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WAITING FOR THE BOAT IN ROME

What excitement I was in as I got into the aircraft and waved farewell to Greece. What a relief to be saying farewell to the Greek political turmoil. For several days there had been fighting down in the Athens area between our troops and ELAS. Churchill had threatened it, if ELAS didn’t disarm peacefully, and they had called his bluff, so to speak. The fighting seemed to be spreading. In Salonika they had called strikes and mass meetings on the 15th and 17th and there were rumours that they planned to attack the British after the one on the 17th as a gesture of solidarity with their fellow comrades in the south. Happily for us on both days there were bitterly cold winds and lashings of rain and sleet, which meant the meetings went off like a damp squib, and no action was taken against us. Much as I was worried for my unit I was glad to be leaving them. 

I remember little of the flight. I was in the hold of the aircraft, sitting on my bedding roll. There were no seats or windows. Eventually, and chilled to the marrow, I was delighted when the navigator came through to tell me we were about to land at an airfield fifteen or twenty miles north of Bari. As I didn’t know how I was going to cover the rest of my journey to Naples, my pilot very kindly arranged some transport to take me to the nearby transit camp for the night.

The next morning I went to see the Movements Officer to see what he could organise for me. Not much, was the initial message – and quite understandable. I had nothing in writing to substantiate my need of transport to Naples. It had all been arranged by messages over W/T radio very hurriedly and I didn’t even know which officer to contact at headquarters in Bari who would know about me. It was only the fact that I was a Squadron Leader that the Movements Officer used up time on my behalf, and then a trifle reluctantly. He told me that I might well have to wait there for four or five days before he could find me an aircraft going to Naples with room for me and all my kit – and consequently might miss catching my boat home on the 30th. But he did know of a tank-transporter taking a tank to Naples for repair. There would be plenty of room for my kit as well as the tank if I were prepared to ride in the cab with the driver. He was going off at first light in the morning. A bird in the hand was worth two in the bush, so I gratefully grabbed the opportunity.

A departure at first light was a misnomer, as it was still dark at 6.00am when we set off. It was cold but dry. However the route across Italy crossed the central spine known as the Apennines. As we climbed through the passes the weather deteriorated, with snow and sleet showers regularly. To my surprise we were averaging between 15 and 25 mph with such a bulky vehicle. The driver was determined to reach Naples that night and get the tank off-loaded early next morning, which would be 24th December and when his Christmas leave would begin. It was about 10.00pm by the time we reached the transit centre in Naples, and he dropped me off, plus my entire luggage, with which he nobly lent me a hand. The centre didn’t close its doors until after midnight, so I booked in and went straight to bed after a hot drink – there was no artificial heating in the place.

I was up early next morning to cement my success by going along to secure my instructions for joining the ship home to the UK on the 30th. Nobody seemed to have heard of me and I was definitely not on the list of passengers. Eventually I did find someone who had heard of me. However, my signal, as I left Salonika, had apparently not been passed on by HQ in Bari. As they’d not heard, and knowing the tricky position in Greece, they had crossed me off their list and substituted another chap. My only course was to stay in the transit camp at Naples until they got me on another ship. The next, in a fortnight’s time, was full. So unless anyone failed his booking on that (not considered likely) I would probably be kicking my heels in Naples for about a month. I felt as if someone had kicked me in the stomach, I was so deflated.

So back to the transit centre where I made up for the lack of central heating with some inner warmth. In fact we had quite a boozy party that Christmas Eve, and woke up for Christmas Day a bit the worse for wear. There were sleet showers outside, so back to our warm beds for the rest of the morning. After lunch we went for a walk to blow the cobwebs away and get an appetite for the promised Christmas Dinner that evening. Food was dreadfully short in Italy and the Forces were forbidden to supplement their rations with locally bought food. In the circumstances our cooks turned out a pretty good Christmas Dinner from service sources, including turkey and Christmas pudding. Some of the staff were Italian, and put on an impromptu concert of Neapolitan songs – quite a bit of talent, and a change from Christmas carols.

