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CYRENE AND THE WESTERN DESERT


Keeping my fingers crossed didn’t work. On Christmas Eve I heard that Steve (Stephenson) was being onward posted to Haifa, and I was being posted to Cyrene (between Tobruk and Benghasi in Cyrenaica, which has more recently been amalgamated with Tripolitania to form Libya). There was no news as to whether 22 SOR was moving or staying where it was. Steve and I were very browned off. We’d been looking forward to being together for a while, as we got on so well together. We were soul-mates, though he was quite a bit older than I. We’d just got some quality Scotch whisky in as a Christmas treat, so we decided to drown our sorrows in that, and had a wonderful Christmas Eve. Christmas Day brought a severe hangover for Steve, but for some reason I felt as bright as a whistle. Lucky for me, as I had a busy morning’s work trying to get ready to hand over, and then making sure everything was organised for the Unit’s traditional Christmas routine. The officers serve the Christmas dinner for the airmen and things like that. Then, in the evening we had our own meal. There was turkey and Christmas pudding for all and much, much else. Personally I overate to the state of feeling uncomfortable, but it was ages since we had seen such variety. On the Boxing Day, I got in a game of hockey to try and neutralize the effects. Also, I met someone who had been at 16 SOR at Cyrene and he’d told me it was the best spot in the Western Desert, without any doubt.


I’d soon know if he were right. I had to be up at 4.15am to enable me to meet up with the plane, which was to fly me to Cyrene. I decided to risk my luck and take the whole of my kit in the hope that it could accompany me, as no one seemed to know what sort of plane it would be. Another officer, a F/O Aldridge from 22 SOR, was also coming on posting to 16 SOR, so I had company and found ample room for all my kit. The flight took five hours, then a lunch stop, and then a 15cwt-truck ride, taking an hour to Cyrene. I’d arranged for breakfast at 4.30am before we left, but it wasn’t ready. Luckily we were taking two other S/Leaders part of the way, and they brought breakfast with them, which they insisted on sharing – ham sandwiches, biscuits, Jaffa oranges and whisky and soda. Odd mixtures, but most welcome, even at 8am.


It was getting dark by the time we arrived at Cyrene, but light enough to see we were on a 2,000ft escarpment with the ground falling away to the sea, four or five miles away. The countryside looked ‘interesting’ and we were greeted with the news that we were not in tents. The CO was a Wing Commander Rayner and I was to be his second in command, as well as  Fighter Controller. Everyone was most welcoming and pleasant. After introductions, a good meal and a few drinks at the bar, I was shepherded over to my room. The next bit of good news – it was a 2-bedroomed bungalow, which I was to share with the CO.


Here I think it will round out my story if I say a little about the history/geography of Cyrene. Coming from Egypt past Tobruk and Derna, the desert starts to rise to a limestone escarpment 2,000ft high, on which stands Cyrene. The sand gives way to soil among the rocks, so that there is quite a lot of greenery of a bushy, scrubby nature, with a few small trees. Towards the sea the escarpment drops a steeply for a mile or two, to a flatter plain of similar nature for 2 miles, and then a final drop of 500 or 600 feet into the Meditteranean, and the very tiny port of Appollonia. To the south-west and west there is more soil and less rock, and it is possible to grow crops such as wheat, barley, vines and fruit on a narrow coastal plain. There are no rivers, but the escarpment attracts enough rain in winter to make it viable.


About 650 years BC the population of the Greek Aegean island of Thera (now Santorini) had grown too big. The Oracle at Delphi suggested they could favourably export part of the population to the area of African coast opposite, and so the Greek city state of Cyrene was founded. Their occupation started at the little port of Appollonia, and four or five little hamlets began to farm the fertile plain inland. They quickly found that up on the escarpment, an all the year round spring of crystal clear water issued from a cave and as a thanksgiving they erected an altar to the god Apollo. The summer climate was much better and less steamy than Appollonia, and many moved up there to found Cyrene. The local horses of Arab breed were fast and nimble so they built a stadium for chariot racing. Their teams began winning prizes back in Greece, leading to a horse breeding and exporting business. 
The farm settlements were thriving and they were soon exporting grain and wine to Greece also. The thriving colony quickly became rich. They established a mint to produce their own coinage, and elected a King (Battus I). They built a theatre at Cyrene on a hillside, and a large columnar Temple to Apollo, and many prestigious buildings around a forum and agora (market area). They discovered that a local wild plant had amazing medicinal properties – a sort of cure all, and soon were exporting that. It was so valuable that the harvested plants were stored in their treasury. This was Silphium, and a drawing of it even featured on their coinage. Their priests took over the cave from which their spring emerged and established an oracle there.
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The extent to which the settlement grew is obvious from the hillside below the town, as it is riddled with countless tombs and memorials. The rocky plain below has equally countless sarcophagi scattered over it (unfortunately the tomb robbers had long since pillaged the lot, so there were no pickings left for us). The colony, for the sake of peace and trade, later paid homage to Cambyses, the Persian King who was master of Egypt for a time; and then to Alexander the Great. But the ancient Greek empire was losing out to the rising Roman Empire, and eventually Cyrene became a vassal state of Rome, with far less independence. Several hundred years later the Roman Empire collapsed. Cyrene gradually disintegrated under Arab and Egyptian attacks. Silphium was over-cropped and gradually disappeared entirely, greatly aided by the marauding Berber goats. If it was not for the coinage we would have no idea what it looked like, though there are lots of writings of the time that evidence its existence.
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Eventually earthquakes ruined the proud buildings, the inhabitants were dispersed, and the nomadic Berbers and Arabs made sporadic use of the buildings. The desert crept in and covered what was left. For about fifteen hundred years the site was derelict and largely unrecognisable. Then, in the 20th Century, the Italians decided to found an Empire, to solve their over population problem. Their armies crossed the sea, and gained control of Tripolitania. Under Marshall Graziani they then expanded into Cyrenaica, much of which they conquered, without ever obliterating the local Senussi tribes, who retreated into the hills and desert. For a time Graziani set up his headquarters at Cyrene. Italian emigrant farmers, reclaiming the once fertile land, by irrigation schemes, assisted by their government.
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Following in their wake came the Italian archaeologists to excavate the prime sites in Tripolitania, and then they pushed on into Cyrenaica and Cyrene. The ruins were dug out of the sand and pillars replaced where this was easily done, but the 1939-45 war erupted and work ceased. The new buildings built to house them were emptied, including the little museum they had set up also. For the next five years the desert war to and fro-ed around the area, and Italians, Germans and British troops alternately made temporary use of the site, and the airfield established a couple of miles away to the south. 
I arrived there just in time to see in the New Year (1944). No 16 SOR had been established there about two months previously, as the Germans abandoned the area for the last time. Down at the airfield was one, and sometimes two, South African Air Force Hurricane squadrons for defence of the busy shipping route through the Med, the Suez Canal, and to the war against the Japs in India (or mainly Burma at this stage). The museum became 16 SOR’s ops and filter rooms, and another building the officers mess. The Italians had built a big hotel there to house the flood of visitors from Italy they hoped would come to visit the ruins. In the course of the war it sustained one or two hits, but there was still enough usable as living quarters for the rest of the unit.

