ARMY LIFE  CHAPTER 3 -    FELTON PARK  CAMP

    Felton Park Camp,unlike Richmond Barracks and Palace Barracks was a purely wartime establishment.It consisted of  about thirty Nissen huts set  beside a central roadway in pleasant long-established  parkland.The Officers Mess was in the Mansion House,home of the Riddel family ,who were at the time obliged to live elsewhere.

       Unlike my previous army accommodation,this camp offered no hot running water. One washed and shaved  in a well-ventilated (!) wash-house of  corrugated iron on a wooden frame.A hot shower was available once a week(as was also the practice at Richmond and Holywood). There were no flush toilets for lower ranks – just buckets appropriately housed in  corrugated iron structures and emptied daily by orderlies.


The Camp was in a fine situation,above the village of Felton,where  the Great North Road crosses the River Coquet. Fields and woodland lay in every direction, extending inland to  the Cheviot Hills. Much of our training took place in that countryside, whose rough moorland  afforded safe sites for the firing of live ammunition.


The Unit based at Felton was the 10th.Battallion of The Duke of Wellington’s Regiment.I was in  3Platoon, C Company.It is a West Riding Regiment,based at Halifax,but its men  were drawn from many parts of

the country.

This policy arose from the 1914-18 war, when heavy casualties to  particular regiments had severely affected their home area .In a unit gathered from various parts of the land,no single district suffered disproportionate losses.


Our platoon Sergeant was a pleasant man whose accent immediately marked him as a “Geordie” – ie from Newcastle or near it.A large part of the platoon were

from the general area of North-east England ,but there were a few from London,one from Norfolk,and maybe half a dozen, like myself, from the West Riding of Yorkshire.This  provided an interesting and entertaining medley of district accents and dialects,so that at odd times some members of the platoon could  be quite unable to understand what others had said.


One lad from Morley,near Leeds,constantly used 

the dialect of his home town.Thus: “Are you going out tonight,Joe?” would become :“Arta bahn aht toneet,Jooah?” -ie “Art thou bound (going as a ship is “bound”for somewhere) out to.. (I don’t know why night becomes neet!) Joe?”

         Overhearing  this,the Norfolk man said,”Why don’t you speak English? – Artbahnaht neet – what on earth do you mean?”

       And the indignant Morley man would say: “Am asking ‘im if he’s bahn aht toneet!” – baffled by the idea

that anyone should not understand “plain English”.


The men  of this platoon were rather different from my Palace Barracks companions.Many of the latter had,like me,attended school to the age of eighteen,and gone straight into the army.

These Felton lads,though, had mostly left school at fourteen,and  had  a few years experience of the rough and tumble of  working life – a continued form of education which showed in their demeanour and attitudes.

      There was an interesting difference in the songs they sang when on the march.The Palace Barracks repertoire was all from the radio such as:

”I’m gonna dance with a dolly with a hole in her stocking….”:or-

 “My name is Macnamara,I’m the leader of the band:or- “I’m gonna buy a paper doll that I can call my own,a doll that other fellas cannot steal…”   and so on.

        The Felton lads ,though,were more fond of traditional stuff from the North-east – first and foremost the great “Blaydon Races”,then one or two tuneful but unprintables and ,when our Platoon Officer,Second Lieutenant Stockton, was with us,his favourite :”In Eighteen hundred and sixty two,I found myself with nothing to do,found myself with nothing to do,working on the railway.” 


Mr.Stockton enjoyed singing that – more than anything else I  remember him doing.He was too nice a

person to be a soldier. I couldn’t imagine him killing any

one,or exhibiting the dash and daring needed to lead an attack or inspiring the necessary spirit in his men – the sort of attitude required in,say,Street Fighting.


We  practiced this on a row of  red-brick houses in an abandoned mining village.The procedure first involved   smashing a way through a house door – though most of these had been wrecked  previously,so that was not necessary in our case!

Thunderflashes were then thrown into the house and its various rooms as one reached them, to represent grenades ,and we dashed in,rifle and bayonet at the ready,to deal with imaginary enemies within.It was very confused and noisy. 


