          ARMY LIFE   CHAPTER  FOUR :  INDIA  & BURMA  

     We left  the Tamaroa  at noon  on  29th July,by  a  train  which had been standing on a dockside   line - our destination:  Deolali.The large  compartment  had plain wooden seats along each side,and also along the middle,There was ample accommodation and plenty of room to move around.

As proved to be common with Indian trains,a running board ran along the outside  of the carriage,and we had not been long on our journey when a non fare-paying opportunist made his way along this running board and was trying to sell something to one of our lads.It was a ring with the alluring brightness of Copper recently treated with acid. Any sensible person would have suspected trickery. But not everyone is sensible,and the opportunist was soon disappearing  along the train looking for other victims,while our lad was pocketing his  acquisition,which had become a healthy shade of  green by the  time we reached Deolali.

We were being pulled by an electric loco on a journey which I remember as being remarkably smooth.Stations without platforms ,where people boarded the train from ground level, were a novelty. But the most vivid memory I have of that  run  is of  crossing sunlit mountain streams swollen by recent monsoon rains and tumbling  down from the Western Ghats .It was all sunshine,dancing blue water,and greenery.Who could forget it!

And so to Deolali,that long-established Army base and the site of a famous mental hospital set up to cater for those suffering from the effects of heat,absence from home,and other effects.Another train was standing at the platform  across the track from ours.It was packed with well-tanned troops who were bound for Bombay – and home,and they greeted us as obvious pale-faced newcomers with unsympathetic  derisive jeers of “Get yer knees brown!” and so on.

We were greeted at our new quarters  by a Company Sergeant Major who was the very opposite in every way  to the beast  we had left behind in Felton  .Polite, pleasant, helpful,kindly and friendly. .He made a very lasting impression on me!

Our accommodation was in large barnlike buildings called “Bashers” ,which stood  on stone foundations  a yard or so above ground level.This kept them well clear of the surrounding ground,which became very wet in the monsoon rains.

We slept on traditional Indian “charpoys” - ie “four-legs” made from wood with a mattress of  thin criss-crossed  rope.On this we laid a our groundsheet and the blankets which were part of our regulation kit.Above it,our mosquito nets hung from wires stretched along the length of the hut.

A pleasant feature of   army life in India was the “Char-Wallah”,who came round before breakfast carrying his charcoal-heated tea urn in one hand  and  tin trunk  balanced on his head with the other,the latter being well-stocked with small sweet cakes,buns etc. Whether one wanted to buy  anything at that time of day or not,the cry of “Char-wallah,char-wallah! Do anna ek piala!” was a pleasant way in which to be aroused – ie  “Two annas a cup!”

 At other times of day such as mid-morning break,the Char Wallah would come round again,and in the evening darkness he would set up stall at some favourable spot where a group of soldiers would gather to converse with one another and to a limited extent with the proprietor himself. A fine institution – the Char Wallah!

Another useful person was the Nappy Wallah.He was the man to cut your hair,or if you were very lazy shave you in bed before you got up.The Nappy Wallah was sometimes a humorist,who ,while cutting your hair would suddenly produce a cut-throat razor  and hold its blade across  your throat  with a grinning “Tikh hai,Sahib?”  (OK – Sir?)


A pleasant homely feature of our time at Deaolali was provided by a small group of  local women who were involved in repair work  on the steps leading to one of the bashers. Their job was carrying  cement, or small  amounts of  stone, in  saucer-shaped  containers on the head ,balancing their load  with one hand while sometimes gracefully leading a small child  by the other.There were maybe six such young children,or Chickos as we learned to call them, with the ladies,and it was very pleasant to see and hear them playing harmlessly around. Our lance-corporal from Castleford  ,who was the only one of our Felton draft with children,was particularly taken on with them,and  told one of the ladies,with suitable gestures: “Me got  chickos,two,home, England.”  


I’m not sure whether the lady understood ,but his kindly  interest in their children made them all  smile happily .

Soon after our arrival ,I had been appointed Orderly Sergeant’s Runner.This involved  staying in his quarters  for part of the day,ready to act appropriately as required. There proved to be so little to do,that I wondered why he needed a runner.Maybe it made him feel important.Anyhow,I was quite content to sit in his light airy office/ quarters reading Shakespearean  Comedies .

The only assignment I remember was to go to our Draft and ask for a Volunteer for an undisclosed  task.They were all very much at ease and mostly lying comfortably on their charpoys. “Volunteers! What do you think we are? Come off it,Mate!”I  was wondering what to do next,though,when one of them said :”Have you seen the newspaper?They’ve dropped a very powerful bomb on Japan.They’ve found out how to split atoms and that’s how it works. It will end the War”.

“Impossible!” I said,from my knowledge of Physics.”I can’t believe it.They’ve been trying to do that for ages,and …”

But it was true,of course.And that was how I learned of the impending end of the War.We did not now have to face the prospect of jungle fighting,or the invasion of Japan…

       A week or so after the dropping of the A-Bomb,our draft was  put on orders to move to the North West Frontier,and we were suitably equipped with  gear appropriate to that zone – principally  a pith sun-helmet,or “Helmet Pith Solar”  in Army terms. On the night before the morning of our departure , however ,I was taken ill with a very much upset stomach and was obliged to report sick.I  had been enjoying very tasty tomato sandwiches  in the canteen on the previous evening,and think that caused the trouble.But whatever the cause, I had to watch my Felton friends go off  without me,while I lay in bed ,in  what seemed to be an enormous basher now that I was its sole occupant – and  how the wind and rain rattled on the roof during monsoon storms! I was  not fit to go about for a couple of days, and had  no one to speak to though there were other occupied bashers near at hand.Somehow,though,a chap did become aware of me and came in to ask if I was alright .Did I want any food bringing, and so on.I shall always remember  that man,who I had never seen or spoken to before.He was in the Sherwood Foresters and his name was Fenton.An exemplary  character.But we soon went our respective ways, and our acquaintance was   brief.

I was on guard  one night at Deolali.My role was “Prowler Guard”. I was armed with a stout truncheon .amd had to roam about the place looking for what I’m not  sure.There were quite a  few people going  around in  the Camp,and  it would  be hard to know which might qualify for a tap with the truncheon.I remember standing in the shadows  for some time against the wall of one basher near an open window.I was listening to” The Waltz of the Flowers” from the “Nutcracker “.That piece  will forever remind me of  the occasion

.I also remember the Orderly Officer on duty that night.He wore a monsoon cape,the hood of which lends  a spooky monk-like appearance to the wearer,and he came unexpectedly out of the darkness carrying a hurricane lamp  whose feeble rays lit up the black patch he wore over one eye. Quite an apparition .

   I left Deolali by rail on a Monday evening in September with a Draft posted to Ramgarh,roughly  eight hundred and fifty miles away to the north east .Our new Unit,which we reached on Thursday afternoon, was BBSTE ,”Beastie” for short,or “British Base Specialist Training Establishment” in full. A long title for a place where very little went on in my time,though the Ramgarh site had quite a history.

       It was a camp of  single-storey  huts made of brick,and had been built to accommodate German and Italian prisoners of  war.  These were moved elsewhere,however,in 1942,to make way for Chinese troops withdrawing from Burma,who needed to be  retrained in order  to take part in the re-occupation of that Land.This retraining was largely an American concern,and the reponsibility of the famous General “Vinegar Joe” Stilwell.

The Ramgarh area had plenty of open space and rough terrain for most branches of  military  training ,and the Chinese units trained there subsequently played a very important role in the reconquest of Burma.I was not aware of  these facts during my time at Ramgarh,but could not help noticing the tasteful Chinese pin-up girls still decorating walls about the place ,and there were vague references to Vinegar Joe.

My main recollection of BBSTE was of being put on my first Charge.I was detailed for Guard duty,and we were duly inspected for the purpose in the morning and declared satisfactory by the Sergeant.In the evening of the same day,we were inspected by the same Sergeant,who put me on a fizzer for being in need of a haircut.Three days CB ,which merely amounted to non-use of the NAAFI for that period,and no great hardship .For some reason,recalling that incident brings to mind Fireflies,which were a prominent feature of life at BSTE - striking little things which I don’t remember having seen anywhere else.Another memory which it brings to mind is of a week in hospital with a fever described on my records as NYD  ie “Not Yet Diagnosed”,and in recalling the matter even today I can’t help wondering whether they have yet managed to diagnose it !

  One of my fellow patients in hospital ,who I had never known before and to whom I hadn’t spoken even while in there,approached me one Sunday after we were discharged and asked if I fancied a trip to the cinema in Ranchi to see “Meet me in St.Louis”. It sounded interesting,and  was a chance to see more of the district,so why not? I can’t remember how we travelled the thirty miles or so to Ranchi – probably by public bus – but I remember the prominent  name of the Cinema -  “Rupa Sree” - which stood out in vivid contrast  to the modest surroundings of this market town. You couldn’t miss it!

After the show,my companion said he was going up to the nearby hospital  to see if there were any nurses around, “But you’re married!” I said,a remark which he shrugged off with the claim that it didn’t matter. But it mattered to me.I left him to his own devices and went to find transport back to Ramgarh, eventually finding a Ten-ton Mack taking on board a number of West African soldiers and  heading,the driver said, towards Ramgarh. 

Towards Ramgarh,yes,but not all the way. After  maybe ten miles the truck stopped to turn into a camp,and I was obliged to dismount.It was a pleasant stretch of  rolling countryside,with shapely rocky hills ahead set against  clouds  catching the light of the setting Sun.Very picturesque,but as I fruitlessly thumbed passing traffic I reflected on my situation.How far was I from Ramgarh?How long to walk? I seemed to know very little  about my surroundings – a stranger alone in a strange place.One interesting point I now know,however, is that I could very well have been standing on the Tropic of Cancer,for that line passes between Ramgarh and Ranchi.

At length  my problem was  over.A jeep drew up,driven by a Major.Where did I want to go? “Ramgarh!Jump in,no trouble!”   And so ended my visit to the Pictures.As for the other lad,I don’t remember seeing him again – not that I looked very keenly.

Towards the end of my time at BBSTE we had word that the place was to be inspected by someone of very senior rank,and that everything had to be smartened up for the visit.

The low brick huts of the place had covered walkways along one side,and the roofing of these  was supported by brick pillars.Someone had decided that the walls and pillars in these sheltered areas was to be whitewashed,and since there was scarcely a suitable brush on the place, the men were ordered to use their Army-issue hair brushes for the purpose! 

That order was surely an infringement of Military Law – misuse of equipment and conduct prejudicial to good military order and discipline .But the person responsible for the order would have had to put Himself on the fizzer!

Those  pillared walkways beside the huts were the haunt in the evening of the char-wallah,who would settle down there for an hour or two with his tea and cakes , forming  a focal point where a group of the lads would gather in the evening air to pleasantly while away the time talking of this and that – a homely little corner!