And so I have come back to the time of my arrival there. The CO’s bungalow had originally been built to house Marshall Graziani and turned out to be bigger than I expected. There were in fact three bedrooms not two, but one was derelict. There was a sitting room, a large kitchen and a sizable tiled bathroom. But furniture was a bit scarce, except for two massive wardrobes and an equally massive dresser (rescued from derelict farmhouses) and a few miscellaneous chairs. We used our camp beds. The bath water was heated by a geezer of a most temperamental nature, but was lovely when it worked. The museum staff had rigged up a generator for electricity for themselves and the small Senussi village from which they drew their labour. Amazingly it still worked, after all the ups and downs of the war. But it was now nearly as temperamental as the geezer. The sitting room was unusable in winter as it lacked one or two windows. However, I earned brownie points by removing the windows from the unusable third bedroom and transferring them to the lounge.
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Our bungalow was whitewashed and set among small trees. Around it was a narrow garden, from the edges of which, the ground fell sharply away among rocks – like being on the edge of a cliff. In the garden I was able to recognise chrysanthemums, narcissi, huge bush like geraniums, antirrhinums, roses and some mint and spring onions. We had a Senussi gardener, part time. He also brought us an early morning cup of tea, and cleaned our shoes. His English was poor, but not quite hopeless. No good asking him what the other plants were, that were hinting at a colourful garden come spring. There was what looked like vines strung over poles forming an arch, but their leaves were dead. The biggest of the trees turned out to be a mulberry. Of the other plants, when they eventually bloomed, were freesias and cistus. 
The first day or two that I was there, the weather was OK, but from then on we ran into winter. In our exposed position we got any wind that was blowing, rain and frequent showers, and on bad days, hail and even a light snow shower. So, for the moment, our bungalow wasn’t the delightful spot it was to become from late March to early November. In the evenings we needed to use the fireplace, but it was difficult getting wood (as opposed to sticks). Also, if the wind blew, the fire smoked badly. The only cure was to have the door wide open and that let in the cold air. The same with the geezer water supply. It was always erratic in the mornings for our wash and shave, though the few times we were around during the day, it worked like a charm. The electric light also only played up after dark. The worst thing was when the water pipes, below the bathroom floor developed a leak and gradually flooded the tiled floor. Tents had their advantages after all!

The day after my arrival, Rayner, the CO, took me out to the airfield to meet the South African Squadron CO, and pilots with whom I would be working as a fighter controller. They were well off for staff, as they had a lot of blacks (Zulus, Bantus etc) doing all their menial jobs, enlisted in the SAAF of course. Then he took me round the rest of our unit, and included a tour of the ruins, telling me what little he had managed to learn about them. He was fed up having to conduct visiting officers round them, as they were all anxious to see them. I understood that from henceforth this was to be my job. In time I became a most competent guide and was highly praised for my erudition. Little did they know how much of it I made up, and they would probably never know!

Finally the CO dumped the car, and led me on foot down the road towards Appollonia. Round the first bend in the road we were about 150ft down the hill and immediately below our bungalow. Here the whole cliff face was honeycombed with caves and tombs. Some of the tombs even had carved door lintels. The limestone rock, though seemingly hard, was fairly easy to dig into. At 150ft down below bungalow level the CO took me into one of these burial caves. In the furthest dark corner was a passage leading into another lot of caves, and right at the far end of these was a doorway leading to an upward flight of stone steps – about a hundred of them, turning various corners and very dark. Suddenly we came out into another very large set of caves, some of them with windows to the rock-face, so that it was very light inside – made more so by the fact that the largest of the caves had its walls whitewashed. There was evidence of electric light having been installed once. The floor had been cemented. The CO’s conjecture was that Marshall Graziani might have arranged it as an air raid shelter. That, at least, made some sense, however dubious.

Otherwise, this was just another set of some fifteen funeral caves, with niches cut for statues and coffins cut into the side walls or floor, and of course all empty. From one of this lot of caves there was another upward flight of steps – a very long and very dark flight with lots of twists, all cut into the rock. The top was blocked by what looked like a wooden door in the light of the CO’s torch. He pushed it very hard with his shoulder, and it opened, with much grating over the uneven rock floor. Daylight streamed in and there on the left was the CO’s bed. From inside the room there was a similar door the other side of the bed, which opened to reveal a cupboard. Indeed, when the CO first took up residence, he assumed the other side was a cupboard too, and surplus to his requirements. Some weeks later he heard a creaking noise in this ‘cupboard’ and prized the door open to reveal the steps.

