights of London? This loss of cultural experience did not bother me, but the bit about the stills did! If I said no to making them, would I have been offered the job?

Days after my medical, I travelled to Heathrow Airport to meet up with four other engineers. Keith was the oldest, Ted looked like he was Spanish, Dennis was nervous and Steve looked the youngest, despite his beard. Chit-chat followed and eased any tension or worry that any of us had. After an hour, I boarded a Boeing 747, on course for adventure and my chance of a lifetime. 

Steve sat in the seat next to me. During our conversation, I discovered that to gain employment in Kuwait, you needed to be twenty-six years old. Despite this, they hired him when he was twenty-five. His experience with Imperial Chemicals in the North East made him favourable. Throughout the flight, he talked about his girlfriend, music and cars, all of which he was an expert on.

We landed after midnight and exited through the rear door. As Steve stepped out to disembark, he stopped and panicked. “The engines are still running, the air is too hot!” I think everyone on the flight heard him.

I tried to calm him. “The engines are not running, that’s the normal temperature of the air.” 

He remained agitated, and I remembered the announcement after we landed. “Welcome to Kuwait, where the time is twelve minutes past midnight and the outside temperature is thirty-five degrees centigrade with a light breeze.” 

I tried to reassure him. “The engines are not running. Look, the turbine blades are not rotating.”

He became calmer. “Gosh, no one told me about the heat. I did not realise it would be so hot.”

We reached arrivals where a well-built male, clad in a white cotton kurta on top of a pyjama suit, displayed our names on a card. He introduced himself as Mohammed. 

Keith commented, “This guy must have influence, passengers are the only ones allowed in this area of an airport.”

Mohammed arranged our entry permits and immigration stamped our passports with no questions. When we arrived at customs, we all opened our bags and suitcases so the customs officer could check for contraband. After quick scrutiny, he put a chalk mark on each piece, and we headed for the exit. Would our future dealings with the authorities be as swift and trouble-free as this without our Mr Fix-It? I didn’t think so.

Ted and Steve loaded our luggage into a Dodge Estate car, which reminded me of a Morris Traveller, only much bigger. A taxi carried our excess luggage and followed behind. An hour later, we arrived and checked in to the Gazelle Beach Club. Mohammed gave us instructions to meet after breakfast and, after welcoming us to his country again, and wishing us a restful sleep, he left. 

My head and muscles ached from the journey and the box unit air conditioner in my room made loud squeaky noises, so I turned the controller off, opened the window then slid into bed. I would be awake again in a few hours.

The heat, rather than the alarm clock, woke me and I showered and dressed then walked to the breakfast room to join the others at our reserved table. Dennis did not show up for breakfast, and Keith volunteered to check on him. When he returned he said, “Dennis has a touch of malaria and won’t be able to join us.” 

I knew about this disease; you caught it in the jungle, not the desert. In case the others noticed my lack of overseas experience, I kept silent. After breakfast finished we headed for the reception to meet Mohammed, who greeted us and asked, “Where is Dennis?” 

Keith answered, “He is unwell.”

Mohammed did not create a fuss, he requested we give him our passports, and we set off in the Dodge for the police station. The heat from the leather seats burned my bottom, and I made sure I didn’t touch any metal parts. Police stations are not one of my favourite places to visit. Foreign police often treat visitors with little respect, but not this time. We were ushered into an air-conditioned room and they helped us fill in the forms, which were written in Arabic. I signed my name where the official pointed to on the page, not knowing what I signed for. 

The hot air outside made me breathless, and I hurried to get into the air-conditioned car. Our next stop puzzled me as we pulled up outside the hospital. I asked Mohammed, “Do we need another medical?” 

“No, unnecessary, but because Kuwait does not have a large blood bank, they ask foreigners to donate a pint. The other reason is that, if you cooperate to this request, it will make it easy to get residence and work permits.”

I did not mind donating blood to help others and the tea and biscuits afterwards reminded me of donating blood back home. I arrived at the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour with a ball of cotton wool on my arm, evidence of my donation. Long queues of individuals dressed like Mohammed stood in lines in front of a dozen hatches. We did not line up because Mohammed led us into a cool office. Again, I signed in the box where the official indicated. Twenty minutes later, I arrived back at the car, holding my temporary work and residence permits, leaving the long lines of other applicants still waiting to get theirs. Having someone to guide us certainly helped with the procedures.

The Dodge cruised onwards to Ahmadi and bumped into a dusty, junk-littered yard with a wooden building near the back. Outside were two Chevrolet Caprice cars and a top-of-the-range Cadillac. Inside, I could hear the air-conditioning units running at full blast. The building comprised a large open plan layout and three closed offices labelled Boardroom, General Manager and Managing Director. It felt like a winter’s day inside. A male receptionist escorted us to the boardroom.

A minute later, Mr Tweedie entered and shook hands with each one of us. The others called him ‘Tom’, so I did the same. Two men placed trays of soft drinks, coffee, and cakes smothered in honey in front of us. The cakes made my mouth water and, despite the flies, I helped myself to one plus a canned drink. 
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