Another pleasant touch came from the sound of dancing parties ,or Ramsammies, in a nearby village.The distant singing and musical accompaniment was a delight to hear,and I still recall it with pleasure.Somebody sounded very happy! The intensity of the procedings varied with the phase of  the Moon building up gradually night by night  to reach a climax  on the night when it was full .It put me in mind of Thomas Hardy’s villagers making their moonlit way to such gatherings.

When we had been at BBSTE a month or so, the time came to leave,and  one afternoon we were drawn up in the parade ground  to wait for transport.The Officer in charge was there along with the Char Wallah,and both  made their way along the ranks.The Char Wallah was there to point out men who owed him money,and had obviously intended leaving without paying,and the Officer was there to see that he got it!

Char Wallahs allowed credit – called “Kitab”.If a customer did not pay cash  the Char Wallah would make a note in his “Kitab”,or “book”,and the deal would be settled later. It was unkind to cheat a Charwallah by failing to pay up,but it was done.When some men knew they were leaving,they deliberately ran up a debt without any intention of paying.

The Char Wallah’s finances having been straightened out,we climbed aboard Ten-ton Macks and were driven Westwards for several miles, up a succession of steep hills and at last to a camp in the open country  of the Ranchi Plateau.

The Address of the Camp,which lay alongside a main highway, was 20th Royal Fusiliers,Lohardaga – Lohardaga being a large Administrative District in which a Town of the same name was situated some miles to our West .

        The first feature that comes to mind in recalling this camp was the Company Sergeant Major – a very well-built man,a Londoner ,with a Voice of great power.He was efficient and extremely good natured.When a lad was once late on parade,the CSM asked why he was late.”I didn’t hear you call us on Parade,Sir.”

            The CSM’s calm,matter of fact  response  was :

“When I  call‘Get On Parade’ – EVERYBODY hears me.”

Which was quite true .He didn’t have to shout;he just released that sound from the depth of his being.

 Our accomodation was in eight-man tents.To their rear was an extensive area of close-growing woodland plants which were probably rhododendrons,and  to the front was our parade ground,with the Guard Room alongside the main road .

Mention of the Guard Room brings to mind the touching little ceremony observed in that camp each night at sun-down,when a bugle sounded Retreat,and everyone stood in silence for two minutes in tribute to the Fallen.

      At the other end of the day a rather more vigorous practice was observed - early morning PT before breakfast.The cool upland air in those parts led to the formation of mists.These   were rising and dispersing at about the time for PT,and I remember a solitary tree on a hillside above us,suddenly appearing out of the white mist – a vision of lilac-pink blossom in a sudden burst of sunlight and blue sky.The sort of  sight which is hard to forget. 

       A small village lay quite close to the East of the Camp – close enough for local folk to bring queries to the MO,for instance.I had to visit the Medical Inspection Tent once with a septic arm which I had grazed some days before.This had been dressed – probably with epsom-salts crystals – and  the MO needed to see it.He seemed delighted that it was ready to lance.I wasn’t ! For since childhood ,when I first heard reference to that

fearful sounding procedure, I had dreaded it.But the MO viewed the matter with enthusiasm ,and took out the small outfit of  equipment as one about to enjoy a  welcome change from routine.Then,as I stood with arm poised ,a village lad of ten or thereabouts came in with a large open-topped can.It held a   snake for the MO to identify and diagnose as safe to release - or dangerous. He told the boy it could be released,and then sprayed my arm with a super local anaesthetic before deftly lancing it.Nothing to it! I merely felt a numb painless sensation.The Orderly cleaned it up and dressed it , and my attitude to surgery was to some extent modified by the experience.

         The rest of my platoon had gone on an exercise called “The Bull Ring”,and since I had been told how to get there I set off to join them.It was quite a lengthy walk  along the raised paths of paddy fields ,and very enjoyable and interesting,for I hadn’t been on such ground before.. Before  I reached the others,the exercise was over,so I never found out what “The Bull Ring” involved.


The only  Officer apart from the MO that I can recall at that Camp was a young Lieutenant.He once took a small party of us in a three-ton truck to what had been a Jungle Camp near a village in nearby hills.It was an interesting area,wooded and rocky,which I would have liked to explore,but that was not possible;there was now no need for Jungle Camps,and we went  merely to  take tables,beds,etc. away.


The same Officer once took us firing on the long range . A Lance-Corporal there gave me a good tip about holding the weapon .It was to hold the rifle when taking aim by twisting the two hands so as to lock it in a vice-like grip.The result was quite marked – my best performance ever! Now why hadn’t someone told me that before – the Major in Northern Ireland  eg. - instead of  dismissing me as a bad shot?

          The  firing over,the young Lieutenant marched us back to Camp himself.On the way we came to a substantial stream  a few yards across.It was too deep to ford,and in any case the sides went sheer down to the water for a yard or more,making it awkward to enter.The Officer had clearly not been aware of this

obstacle,and walked to and fro along the bank.As he did so,one

smart alec said – “With feet like that I thought he could waddle across”.  The Officer certainly did have noticeably large feet,but the remark was silly and unkind to say in the man’s hearing. He paused momentarily,and then said.”I have been trying to think of the best and easiest way to take you back to camp,but in view of a certain remark which has been made we are going to march back without a halt of any kind.” 

         And so he set off at our head and marched and marched until we reached Camp.His feet did not look to be made for comfortable marching, though,and I think he was punishing himself more than anyone else.On reaching Camp,he went straight across the Square and disappeared .He never brought us to a halt to dismiss us,we just went to our quarters! Not a very good Officer – he had allowed himself  to be annoyed and beaten by a fool,and lost the respect of  wiser souls.I wondered how he had managed to get those pips onto his shoulder.


A very interesting notice appeared on Orders about that time.It  invited applicants for posts as Check-point Sergeants.

This would involve a three-week course at GHQ at Jhansi,promotion,and posting to Ports and Aerodromes in South East Asia. A promising opportunity,and too good to miss.Interviews were held shortly afterwards,and  I  was among the successful. We should be called to Jhansi in due course,but that would not be from this Camp,for we were very soon to move elsewhere.

 
On the afternoon of our departure  four Ten-ton Macks drew up on the Parade Ground and we piled aboard under the benign eye of the CSM. Then off we went,with a few jokers bidding him farewell with  the best imitation of  his “Get On Parade!” they could manage ,while he stood  smiling  broadly, as he had stood to greet us a few weeks before.


Our new Camp was some miles to the West,and at  a slightly higher  altitude -  about   four thousand feet above sea-level .My address now was 11th Lancashire Fusiliers,Lohardaga.

Accommodation was in eight-man tents .My memory of that camp is much better than the previous one: I cannot remember 

anyone who shared my tent there,but at the Lancs  Fusiliers I can place them all.

They were:a)  a lad from Kent who was in a Scots Regiment :  b)a farmer’s son from Fife who described how,on separate occasions he had for safety’s sake,shot two of his father’s bulls – not entirely to the parent’s approval :c)a lad from Birstall in Yorkshire,who had been a cabinet-maker’s apprentice to a friend of my father   and :d)three Glaswegians .

The Birstall lad and I,being most of a sort, spent quite a bit of time sparring with each other in a harmless light-hearted way.

There was not a lot to do apart from reading and relaxing in that very relaxing place,and our duties were by no means onerous.

      I remember  a group being sent to cut down  trees beside  the  main road which passed very close to our camp.The cookhouse was short of  fuel,and  I suppose this seemed a reasonable solution to the problem – though they were unskilled,and could only do a very rough job with the tools provided.But there was another snag .The trees were not ours to  take ,and by the time the lads had been at work for half an hour   a local gentleman - no doubt alerted by the  Bush Telegraph – arrived , strongly protesting that he owned the trees and   would they please pack it in!

      That road was quite a source of interest.One day the C in C

India  - Field Marshall Auchinleck – was due to pass along it.Our Unit was not on his programme,though,so we were ordered to stay under cover and not make the place look untidy by our presence until he was known to have passed by!

       Nobody forbade us to keep out of sight of the snake charmer,though,and he soon gathered  an audience of a dozen or so  when  he  halted by the roadside.He had various small exhibits,including a Scorpion in a large match-box,but of course the snakes were the main attraction,with the Cobra  stealing the show. I was fascinated by those marvellous  curves as it rose from  the shallow basket when he lifted the cover,particularly the beautiful shape of the hood ,and the head which sprang from it.The creature was such a marvellous collection of  graceful curves,that I  have never forgotten the sense of marvel which I felt at the time. Its colour ,too,was very striking.I later saw other cobras ,some of which were drably coloured,but this

 was predominantly olive-green,with a beautiful  pattern of yellow and black on the hood.

        This creature was,of course,well under control ,and I was able to appreciate its beauty to a degree which would not have been possible had I encountered it in other conditions.Once when walking elsewhere,for instance, I caught a glimpse of something which looked like  a cobra’s hood out of the corner of my eye,and my thoughts were certainly not on any aesthetics of the situation .(My sighting had been  of a large swaying leaf)

        This captive cobra had been deprived of its poison sacs,

and  as part of  his act the snake charmer persuaded it to bite him.He taunted  it,dashing his hand towards it repeatedly in a threatening manner until ,after a number of such acts of provocation the cobra  struck his hand almost too rapidly to see,leaving two needle-sized wounds which he allowed us to see.


The performance over,and a collection  taken,the snake charmer packed away his outfit in two bundles,suspended one at each end of  stout stick which he carried across a shoulder, and went off eastwards along the highway.


The view for miles around our Camp was of pleasant rolling countryside which resembled parkland,with some cultivated ground and some patches of woodland.To the East,the ground sloped gently to the River South Koel ,possibly a mile away,but no more,and  about half a mile beyond the river rose two prominent hills, which were more or less great lumps of rock,around and upon which grew a few trees and other vegetation.Those hills were very eye-catching ,and the Lancashire Fusiliers used them  to illustrate their Regimental Christmas Card ,which I later sent to some of my friends .


A  lad by the name of Towel and I  took a walk to get a closer look at those hills one Sunday afternoon,and to get to the top if possible.It was very straightforward   .First we made for the River - the South Koel,which eventually reaches the sea at Cuttack.This was crossed by a  suspension footbridge put up by the Royal Indian Engineers,and – if I remember rightly – 148 yards long.Then it was an easy walk to the nearest hill,but the climb did not look at all easy,for the it was quite steep and consisted mainly of one enormous bare slab of rock largely surrounded by dense bramble-like growth.

         As we stood pondering on the matter and deciding on our next move,a local gent  – the first person we’d seen - appeared and without more ado pointed upwards and indicated that we should follow him. 

              And so we did - as best we could. He was much better equipped for the task than ourselves,for his bare feet  gave a  grip on the rock than our studded army boots lacked.Also,he had obviously climbed the hill before and knew  where the  top was,which was not easy to pick out  through that confused tangle of vegetation above the rock we were on.