Most of the unit had their suggestions as to the purpose of the steps, and the majority tended to dusky Arab maidens making midnight visits. The likeliest, and more mundane, was that they were made to give access to the room we thought might have been an air raid shelter. But, on reflection, the time it would take to construct the flight of steps through solid rock made that highly unlikely. So the mystery remained. The CO’s successor had the door fastened with some big nails – he didn’t want his sleep disturbed, even by dusky maidens.

On reflection, I have just realised that I mentioned how I invented a lot of Cyrene’s history when I was giving a guided tour to VIP visitors. So why should a reader of this account believe the history of Cyrene I have related above? The truth is that some years after the end of the war I came across a book called The Greek City States by Kathleen Freeman (published by Macdonalds). In it there was a chapter (and more) about the history of Cyrene. I have raided this to give the potted history of Cyrene above.

Another historical fact I came across when reading about the Battle for Monte Casino in Italy, was that the weather for winter 1943/4 was the wettest and coldest on record for the whole central Mediterranean area. Certainly we got our share at Cyrene during January, February, and March. We were back in our serge battledress. However, down by the sea, in Appollonia our radar unit still wore shirts and shorts on occasions. By now unused to wet, cold weather, I got one of the filthiest colds I can remember, and for three or four days felt extremely sorry for myself. We were out of wood, the tiled floors didn’t help, and I spent all my spare time huddled over a little paraffin stove trying to clear the backlog [image: image5.png]


of thanks for all my Christmas mail. To add to my misery, in mid January the NAAFI supplies of beer and spirits had dried up, and soon our bar stocks had gone too. Some people resorted to what was available through Senussi sources. As the true Moslem isn’t allowed alcohol, what our local Senussi tribe produced was almost undrinkable. So for once in my life, probably, I forgot to mention my 27th birthday on 28th January and had an alcohol-free day. 
About the same time our CO was posted away, and his place taken by Colonel Moodie, a South African Air Force chap. So, no drink to celebrate either event, but in early February NAAFI’s stores began to arrive again. Our Adjutant was also moved about a fortnight later, and Moodie was able to wangle a South African friend as his replacement. With South Africans at the airfield we might have felt that they were taking us over, but Moodie and his new Adjutant were most likeable characters and no one felt the slightest resentment. Being a full Colonel, Moodie was as much senior to me as if he had been a Wing Commander, but he never ‘pulled rank’ and in some ways deferred to me as I had been with the unit longer (by a mere four weeks). We got on famously from the start.

If liquor was virtually absent for my birthday its counterpart wasn’t. We had 2¾ inches of rain, accompanied by lashing gales – a really horrible day. The next day but one we were rewarded with an almost perfect one – blue sky, no wind and quite warm sunshine. I managed very easily to persuade the new CO that it was an ideal day for me to show him around the remoter signals units in his bailiwick. We went east as far as Derna, by which time we had reached desert scrub again. Then back in a wide circle behind Cyrene to Barca, down on the agricultural strip in the Benghasi direction. At first there was lots of scrubby vegetation up to waist high, amid the rocks. Here there were numerous wadis, some quite deep cut. Some had little streams running in them but probably soon to dry out again after our heavy rainstorm 48 hours before. Many centuries ago there must have been more rainfall. Imperceptibly we had passed into the area the Italian colonists had turned into farms, but already nature was taking over again. It was only the little derelict farmhouses that provided the clue.

But civilisation was in evidence as we approached the Med near Barca. We decided to make a lunch stop when we noticed a NAAFI officers club in what had obviously been a tourist hotel before the war. The lunch was good and inexpensive – quite a find, except that it was 50 miles from Cyrene. There were several other occupied houses around the hotel, among palm trees, and more English looking trees. Their walls were covered in wisteria and bougainvillaea – in flower. All this in calm blue skies and warm sunshine, with the blue Med in the background. It looked like something in a holiday brochure. If Libya hadn’t fallen under Gadaffi’s spell after the war, Cyrenaica in these parts might well have developed a tourist industry the way Tunisia did.

Back at the unit we had been unable to find a suitable area for a hockey pitch. Nor for football, though they had found a spot for one set of goalposts, and dribbling and shooting practice. Then someone in the football crowd persuaded them to try basketball, and soon everyone was playing. Because I had that bad cold I nearly missed out. With a few others like me we formed a team out of what were left. It was called the ‘Odds and Sods’ and surprisingly achieved considerable success in the league that was set up. I also did a bit of walking, seeing if I could find an unrobbed tomb – a forlorn hope.

But then my searching took another direction. Outside the officers mess, the ground rose in a bank. A bit of this collapsed during that heavy rainstorm and spilled onto the path. I noticed one or two pieces of ancient pottery among it. When I had a bit of spare time I started scratching into the bank – with a knife and fork. It became obvious that it had been some ancient burial site – whether earlier than the tomb culture I never found out. Some of the other officers joined in. We turned up lots of bones, some human, some dog and some horse. Mixed in with these were lots of bits of broken pottery, but we did also find some whole ones. These took some recovering whole from the packed earth and stones, but we got better at it with practice. The unglazed ones seemed the most fragile. There were little cups, beakers, jars and vases, some plain, some with a little painted decoration or indentations in patterns. Many were miniature and must have been created as grave goods – gifts to the gods they hoped to meet in the after life. There were also some very rusted iron spearheads.

The ones we prized the most were the black glazed pots. Some of these were a bit like ashtrays. But nearly as common were the little oil lamps. They had a handle at one end, an oil reservoir, and a truncated spout at the other end. Some had the handle on top with a smaller hole and a raised pattern or face on the top. They must have put a wick in the hole to reach the oil within, and lit the other end. Some of the vases were painted, though we rarely found a whole one of these. There were also very rusted knives and spearheads.