Mr.Stockton was there – standing by.The Sergeant and corporals acted as instructors – which was their job.

An interesting and vital point concerned the use of grenades.Once the grenade clip was released ,four seconds elapsed before it exploded.This is longer than it might seem,and if the bomb landed in a room there could be time for an alert enemy to throw it out and injure the thrower.To avoid this,one was advised to count two seconds after releasing the clip before throwing the grenade into a room – more easily said than done.

       The abandoned mining village lay quite near the coast, among the  sand dunes at Birling Carrs.There we fired various weapons including the two inch mortar .Two men operated this portable weapon– one to load the  bomb,which weighed about two pounds,and the other to aim the mortar and fire it.The maximum range was about five hundred yards,with the barrel tilted at forty five degrees.To hit targets at a closer range one adjusted the angle.We were firing high explosive bombs.Prior to use,these had a nose cap to cover the detonating mechanism and thus prevent premature explosions during transport .The cap was removed immediately before loading the bomb,and care taken to put the bomb down the barrel tail first.

If it were accidentally loaded nose first,the bomb could have exploded in the barrel with fatal results when the firing lever was pressed.It was sound practice to keep an eye on one’s companions at such times.I bore in mind a newspaper report I had seen concerning an RSM who had been  killed  at Richmond when a mortar barrel exploded.


Other types of  two inch mortar bomb included a smoke bomb to give cover for advancing troops,an illuminating bomb  with a parachute flare,and a  practice bomb for training.


At Birling Carrs  we fired the Bren Gun as if in action,eg practising “switching” – ie continuing to fire as if at an enemy but   switching the line of fire elsewhere at the last moment to allow one’s own men to charge the position.And on the same site we became more acquainted with the Sten gun.This was a  hand-held machine-carbine,very cheap to produce, designed to make use of captured Continental 9mm ammunition,and meant mainly for short range fighting.


The PIAT was possibly too awkward a weapon to use at Birling Carrs.We fired this,using live bombs,on moorland,at an old Matilda tank,The explosion  from such a bomb sent flame about twenty feet into the air.

My companion must not have held the weapon firmly enough,for he finished on his back in the bottom of the trench with the PIAT on top of him.Another hazard with the PIAT came from the tail fin,which flew backwards 

after the explosion.One man from Felton was hit on the steel helmet in that way,but only slightly injured.


Much of our training programme at Felton was now complete.It was to conclude with a scheme lasting a week,but before that came River Crossing.This involved the use of collapsible boats made of canvas on a wooden frame.The boats held up to ten men in battle order,each equipped with a paddle .I was look-out and posted in the bows to watch for underwater obstacles ahead and signal for necessary changes in direction.


We did this in a calm stretch of the river ,and  wires were stretched across the river   for safety and rescue in case anything went amiss.As a further safety measure,each man was told to unfasten his webbing and belt in case it became necessary to abandon the boat .


These precautions followed a terrible mishap which had occurred  to men from this Camp in the previous January.The river was in spate at the time,but ,ignoring warnings from local people ,three boats were being used in a similar exercise some distance downstream from where we  operated.One boat got across,but with such difficulty that the Officer in charge decided to abandon the exercise.Unfortunately,though, the other boats had   been put into the water. One was swept  a mile downstream over Guyzance weir, and  ten men lost their lives.


A sad error of  judgement on somebody’s part,for 

one could see at a glance that these boats ,were ,by their design, structure and means of propulsion never intended for rough water.

       The Scheme (Code-named “Chevy Chase”) which was the culmination of our five week programme at Felton started on Sunday 22nd April,when we were taken in trucks to a small camp  of Nissen Huts at Weldon Bridge,on the Coquet,a few miles from Felton.

         That night we “did” “Crossing Obstacles by Night” – the item cancelled in my Palace Barracks days when the Sergeant fell into a water-filled slit trench!

It’s a very difficult subject to deal with,for it’s hard to show or see what is going on at night.Little wonder,then,that lessons on the topic always seem to be very brief – as they were on this occasion.We were soon back indoors and asleep.