Next day, the 26th, three or four of the ‘temporary residents’ were keen to see Pompeii. They were lucky ones with places on the boat on the 30th and anxious to do the trip before they left. They willingly agreed to my joining them, and squeezed me into the transport they’d arranged. The weather was certainly not ideal for sightseeing, and being at Christmas, we almost had Pompeii to ourselves, the locals presumably having better things to do. It was a fascinating excursion, and our guide was fairly knowledgeable and had a sense of humour. That evening we went on to a concert of opera Cavalleria Rusticana and I Pagliacci at the famous San Carlo Opera House. We had walked there – a walk that took us along the edges of the Naples slums. The first real slums I’d seen (i.e. not counting the Middle Eastern ones). I just had not realised such appalling slums existed in Europe. It added quite another meaning to the old saying “see Naples and Die”.

There was quite a party going when we got back to the mess, including three officers from a local unit saying farewell to some of those going on the 30th. By another of those coincidences I’d met one of them before, back in my early days in the RAF at Prestwick – in fact he was one of those who failed to pass the course. It turned out that his present job was concerned with Movements, including those being repatriated by boat to England. I told him my tale of woe, though he could not do anything as drastic as chucking someone off to make way for me – not that I had the faintest hope in that line. He said he could, though, do something to make my wait for the boat more congenial; at a place less barrack-like than the transit mess in Naples. Was I interested? – You bet I was!

The destination was the Hotel Reale in Rome. It had once been a three-star hotel near the Quirinale Palace, but the owners had gone bust owing to the lack of visitors during the war, while that part of Italy was under German occupation. Now the front line was over 100 miles further north on the River Arno near Florence. Previously, before the Germans had come in to bolster the Italian resistance, the Italians had declared Rome an Open City because of the presence there of the Vatican chiefly. So Rome had never suffered the ravages of war. Now the British had taken over the hotel as a leave centre for, chiefly, the troops fighting the Germans further north, but had a few rooms to spare for other troops on leave. So I was to have one of these spare rooms, if I would make a snap decision. They had transport going up there tomorrow. I could leave the bulk of my luggage at the Naples transit centre, and just take enough for a week or two. The only condition was that I phoned him every 48 hours in case a place on a boat became available. I grabbed the chance with both hands, as who would not!

So I was up in Rome the next day, 27th December. I even got a single room at the Reale, meals included (my service rations of course) for the princely sum of two shillings a day. There was even a bathroom handy with hot water from a geyser (gas-fuelled). The only snag was that there was no central heating or fires in the hotel, and Rome was suffering the same spell of cold wintry weather as Naples had been. But the hotel was very substantially built with tight-fitting windows, so the cold was bearable. Luckily I was wearing my winter blue uniform and/or battle-dress, as we’d already switched to that when we left Athens for Salonika. When I’d first gone in the bedroom I’d been excited at seeing a washbasin with hot and cold taps. But they produced icy-cold water throughout my stay.
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The first couple of days there I spent exploring the city on foot by myself. Apart from the antiquities there were some wonderful shops with fabulous displays of dresses, shoes, glamorous underwear, scents and other accessories. However, the prices were equally fabulous, which is probably why they still had stock to display. There was nothing in them that I could afford to buy to take back to Deirdre and my family. I was also quite staggered by the number of antiquities on view right in the centre of Rome – the Forum, numerous temples, Hadrian’s Column, the Baths of Caracalla, Hadrian’s Arch, the Coliseum, the Stadium and so on and so on. One could buy a useful introductory book with street maps and details of the principal monuments, which had recently been specially produced for the Forces, in English, and with a Forces Entry Pass to many of them. 
On my third night at the Hotel Reale, in the bar after dinner, I noticed a face I knew. It was an officer, come to visit a pal staying there. It was, in fact, Flight Lieutenant Stocks who had been at our Unit in Cyrene for the first couple of months I had been there. It really was incredible how I kept meeting people I’d known elsewhere, everywhere I went. Max Stocks was temporarily with some other Unit on the outskirts of Rome, and he arranged to come to pick me up the next evening but one and take me out for a meal. In fact we might have met that afternoon, but we hadn’t. We had both been to see a Forces Rugby Match between XVs from the South African and New Zealand Forces stationed in Italy, held at the Foro d’Italia Stadium. The standard of rugger had been very high as the teams contained a few ‘internationals’.