Someone remembered noticing a glass display case in one of the derelict farmhouses, and with one or two false starts we found it. It was to be presumed that none of the local Bedouin, mostly sheep farmers/camel herdsmen could think of a use for it and it contained far too little wood for firewood. So it achieved a place of honour in the mess to display the better of our finds. What the museum lot would have thought of us doesn’t bear thinking about. Completely haphazard digging and scratching – destroying important evidence, etc. But our visitors were impressed. That would be some time ahead, as the weather over the next six weeks or so turned out to be largely unsuitable for any ‘archaeological digging’.

About this time a secondary interest developed – gardening. We got our food supplies (called rations) mainly through the NAAFI, though we were getting bread through an Army field unit. Our services doctor was always on about our unsatisfactory diet, with no fresh vegetables or fruit. So we decided to have a go at growing our own – tomatoes, lettuce, beans, cabbages, etc. Our old Senussi gardener was just moving away, but before he went he told us where we could get vegetable seeds. Once started our enthusiasm increased and we were recording a fair amount of success. But gardening is a fairly slow business and I’d left the unit before lots of the plantings had matured. It also increased our awareness of the various flowers that were putting in appearances as their seasons came round. The freesias were the stars, as none of us, other than the South Africans, had ever come across them before. Such dainty flowers and such heavenly scents! I even sent some seeds home in my letters to Deirdre and my mother, but I don’t think they ever germinated – probably not ripe enough or too delicate for the English climate.

With my quick shunting, Heliopolis, Mersa Matruh, Heliopolis again, and then Cyrene, my mail from home had become very disorganised. But once settled in Cyrene the service was soon the best I’d experienced. Air mail letter cards settled down at seven to ten days, and any questions asked got answers within two or three weeks: my letters to and from Deirdre increased as a result. It seemed likely I might be back home by the end of 1944 as the government stated they would try and repatriate those who had completed a four-year overseas tour. It was still many months ahead, but discussion of our marriage plans already entered into the correspondence. But, like what job I would have when the war was over, any planning was a pretty futile occupation. Still, it was lovely to be talking about the possibilities.

Actually through January to March or April the advances against the Germans hadn’t been very spectacular. Deirdre was saying though that all the talk around the Canadians stationed in her area was about the coming invasion into France across the Channel, and it was almost an anti-climax when it eventually came in June. By then the Russian advance was going ahead fast and they had entered Poland. In Italy our troops were also advancing again, though slowly. In the Far East the Japanese advance had been halted short of Australia, in New Guinea, and we were slowly winning back a little of the ground lost. In Burma our troops also were beginning to push the Japs back. Winston Churchill had hinted that the war in the Far East could well take another couple of years to win. He thought Germany might not be able to carry on for more than another year, following the intensive bombing of its cities by the British and Americans over the previous six months. (References to the important Russian part in the war were less frequently mentioned!) Bombing of England was drying up, and by the summer, when our Normandy troops reached Paris, there was even a minor relaxation of the blackout in England.

But that is racing ahead of events in Cyrene, where it was still March. The weather had continued rather wet, windy and cool, interspersed by lovely warm days and blue skies every so often. One day in early March I went for a walk with a Flight Lieutenant Stubbs, which was intended to be exercise. So we scrambled and leapt among the rocks. I made a leap for one ledge, began losing my balance and grabbed at a nearby rock to save myself from falling. Unfortunately the rock had a rounded bottom and rolled over on top of my legs. I couldn’t shift it, even when Stubbs added all his strength. Luckily we were near the end of the ‘walk’ and not far from the mess. Stubbs rushed off for help and came back with six others. Even with all this help they had a job to raise the stone two or three inches to enable me to get my legs free. They helped me back to the mess and put me to bed. Eventually they got the doctor along from the South African Fighter Squadron. He diagnosed no broken thighbones, just badly torn muscles. Within three days I was out of bed and hobbling, and OK again in a week or two, though the bruising took longer to disappear. Afterwards I went back to look at the guilty stone, and found that it had once been a full size statue of some local Roman dignitary, hence its lack of stability.

While stuck in bed I’d just been able to see our few apricot and peach trees bursting into bloom. As soon as I was hobbling around the garden I noticed a huge bed of jonquils on the bank dropping below the garden – probably some bulbs were chucked out from the garden and had naturalised. These next three weeks were our spring. All over the Middle East seeming desert patches spring into bloom with wild flowers. So much colour and such a mixture of varieties that it is all most incredible. But a month later it is mostly back to bare desert patches again for the next eleven months.

March (and part of April in due course) were pretty devoid of entertainment for the troops. There had been one ENSA show, while I was laid up in bed but that was generally voted a flop. Whether it was because the advertised striptease artist had been eliminated from the show before it reached us may have had some bearing on the matter. Apparently she had been showing too much enthusiasm in her work – too much strip and too little tease, anyway, from the letters I was censoring the airmen generally were feeling they had been robbed.
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I mentioned that we lost the services of our part-time Senussi gardener. The CO didn’t like being without his early morning cup of tea and shoe cleaning. Somehow he found an airman who’d be able and willing to do it in addition to his ordinary jobs. The chap was quite a character, 42 years old and a retired professional boxer. He’d fought most of the others at his weight – even I had heard of three of them – lightweights, I think. He was a cockney by birth. Somehow he’d avoided the typical broken nose and cauliflower ears of the usual pro. Another airman had boxing pretensions. Through the NAAFI (our source of hockey, football and basketball kit) we managed, surprisingly, to get a couple of pairs of boxing gloves. They did quite a bit of sparring practice to keep fit, but the other airman wasn’t anywhere near the class of our “batman”. I’ve got a photo, still, of the batman outside our bungalow – not so much for him, but its the only one of our bungalow that I ever took. (We were sparing of photos, as films were like gold dust to buy, or even find.) 
March went out like a lion, as the saying goes. We had two days of howling gales with occasional rain and even a couple of hailstorms. But April truly came in like a lamb, blue skies and long sunny days. Gradually our khaki battle-dress was discarded, then pullovers, and soon we were in shorts and short-sleeved shirts in the daytime with long-sleeved shirts and khaki trousers in the evenings. 