The hill was not  as high as it looked from a distance ,and we were on top in no more that five minutes .It was the strangeness of the place and steep bare rock which made it seem difficult .Once on top we had meant to sit and savour the scene,but in a brief halt our guide took in the landscape with a sweep of his hand and said something  like “Subcheese” which implies “Everything”, or”All the lot”.Then  he was off again down the other side,and at that time knowing insufficient Urdu

to ask him to “tairo”,or “wait”, we were obliged to follow.We  had been up long enough to get a good general impression of the area which we already knew fairly well,so didn’t mind.

             Back on level ground , we passed a small group of women and children who were winnowing a  crop – probably rice or millet .It  made a picturesque sight as they flung the material  into the air and the chaff fluttered  away to leave the growing pile of grain which was the object of their light-hearted labour,and the children laughed and played about them. It would have been worth taking the walk just to see that scene of  Biblical  simplicity.


Towards the end of my time  in Lohardaga,I was on nightime prowler guard,watching  the roadside from a point near the Guardroom.Quite late at night,faint lights appeared along the road,swaying a little and moving steadily nearer.Then the gentle clinking of  chains could be heard,steadily growing more noticeable until an ox-cart came by,then another, with creaking woodwork and the muffled out-of -step gentle plodding of the oxen ,and close behind a third,each with its canopy sheltering members of the family,whose voices could be heard within.And so this little convoy passed by in its quiet  but impressive way,its gentle sounds gradually lost on the night air.A happy memory!


Those ox-carts would probably be on their way to the town of Lohardaga,a few miles to our west.It was hidden from our camp by elevated ground ,and having no map I was unaware of its existence until the day I left .Early in the morning ,those of us who had been selected for the course at Jahnsi were taken  to  board a train  in Lohardaga .This was on the narrow-gauge (2ft 6inch) track opened in 1913 and connected with Bauxite mining.

This took us to Ranchi ,forty five miles away,and from there we went by a main line train to Gaya,close by the Ganges,arriving  about nightfall,and being obliged to sleep in the open air on the platform. A small number of Indian civilians also spent the night there in small groups.It felt quite chilly by  night after the heat of the day,and some of them were coughing a good deal.They seemed to be wearing no extra clothing to counter the chill of evening,and my main memory of the night is of feeling sorry for them.If this was a regular habit,it was bound to affect their health.


Next day we went on beside the Ganges by Benares,and Dehri on Son –( the Son,what a river! And I’d never heard of it!)Then through Allahabad and so to Cawnpore,where we had another station-platform  night ,and in the morning looked down from a balcony as poor people in a queue were each given a large green leaf  holding what looked like rice .


Another hundred miles or so that day,and we were at Jhansi,  General Headquarters India  – our home for the next three weeks. 


In the introductory lecture ,the Officer in Charge explained its purpose.An aeroplane had recently crashed into the sea,taking with it  army personnel whose identity was unknown, for no passenger list had been compiled . Consequently,it had been decided to set up check points at which to record  particulars of army personnel about to travel by air,and similar check points were to be established to deal with those boarding ships. We were to be trained to man those check points .


Most of the course dealt with forms and other paper work dear to the heart of HQ men.The principal Form was the 5169,on which lists of men travelling by sea were recorded.

The equivalent for air-travel was An Air-manifest.There were  lesser forms which  I never came across in practice covering matters such as diet and other points.The Headquarter

Wallahs left no form unturned.They LOVED paper,but I subsequently realized that they may not have fully understood

all the practicalities of  what their course implied.

          We were ,for instance,to be designated Check-point Sergeants,and I think we  gained the impression that it was up to us to check that every man who featured on a 5169 actually boarded the vessel involved.One envisaged our calling out  names on some quayside and ticking them off one by one as each man went aboard with our gracious ticked approval.This was the sort of procedure suggested by the course .It was the impression I had in mind,and the one which our tutors appeared to have  in mind.

          But it was misleading.A typical troopship carried well over a thousand men,and, at say two per minute ,checking them individually would take some hours.But can one imagine everybody waiting patiently while the check-point sergeant did his stuff?He would be pretty hot under the collar himself before it  was over.

 The fact is that the 5169 side of things was already being done quite efficiently by the combined efforts of Orderly Room Staff,Draft-conducting Officers,and Embarkation HQs.We needed to know about 5169s, because the system was going to send us among them,but I think that we were really superfluous

to an already satisfactory process.  Superfluous or not,though, I  am glad that it went ahead,for it allowed me to board some interesting ships!

Air travel was a different matter,however,for,as I later found, it was quite easy  to collect the particulars of the few  people usually waiting to board an aeroplane,

At the end of the Course,we went individually before a Lt.Colonel .He spoke to me briefly  and then asked if I would feel  confident in   approaching a person of high rank,such as a Brigadier, in the course of my duties.I assured him of my confidence,and thus completed the Course.I was now entitled to my three stripes,and in view of the changed nature of our duties we were relieved of our rifles – a very happy farewell! 

It was the 1st December 1945

I was posted,with my friend Don,from Essex,along with one chap from Norfolk and another from Birmingham to Rangoon.And so off we went, back down the Ganges Valley,by Cawnpore and Allahabad,by Benares,in the mystic magic light of sunrise,and on through those countless green fields with flights of parakeets by day and the isolated village lights and croaking of frogs by night .Don and I had a small compartment to ourselves,with upholstered seats at each side to sleep on.This  luxury reflected our new status and was a cut above  the entirely wooden  seating we had previously enjoyed.Three pleasant days of this  took us  to Howrah Station,where we were met by Army transport and taken through the throng of traffic over the magnificent bridge to a Transit Camp on the Maidan.

We were in Calcutta for a few days,and it would have been interesting to have explored the city,but we were short both of cash and a knowledgeable guide,so one brief outing one evening was all we managed.We did witness at close quarters a vigorous clash between lathi-wielding police and a political protest group  which gave us second thoughts about future excursions from our Camp.And in any case,our ship soon arrived and it was time to be  away.It was the Ethiopia ,  a BISN (British India Steam Navigation) ship of  5,500 tons built  in 1922 .Ethiopia was a regular on  Rangoon-Calcutta – Madras  runs,with whose papers we were to become familiar in days to come.

Having sailed  down the Hooghly, through the vast fertile delta, we ran into an unsettled spell of  chilly weather, with some rain.Conditions below deck were stuffy,and Don and I preferred to sleep on the fresher open deck. 

A party of  well-wrapped Indian civilians,with colourful blankets about them had settled in sturdy good quality deck-chairs nearby .They were restless,and did not seem used sea-travel – especially the rougher parts…It was not very rough,but one could imagine it not being quite what newcomers to the sea had expected.I felt sympathy for them.Such weather does often occur at that time of year – it is called a “Chota Monsoon”. 
The food we were getting on board must not have been very satisfying,for I fell asleep on the deck that night and was dreaming that Don was up a palm tree and throwing down to me the most delicious coconuts which obligingly broke open so that I could enjoy their contents. A very vivid dream – and still fresh in my memory.

The weather soon improved,and we had blue sky and a calm sea for the rest of the four day  trip across the Bay of Bengal. The Irrawady Delta was  magnificent, green, and fertile, and must be  a great haven for water fowl , judging by the splendid flocks of duck which we saw on entering the Rangoon River.

A good twenty five miles,and  the City rose before us,the shining  gold Sule Pagoda being the most eye-catching  and memorable feature as the Ethiopia edged her way slowly upriver  to a mooring position in mid-stream.

We disembarked and went ashore by LCT (Landing Craft Tank) which was the standard means  of getting troops to and from ships in Rangoon at the time.Next day we arrived at the Unit to which we had been posted – AdvancereforsecSEAC   ie Advanced Reinforcement  Section South East Asia Command.

It was a very busy Office,commanded by a Major P. who was one of the busiest people I ever saw.We were not to work there, though, but at Embarkation HQ,which was in the Port Commissioners’ Building down by the riverside.The Major took us there next day,and also arranged for us to be billeted with staff of  nearby South Burma Area Q.Unfortunately,though,Don was posted ten miles away to Mingaladon Airport,leaving me to work with the pair from Birmingham and Norfolk.

   Our billet,with  South Burma Area HQ was downtown in what had been the Oriental Assurance Office Building ,in Merchant Street.Several men occupied what had been a large office floor space,sleeping on whatever was available.Initially I had two thick planks resting on packing cases.If the planks slid apart,as they occasionally did,I was in danger of falling through.I next graduated to an old stretcher,which was a slight improvement.The place was rigged out with wires to support mosquito netting,and one’s bedsite was governed by the availability of  such wiring.

        I eventually had a small partitioned portion, which might be loosely called a room, to myself,for improved accommodation  became  available as ships sailed for Britain at monthly intervals and people gradually left,for the lads here were old timers who had been abroad for well over three years,and were due repatriation under what was called the “Python” scheme. At that time Python was 3years8 months.Anyone who had been away  for that period was “supposed” to be sent back to Blighty.I made some good interesting friends there,for HQs seem to attract  well-read and capable types.One was a cellist with the Birmingham Symphony Orchestra – a very interesting  chap.Another was very fond of poetry and  also an artist.None of these men  were Sergeants,but they had organized the “Stork Club”,which was located in an adjacent Office Block.To reach it,one went through an ever-open window  in our block,down a fire-escape to ground level,then up another fire escape to another ever-open window and so reached the Stork Club.It was largely managed by a WVS (Womens’ Voluntary Service) Lady,who incidentally secured a husband by way of a perk!

I preferred the Stork Club to the Sergeants’ Mess,which was usually deserted except for a dull half dozen who drank constantly and had nothing of interest to say.There were chess-players at the Stork Club,and a library whose books I volunteered to catalogue.

           Rangoon’s water sytem had suffered in wartime bombing,and our block had no internal mains water supply.The toilet arrangements were in the yard  below in the form of buckets to be emptied daily by person or persons unknown and unseen.Washing and shaving was by cold taps near the same site.Some parts of the building had water supplied from a large tank on the roof.This was filled by a pump which worked throughout  daylight hours  in a street at the side of our block.Someone must have got onto the roof one night ,for a length of piping was cut out and stolen,The first anyone knew was when water started coming through the ceiling and steadily drained through floor after floor.Fortunately it was not at our side of the building!

The oven in which our food was prepared was in the same 

street ,close by  the pump.I believe it was made from an old oil-drum set into the outside wall of our block and the cook – a sturdy bearded Sikh – stood in the street to do his work.I suppose this was necessary because the building would never have had any chimneys or internal fireplaces.

     When the pump was working in the side street and the Bobbajee    (Cook)  was at work,local children used to gather and play there happily.They regularly sang a song very similar to a tune in “Harlequin’s Millions”,and whenever I hear that work I am reminded of those carefree kids.

Our place of work ,if such it can be called,was a few hundred yards away ,in the Port Commissioners’ Building,a splendid affair with a fine tower which overlooked the River  and enabled observation of ,and communication with shipping. We worked in conjunction with  an Army Unit called Embarkation HQ ,which had two or three Officers and half a dozen NCO Clerks.Our work was to count the men listed on 5169 Forms intended for our Unit (Advanced reforsec) and see that the men listed  matched the totals which it gave.We then wrote a covering letter ,signed it and forwarded it to our Office some five miles away.