The next evening was New Year’s Eve. I was too much of a newcomer to have been invited to any parties, so I went along to a concert of operatic arias and orchestral works at the Alexander Club, arranged specially for servicemen. It was a nicely selected mixture of mainly cheerful, happy music. The concert had started early, so I was back at my hotel for dinner. Afterwards they had arranged a dance at the Hotel Reale to see the New Year in. The chief snag was that the men far outnumbered the ladies. We were delighted there were any, as parties were being held all over Rome, the more lavish being those arranged by the Americans, which had attracted the bulk of the females.

New Year’s Day was dry, but there was a bitterly cold wind blowing and a few snow flurries. I didn’t do much sightseeing – for once our hotel felt comparatively warm, so I chiefly read a book and wrote letters. In the evening the staff had put on a special dinner followed by a concert by themselves. They were all very nervous at the start, but, as Italians do, quickly warmed to their task. The main content was Neapolitan songs, at which they were very good, and some Sicilian and Neapolitan group-type dances. A good effort, much appreciated.

The next day was again bitterly cold, so I didn’t do a lot, after getting up very late, until Max Stocks arrived to take me out to a meal. He took me to an American leave centre, in a commandeered hotel (like ours, but much superior) where he knew one or two of the staff. The meal was very good. Over it I learned that Max’s home was Bexhill – though he didn’t seem to know Deirdre or Del. It gave us a lot to talk over, and he envied me that I’d soon be back there. It was, however, no longer his home, as he had married very early in the war and set up a new home in Essex, where he had been stationed until coming overseas. After the meal there was a dance to a very good US Forces dance band. We seemed to be the only two British there, and without partners. Nevertheless it made a very enjoyable evening. There was one fly in the ointment, however. I’d mentioned to Max about the seven weeks’ leave I expected to get on arrival in England. He had to put me right on that point. Those seven weeks’ leave on full pay would not start until I was finally de-mobbed. Meanwhile, the best I could hope for would be one week’s leave for each year served overseas. Still, four weeks leave in mid-winter might well suffice, on reflection. Indeed, it would have to.

In the spell of bitterly cold winds, my sightseeing was more and more confined to famous churches, to art galleries and museums, where I was protected from the wind. Luckily there seemed to be plenty going on in the evenings, to some extent concentrated over Christmas and the New Year. The next night I went to an ENSA Concert – a production of the pantomime Aladdin. There were a couple of English girls in the lead parts and one Welshman, but the rest were Italians. Surprisingly the Italians entered into the spirit and fun of it better than the British, who were typical ENSA material. It was as good as I’d expected. Not only that, I met another Flight Lieutenant that I’d known back in Ismailia days – Peploe and nicknamed Pep. He came back to the Reale with me for drinks, and it turned out that he knew Max slightly – this incestuous RAF world. We arranged to meet again and go to one or two shows together.

The first of these was the opera Turandot by Puccini, at the Rome National Opera House. I’d never heard of it, but he assured me that it had had rave reviews. It also had Benjamino Gigli in the lead role. Even I had heard of him. The leading tenor of his era – the equivalent of Pavarotti in more recent days – though about half his size. We got tickets for 6th January. The main Rome Opera House was one of the most modern in the world in those days, and among the most recently built. Every seat had an excellent view of the whole stage, (whereas at the old San Carlo in Naples you were lucky if two-thirds of you in some of the boxes could see the whole stage). The stage was enormous, and innovative; one of the first to be fully revolving. One minute you had just one or two of the principals on stage singing an aria, and the next you were in the Imperial Palace in China with 220 on the stage, and not seeming to overcrowd it. And the scenery, staging, and costumes were brilliantly rich and colourful. In fact I came away with that aspect of it still dazzling my mind. I could only remember one aria – Gigli’s main one, beautifully sung. But when I tried to tell Deirdre about it in a letter, I’d already forgotten its name. About forty-five years later I remembered, Nessum Dorma, when it was sung by Pavarotti, as the theme music for the 1990 Football World Cup – of all occasions!

Another evening I went there for Berlioz Symphony Fantastique with the Rome Symphony Orchestra. The second half was the Rome Ballet Company, who danced L’Après Midi d’un Faune and Folies Viennoises – my first ever ballet, and I rather liked it. So I was quite eager to try it again – the same Company doing a whole evening – Coppelia, Salome and The Polotsvian Dances. The first and third involved nearly the whole corps de ballet, the huge stage being ideal for it. I loved it. 