Monday’s programme was rather more demanding.

We marched up the Wooler road ,by  Longframlington, reading off the mileage to Wooler,milepost by milepost.How I would love to have been free  to walk and walk all those miles through that lovely moorland landscape! But it was not to be.We were involved in a 

Company Attack – ie involving a hundred men .

Just off the road,two miles above Longframlington,where the road swings to the right,four 25 pounder field guns were drawn up.They were aimed at a feature on Rimside Moor about three miles away which was the object of our attack.


Having arrived at an appropriate point,our platoon

was positioned a short way off the road.At the appropriate time we were to aim rifle  fire at the the zone which was under attack.The 25 pounders would fire at the same time,assisted by Three-inch mortars which had arrived in Bren-gun Carriers and been set up nearby.

Meanwhile the remainder of the Company were  advancing to assault the position,and the supporting fire was of course stopped to allow them to do so.The exercise was over once the position had been occupied.In reality,I believe,we would have taken  measures to 

defend the position against probable  enemy counter-attacks seeking to regain it.But that was not in the programme.

        The Attack over, we marched off across lovely moor and forest country by Callaly Crags and to a strip of  woodland where we were to spend the night in bivouacs.Each pair of men made a tent from their two ground-sheets suspended between trees by rifle pull-throughs (ie the string used in rifle-cleaning). 

Further cover was provided by the gas-capes always carried as normal equipment.Cooking was provided by a mobile unit.It was a very comfortable overnight halt.


Tuesday was set aside for a Pill-box Attack.A Major

showed us a model of the land involved ,and explained the procedure before we marched the few miles to the site involved.Myself and an assistant were to lead the attack,really,though, I hadn’t thought of it in that way before now! 

The pill-box was above our starting level and could be seen near a hill top about three hundred yards away.I was to explode the Bangalore Torpedo.This  was a tube filled with explosive for blowing a gap in the barbed wire protecting the pill box,and carried by the two of us  - one at each end.

We set off along a small valley which at length turned uphill towards the barbed wire.Bullets  were  meanwhile pinging somewhere over our heads from a Bren gun  set up to fire on a fixed line at the slit in the pill-box,whose imaginary occupants were supposed to be too preoccupied by this to notice two mugs
crossing the open ground under their noses.

Having reached the barbed wire I  told my chum to run for cover,pushed the device under the wire,and lit the fuse by stroking its end on an emery-paper brassard which was fastened to my arm.Then I ran to join him in the cover of a kindly hillock .Following the explosion, a Bren gun carrier came  from behind us –out of nowhere!

I don’t remember this having been mentioned in the preliminary meeting,but there it was ,and it went through our gap in the wire to  shoot a sheet of flame at the pill-box,from the flame-thrower with which it was armed .   By then the rest of the platoon had arrived and were ready to deal with whatever was left of the imaginary occupants of the pill-box.

         The rest of that day was spent in marching to Mountain House Farm where we practised mine-clearing,carefully and gently prodding the earth to find and unearth dummy land mines,before retiring for the night to bell-tents.


On the Wednesday  each section of the platoon was given a 1” Ordnance Survey map.The map was put in the hands of a particular man,whose role was to lead the section by the most direct route to a farm called Old Bewick.

        A few miles along the road,a track turned off in the obvious direction of Old Bewick,and I pointed this out to our leader.”I’ve the map,” he said.”And I decide which way we’re going.”  At the time I put this  down to his ignorance of  map-reading - but perhaps he was more clever  than I thought,for at mid-day we reached  a convenient pub in Eglingham.

The drinks we enjoyed  were all very well,but we should never have gone   there.We were being timed ,and this would reflect badly on our platoon Officer’s reputation.Even though he was not with us,we were his men.But  I knew the man carrying the map would not care about that.He was against authority and enjoyed doing things he knew to be wrong.It gave him pleasure .

Once,for example,when we were firing on moorland, a farmer  asked us to keep our aim within the prescribed limits – otherwise sheep could be endangered.But this chap thought it amusing to  fire deliberately into an area fenced off  for sheep.