We were also required to go onto  ships arriving wih troops on board in order to collect  5169s from the ship’s office.That promised to be interesting ,but since my colleagues seemed to work well together I suggested that they should deal with that side of things,while I would do the Office work. This went well for a couple of weeks,but then an unforseen point arose.

One morning they approached me with a “Look here,mate” – an expression which always suggests a point of conflict  and that “mate” is  far from appropriate to the occasion.

 But to continue :“Look here,mate”,said the Norfolk lad. “You’re doing all the office work,aren’t you? An’ you’re signing all the letters .They’ll notice your name,won’t they?

An’ if there’s a promotion going…..who’s going to get it?
You – Mate!”


What a revelation it  is to discover that one is being credited with such perverse motives.I was staggered,for it has never been my way to pursue promotion and certainly not in an underhand way.From then on we shared out the work ,and I was able to enjoy little trips out on the River. I must say,though,that little remained of any friendship I had felt towards my two “mates”.


I went on my first ship very early January 1946.

It  was the “Pulaski” of Gdynia ,built 1912 ,as the “Czar”,of 6300 tons,renamed “Estonia” in 1921 under the Danish flag,and renamed “Pulaski” under Polish owners in 1930. An interesting career – including the rescue  in 1913 of 102  people from a

blazing liner the Volturno. Her 39-45 wartime service involved work off West Africa,escaping under fire after being arrested by Vichy French authorities,UK – Iceland troop runs,and latterly trooping in the Indian  Ocean and the  Akyab-Rangoon run.

 
Regular callers we dealt with included the “Ethiopia” and “Nevasa”,also “Ocean Trader”,and a few whose names began with “Jala..”  which is  the Urdu word for Ocean…..eg   “Jalagopal”,”Jaladurga”,and ”Jalayamuna” etc. 

 Those vessels came well up river  ,towards Pongyi Street Jetty, from where they were  reached by Tank Landing Craft,and boarded from a large floating platform known as a Higgins Barge tied up alongside.Bigger ships,eg the “Ormonde”  and “Corfu”,of around 15,000 tons,anchored  in deeper water  a mile or more down river,but were still reached by the same means.


One ship which I particularly remember was the “City of Canterbury”. It was the only one I dealt with which was berthed at a quay and it also provided the only occasion where   I was involved in the actual filling in of  5169s. An Embarkation HQ Captain was there when I arrived ,but he soon slipped away and left me to it. A party of Dutch soldiers were due to  embark, but 

no 5169s had been completed – though they had somehow acquired  blank forms. I explained to their Officer what was required,and he sat like a schoolboy on the quayside eagerly

writing out five  separate lists of his men.Fortunately there were only about twenty so it was not too tedious a task.He was obviously  relieved to be doing something to get them on their way,and very grateful for my assistance.

That ship –  “City of Canterbury”  - had been involved in a very unpleasant insident during the war. It had at one stage been used to transport  excessive numbers of  Italian   Prisoners of War from Aden to West Africa .Thousands had been carried in conditions normally occupied by hundreds, and the vessel was  in a totally insanitary and filthy condition when British troops were ordered aboard for a voyage to India. Their refusal to board the ship led to severe disciplinary threats,but they made their point,and the ship was rendered fit for occupation.  

      I didn’t know all this when I saw the “ City of Canterbury”.

With its clean grey hull and black and white superstructure gleaming in the afternoon sunshine it was obviously a fine ship. 

It had a good turn of speed,and in the early stages of the war had been fitted with six inch guns to enable it to act as an Armed Merchant Cruiser,for the protection of convoys and interception of blockade-running neutral ships.    

          We vacated the Oriental Assurance Building in March,and moved a mile or so northwards,towards the Schwedagon  Pagoda.Now we were in a pleasant residential area and living in what must at one time have been quite well-to-do houses,for they boasted  communal tennis-courts.Each house had downstairs rooms at each corner,and something similar above, along with washing and toilet facilities.With three or four men to each sizeable  and amply furnished room ,we were very comfortably installed.A homely touch was provided by  civilian neighbours, whose children played happily nearby,and the numerous trees which flourish everywhere in Rangoon added to the attractions of the site. 


The organizers of the move had intended to transfer the

Stork Club to these new surroundings,and all had been packed ready for the move.Unfortunately,however,word of our impending move had reached the wrong ears,and everything was stolen – everything,that is,except the piano .They were spotted carrying that down the stairs to the main road,and fled empty-handed.Everything else - even the light bulbs from the sockets – went. It later emerged that the thieves had initially asked a passing Officer the way to the Stork Club,and he,caught off guard, had  directed them to it.


Shortly afterwards,I spotted some of the books from the Stork Club library on a downtown  roadside stall .That wasn’t

difficult,for I had catalogued the lot,and they each bore a number in my writing.They had got away with two tea-chests

full – and the catalogue listing them. Having  noticed the books,I approached a Military Policeman who was on duty neaby to tell him of my find. “Can’t do anything about it,Sergeant,” he said. I was surprised by that,but on reflection, realized that he was probably right. Even in the few weeks since they had disappeared ,those books could have had a complicated history,and one awkward ro unravel.

 
About that time,early in April, came the Water Festival, which ushers in the Buddhist New Year.We had never heard of this,and were surprised  one morning  to see people throwing water at each other.Very strange – until local people at the Office explained the custom.On the way back to our billet at mid-day,we learned more about it at first hand,for a couple of friendly townsfolk suddenly drenched us as we passed a gateway.It was a bit of a shock to have half a pail of water trickling down one’s clothes and self,and could be annoying,but they were laughing about it and meant well.It was the equivalent of wishing someone a Merry Christmas,but one took care not to have too many such jolly encounters,for it was not exactly comfortable! Such proceedings lasted for a few days,and then reached a climax when people really went to town.Lorryloads dressed in their best attire were driven to the Fire Station to be happily hosed-down en masse.Then the Water Festival was over and we did not need to go about in our monsoon capes.It was a merry time ,but also dangerous,for young children would run into busy streets to throw water at passing traffic.Some lost their lives,and other traffic accidents were caused when drivers were distracted by water being thrown into the cab.

Now that we were living further away from our main places of work – Embarkation HQ  and Pongyi Street Jetty,we were issued with  bikes – two sit-up-and- beg models ,quite elderly,but useful – and an occasional  source of  diversion.One Saturday morning when I was cycling alone back from Pongyi Street on the road towards Sule Pagoda,it occurred to me that the road seemed unusually quiet,and  I suddenly became aware of an RAF Officer standing on  the broad grass verge and pointing behind me.”Look!” he said.And glancing over my shoulder I saw some distance behind  a very important looking large blue car with an important looking pennant on the bonnet. Some big shot in the RAF, for whom the road was  obviously supposed to have been cleared! What was I to do? Only one thing for it – “Get out of here!” . I put my head down and cycled as fast as I could to the next turn off.It couldn’t have been very far,but it  seemed a long way.

 I never saw the car again,for I didn’t look back. Maybe the big shot had told the driver to slow down and let me get out of the way.

Mention of the bikes also brings to mind an Officer –Captain Joker – who had been put in charge of  our little Check-point group.We had managed  quite well without such supervision,and in the course of time it became obvious that this Officer was incapable of very much and had been found a job which involved scarcely any effort.By that time,my friend Don had left Mingaladon Airport and was back with us. My Birmingham and Norfolk friends were elsewhere,and so Don and I shared a room with a pleasant lad called Waterson from Kilburn, London .

Captain Joker visited us in our quarters one day,and said that he wanted Don and I to go over to his Office for a “Conference” on the following Saturday afternoon..The place was in an awkward out of the way corner of Rangoon,which suggested that someone had perhaps deliberately parked him out of their way.Whatever could  there be to “confer” about? 

It was a lovely afternoon when we set off through the busy traffic on our creaky bikes,and we eventually found the place -

  a small whitewashed office sparsely furnished with a trestle table and forms.They weren’t exactly doing him proud!

        And the business to be dealt with? A week’s leave in 

Maymyo was available ,and we  were to think it over and let him know if we were interested .And that was the Conference”!   Why did the man have to drag us all that way to talk about it? Of course we  were interested in Leave,and grateful for the information ,but wondered how he had managed to obtain a Commission.Soon after we left on the return journey ,an unforseen afternoon downpour came on and we arrived back soaked and blaming him for it!


Don and I were duly granted leave,and  left Rangoon on the mid-day Mandalay train   a week or so later.The journey took us along the Sittang  valley ,though Pegu,Toungoo,

Pyinmana,Yamethin,Thazi,Thabyedaung,Myittha and Kyaukse,to Mandalaya,where we arrived next afternoon.


A striking feature at most stations was  local ladies selling eggs from round trays which they carried on their heads,and that is the first thing that comes to mind when I think about that trip.

Other items were on sale,but eggs were quite predominant – and the cheerful ladies selling them.

Then one remembers the armed Ghurkas who travelled on the roofs of  one or two of the  coaches .They were there to guard against dacoits,armed bandits who could easily have brought a train to a halt at a lonely place and robbed it.Dacoits were a universal menace in Burma, and were  kept  constantly in mind.There were other thieves,too who were not armed and did not therefore qualify as dacoits,but if anything was stolen it was usually blamed on dacoits - though the general run of lesser thieves were referred to a “Loose-Wallahs”.

We changed trains at Mandalay,and headed for the hill country – and Maymyo . A few miles brought us to the foot of the hills ,where a very impressive shining black Beyer Garrat locomotive stood waiting in a siding ,ready to haul us up the steep bank ahead .The climb was in a series of stages.The first of these ended in a siding.Then points were switched and the train reversed into the next stage,climbing all the time until we reached another siding,where the process was repeated.I think there were three such ziz-zag  stages,and on leaving the last we were on the direct line to Maymyo,some forty  miles from Mandalay and fully two thousand feet above it.The view as we climbed to and fro up that hillside is the most striking piece of railway scenery I have ever seen,with more and more of the plain below coming into sight at each reversal in direction.

From the crest it was a pleasant absorbing run through hill-country of rocky gorges ,woods ,and streams .And so to Maymyo,the military base and hill-station built near the site of a small Shan village and named after a Colonel Mayo. 

Much work in clearing the site of  the Maymyo Military Base was undertaken by the British Army in the early Twentieth Century,and I later found that the father of my camping and walking school friend Ron had been involved in that task as a member of the East Yorkshire Regiment.

Our quarters in the leave centre were in a detached brick built house  which  had a fine back-garden  with a lawn and flower beds ,backed by mature trees.Very homely…

On our first morning we strolled round the bazaar and other shopping areas,and I remember being particularly impressed by fine basket-work ,woven mats,and so on displayed there. Another interesting feature of the town was the one-horse coaches   which seemed to be everywhere and provided the local taxi service .