At Apollonia, five miles away down on the coast from us, we had what could loosely be described as a sub-branch. It was a radar-reporting unit, run by a Flight Lieutenant Cooper (a Signals Officer) and one junior officer and about twenty airmen. Although under our control there was not much meeting together socially. The CO and I had to keep an eye on them. So I’d meet Cooper from time to time, but he rarely came up to have a meal with us, or for an evening in the bar. When I met him down at Apollonia, in early April, he suggested me coming down for a swim. He said they’d been swimming for the past three weeks or so and it was pleasant but fresh. He’d show me some underwater statues and pillars. (Presumably a Greek Temple had stood at the water’s edge, and an earthquake had tumbled it down into the sea). So I went, and had my first bathe of the season – only stayed in about ten or fifteen minutes for it was still a bit chilly. When our Cyrene lot began their bathing season a fortnight later we generally went to another spot, which was rather nicer. So I didn’t swim more than another time or two at Apollonia.

Some forty odd years later, when I had retired and we were spending our winters in southern Spain at Nerja, I got interested in walking in the mountains that surrounded us. There was a little gang of us, regularly changing as the chaps were out there for different lengths of time. Among them was a Canadian called Craig. Later I learned his full name was Craig Cooper. But I should think we had been doing mountain walks for about three years before we got on the subject of flying, RAF, and war service. Not until then did we realise we were the two who had swum among the under-water ruins at Apollonia. He was fruit farming (apples) near Toronto so, with the snow covering everything in winter, he found it easy to winter on the Costa Del Sol. Deirdre and I got to know him and his wife quite well socially, as a result. 
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To get back on the original track. The bathing spot the Unit chose was to the East of Apollonia by about ten miles and about ten miles from Cyrene. It had the advantage of being right off the beaten track. Once in a while a Bedouin with his flock of goats and sheep might pass near, but very rarely. The advantage of this was that as practically none of us had bathing shorts, there we would never offend any Moslem women, whereas there were one or two fishermen’s wives at Apollonia. 
The track to it went through the usual rock and scrub to a low cliff edge. Here a slice had been carved out so a truck could get to the beach below. It was beautiful very white sand. But what had been a sandy cove now sported a wooden pier stretching out some 150 yards into the sea. Even at the end of the pier, where the water was 25 feet or so deep, you could see the chalky bottom as clear as anything. The pier made a diving board, or a place to dry off prior to getting back into clothes without getting all sandy. There was the almost-gone ruin of a small brick building but no other clues. Enquiries we made in the locality indicated that the Germans used it to refuel small submarines and motor torpedo boats, when they possessed that part of the Western Desert. Maybe we did too, at some time, but it was always Germans that they said. It didn’t have a name on the map. But as a bathing venue, solely, you’d probably never find a better spot without bringing in commercialism. Unfortunately there was a limit on how often our one or two three-ton lorries could be spared to take personnel there.

By April I was also playing basketball ‘matches’ again as my leg had fully recovered from its encounter with the statue. About this time the Adjutant decided it would be good form if we re-erected that statue. It wasn’t the easy job he’d anticipated. Eventually it took four of them, hard at it for a couple of hours with ropes, pulleys, crowbars and the help of other lumps of stone, to get it back into position again. I was really lucky to have got away without much more serious damage.

It was also the time of our spring, which lasted three or four weeks, in which the desert literally bloomed – as I’d noticed earlier in Palestine and Syria. Sitting on a patch of hillside I was able to pick twenty different types of wild flower that were within my reach. We noticed great activity of bees among them. Having once helped look after forty hives, pre-war, I followed their general flight path to see if I could find where they were storing the honey and pollen – with thoughts of honey for breakfast. We traced them to twenty rather primitive hives. There was no owner in sight, and we never did find the owner when we tried another two or three times.

Units, like our own, had to run our own catering. Officers, sergeants and other ranks each had their separate messes and bars. The food was for free, called rations, but occasionally we could supplement it with things bought locally, fruit, eggs, etc. Drinks, chiefly from NAAFI, but sometimes from local sources (as in Teheran), had to be paid for by each consumer. Each of the three messes was therefore into business in a small way, with individuals being elected, or press-ganged more likely, to keep the books. Designated officers had to check the books to try to prevent any fiddling. It generally worked smoothly. At Cyrene I was responsible for the checking, including those of the officers mess and bar. I was also PMC – President of the Messing Committee. It meant calling occasional committee meetings to deal with complaints and suggestions. This time there was general dissatisfaction with the food and way things had got slack, so I decided, with my committee’s backing, to have a root and branch re-organisation inside the mess. Also with temperatures now pleasant of an evening, we decided on an alfresco bar outside on some rough spare ground. ‘Volunteers’ were enlisted. Picks, shovels, levelling of ground, laying of concrete surface, building an outside bar, flower beds, poles for pergolas and exterior lighting – it was quite amazing what we were capable of, and how soon we were spending much of the evenings out there. Somehow the drinks tasted better out there under the stars.

Success with the food was of a lower order. There really is not all that number of variations in the ways you could serve our perpetual spam and bully beef. Similarly with jam, for instance, the rations would be plum jam for one month, marmalade next month, raspberry the next, then strawberry. We never got enough to build up stocks so that we could ring our own changes. Tea was often the stuff called Compo, i.e. a mixture of powdered tea, milk and sugar – just add boiling water. Coffee was rarely available. Potatoes were often powdered. Vegetables were usually tinned and diced, as was any fruit. Very rarely did we see fresh fruit or vegetables. Usually we got proper bread, but on several more remote locations we had plain hard biscuits instead, with a risk of breaking teeth on them if you didn’t dunk them. In spite of things, I have difficulty recalling just what our rations were, so they cannot have been too horrific in general. I do remember rumours regularly surfacing that something was added to our Compo tea mixture to reduce our libido. Certainly I never came across a case of homosexuality. If there was, it must have been in a highly discreet manner.