We eventually arrived at Old Bewick and joined the rest in preparing for the night-firing exercise which was the purpose of  going there.This involved digging slit trenches sited so as to form a defensive position in which to spend the night.My Bangalore Torpedo chum and I had just completed such a trench for our accommodation, and lined it with bracken,when a lance-corporal claimed it. “That’s  just the site for a command position,” he said,

“I shall need that.You two go and dig another.”

Which we were obliged to do,him being one stripe above us in rank!

The targets for  night-firing  were man-sized figures

which could be raised and lowered as a group by a system of wires operated from a control position.It was a simulated attack  from a section of the moorland which surrounded us. The target area was illuminated by flares fired from 2” mortars, and we were using tracer  bullets, whose path can be seen.


When we had done a similar exercise in daylight some days before,the map-man ,who had a Bren gun at the time ended matters prematurely by deliberately shooting through the control wiring ,which could be seen among the heather.

 
Next morning,we made our way on foot across country to the village of Rock,about ten miles to the East.This was a pleasant walk in small groups.Our Officer,Mr.Stockton, was with us .He seemed to have a strange way of sometimes being there and sometimes not,and I gained the impression that he was on occasions  replaced by someone considered more reliable.He was pleasant and happy enough,though, to be strolling through that lovely countryside and having a word with us lads.

He was a very nice fatherly person – a schoolteacher , I believe.I remember the calm way he once dealt with Allen – possibly the least soldierly person in the Army .The platoon were  assembled ready to go on parade in front of the C.O. in best Battle-dress when  Mr.Stockton,who was looking us over, quietly said – without a hint of anger: “Allen,you’ve sat in the boot-polish.Go and change your trousers.” And Allen certainly did have a tell-tale black circle on the seat of his pants.

When he came back,Mr. Stockton said “Why are you standing awkwardly?Can’t you straighten up?”  “There are some buttons missing on the front,Sir.”  Just a sigh from Mr.Stockton!

Poor old Allen  was terrified of explosions.He and I were  once sent out on moorland to “Observe” in a certain direction.Suddenly ,three -inch mortars started firing from behind us and over our heads,the bombs landing safely a good way to our front .With every explosion,Allen clutched the earth and pressed his face to the ground.Terrified,,,,

It was only years later that I realized that this Cockney lad must have experienced the bombing of the 1940s.

He had already done his share in the war.


We rested at Rock until Friday morning,and then set out in threes to walk to Acton House,near Felton.The aim was to remain as inconspicuous as possible,keeping to field margins and so on.Umpires were stationed here and there,and if caught by one of these,you had to stay with him for ten minutes,for it was a kind of competition between platoons. It was very confusing to know just where to go to be safe ,and hard to take it seriously.

My companions were a lad from near Leeds and a Geordie miner who was as tough and determined a 

character as I have ever come across – but also very pleasant.He was a few years older than us,married,with a 

young baby.It was a pleasant day out - apart from being thwarted as we made for a pub in Shilbottle for refreshment.

We met some of our chaps who had been trying the same dodge,but there was an Umpire outside the pub!They lost ten minutes -  and missed the hoped -for refreshment.

In the afternoon we walked across an open field and straight into the clutches of an Umpire.However,shortly after our release from the obligatory ten minutes incarceration , we were  treated to generous pints of freshly brewed tea at  nearby Hazon High Houses.  What a kind farmer’s wife!She displayed a very sympathetic motherly attitude to us and was famously ready with the teapot.And then yet more tea at the canteen at a mine beside the Great North Road.We knew our way around! A regular supply of tea is a great blessing and sustainer.  

At Acton House,where we were to spend the night,we watched a few  films,including a Japanese Army training film  showing their soldiers charging to the First movement of Eine Kleine Nachtmusik!

     And! - also Acton House was the Lance Corporal who had stolen our slit trench at Old Bewick. Seeing me cleaning my boots,he requested the use of my equipment.

”No!”I said.”You’re supposed to carry your own!”

Points to me!  