 Back “home” at lunch time we were in for a slight shock,for our room had obviously been entered  and our kit interfered with.Fortunately,the only items missing were our hold-alls, containing razors,tooth-brushes,and so on,and since the culprits seemed to have gone out via the garden we went to look in that area ,soon spotting the  cloth hold-alls minus our razors where they had been discarded under a bush.

Don’s razor was of slightly better quality ,being an  Ever-ready,and he said that he would be able to recognize his by a small mark caused when he had once dropped it.So off we went to the bazaar to examine likely looking stalls displaying a miscellany  of  items more than likely to have been stolen.

And there was an Ever-ready razor.“That’s mine!”  Don exclaimed.”That’s mine alright!Yes – there’s the mark!”

And he pointed out to to the proprietor that the razor was his,and had been stolen  - “puckeroed” in Urdu – and that if it was not handed over he would go to the police. 

       The razor was immediately restored.But when we got back

Don looked at it again more closely and said : “No it isn’t mine,the mark’s not the same.Still,it must have been nicked or he wouldn’t have handed it over!  Loose-Wallahs at work.The Ways of the East! 

I  was fascinated on that first day by a sound which took me back to childhood  - the sound of the circular saws which my father operated at the furniture factory near our home .”There must be quite a few saw-mills around here” I said to a fellow visitor.”I suppose this area will produce a lot of timber.” 


“Sawmills?”  he said. “ Oh ! I see what you mean .No -that’s not a sawmill.It’s Cicadas – millions of them giving their mating calls.”


Well – you learn something every day – but they still stick in my mind as circular saws!


Another sound I associate with Maymyo is a piece of music I heard there for the first time - ”The Arrival of the Queen of Sheba” by Handel. There was a wind-up gramophone in the Sergeants’ Mess,and  just that one record .Not surprisingly,that   piece always takes me back  to that time and place

        It is interesting to recall such associations of places with

particular pieces of music.The “Elite” Cinema,in Rangoon,for instance,always means Mozart’s 40th Symphony to me; gramophone recitals were given there on Sunday afternoons , at one of which I heard that work for the first time.Whenever I hear that lovely opening I picture the graceful curve of the cinema balcony edge ,where   three Officers sat  forming a relaxed group which would have made a good subject  for  a sketch.They were so noticeable because they were three of no more than a dozen or so attending the recital,for such events were sadly underpatronised.

          Another “First Hearing” occasion was that of the Corelli Oboe Concerto arranged by John Barbirolli from sonatas by that composer.That work always reminds me of the Mayo Marine Club ,where recitals were held after the “Elite” Cinema  had been restored to civilian control. I first heard that fine Corelli piece there in 1946,and don’t think I heard it again for fifty years.Nobody seems to have heard of it!

      Our leave was for seven days ,but since this included travelling time we only had three complete days in Maymyo.

We could undoubtedly have got more out of our visit if we had had preliminary information  on  interesting sites to visit.

Of these we learned later,as one often does, but as it was we walked about sufficiently to absorb a lasting impression of  the pleasant atmosphere.Trees abounded,and pleasant quiet ways which made it reminiscent of suburban,and at times rural, England .One afternoon we went by the fine red-brick All Saints’Church,spending some time  admiring its setting and architecture particularly the graceful tower.

            Shortly after our return from leave,one of our bikes was stolen.It went during the night from the entrance lobby just outside our room.When young Yacub heard about it,he said:

“When Japanni Wallahs here,Sahib – ne loose-wallahs.Jappani Wallah take loose-wallah race-course .Bayonet! Ne loose-wallahs!”


There was a camp of Japanese prisoners in Rangoon,and small groups came into our quarters to sweep up – a process of humiliation,I suppose.I was amazed to hear one quietly whistling “Auld lang Syne” one morning.It gave me much food for thought….where had he picked it up?…did he know its significance?…and if so was he being “funny”?

Those prisoners were delighted one morning to see sixty five dead rats outside our quarters.By sign language they enquired whether we wanted them,and at the shake of my head they packed the lot into a sack – for food.We had killed the rats the evening before,by catching them alive in traps and battering the poor blighters to death.It was organised by Ginger,our cook, to ease their depredations in the cook-house.

When Yacub and his pal Kasim came in the morning,they arranged the rats in ranks,with the biggest in front as the “Brigadier Sahib” – the O.C. South Burma Area HQ,which was our Unit,and thus they were laid out when the Japanese prisoners spotted them.


Yakub and Kasim,each of about thirteen,came daily from their homes somewhere in town to act as “bearers”. This involved doing odd jobs,such as tidying up and cleaning boots, which we could well have done for ourselves,but the money we gave them in exchange helped to ease their situation.

     On arrival one morning,Yakub told me that he had just managed to escape from a Burmese policeman,who had threatened to accuse him of theft and hand him over to the authorities unless he gave him cash.Such dishonesty was apparently rife among the Burmese Police.


Towards the end of September we had one of our rare visits from Captain Joker.He came to tell me that I was being moved to Akyab, to record Army personnel arriving at and departing from the airfield.I was  to fly there shortly,and an Officer with appropriate authority would be coming up in the near future to help  me become properly established. It would be a bit of a wrench to leave my friends in Rangoon,for we had a well-established routine and got on well together.No more weekly  visits to gramophone recitals at the education Centre ,or strolls to the waterfront to watch fishermen and ferryboats  and be greeted by the little  bibbi (girl) who always recognised us and came running happily with our daily two annas worth of  roast peanuts.I often think of that friendly little kid!


A few days later I flew out of Mingaladon,the aerodrome for Rangoon, in a Dakota at about eight o’clock in the morning – my first flight! The weather was perfect,with a fair share of cumulus but also frequent gaps through which the land a few thousand feet below could be viewed  - largely tree-covered,but with the odd  small settlement.The plane was silver,unlike most of the Dakotas on the route,which were camouflaged.It carried an extra petrol tank in the passenger compartment, and seating for six ran along each side of the fuselage.This meant that we faced inwards,but it was quite easy to see out of a window by twisting the neck.


At something after nine we came down low over the coast south of Akyab.A small shower was falling from a  nearby cloud over the Kaladan Estuary,close to a ship which I took to be the Empire Miranda making for the Port of Akyab.Then we were passing the coastal watch-tower for the estuary,and then we were bouncing after first contact with the runway,then another bounce and we were down.

     
I knew that  check-point colleagues who had been  at aerodromes   had found accommodation with the RAF 

personnel  there,and I had assumed that I should be able to do the same . Unfortunately,though, the Station Warrant Officer 
( a  Flight Sergeant from Lancashire) ,who was in charge of such matters,claimed that the accommodation was already overstretched,and he was supported by the CO – a Flight Lieutenant nicknamed “Tikh” ie Urdu for “Alright” because he used that word  frequently - the only Urdu he knew.On this occasion,though he did not say Tikh he was kind enough to bring my plight to   the attention of a nearby Army Unit who promptly sent transport and  provided me with quarters.My new home was in a sizeable house in its own grounds  about three miles  from the aerodrome.It had probably belonged to a quite well-to-do family.Now it  was home to a WO1 (Warrant Officer Class One) myself, and a few servants,and acted as Sergeants’ Mess for  another Sergeant stationed half a mile away ,who was currently undergoing a  course of injections for rabies following a dog-bite .Untilrecently,the place had  accommodated  a dozen or so ,and their departure had left such a good stock of food  that there was no need for mess charges. One well-stocked delicacy was Rice Crispies – a breakfast cereal new to me,to which  I did ample justice.

 
It was a very pleasant situation  ,beside  a tree-lined road which led to the Look-out Station at the point  ,from which one could see the wide expanse of  the Kaladan Estuary  backed by the Arakan Yoma. I walked along that road on my first morning  and immediately felt very much at home.A flock of small waders kept me occupied for some time as they  took off en masse to avoid incoming waves  and then repeatedly circled round to return to the beach.That was near a small landing stage which probably dates  from the time when Imperial Airways flying boats  landed here. 


I certainly enjoyed myself in that place,but it had serious

shortcomings as far as my work was concerned .I needed to be nearer the airfield. I wrote to my HQ - ie Advanced reforsec in Rangoon to explain the situation ,and  went to Akyab Embarkation HQ to see if there was any prospect of my acquiring a Jeep and learning to drive,for I  had already had experience behind the wheel  of a 15 cwt lorry.This suggestion came to nought,though,and I suppose it was rather unrealistic.

I received no response from my HQ. Captain Joker was

obviously incompetent.I hadn’t even received written word

before I left,setting out my duties in Akyab – it  had all been by word of mouth.Thanks to a few local units whose  affairs took them to the airfield,I was able to meet a few of the planes calling  there and to send  reports re military personnel on board,But it was not a satisfactory situation,and a few weeks later things became worse ,for the Unit  I was billeted with  moved out,and I could only find accommodation with  a Field Security Unit consisting of two Sergeants   five or six miles away.

I was only  able to go to the airfield when they needed to go .That  was not often, and after three weeks or so the Field Security Sergeant  suggested that we visit  the CO at the airfield and explain my problem.He already knew the CO quite well,and permission was readily granted – on the proviso that I  should take my turn at Guard duty  with the RAF staff.I had no objection to that,and was able to move the kit which we had  brought along  into  RAF Sergeants’ accommodation , start making new friends,and doing my job properly -   relief!

The character I remember best from those early days was

Stan,who proved to be so much better at Chess than myself that I only beat him once out of  twenty or so games.Stan had worked for Fords at Dagenham.His maths was pretty sharp,and he was  an all-round thinker.I raised a point with him which I had reflected upon for a few years.Had he ever encountered some momentary experience in waking life which he recognised as an exact replica, of an  incident previously dreamt? 

                                                                                                                                                                                               Of course he had – just about everyone seems to have experienced this phenomenon.Scarcely anyone  mentions it though,unless someone else does so first,which is surprising.

It is ,after all ,amazing that we should apparently travel forward in time and become aware of a future moment however brief –and in my case it is usually an impression of a mere instant, though so well-defined as to be quite recognisable.

      Stan suggested I should read “An Experiment With Time”  by J.W.Dunne ,which I was eventually able to do.It is a fascinating work which gives much food for thought about the nature of ourselves and our existence .


Another good friend was Micky Finn,the Wireless Sergeant.He organized cricket matches,which were played on a coconut matting pitch laid out on a disused part of the airfield.

Micky was captain and wicket-keeper of our side.In one game an opposition pair were proving difficult to get out,and addressing me by my nick-name ,Micky called out  “Can you bowl,Higgins?” I was dubious,but he insisted – and I promptly dismissed one with an off-break,and finished up with four wickets for one run. Micky was as delighted as I was surprised…


I had promised to undertake Guard duties as a condition of my accommodation on the airfield,and in due course I was called upon for that purpose .The  Station Warrant Officer, Tubby Thompson, who was a Sergeant ,provided me with a .38 revolver,a weapon I had never handled before,along with six rounds of ammunition of slightly smaller calibre – probably 

9mm .