I was getting a lot of pleasure from my radio whenever I got the chance. The British programmes were a bit mixed – too many Forces Favourites in the form of request programmes where there were more messages than music; love to Mum, Dad, Aunt Lil and Uncle George, and even Chirpy, the canary. Two bits of music I didn’t mind them requesting were Vaughan Williams Greensleeves and Tchaikovsky’s waltz from his Serenade for Strings, but things like this were the rarities. Mostly the requests were for Vera Lynn, George Formby and the like. I’d often listen to the German programmes, which would give more time to the music and less to the chatter – Johann Strauss waltzes and the like. When the German Africa Korps were in the desert, one of the “signature tunes” regularly played was Lili Marlene sung by Leila Andersen (I think) a Danish cabaret star. It was so popular with our troops that the British authorities became worried at us all listening to German programmes that they brought out a British version with English words. But it was a flop. The seductive German version, even though the troops generally didn’t know what the words meant, were so much more to their liking that many continued to tune in to the German programme.

There had been a dearth of entertainment for the troops – and for us officers, since the ENSA show with the non-appearing striptease artiste that had been a flop – which I had missed anyway. But then we got what was generally agreed was the best ENSA show we’d ever had. The main artist was a comedian, Billy Russell, who regularly appeared on pre-war radio and the theatres. He was first-class and had everyone hooting with laughter. Supporting cast included a birdsong and animal impressionist, also of radio fame, as were a husband and a wife pair of accordionists, a trio of acrobatic girl dancers of high quality and another trio of girls, the Radio Three, who sang in harmony and most tunefully. After the show we entertained them in the mess. Seven females in one evening ensured a full house. The party didn’t break up until 3.00am. Surprisingly not a particularly boozy party as it developed into a sing-song with songs of every conceivable variety – jazz-blues, negro spirituals, country and western, Afrikaans etc.

One of the Radio Three girls, Chris, seemed to be attaching herself to me, but as PMC (titular head of our mess) I had to be the host and see that all our visitors were equally well looked after. When the party broke up the husband and wife accordionists came back to our bungalow for the night with the CO and me. They produced a bottle of Gordon’s gin, a quality we hadn’t seen in ages, and it was well after 4.00am before we turned in for the night, by which time the bottle was empty.

The next day the CO suggested I took them on a conducted tour of our Greek ruins, secret staircase in the funerary caves, etc, over which they became very enthusiastic. Chris was hanging onto every word of my spiel – and hanging onto my arm, I couldn’t help but notice. Then off they went to the venue of their next show. It wasn’t the end of Chris, though. She phoned me the next four days and then three letters on monogrammed notepaper over the next week. A week later another letter via one of our officers returning from a visit to a Tripoli unit telling me she’d be in Cairo for a week in three weeks’ time - could I get away to visit her there. It was all a bit unusual, for me anyway, to be pursued by a female in this way. In any case, out there, it was always the other way round, it was the females who were pursued, no pursuing. Then she gave up the chase as I wasn’t able to take the bait even if I’d wanted to (I wasn’t sure, – it was attractive to anyone living our monastic type of life). I couldn’t help mentioning it in my letters to Deirdre, just to prove I still could be attractive to the opposite sex, in case she could be forgetting. In fact Freddie Belsham had remarked how well I looked – adding that I didn’t look a day over forty!

Funnily enough, although there seemed no chance of getting any leave (I’d only had one night away from the Unit since joining it) a chance came up to get away for two or three days. It was a chance for which I had been angling for three or four weeks. My last two remaining shirts were getting rather frayed, and I generally needed to stock up with replacement underwear. The chance came about, as we had to deliver one of our transport vehicles to a unit in the Benghasi area where there was an officers’ clothing store. I’d have to find my own way back. However, I knew an RAF officer at one of the units in the area, knew I could get accommodation through him, and he’d help me find transport for my return journey. His name was Max Stocks. I arrived just at the right time, as that day they’d got a delivery of beer from the Tripoli brewery and the mess were having a party to celebrate. Lovely to have a drop (a considerable drop) of beer again as we were going through a poor drinking patch at Cyrene lately, reduced to Cyprus brandy, Egyptian rum and Lebanese sherry, all of which were varieties of rot-gut.

I got in three swims over the next couple of days. Stocks took me to their local bathing spot, a lagoon some twelve to twenty feet deep, so crystal clear you could see the bottom – and reasonably warm water. Legend had it that the lagoon was fed by an underground stream, the River Lethe, of classical mythology (somehow connected with Charon and the River Styx of the same period). It was in quite a pretty location and really delightful bathing. I was also able to get to the NAAFI stores and stock up with replacement clothing. The next night we went for dinner at that officers club I had visited earlier. There I met up with another old pal, Dell, whom I’d known at Abadan. Further cause for celebration. My return transport was fixed up for the following day. Next morning they rang to say it had been postponed for twenty-four hours for some reason – as a result I got in some further bathing.

That evening I was invited to join a party who were going over to Barce for an ENSA concert. Lo and behold, it was the Billy Russell lot, with the Radio Three etc. Chris, of the latter, was convinced that it was her charms that had brought me over, and she made a beeline for me at the mess party afterwards. Later in the evening she said, “her shoes were killing her” – would I come with her to her room to get some more comfortable ones. She emerged from her room cursing and swearing. One of the other Radio Three girls was already installed in there with an officer. She couldn’t have put it more clearly what she had in mind. So whether I would have remained faithful to Deirdre was never put to the test. Next morning I was off early on my trip back to my Unit, and our paths never crossed again.