On the last day of our scheme we were taken to Newcastle in trucks.The programme was called

Street Fighting – somewhat inaccurately;it was really an obstacle race through a short row of “modified” houses. Each section started at the foot of what had been the gable end of a house.As a group they had to take an ammunition box up that one-storey high wall and through whatever they  then encountered,and to finish up ready for action in a firing position in the fourth house along.

The first part – up the one-storey wall – was well-provided with foot and hand holds,and easy to climb.

But on reaching the top one was confronted by beams which were the remains of a bedroom floor ,and a two-storey drop into the cellar  below,for the ground floor had been removed.Almost everyone crossed that quickly once they got over their  surprise,but the next house had no floors at all.The way through that was by hand and footholds in the main outside wall - no great difficulty. But  Allen was standing petrified on the beams of the first house ,and I felt that I must help and encourage him.

A Sergeant shouted “Get down and crawl,if you daren’t walk!” Which the poor lad tried,but he couldn’t move far

on hands and knees.It was also more dangerous. Another sergeant had then appeared and called “Get up Allen! Don’t be such a cissy!”

I gradually coaxed him to the end of that room and round the wall of the next.After that was a room with a wooden floor with a hole in it about a yard square.A rope hung from the ceiling and went down through this hole,and that was the way we were to go.All this was done wearing Battle-Order,and Allen somehow managed to get his rifle stuck across the hole, with himself jammed between the rifle and its sling with his body and legs kicking aimlessly below. 


We eventually completed the course and joined the rest of the section,but of course the  delay had put us quite out of the competition to be fastest section.

But the main thing was that poor old Allen had not come to harm.


And thus ended our Training Programme at Felton.Two days later we went on fourteen days

 Embarkation Leave.

       I certainly enjoyed that leave.I had a couple of days with friends in Rutland and watched country folk there celebrate VE Day – when Germany surrendered.

A just cause for celebration,but the Japanese war was 

still very much in some of our minds.

       Helen and I had some lovely walks,particularly one from Grassington to Litton in Wharfedale on 12th May 1945 –etched in our memory forever. A perfect day!

       There was an amusing episode in Grassington.I couldn’t help overhearing an oldish  lieutenant-colonel,who had travelled on the bus and  was accompanied by a much younger lady,mention walking to Burnsall.I noticed,however,that they were following us,and quietly approached him to point out that Burnsall lay in the opposite direction – downstream,not up.

“Oh really! Thankyou!”     

  Goodness! A Colonel   -  well,half a Colonel ,but he should have been capable of  finding his way  about.. Still,he had the sense to be walking in one of the loveliest
place on Earth!

         Our fourteen days leave was extended  to sixteen  to celebrate VE day.Helen’s Father suggested that we ring up to confirm this with my Unit,which he did on my behalf.Some of my associates did not ring the camp for confirmation,and found themselves on a charge for absence without leave on their return – even though the extension had been publicised in the Press and on Radio!

         On my last evening at home,I took Helen to see my new niece,born to my Sister on 8th. May .I also took Helen’s photograph .Then we went round some of my old walking ground near Gawthorpe and Ossett .


On my return to Felton I was in B Company.That was the Holding Company,a parking place for people due to be moving on in due course.I managed to get a

couple of week-end passes during my time in B Company,which was very nice.

         It meant leaving Camp at Saturday  lunch time,a lift courtesy the Army to Acklington Station,a quick pint and pork pie in the Railway Hotel,purchase of a special rate ticket (which accounted for 19 shillings  of my week’s pay of 21 shillings!) ,a few hours on the train,then

that dear figure waiting on Leeds Station to pick me out of a horde of other similar khaki shapes.A visit to the pictures while in Leeds,a shortish walk on Sunday ,and back on the train in time for lights out.The week-end gone – but not its memories…


During my time in B Company,there was a Divisional Commander’s inspection of the Camp.I think it must have stemmed from  the terrible drowning tragedy of the previous January.For the place did   seem 

to call for examination.


In the event,there was quite a bit of humour about the Inspection.