Micky Finn took  me and my bedding over to the Guard Hut  in his Jeep .Two of his lads came along too,plus a few bottles of beer,to celebrate  the occasion – very much against

Regulations,I suppose,but then nobody had shown me any Regulations! After a while,when they had left,I weighed up the situation.


In my army experience,a Guard was made up of a Guard Commander and a number of men ,each of whom took  two hour turns on sentry duty,so that there was always someone  on guard.But here I was alone in a Nissen Hut by the camp entrance and quite isolated .I had been shown no Orders relating to procedures to be adopted .While I was thus pondering,two Burmese  gentlemen slipped in quietly through the door,nodded to me,and walked over to the far end of the hut ,where each picked up a substantial truncheon – which I hadn’t noticed – before walking  out into the night with another polite nod.

That was the last I saw of them.


This seemed a very vulnerable situation.There were dacoits in the area,with nothing to stop them walking straight  in.I had the revolver,but one needs time  to distinguish friend from foe,so any weapon has strict limitations.I  decided to sit at the trestle table,facing the open door,with the revolver handy.The only thing to sit on was a detached pilot’s seat from a Dakota.That was placed on top of an ammunition box.It was safe enough if one sat upright.


And so I settled down to do the best I could at keeping watch…like some old Colonial in an outpost of Empire ..until…..Crash!…Clatter…Clonk!..and I was  lying on the floor of the hut along with the pilot’s seat.I had obviously dozed off and leaned backwards. 


This was no good.I decided to go to bed – it was probably the safest thing to do. I slept soundly until dawn,packed up my bedding roll,and in the pleasant morning light made my way 

back “home”,ruing  the fact that through being on Guard I had missed “Henry V”  in the Camp Cinema. I had already seen the film in Rangoon,but would like to have seen it again….

At the time,I shared a  hut with Micky Finn and Tubby Thompson .As I approached I noticed a very unpleasant smell of smoke .It was coming from our hut.Tubby had been the worse for drink the night before and had set his mosquito net alight through smoking in bed.Quite a performance from the chap responsible for Station Discipline! 

I was glad that I had missed being half suffocated – so guard duty had done me a favour after all – as well as providing something to write about in later years!

 I never mentioned my bewilderment over the  peculiar Guard “arrangements”to anyone.It seemed strange,in any case, to bother with a guard at the main gate when fully half-mile of the adjoining perimeter was unfenced and allowed access to anyone who wished to walk onto the airfield.

I was taken for a walk round much of the perimeter by my friend Peter on Christmas morning.The route was not obvious, and  a guide was useful through the more wooded parts.Pete was   Air Traffic Controller, and needed to know the area thoroughly in  order to watch out for dangerous irregularities,such as cattle wandering onto the runway.There was a good high fence alongside much of the runway,but it was not complete,and cattle did occasionally get through.I remember one Dakota which had almost landed having to rev up and fly round again because of

cattle in his path .Such tresspassing beasts were rounded up and 

only released on payment of a 10 rupee fine.One calved while

under such confinement,and the CO demanded 20 rupees –

to the consternation of the owner,who must have found that sum hard to meet.


In the course of our walk we passed a graveyard of  crashed planes.They included a Spitfire,a Beaufighter,a Dakota,

a Liberator,and others,each one probably representing,I suppose, 

a sad note home to someone.

       We later came to the Parachute Tower,a building as the name suggests, high enough to accommodate open parachutes for servicing . Paddy Tucker happened to  be there.An Irish lad who always wore a merry (or was it mischievous?) grin .He had  a camera with him, and at his invitation we climbed the outside staircase to be snapped  beside the Radar Dome by Paddy,who balanced precariously on the roof.

        I was never sure what Paddy’s duties were.Maybe he had

gone over to see to the Radar,which was an important storm-detection system on this dangerous coast,and probably the most

vital part of the Station’s work.


Paddy was a character.He loved to see England being thrashed at cricket by the Australians  - or so he said.  I asked him “Paddy.Why are you in our Air Force if you dislike us

so much? “    “Ah well!” he would  say .”Ah well!”

      He was,of course,only pretending.He was playing at being an incomprehensible Irishman ! You don’t  offer to take somebody’s photograph if you don’t like them!


From the Parachute Tower,our Christmas morning walk took us directly “home” across the  runway.The airstrip was

constructed of  Perforated Steel Plating (PSP) – thousands of pieces of interlocking sections of steel.This was held in place solely by its own weight .It was not totally rigid ,and whenever a plane touched down it caused a shock wave which send a characteristic  ripple of sound along the runway .

           At lunch time,as Senior NCOs ,Pete and I went to the lower ranks’ Mess to serve at Christmas Dinner.
The two Officers were there of course,and Tubby Thompson,and that trio were not in the best of humours.

           Shortly before Christmas,the flagpole which stood outside the Orderly Room across at HQ had been cut down and vanished overnight.Tubby was particularly infuriated,mainly because he just liked to be cross .They had searched high and low without success.

           Then – on Christmas Day -  it turned up,or at least part of it did.The top end ,brightly painted like a wooden doll,featured as part of the decorations here in the Mess!


It was very naughty,but amusing in a way,and not the sort of thing to be too upset about.It would have been hard to bring the culprits to book – though there were strong suspicions.

         Shortly after my guard stint,I learned that RAF men who had to meet  early morning planes were excused guard duties,so I raised the point with the CO,”Tikh”,who readily agreed that I should be similarly excused.He was a pleasant understanding man ,and not without a sense of humour.Weekly gramophone recitals were given by a Corporal ,and the CO came to the first I  attended.Choosing a folding collapsible seat in the middle of the hut he settled down .

Perhaps he was  absorbed in the music and tapping out the rhythm,but whatever the cause,early in   the third movement of the New World Symphony his chair collapsed,and deposited him with a clatter on the floor.

 He came again the following week,and went round the room  prodding each seat in turn with feigned suspicion before sitting down – thus turning a minor embarassment into a source of humour for all. That CO,a Flight Lieutenant,was much liked by the men,who submitted a request to be broadcast for him, under the pseudonym “Tikh”,on Radio SEAC ,the Forces Station in Colombo. It would probably be a Spike Jones number.


In due course,the Corporal who presented the Gramophone recitals became due for posting elsewhere.Akyab was classed

as a Remote Station by the RAF,and men were moved on after a maximum of  three months service there.Army men were  apparently a different race,though.I was there for about nine months,and saw  a few RAF friends come and go in that time.When the Corporal  heard that he was to leave,he suggested that I should take over as Gramophone Wallah. 

The thought had never occurred to me.I didn’t know very much about music …..but he seemed to think otherwise and there didn’t seem to be anyone more suitable.And so I inherited the role ,along with two wind up gramophones and a box of 78 records on loan from the Education Centre in Rangoon.

       A fresh set of records was sent up on the plane each fortnight,and the previous batch was returned.One’s requirements for a few months were submitted periodically.

A new programme of requests soon became due,and I had a great time submitting a new set from the large list of recordings

available. Beethoven was my leading light of the time – and still is – so my audience was guaranteed at least one of his major works per session . In one evening they got both the Fourth Piano Concerto and Fourth Symphony .That was the first time I’d heard either of those works ,and I can still recall the transition from darkness to glorious daylight which the opening of that Symphony expressed – and still does.


I now had charge of two gramophones and a steady supply of records,with plenty of time to listen to them. I had very little work to do apart from meeting half a dozen aircraft per week and taking the particulars of military personnel they were carrying.

       Apart from that,I took my turn as Orderly Sergeant for the day,which involved walking over to HQ and raising and saluting  the RAF Ensign in the morning and lowering it at dusk – also going round the huts at 11-0 pm to see that lights were out.The only time I had irregularities with that was at New Year,when I was invited in for a last drink at three huts and finished up leaving them to it! After all,we were a long way from anywhere,and what did it matter – just for once?

           Discipline is important,of course,but can be taken too seriously.On this point I am reminded of Tubby Thompson,who took discipline for others much more seriously than discipline for himself.


The RAF Cinema was open  not only to  anyone on the       

Camp,but also to  military personnel from the surrounding area.

With early nightfall in that part of the World,it was always dark when the cinema opened,and suspicions arose that unauthorised local civilians had been gaining entry.To counter this,the Orderly Sergeant was to sit at a desk just inside the entrance and take the name each   person gave on entering.It was a dark little corner, with only a faint light enabling him to see what he was writing in the exercise book provided for the purpose.


One night when Micky Finn was Orderly Sergeant, I gave the name “Sergeant Higgins”,which he duly entered – with a chuckle.Tubby was,of course,keeper of the book,and the next time we saw it,he had written firmly on the front cover :

        “There will be no more frivolity in this book” 

        The place needed humour.It was not like an RAF base in Britain,say,where the lads could visit  pubs and seek variety in local life.It was  a self-contained group,like a big family.I found the lads very pleasant and friendly,and capable.

        Pat,the Sergeant who dealt with aero engines,was  a great swimmer .He had managed to salvage a civilian boat which had been deliberately sunk in 1942 to deny its use to the Japanese. He had also restored the engine to working condition,

 wanteing to make it available for use by the lads,some of whom had helped with the work  .It was,however,taken over by the two Officers (Not “Tikh”!) for their pleasure. 


Pat managed,in his unswearing way, to express his contempt.He was the sort of person who would do anything for anyone,and baffled by such unfairness.


As for the Officers,they had a good chance to reflect on their behaviour.Word came round the camp late one evening that they had gone out in the boat,and had not reurned.Micky Finn went to the transmitter,some miles up the road,to contact 

outside assistance – Cairo,I believe – to warn the early morning plane from Rangoon  to look out for them as it came up the coast.A round about way to make contact,but the only way he could manage the affair.



The two Officers were rescued next day by a searching launch.They had lost control and were lucky not  to have been swept out to sea having landed mainly by chance on rocks near the lighthouse across the Kaladan Estuary.
If they were in any way contrite,it was not shown,for they subsequently described the episode in a swaggering way.

           The men were from most parts of Britain.A lad  I particularly remember came from one of the outer Scottish Islands.He was very softly spoken,and I  was  interested in an experiment he conducted .This involved firing a bullet from a Sten gun into a suspended wooden block and noting the distance the block moved. Practical Physics!

            I also recall his remarks on cats.There were many  on the camp,and looking at one rather imperious  specimen sitting nearby ,he said in that quiet voice of his.”Don’t you think that cats look at us as if they have absolute contempt  for the human race?”

        I had to agree,for they do look as if they  have weighed us up and found us below their class.

           When I shared a hut with Robbie ,a lad from Glasgow,we had a black and white cat called  “Whisky”.We also had a pet ghecko called Larry.He lived in the space between an arch in the corrugated iron wall and the beam  supporting it,emerging at intervals after nightfall,as they do, to feed on insects

.We used to become acquainted with these little chaps when they were tiny enough to hide behind a pin-up on the wall,and had become familiar with Larry over a period of a few weeks. He was then two to three inches long. Whisky, too, found him interesting,regularly pouncing towards him in the limited space available in my corner,but always missing.We had grown to think that Larry was quite safe and able to look after himself,but one night Robbie exclaimed in disbelief : “Whisky’s eaten Larry!” with a genuine sense of loss -  which I shared.