By now it was late April, early May, and the weather was absolutely idyllic – hot sunshine but just a lovely touch of freshness in the air. The flies were not too bad and the mosquitoes had not yet got into their stride. I was still fighter controlling on an eight-hour duty system. Luckily enemy air activity was falling off, except when there were convoys in the area. On some night watches controllers could snatch four to six hours sleep of a sort – leaving a junior member of the team to wake us at the first sign of enemy air activity on the radar. It was a big help to me as I was never able to sleep very well in daytime to make up sleep lost on night shifts. In fact life was becoming rather cosy. I was able to spend more time on gardening and ‘archaeology’. Our garden was looking lovely with fruit blossom and mimosa, masses of roses and lots of different perennial flowers. Our vegetables, too, were looking most encouraging but still well short of harvesting time, except for the lettuce.

The open-air bar at the mess was rewarding the effort we had put into it, and we gave the odd parties to nearby units. The South African squadrons gave one of the best of the reciprocal parties to which we were invited. On this occasion they’d sent out a night reconnaissance party to the semi-desert and snatched some three or four sheep from some Berber farmer without being caught. These they had killed and skinned as the main ingredient in their version of a barbecue (what they called it sounded like bryflace, it was an Afrikaans word, but I don’t know the spelling). They got their native troops to dig a long shallow trench which they filled with camel thorn and assorted bushes. When it had burned down to glowing embers they barbecued the portions of mutton (a misnomer to categorise it as lamb). But it tasted grand, with various etceteras such as baked potatoes washed down with South African beer and brandy, under the starry sky, and the glowing embers tempering the cool night air.

By now we were all in our khaki shorts and a short-sleeved shirt by day, convinced that summer was set in. It was a shock to the system when it then interspersed four or five days of cold, wet and extremely windy weather, before continuing on its tranquil way. I’d been entertaining too many guests, friends, i.e. official or social, on the wretched drink we were supplied with recently that I was feeling a bit jaded. To counter it I embarked on a fitness campaign – one or two games of basketball a day, whenever there were enough others keen enough. Otherwise it was strenuous hill walking/rock scrambling. As a result I began to feel really fit. My mind, though, was obviously confused. With my new energy from fitness the first thing I did was to make myself a hammock. Surprisingly it worked well and my chosen two trees were ideal for the job. Eventually I modified it, putting one end much lower than the other. With the help of my pillow it was more like a deckchair and I could even use it while writing letters.

One day one of the squadron pilots noticed from the air a tiny bay that looked ideal for bathing and about four or five miles from our normal spot. He told us how he thought a three-ton lorry could negotiate the rough ground and wadis to reach it. So three of us and a dozen airmen set out to try. Without too much difficulty we succeeded though it was a very bumpy ride. It was a peach of a bay, a curling headland giving such protection from the sea that it was calm as a millpond. The water got deep quickly so you could dive in from the shore, or nearby rocks. We’d brought food and a couple of primus stoves for a picnic lunch – a mistake, as the moment the food was opened a horde of flies descended on us. Afterwards we found a little boat – no engine, sails or oars and obviously abandoned. But a plate said it had been made in Koenigsberg in the Baltic. We broke up the box we’d brought the food in to use it as paddles for a trip out in the bay, but it was less effective than when I swam pushing it.

On our way back we noticed a little waterfall dropping some 50 feet into a little rock pool with ferns growing round it. A most unusual sight to see any water running anywhere in the barren countryside, that it seemed incredible that no one had seen fit to make use of it. Not much further on we saw a Bedouin “farmer” and his wife fencing a patch of greenery. She was making the hole with a pickaxe while he held the post ready to insert it. This was very typical of the attitude of the Arab to his woman. The patch of greenery was young barley. They use primitive single-blade wooden ploughs pulled by donkeys, camels, or more rarely oxen. Going home afterwards the Arab will ride the donkey and his wife walk behind with the pickaxe.

With my newfound energy I decided to turn the rough patch of ground beneath my hammock into a lawn. Then I took up a challenge from the Squadron for a hockey match with them – on a pitch they’d made on the airfield, as we had no suitable flat area to make a pitch. We lost 6-0, but as we’d arrived without a goalkeeper they lent us one and we could blame their six goals on him. This was the occasion when we arrived back at the Unit to hear that our troops and the Americans, Canadians etc. had begun the invasion of Normandy – in other words 6th June 1944. I hoped we’d have a better goalkeeper for that contest. If so, I felt that there was still the chance I might be home by Christmas.

Every month or two we’d get ENSA concerts, but after the Billy Russell one they were all pretty rubbishy ones – except one. That one included a couple of pleasant but more mature women. As usual we entertained the entertainers in the mess afterwards, but on this occasion the party never really took off. In the end the CO and I took the two ladies over to our bungalow and we danced to my wireless (most conveniently playing dance tunes or we’d never have thought of dancing). The ladies made it clear they wished to be well-behaved, though I’m sure the CO wasn’t entertaining any contrary ideas – he wasn’t that sort. So after a couple of hours of dancing and chat the party broke up and we parted without even a kiss!

It all seemed a bit unfair on the sergeants and other ranks that they never entertained the visitors after the show, but that was the way it was by custom – and I think the ENSA lot generally preferred it that way. So I did my best to think of some other things we could do to amuse the troops, quite apart from the more physical things I’d introduced, such as basketball, hockey and swimming trips. (Strangely the CO wasn’t the sort, though he was quite popular with all – equally he didn’t mix with the officers much socially).

One thing I came up with was Race Meetings. We marked out a course, with chalk, of six lanes of twenty-five squares length. Then our chaps cut out of tin six horses with jockeys on their backs, painted different colours, and mounted on stands. Each “trainer” took it in turns to throw a dice, and his horse moved up the course the number of squares indicated by the dice number. The first horse to the post won, naturally. A Race Meeting consisted of six or eight races. The thing that took the time and made it interesting was that it involved betting. I used a sort of tote system, but the odds on each horse were the same. The winners were those who bought a ticket with the number the same as painted on the winning horse. Average odds should be about six to one, but some numbers were favoured more than others. The steps up to the “bombed hotel” in which the troops lived made a fine grandstand, and the Signals Section rigged up lighting and loudspeakers – with music between races, and a race commentator for effect. It became quite popular. The betting tickets were only in pence so no one became very rich or bankrupt. We also had a bar, selling drink, whenever we could get enough supplies.