For example: The first item concerning B Coy was apparently to have been rifle-inspection by the General (actually a Lieutenant General). We were drawn up as a Company in three ranks,having previously fallen in along white tapes which  were removed prior to his arrival.So he found us as well set out as could be.The General stood behind us and called his requirements to our Company Comander - a Captain of some years.

He wished to inspect our rifles and it was up to the captain to give the appropriate command.There are two

commands :One is “For inspection – port arms!”Rifles are then raised across the chest and held there so that the breech mechanism can be examined just above the stomach

The other is: “Examine arms!” which results in the rifle pointing out in front of the body and the muzzle raised  so that the examiner can look down the barrel.

The Company Commander gave an entirely wrong command – “For inspection examine arms!”

 No command at all,or  two commands perhaps?

Of course the men didn’t know what to do.

But the General did!


He gave that Captain a great telling off on the spot.

I don’t think  he ever got his rifle inspection,the situation had become so confused that even the General thought it best abandoned! I know the Captain was not seen around the camp after that.

     Our group were then asked to parade in PE Kit and boots,with our spare pair of boots beside us.We had half an hour to prepare for this. But I was obliged to  see the Sergeant Major to explain that I had been unable to have my spare pair of boots repaired,since the cobbler’s

shop had been closed for over a fortnight getting ready for this inspection.

    “Then you’ll just have to go on a charge!” he said.

But a Lieutenant whom I’d never seen before came over and said,”I don’t think that’ll be necessary.I’ll lend you a pair of  boots.Wait here.”

And he  fetched the boots and helped me stamp them appropriately with my number.What a Man!

.
That got me out of a tight spot,and the General fortunately never noticed that my spare pair of boots were two or three sizes bigger than the ones I was wearing.My benefactor  was a big chap!


When I went to ask for a pass on the Saturday, though,that ghastly Sergeant Major said “You’re the one who had no boots. No pass for you!”

So poor Helen was left sad and waiting that evening when I didn’t turn up on the train in Leeds .

He was a horrible person. I  had the misfortune to have an insect bite near the temple which caused extensive and uncomfortable swelling .The MO had told me to stay in bed,but I had to turn out for pay parade – not a becoming sight.This Sergeant Major pointed me out to the others waiting – “Ee look at ‘im! Hohoho!”

And even on the morning we later left for India he hadn’t a kindly word for us – just abusive unpleasantness.


But to return to the General’s Inspection.At dinner time the cooks and their staff were dressed in white –

for the one and only time in my experience.

There was also soup with the dinner,and as the General walked in he said “Don’t these men normally have bread with their soup?”

He was passing me at the time,and I felt like saying “These men don’t normally have soup ,Sir!” for that too was a one and only occasion.


On my nineteenth birthday a group of us travelled 

south by  train to the Barracks in Halifax,our Regimental HQ.to join other members of our Regiment for a parade through the Town on the following day.
 I had seen a  similar parade through my home town exactly one year before ,and I sometimes wondered  how many of the men I had watched were still around a year later.

   We formed up near the Railway Station and marched to the Town Hall, to be  presented  there,as  a Regiment, with the Freedom of the City.It was a popular occasion,and there was quite a crowd  - probably more interesting to watch than to participate in! 

      By afternoon it was over and I was free to go home,and see Helen and my Folks.The best part of the

proceedings!


The following week- end proved to be my last at home for two and a half years.I got a pass and we walked to the site of Robin Hood’s Grave at Kirklees,a few miles from Dewsbury.It was a beautiful day and fixed in our memories is the profusion of Greater Stitchwort flowers we saw along our route.Helen was quite a bit under age,but I took her discreetly into The three Nuns for a lemonade,and a cider for myself.

Then to her home,and “Cheerio” for a while,and similarly to my friend Peter Baker ,who lived close by.


I was put on overseas draft on the following Thursday,along with twelve others.A draft consisted of twelve because that was the number a troopship mess-table accommodated.I was the thirteenth man in case anyone had to drop out.My address now was:Draft RPJBA India Command !