          Whisky had less success with the Swallows,though. She used to lie out on a sunlit sandy bank, eyeing them quite vainly as potential prey,I suppose.But no hope – they came from behind and dived towards her  conspicuous black and white form as if mobbing and mocking her, before sweeping tormentingly  skywards over her head, ready to come back for a repeat performance.


Out there by that sandy bank,Robbie and I would sometimes enjoy a little supper of  tinned turkey from the USA which we bought at the NAAFI. We cooked it on a bicuit tin filled with sand  into which we had poured a little petrol.

It was very pleasant there,under a skyful of stars.I admired Robbie’s ability to count the stars in a little compact group directly overhead in Orion’s belt.They were just a blur to me!

He was a very jolly lad,with a good sense of humour,and shared my enjoyment of  the crazy Engelbrecht,a surrealist round-the –world golfer,who featured in the magazine Lilliput at the time.I was amazed at his response when I asked him what kind of work he did in civilian life :  “Funeral Furnishings”!

         Rats were a constant problem.They would readily take any unprotected foodstuff.I was once sitting at a table listening to the radio,hands resting on the table and supporting my chin,and with eyes closed .I had a partly eaten bar of chocolate just before me and on opening my eyes saw a rat  eating it literally under my nose .Beneath a covering of bamboo and thatching material,the huts had double walls of corrugated iron,and rats liked to use the enclosed space between them as a safe highway – particularly along the ridge. They preferred to operate after we had gone to bed and things were quiet,then they could be heard trundling loot along that ridge ,and communicating with each other.Sometimes their burden slipped off the ridge and could be heard sliding down inside the walls.That produced much consternation,and I suppose  many oaths.


Towards the end of June a Lieutenant came up on the morning plane  from Rangoon to see me.Very interesting! I thought.

       I told him that although I had been promised in the previous September that an Officer would be coming  up to help me to become established,he was the first I had seen.We went over to my hut so that he could examine my files. On reading the early letters I had sent regarding difficulties of accommodation and so on,he asked if I had sent them to Rangoon. 

 “Yes Sir!” I assured him.

“In that case,then”, he said .”There’s nothing to be done.”

I then realized that some query re myself must have been raised at Advancedreforsec ,and that someone must have been trying to cover up for themselves  to my disadvantage.

           We spent the rest of the day playing cricket and looking around the neighbourhood.He ate  with us in the Sergeants’ Mess,slept in our hut,and flew out next day. I think he had arrived expecting unpleasant  dealings with myself,and he seemed very pleased that it was not so.

          June was very wet,I remember one day when the poor Met.Sergeant was  at his wits’ end .The rain gauge across at HQ had to be read at regular intervals throughout the day.This involved a walk of  half a mile in pouring rain,and a soaking

each time. By mid-afteroon he had on to his last dry outfit,and was in despair,for he was a very nervy lad and some of the others were not very sympathetic.Maybe he acccepted the advice of  someone who said “Blow it! Who’s bothered  what the rain gauge says? It’s not worth getting wet for!”

     
In such weather it was difficult to dry washing,and our dhobi wallah (laundryman) dried our clothes with a charcoal heated iron,so that we went about smelling like something rescued from a fire.


The dhobi wallah was brother to the Sergeants’ Mess cook,who used to steal  our sugar.Whenever the stock was replenished it used to go down at an alarming rate and when accused he responded  with an indignant “Ne malum,Sahib “ 

  ie“Don’t understand”.

      When he first came to work for us,he had on a shirt of 

unbelievable whiteness,and we said” what a clean chap!”

Gradually,though,day by day,the shirt became  so dirty that he was referred to as “The Shirt”. I suppose it was eventually washed …eventually.

       I think the most awkward task he was given was preparing  and cooking starlings .Tubby sometimes went out with his shotgun and brought back a number of poor peppered little things for his dinner,and the cook had to oblige – somehow.

There was no point in this,for we had plenty of food.


I liked to see the starlings around – particularly on the three  Spitfires which stood over near the Orderly Room.They had been forced to land in bad weather some months before, and now stood abandoned.The starlings loved them,and were forever

up on the cockpit cover,where there was a mirror to enable the pilot to see anything coming from the rear.They loved to peck at  those mirrors.Were they kissing a friend?or attacking a rival?

 
One of  the last planes I dealt with at Akyab had come to take away a  party of  Ghurkas who had been wounded in a fight with dacoits.There were about a dozen caualties,some on stretchers.The fact that dacoits could inflict such casualties on good soldiers was an indication of the threat they posed.I believe they had been ambushed.

        
It was on a very wet Monday shortly afterwards that I left Akyab – with quite short notice.At about ten o’clock in the morning ,the RAF  CO showed me a notice he had received from my superiors in Rangoon to arrange for my flight to Mingaladon that very afternoon.

And so a few hours later,I found myself with two RAF lads and a quantity of furniture  aboard a Dakota climbing through masses of rain cloud above the Burma coast.The only glimpse I had of the sea on that trip was through a gap maybe above Ramree.The water appeared quite black.

         About half way through our journey,a member of the crew came back to apologise for the Kite (RAF for aircraft) leaking a bit, but that it was no cause for alarm.He also said they were going to try to get above the weather,which in a way we did, emerging shortly afterwards into one of the most memorable sights I have ever seen.We were in a kind of basin , and flying just above a dazzling mass of cloud,with vivid blue sky overhead, and surrounded  by a wall of magnificent  thunder-heads which unfortunately rose to a height we were not going to be able to attain.
I must admit to a degree of unease as we re-entered cloud and ploughed on and on…..And verygrateful when at last Mingaladon appeared,and one could step out onto good old Mother Earth!


Next day I reported to Advancedreforsec .The Lieutenant

who had visited me in Akyab was there,and so was Captain Joker,whom I greeted with a “Hello,Sir!”  

The Lieutenant  seemed very surprised.

”Do you know Captain Joker,then?”   

“Oh yes! Of course,Sir!”

So!  Joker had been up to something – trying to cover himself at the cost of my reputation.

I would be interested to know what subsequently passed between the two …

    Well,thank goodness I was leaving that Outfit .My feelings towards Joker were such that close contact between us was  quite inadvisable.I would have felt compelled to tackle him about the matter.My new posting was to  the Officers’ Company of a Transit Camp .amd by mid-day I was installed in my quarters there – a  comfortable compact little room adjacent to the Company Stores.


The work was quite simple.Officers arrived,stayed a while,and left in due time, in accordance with  the requirements of their individual Units.Most  of those I dealt with  were due for demobilisation.They had left their Units and were to travel home on the next ship bound for the UK.Only a minority were on the move for other reasons.


It was a very interesting job,for one found out quite a bit about some of our “clients”,and discussed their home-towns,which were given on their Release Books.Two who were now Captains had been in my platoon in Ireland – one from Leicester,the other from Wakefield.We recognised each other immediately,of course.

          A Corporal was already doing the clerical work  and I joined him at this.Arriving Officers reported to our desk in

Company Office,and their particulars were entered in a Ledger

Book. They also needed to visit our desk  with queries and so on.Most have slipped my mind after all these years,but one I shall never forget.He was a Welsh Parachute Regiment Captain, A Rugby Forward if ever there was one, who just stood there and said “Your feets too big!” – a Fats Waller fan!  I can see  him clearly still,he meant no harm – but how was one to respond? I think I did once apologise about the size of my feet.He was quite puggled – ie crazy from the Urdu “puggla”. 

        Another Officer I remember well was one I already knew from elsewhere.He had posted himself to the Transit Camp a month too soon.

That meant he would be there for six weeks instead of a fortnight,so he was given a job -  going to market to buy in food for the Officers’ Mess.That was disastrous,for he had no idea of economy, made excessive inroads into the funds,

and had to be relieved of the task .

        He was rather frivolous in the Office when no-one else was about.One day he stole some paper-clips from my desk,and started firing them about the room using rubber bands, also stolen.I aked if he would mind not doing so.

“Why should I ?”

“Firstly,Sir,because you are wasting Government Property,but also because it is not seemly behaviour for an Officer.”

“And what can you do about it,Sergeant?”

“Well,I could have a word with Captain U.”(who  was our Company Commander) “Or with RSM  B.”  ( who was an RSM  in our Company,with twenty one years’ service ,specifically placed there to deal with problem Officers )

At this,the offender put down his toys ,saying “You are childish,Sergeant!”


Another Lieutenant comes to mind.The Officers’ Mess

needed ready cash,and I was asked to select someone to go to the Bank.The young gentleman I chose was provided with transport and  the cheque .He came back an hour later.

“Ah good,Sir! Everything alright?”

“Well.I didn’t get any cash.”

“Is the Bank closed?” 

“No - there was a queue.”

 It was hard to see how anyone could ever have made such a man into an Officer.He hardly seemed  fit for any rank in the Army.


Generally,of course,the Officers were sound,reliable,

and competent and I became quite friendly with one or two. 

   Nevertheless,problems could  arise - even with Officers of senior rank,as occurred with a Major who comes to mind.

When accommodation arrangements were being made for  a forthcoming shipping departure,I was told to ask Officers below the rank of Lieutenant Colonel to sign a form of agreement to travel Troopdeck if  insufficient cabin space were available.

This was a relic of the years when there was a shortage of shipping space ,and things had improved so much that it was

most unlikely to apply in these improved times.

    I explained that to the Major,but he adamantly refused to  agree to travel Troopdeck .It was obviously just too demeaning.

I wondered if he would have been prepared to be wounded by an ordinary bullet,or would he insist on something  superior ,or in case of shipwreck would he have refused a common hand to haul him out of the sea….but of course I didn’t ask!

I just had to pass the Great Man onto our Company Commander,but never knew  the outcome – except that the Major did get onto the ship.

      Then there was a Unit which was in transit,but declined to be handled by our staff and system,so they ran their own affairs though living within our   Camp.They had even partitioned off a portion of the Officers’ Mess  rather than mix with normal  gentlemen.Their Senior Officers were accommodated in a hut just below the Company Store where I had my quarters, and two storemen had a room next to mine.

       Shortly after lights out one night,I could hear their Officers talking.The two storemen were also talking quietly.I then noticed that the Officers had become silent for a moment.Then one of them was speaking  quietly, as if  telling the other to listen to  sounds that he had heard coming from our direction. Obviously it was so,for I heard them coming up the path to our hut – ie the Store.

As an NCO,I could have been held responsible for allowing our lads to talk after lights out,but I was keeping my head down –

the Officers should not have been talking either.

Then the Officers found the outer door,which unknown to them led directly into a conglomeration of spades,buckets,and all manner of things,through which it was awkward to find a quiet way in daylight,let alone darkness.

They caused a terrible row before reaching the corridor which led past the my room and on to the lads’room at the end. 