Pep and I went to a couple more operas. We seemed to be overdoing it a bit, but this spell of icy winds had a bit more to do with it than a sudden conversion to culture. The operas tended to begin about 3.30pm. so we were out in time to get back for dinner, which at the Reale was at 7.00pm. The next one was La Traviata at one of the two smaller Opera Houses. It was full of catchy music with a short bit of ballet thrown in, and quite enjoyable, though lacking in the glamorous staging and costumes of the Royal Opera House.

The last one was La Bohème, at the smallest and oldest of the opera houses, the Argentina. It could have been good, but the whole presentation was third-rate. Added to that the electricity failed for three-quarters of an hour in the middle. The last straw was when we came out. Our long spell of dry cold weather had come to an end during the performance. It was pelting with rain and we had no protection against it. By the time I got back to the Reale I was late for dinner and feeling like a drowned rat. At least the bathroom was unoccupied, so I was able to wallow in a hot bath and give up all hope of dinner. I went straight to bed to read my book for a bit and then make an early night of it.

This was quite a change from the night when we’d gone to La Traviata. That night we had gone straight on to an invitation to dine with two WVS ladies who were running a club for servicemen (British and Allied Forces, but not Americans). Actually we were taking them, but they were introducing us to the Ostellaria del Oro – a deluxe restaurant for the Forces just opened. Italian restaurants were out of bounds to the troops on account of the general civilian food shortage. We’d never heard of this new Forces one until they told us about it when we first got talking to them. It really was a delightful setting in an old building done up a bit like a large country inn in England. What is more there was a big fireplace with a roaring log fire – the only time we saw an open fire in Italy. The meal was 5 shillings each, which was the very top of the range those days, but well worth it. Afterwards there was dancing to a gramophone between sitting-by-the-fire sessions.

A lovely evening, and it even got us invitations to a dinner and dance the WVS were putting on in a couple of days – quite a small ‘do’ as there were not many WVS out there yet, being quite recent arrivals on the scene abroad. I had heard meanwhile that I was not on the next boat to England, as no vacancies had arisen, so I might be in Rome for a few more days. Max Stocks had been due to go on that boat but we’d lost touch. It later turned out that the boat had sailed on the 7th instead of the 10th and he’d been unable to contact us in the rush – not surprising in view of the gadding about we’d been indulging in. I later got a message that he’d reached England in just over a week, so I could hope to do as well shortly.

The cold biting wind had eased off, but it was still cold and we were getting a bit of rain thrown in, so not ideal for wandering around Rome. I asked Pep if he was interested in visiting the Vatican, and, if so, did he know how to set about it – being war time there was no tourist trade for it to cater for. Pep knew a Squadron Leader who knew an officer in the Swiss Guard. The latter for very many years had handled security for the Vatican, a sort of cross between police and army, who wore a colourful uniform that had centuries of tradition behind it. Pep’s Squadron Leader was most helpful, as was his Swiss Guard friend. It was fixed up for us to visit in a couple of days, and the Squadron Leader was keen to come, too, and would provide transport. 
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When we got to the Vatican the Swiss Guard Officer introduced us to a more junior officer who was to be our guide for the day, who spoke good English, and would take us round at our pace, not his. So we went all around St. Peter’s (the Cathedral) which was vast and most impressive – even the area with the window/door from which the Pope customarily addressed the crowds in St. Peter’s Square on holy occasions. We visited the Sistine Chapel and studied Michaelangelos’s magnificent frescoes at our leisure. There were scarcely any other visitors around, chiefly cardinals and the like showing small parties of relatives or friends round. Time went in a flash, and we hadn’t covered the museum or art gallery or looked around the rest of the Vatican. To our surprise, our guide asked us if we’d like to come back the next day to see the rest, as he hadn’t any pressing engagements that day, and he felt sure his senior officer would agree.

So we said “yes, please”, though our Squadron Leader could not manage it. So back we went. Our guide proved particularly useful around the museum and art gallery, with his knowledgeable commentary larded with humour (for which the Swiss are not normally gifted). There was quite a little estate of buildings and gardens within the Vatican area, where a large number of cardinals, and the like, live and exercise control over Catholics throughout the world – a miniature Whitehall of offices. The War was providing us, well me at any rate, with opportunities to see all these tourist sites, Pyramids, Luxor, Jerusalem, the Parthenon, Pompeii, and many more, without the crush of tourists one normally encounters. I don't think I fully realised this at the time.