The time between then and our departure was occupied in drawing tropical gear and making sure that all our equipment was in good order.They were pleasant bunch of chaps,Three were from the platoon I’d trained with,the rest were strangers to me.The senior members were a Corporal from London who had served in anti-aircraft units,and a lance-corporal from Castleford who

had  been on watch on the East Coast during the 1940

invasion threat.


On Saturday the 7th July we had a dental inspection,and a lad was found to have gingivitis.

So I was no longer Thirteenth Man!


Throughout this waiting time,some of the others spent the evenings down in the Northumberland Arms,while I  regularly walked through  the lovely woodland  by the river.That was where I learned to recognize Honeysuckle! The only person I ever met on my walks was a fellow soldier out for a run .He stopped for a word and  explained his love of the countryside.

He was a gamekeeper in civilian life,from the South of Yorkshire.We happened to be standing by a striking

flowering plant ,and I asked if he knew what it was.

“Aye! That’s Honeysuckle”. And off he ran!



On the morning of the 8th.July we drew haversack rations and, heavily laden with all our gear – including fifty rounds of rifle ammunition – we went by army lorry to Morpeth station to catch the York train.It was a busy train,and we had a lot of gear.Some of the civilian passengers seemed to look upon us as a nuisance ,and were not at all accommodating.At York, some wanted to get on while we were trying to unload our gear carefully.

To speed things up,one lad decided to  throw our stuff out in a heap on the platform – foolishly as it turned out,for somebody’s respirator rolled  under the train and lay on the line.

A member of the staff said that it was against rules for anyone to retrieve  it ,and that it wouild have to remain there until the train left – and ran over it! Then it was retrieved – to be taken on to India and handed in for replacement.

        We travelled by troop train from York,carrying lads from various Northern units.As we approached Leeds Station and were crossing one of the streets I knew so well,a startling explosion came from close at hand .The train then stopped at a platform and onlookers could be seen looking at our coach.A few soldiers and an officer then appeared leading a soldier with a towel wrapped round his arm away. Eventually it emerged that someone had loaded another person’s rifle and put it in the rack so that the trigger was caught in the netting there.With the safety catch off he had then placed his hand over the muzzle and  moved the rifle to discharge the shot through his hand.The bullet must have passed very close to the head of a lad who was  standing in the corridor looking out of the window.

Our way  ran by Batteyford, quite close to my home town.There were the cliffs of the quarry on the hillside, catching the evening sunlight….Then we passed under a foot bridge at Mirfield on which Helen and I had stood a fornight before – the Three Nuns Day!


You just had to switch a lot of yourself off!


An hour or two later and we were in  Liverpool boarding the Tamaroa, our home for the next three weeks along with several hundred other chaps .


Our accommodation was down below, at a mess table on a troop deck.Each table seated a dozen men

six along each side .That was our bit of the ship throughout the voyage,where we ate and slept. Hammocks were available,to be drawn each night  and  returned in the morning.I tried using one slung up in the orthodox manner the first night,but felt so much like a trussed up chicken that I subsequently laid it on the deck as a mattress to supplement  the two blankets which we always carried as part of our gear. It was crowded and stuffy down below,so when we reached warmer parts of our journey some of us slept up on the open deck.This was very pleasant,but you had to be up smartly in the morning,for the whole deck was hose-piped down first thing,and it was a good idea to be out of the way when those enthusiastic deck-swillers arrived.


Food for each table was fetched in a large tray from the Galley by one of the lads,and shared out by the 

Corporal.I remember it as being quite good.At first the potatoes were boiled in their jackets.

This was quite acceptable,I thought ,but some people  complained,and after that a potato-peeling squad was detailed for the job each day.We hadn’t complained,but found ourselves having to peel quite a lot of spuds – a

sackful each!


Each morning,the Captain inspected the Ship,and we had to line up at our Boat Stations – ie the place where one would go in an emergency.Our Draught Conducting Officer joined us then.He was a Lieutenant who had travelled with us from Felton.He was in charge of us,but we rarely saw him! A very pleasant man,though.