Someone told the lads to be quiet.

“Who  are you,mate?What are you doing,coming in here? Get out!” was the response.

“I am Colonel X of the So and So Regiment!”

“I don’t give a whatsit who you are,mate!”

There were further altercations,then the Colonel told his Second in Command –  to arrest them.

“Turn out the Guard!”

Actually they hadn’t a Guard to turn out,and by then I think these intruding Officers realized what a rumpus they were creating,and they gradually calmed the Colonel down with a lot of “Come along Sir”s before he blew a valve or something.

They all went clattering back through the store,and peace reigned – to my relief.

      I believe the matter was raised with our Company Commander,who would handle the matter tactfully – he had a reputation for calmness,and getting himself and others out of scrapes.Those Officers had no right to enter our stores and interfere with our men,anyhow.They should have reported them to our Company Commander next morning,if there was a genuine case.

              October approached,and my time for demobilisation was close enough to dare thinking about.Each man had an “Age and Service Group” Number,based on his age and length of service.Mine was 63 .The next ship due was the Nevasa,which was to take home A&S Group 62. If one applied for a scheme called “Formation College”,though, one could get home a month earlier in order to attend a  course of that duration which would be helpful in civilian life.I applied for a course in Economics,but mainly to gain an earlier homecoming rather than out of interest in the subject.I went one morning for a brief interview by a Colonel,and was accepted.        So I would get on the Nevasa,which was expected  in Rangoon about the  22nd of October 

      A day or two before that,however,Captain U. said “Bad news Sergeant…the  Nevasa ran into a storm and has cracked a boiler.” “Go on!”  I said,for he could be a leg-puller!  But it was true .We were to travel home by the Nevasa,but the ship would have to go to the Naval Yard in Singapore for repairs en route.    

        It was to sail on the 24th. I spent  much of the 23rd.

sitting talking  to a CSM from The Isle of Purbeck,and drinking 

tea laced with whisky.I then went back to the Office,where Captain U passed a newly arived Officer over to me for attention – my last customer! 

       I would like to have said a grateful ,friendly goodbye to Capt U and RSM B,but had missed the opportunity,and there was no chance next morning.This being a Transit Camp,there was quite a crowd of various ranks to be loaded ,Draft by Draft,onto transport and conveyed to Pongyi Street Jetty and so to the waiting Nevasa.I was one of a group in an open truck,and as we rode down to town I remember a Corporal among them who was whistling a passage from the last movement of Brahms’ First Symphony.

You don’t hear many people casually whistling  that !Good lad!


We sailed about noon – down that sunlit river ,with the Sule Pagoda crowning its striking waterfront  and reminding me of the day nearly two years before when I had arrived  on the Ethiopia.


Everyone on our troop deck had the rank of Sergeant or

Staff  Sergeant,and I suppose that was the reason why my friend Don came looking round to see if I was aboard.He certainly did so,and I was very pleased to see the look of recognition on his face when he found me.We had not been much in touch since my return from Akyab,for we were stationed several miles apart

and lacked transport and neither of us knew the other’s Age and Service Group. I suspect that if I had not been on the Formation College  Scheme we should not have travelled on the same ship. But   -     Providence is Provident! And we were able to enjoy each other’s company for the trip home.


Seven days’ sail ,with frequent views of the Malayan coast,brought us to Singapore,where we were accommodated in barracks at Nee Soon maybe ten miles to the north.They were built pre-war in an effort to strengthen our position in the Far East, when Hoare Belisha was Secretary of State for War,and had ironically later served as a POW camp for a lot of our own men.


My role during the week 1st to 8th of November was in

charge of  the party setting out the tables in the OR’s dining quarters. While on my way to this task  I  met a lad called Davidson who had come from Felton with me – one of the eleven  who had gone the North West Frontier .Always called “Alnwick”,after his hometown,he was now a Sergeant 

at HQ ALFSEA (Allied Land Forces South East Asia)

Nice to see him again.I think I had taught him to play chess…


Singapore was a great place for Ice Cream,of which we hadn’t seen much for a couple of years,and we sat around

quite a bit ,enjoying  lawns,greenery,and a pleasant atmosphere.

Just sixty miles north of the Equator !


Don and I had one bus trip down to Singapore .A Chinese country woman was aboard,with a  holdall full of empty bottles.

The fare she had paid must have been inadequate for the destination she required,and the driver stopped  in a nondescript bit of countryside and  had words with her.Quite a “discussion”  followed – in Chinese,I suppose – along with much rattling of bottles in her bag ,before the old girl was obliged to get off ,and let the bus proceed.
In Singapore we had a game of snooker and looked around a bit of the city.Interesting,but too brief to 

learn much except that modern pictures show that it has changed out of all recognition.


Back on board the patched up Nevasa,we sailed  on the

 8th of  November for Colombo,arriving about seven days later.

I remember the  harbour  there being very neat and striking in appearance – especially under lighting at night.We must have anchored in open water within the harbour,for we went ashore in a launch.

On  crossing a kind of square by the Dock entrance  we were met by a newspaper vendor.

“Times of India” Sahib?  “Oh no,Johnny!”   “Sahib! – Dirty postcard?” “No! Johnny!”

We walked in a pleasant park along the sea front ,and at length joined a trail of men heading for a Bar where Draught Guiness was being sold.This was a welcome sight,for we could get no alcohol  on board and each enjoyed a drink in moderation.There must have been many others of like mind about ,for that establishment in Colombo was so  packed that when a new keg of Guiness was required it had to passed overhead from the door to the bar!

           Returning through the Park we were struck by the way the sea came in with a thump against the low sea-wall.There was no breaking of waves – just this repeated pounding.It seemed that this was probably due to the steepness of the shore.
One would maybe soon be out of one’s depth in that water.


We saw a disgruntled snake-charmer thereabouts. He was putting his outfit away and  rejected our appeal for a show.

A group now walking  away ,had  apparently declined to pay for their entertainment. That was the last snake charmer I ever had the chance to see.

   But back to the Nevasa,and away to Aden!

   
The Purser on the Nevasa had an extensive collection of  

Gramophone records,and  he gave recitals on two evenings each week in the First Class Dining Room.We were welcome to attend these,provided we wore our best uniform!Very fittingly, 

when we were crossing the Arabian Sea his programme included Scheherezade,a piece I had never heard before.I heard a few other works new to me  at those recitals,eg Tchaikowsky’s

Suite No 3 in G.   One member of the audience had a habit of

drumming rhythms  with his fingers on the table at which he was sitting – quite lightly,but enough to be annoying,and it brought a most disapproving  frown to Don’s face! 


As we approached Aden the Sun was well to the West,and 

 catching the  great rocky coastline which   looked magnificent .

By next morning,though,the rocks were backlit and most unappealing – like a great slag heap. The ship had anchored off Steamer Point,and we went ashore at that landfall.Food was still rationed in Britain,and I bought some item which I thought would be useful to take home – I forget what it was,though.

We then took a taxi to Aden proper,driving though a very rocky pass ,an ideal place for an ambush. The taxi driver took us to a money changer,who would change our pounds into rupees.

We disagreed slightly with his rate of exchange,and a small group quickly gathered round us to witness proceedings.

“I go!” called the taxi driver,so we climbed aboard and left.

We subsequently found that the rate of exchange had altered while we had been at sea.So the money changer was right!

After a meal including…camel?…we returned to the ship,ready for an evening departure.

        As we approached Suez ,everyone had a cholera inocculation. This was our third in connection with this voyage:

one about a week before sailing,another just before leaving,and now this,there was cholera in Egypt.We never saw the Canal, entering and passing entirely though by night.


Our next  landfall was Malta.We arrived one evening,and men were allowed ashore on the following afternoon.The landing place was only a stones throw  away,but reaching there involved queuing for a small boat and likewise queuing on land for the return journey.Many took the trouble,but a lot of us just rested on the ship’s rail and looked at them,the ships,and the scenery..People were queuing to come back while others were still queuing to go.


Meanwhile,our ship was being loaded with coal.She consumed about a hundred tons a day.At Malta it was carried in baskets across mens’shoulders, from a barge alongside ,up a narrow plank,and then deposited through a hole in the ship’s side.Murderous work.

      We left Malta late in the afternoon,and awoke next morning

in the middle of a quite unappetising storm which lasted into the 

afternoon.Our ship’s library was at the stern, down below, near  the propellor shafts,and it was interesting to hear the change in sound when the propellor lifted clear of the water! Some authority on the Bridge said that we had moved about seven miles in the course of the morning.However,it blew itself out,and we ran into a spell of blue breezy skies and rainbows.

In those days I smoked a pipe in an amateurish sort of way,and while chatting to someone while resting on the ship’s rail,I opened my mouth too emphatically and looking down was just able to see it take to the waves!

     We were due into Gibraltar on Saturday 6th December,and 

on the Thursday I believe we could see  snow  on the distant Sierra Nevada in Spain.We had started homeward in tropical gear,of course,and must have switched to more substantial

woollen battledress somewhere en route.


On Sunday morning we were safely tied up in Gibraltar, and free until afternoon.The ship was being coaled again – but this time by a humane mechanical system.

We walked by a magnificent old Clipper ship on our way into town.It was the four-masted Pamir ,built in Germany.As a Finnish vessel,it had been seized as a Prize of War by the New Zealand Government in 1941,being restored to its previous owners in 1948.Sadly,it was to be lost in 1957  along with 80 of its 86 crew members in an Atlantic storm .

        We had a meal in a café,and were amused by an Army Officer who seemed unaware of Gibraltar’s Englishness.He was going on at some length exercising his Spanish on a patient waiter,who at length  interrupted him with  “It’s quite alright,Sir.I understand English.” 


It was interesting to see Gibraltar and its policeman and all that which has featured so much in our affairs,but it would have been nice if the cloud would have lifted to reveal something of the Rock. I passed it in the night going out,and I missed it again coming home!


   
Evening saw us under way again,and next day round that bottom corner of Portugal,where one can very clearly see buildings on land.Then northwards ah! Through Biscay without a shudder and then…on….until one murky day all eyes are peering ahead and  someone cries “It’s there!”  And right enough there is Blighty!  


Then slowly past the Needles and at length tied up in Southampton and British Dockers all over the place.

Thursday December 11th  1947.

        Next day Don and I shared a compartment to Waterloo,then he went his way to Essex,and I to King’s Cross and Wakefield,from where a sixpenny bus ride took me to my Family.

         Two days later,Helen and I were out on a blustery day to 

dear old Grange Moor,and a few days later to Wharfedale.

On Friday 19th she went with me to York,where I was demobbed.

[As for the Course that got me home early,the old Nevasa had taken so long over things,that I was given the chance to drop it.

which I did.But if I had not applied for it,I might have missed my friend’s company on the  Nevasa,whose last voyage that was.Having been at sea for thirty six years and survived two wars,she was to be sold for scrap,and while awaiting her fate was berthed  within site of Don’s home at Bradwell on Sea!]