Another entertainment idea was for the men to put on their own concert. The first one was not much of a success, but it engendered ideas for a second one, and this was better than most of the ENSA shows. It took quite a lot of time in preparation – particularly the costumes, where worn, and served its purpose very well in keeping them occupied in their spare time. Quite amazing some of the ideas they came up with, and often the most unexpected of people.

Enemy air activity in our area was diminishing. The weather was superb. In fact with fairly regular swimming opportunities, hockey and basketball, sunbathing cum reading or writing in my hammock, there was at times almost a holiday atmosphere. Admittedly the swimming wasn’t often leisurely – borrow the CO’s car when not needed and a dash down to the coast alone, or with two or three others, a half-hour swim and dash back again. The gardening was coming on fine, though it meant daily watering, as we were getting no rain. In fact the trip down to Benghazi recently had nearly been a disaster as no one had done the watering in my absence – my fault, I’d forgotten to organise it before I left. But we were now getting lots of French beans, lettuce etc. The tomatoes were almost ready. We’d already had almonds, walnuts and mulberries from our few trees and the peaches and apricots were the size of walnuts and grapes were developing on the vine. Quite a little Garden of Eden! With the opening of the new front in Normandy we were once again feeling out of it. Why we should worry I do not know.

I wanted to get a bit of leave, chiefly to break the monotony. Also most of the destinations possible for leave were getting very hot as the summer advanced, and less inviting. But first one controller was away on a course, and then the next. I did use the first to my advantage by getting him to buy a leather handbag to send to Deirdre as a present. Then I couldn’t find a cardboard box or alternative in which to post it off, for a fortnight – just nothing suitable on the Unit. Then, just as the second controller, Webber, was due back, our CO was posted off to staff college, and I was back in charge for a fortnight awaiting his replacement. The new one was to be Wing Commander Rayner – the one I had stood in for during that fortnight in Mersah Matruh. The reason delaying him was that he had just married a Wren officer at Alexandria. I wasn’t surprised that he arrived three days later than stated. I was surprised, however, when he arrived with his wife and maid of honour. Still he did obey the rules of not having them on the same unit, and took them off to the officers club in the Benghazi direction. It was only for a week.

So my chance of any leave was obviously deferred for say three weeks. Handing over the unit to Rayner was a much-interrupted affair. Still, it did include a day’s bathing and picnic for me when he brought them over for the day; and another day when I took them around our places of interest. Her companion was another Wren, and a most interesting and fun sort of person. When they returned to Alexandria, I really got down to the handing over and got the promise of leave as soon as it was done. In fact Rayner and I became great pals for the time we were together. Moodie had been very friendly, but I think the fact that he was the sole South African in a British unit compounded his reserved nature. He was always off to the South African Squadron in his spare time.

So I’d got my leave coming up – where to go? And who to go with? The only one available was Maddick, the filter room chief. His nickname was Binder, and he was a bit of a bore in company. He was less so on a one-to-one basis, so I decided to take a chance, rather than be on my own. We decided to head for Palestine and Lebanon and make it a mainly seaside and bathing holiday. We knew it would be too hot anywhere within range for a sightseeing holiday.

But before my leave I had one super day out. It was the last day before Rayner’s wife and friend, Norah Caine, were returning to their unit at Alexandria. Rayner got them to prepare a proper picnic and we went off, plus the CO of the Squadron, to that remoter bathing spot – the one with the submarine jetty. We had a couple of swims and sunbathing, followed by this superb picnic – even two bottles of French white wine that the girls had got hold of somehow. As we were finishing this a RAF Air-Sea Rescue launch hove into sight and tied up to the end of the jetty – all arranged by Rayner as a surprise. The launch had been using Mersah Matruh as a base from time to time and Rayner had got pally with the officer in charge and persuaded him (over the phone presumably) to do a training run out to ‘our’ jetty that day. So we all boarded the craft for a high-speed trip along the coast and back. Then drinks aboard and another swim prior to our return.

Back to the war (at the end of June 1944). In case we were forgetting, there was tough fighting going on elsewhere. The Russians were still advancing steadily in the East, and we were making a bit better progress in Italy, after the hold-up around Monte Casino. But we seemed to be making very slow progress breaking out of our bridgehead in Normandy (while we built up supplies and reserves). The Germans were obviously more worried in this sector than the public realised, for they rushed ahead with their secret weapon, which was barely ready, before they might lose the launch pads for it sited along the Channel coast. This was the V1 or Flying Bomb, soon to be called the “Doodle-Bug”. It was an unmanned aircraft with bomb attached, with fuel enough to reach London as its main target. I mention this, as I was concerned, with Deirdre well within its range. Lewes was never a target, I believe, but the V1 was not completely reliable and some engines fizzled out and fell to earth in non-target areas, or were shot down by artillery or RAF fighters. Luckily none dropped in her close vicinity, though the family’s house, Cleveland, at Bexhill was slightly damaged.

July had flashed past without my getting away on leave. One of the other controllers had to go away on a course for a fortnight; then when he returned Webber went sick. Early in August the CO had to go to Cairo for some conference, and spent four days in Alexandria on his way back, looking his wife up. So I wasn’t able to hand the Unit back to the CO and get away on leave until the 20th. Maddick had postponed his departure on leave so as to be able to come with me – flattering, but he was also having staffing difficulties with his filter room, or so he said. In fact part of the time he was chasing around the countryside to meet some woman who’d been in the last ENSA show we’d had. And him a married man! He told us it was her conversation and intellect that interested him, the old hypocrite. I began to wonder what might be in store on our leave.
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