It was a pleasant voyage,with no storms in the dreaded Bay of Biscay..We were off Cape Finisterre at dawn on Wednesday,and hove to,as if something was being attended to.Later that day, when we were well down the Portugese  coast, a glance behind showed that all was not well; we were zig-zagging .And shortly afterwards there was a call over the Tannoy: “Will the Ship’s Carpenter come to the Bridge immediately and bring a hammer and a wooden wedge!”
That must have done the trick,and from then on it was plain ailing.

        Handy thing that Tannoy .It provided music daily.Its repertoire was  restricted to “Morning” and “Anitra’s Dance” from Grieg’s “Peer Gynt”,followed by “My Little Grey Home In The West”,but it added atmosphere

           We saw the Portugese Coast quite clearly – even buildings ashore,but missed  Gibraltar, which we passed during the night.The red cliffs of Tunisia near Bizerta and Cape Bon,were our next landfall,and later we passed within sight of ,and to the North of,Malta.

    These waters were familiar ground to the Tamaroa,

which had been converted  to a troopship in 1940,and two years later had taken part in Operation Torch - the British and American landings to occupy Algeria


Most  of the lads were making the best of things

and quite happy,but I felt sorry for one who spent most of his time leaning on the rail with a forlorn expression.

If you approached him,all he had to say was “My  Mother  will just be putting the milk-bottles out”, or some such sad reference to his Mum.

Poor lad! He had stolen and opened a tin of the Iron Rations available in case of emergency,so that it was unfit to hand back at the end of the voyage.

“I know you lot,” he said .”You would have scoffed ‘em and there’d have been none for me!” 

A most ridiculous attitude ,which subsequently led to his being taken away  for appropriate attention.

Somewhere off Alexandria,we were overtaken late in the day by a magnificent vessel  brightly lit overall.It was the Oranj,a Dutch liner built for the East Indies run just before the war and serving with a Dutch crew as a Hospital Ship for the Australian Government.A splendid sight – with a fair turn of speed.

We stayed overnight in Port Said mainly to take on oil for the ship but also other provisions – such as Water Melons,which added refreshing  variety to our diet.Small Egyptian boys swam around – in their element! And two local traders had their small boat lifted up and tied alongside our deck in order to sell their wares.


What we saw of the Canal looked interesting,but that was not much. We were busy peeling potatoes and only secured a look now and then through an opening in the ship’s side known as a Sally Port.


We picked up speed on leaving the Canal,as the sun went down ,a great red  ball across the desert.I remember looking at it out of a port-hole,and turning my head to the right saw a face looking at me from another porthole.It was the lad who had thrown the grenade at the wrong tin in Richmond! I wonder if he recognized me?

       The Red Sea was mighty warm and each day grew warmer .By this time we had been in tropical gear long enough for it to need a wash,which could be easily  done in the normal way – by hand under a tap(using salt water- drinking water being too precious to waste on washing) But one or two smart fellows thought of an easier way.They  fastened a rope to the ship’s rail,tied their washing on the other end and  dropped it overboard to be dragged through the sea.Not  to be recommended .I saw a few go to retrieve their washing ,but never saw a line that still had the washing on when it was lifted out.It was not a good idea – nor was the excessive sun-bathing in which some indulged.It could be very uncomfortable – and it was an offence against regulations.


It was no offence,though, to sleep out high on the Boat Deck at night,as some of us  were allowed  to do.

Oh the Stars! One of our lads had studied navigation in the RAF ,and pointed out  Constellations I had never noticed in all my own night-time wanderings –

such as the “W” shaped Cassiopaea.


The Red Sea behind us,we ,turned “left”,and headed across the Arabian Sea for three or four days to Bombay.

It was greyish and cool,with a South-Westerly Monsoon

giving the ship a constant steady list to port.


I associate that part of the journey with buying tea and biscuits which were available  at a little tea-shop first

thing in the morning – after deck-swilling,but before breakfast !

 
And so to Bombay,where we tied up alongside a

“Southampton” Class Cruiser,and Indian dockers came aboard ,and you could lean on the rail and watch the skilful flight of  Kite-Hawks – and all the other Mysteries of a Strange Place!

,