Then I got a message from my contact in Naples that I was to return to the transit camp there within a maximum of three days. I had not had the best of weather for photography and had not taken many snaps. I was having to use German negatives well past their sell-by dates, and even those had been difficult to come by. I must keep some back to use in England on my return, as Deirdre had told me they were scarce as gold nuggets there. Nevertheless, I grabbed a day with some fitful sunshine to use any I thought I could spare.

Pep told me that if I could wait until the very last day to return to Naples, he could give me a lift in a car, as he had a duty call to make to a unit in that area. So my luck wasn’t deserting me, apart from that missed boat. Though I began to wonder, as we set out in the car. There was thunder and lightning, and drizzly rain that became snow at times. Very treacherous driving conditions. Then as Pep overtook a horse and cart the horse slipped and fell down in the traces pushing the cart into our car. Our car wing was damaged, but we were able to pull it away from where it was fouling the wheel, and proceed on our way. Pep took me right to the door of the transit camp and came in for a very quick farewell drink. I’d been lucky making his acquaintance again.

I haven’t recorded the date of my departure from Rome, but I think it must have been around the 15th January – unless I got a move on I wouldn’t be home for my twenty-eighth birthday on the 28th January. That was something I’d been ‘promising’ Deirdre. The next day in Naples I went to see Movements. My contact wasn’t there, but I was told I was on the next boat home, which would be going in about four to seven days’ time. I think this vagueness was probably deliberate. There was still a very real submarine (U-boat) menace at sea, and they wouldn’t want to advertise in advance that a troopship would be leaving on the 21st January, say. That might well be why Max Stocks had sailed on the 7th instead of the expected 10th. There were still, probably, quite a few German agents, or pro-German Italians, around Naples and Rome.

So back to the transit camp. This meant a much-reduced standard of comfort, and back to the status of being a stranger to all around me. I had hoped to find mail from Deirdre and home awaiting me in accordance with the instructions I’d left on my departure for Rome. I was told some had come, but had been sent back as they thought I had gone to the UK. I was angry. Calming down, I went to the unit mail office and found that they were holding it for me. It turned out that there were two from Deirdre – there should have been several, which eventually reached me two or three weeks later in England, by which time they had become of academic interest. But the two I received at least told me that Deirdre had received the last I sent from Naples and the first from Rome, so she was more or less in the picture. Now one sent from Naples might just get home before me, I hoped.

I had a trip into Naples to see if I could find a few presents to take home with me. Prices were not as outrageous as Rome, but the selection was very limited. I got some stockings and posted those off straight away – one pair per envelope were within the postage allowance for letters. The other things I’d have to take back with me.

I got pally with a chap in the Transit Mess who was going on ‘my’ boat. He was keen to see Herculaneum, so we went together. It wasn’t all that far from the Mess. It was very similar to Pompeii having been smothered by an eruption of nearby Vesuvius about two thousand years before. But it had been covered in a river of mud, as opposed to lava, which had engulfed Pompeii. What remained in the houses was more or less intact, even the odd cripples who hadn’t got out in time. So everything excavated was in much better order. The excavations were comparatively recent, and only suspended during the War. Even so, much of it lay beneath a suburb of modern Naples and might not be excavated for ages and ages. What we saw was most interesting, supplementing Pompeii, rather than being the same again.

We also had a trip to Vesuvius, but it had erupted in 1944, only some ten months before and we couldn’t get very near the crater. There were still lots of vents pushing out smoke or steam all with a very sulphurous, choking smell. Still, we’d seen it.

In a day or two we were called forward to present our heavy baggage to be stowed in the ship’s hold. The next day we ourselves went aboard with our light kit, and early the next morning we sailed for home. I cannot say with any certainty what day it was – about the 21st or 22nd January at a guess. But I had written my last letter by then. From now on I am moving away from any written base material, and am chiefly relying on memory. Until now what I have related has been an extract from the two or three hundreds of letters I wrote home – and to a much lesser extent the even greater number of letters that Deirdre wrote to me. It is my story, not hers. But all the letters still exist for any masochist who wishes to read through them.
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