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BACK TO THE UK AND SUSSEX

My memory, after fifty-five years or more, is bitty. As I wish to stick to facts, the rest of my wartime experiences will take a comparatively short time to relate. That 1944/5 winter was a harsh one, and the boat journey to the UK bore no resemblance to a summer cruise. We were fairly tightly packed, though I cannot remember if I slept in a cabin with one other or twenty others. Certainly I was a fairly senior officer on board, and no doubt had the best of it. We had an officers mess, or did the Navy call it a wardroom, or something else. Anyway, they sold beer and spirits during bar hours – the other ranks probably got a couple of cans of beer a day.

Daylight was short in midwinter and poor weather. Once it was too dark to see without artificial light, the ship was blacked out. It became very stuffy and full of tobacco smoke very quickly in such crowded conditions. The chap with whom I had gone to Herculaneum and Vesuvius, and two others, found we could all play a marginally respectable game of auction bridge. We teamed up, and I think we must have spent most of the journey playing bridge. It certainly made the time go quickly. Every so often we would dash out onto the decks (fairly narrow ones) for a quick walk three or four times round the ship, and get some fresh air in our lungs. The blackout aboard was chiefly for fear of making us a target for U-boats. We were not expecting any air attacks, as enemy airfields were now too distant. 

From Naples we had headed through the Straits of Gibraltar, up the coast of Portugal, and out into the Atlantic to skirt round the west of Ireland and then head into Glasgow which we reached on the 27th, I think. Much of that day was spent disgorging us, and all our kit, from down in the hold into various trains. Mine set off with me via Edinburgh, which I passed through about midnight and the start of my birthday. The rest of the day was spent in the carriage looking out over an England that was covered in snow all the way down to London. That evening I was transferred by RAF lorry to a RAF transit camp near either Bentley Priory or Stanmore – I can’t even remember which. The next day was largely spent going from one office of Fighter Command to the next. I needed to get my leave pass which was for four weeks, getting my ration cards for food for that period, my allocation of clothing coupons, and generally introducing one to service life as lived in the UK. I was also interviewed as a preliminary to being posted to a job in the UK, though I was told I would be called back at the end of my leave to be told what had been decided. Finally, I was given a rail warrant to the place of my choosing. I opted naturally for Lewes.

Next morning I was transported to the station with all my kit and put on a train for Lewes. I can’t remember if I had to change stations in London. I must have done, but there were still porters and taxis so it wouldn’t have been difficult. I’d phoned Deirdre from Glasgow and again the previous evening, but she couldn’t meet my train, as I didn’t know which one I would be on. So our meeting was delayed until the taxi deposited me on her doorstep. All this time the excitement had been mounting, and at the same time wondering if the actuality of ourselves would live up to the image that had built up in our minds over four years plus of absence from one another. 

We need not have worried. We were as much in love as ever, and the years apart seemed as if they had never existed. We did have enough restraint not to leap straight into bed, though it wasn’t at all easy. Eventually I eased out of my greatcoat and we had a celebratory drink or two. There was so much to talk about, that it was after 5.00 pm before we realised we’d forgotten to eat the lunch Deirdre had prepared. Instead we had another celebratory drink or two to fill in the hour or so before Deirdre’s sister Fredith (with whom she shared the bungalow) returned from work in Brighton, and we could all eat together. More celebratory drinks first. Later Marjorie and Kay, two of Deirdre’s closest friends called round. They said they couldn’t wait any longer to see this ‘paragon’ about whom Deirdre had told them so much over the past few years. It was becoming a bit of a boozy party, but eventually they both left and Deirdre and I were at last able to get off to bed.

Deirdre had resigned from her job at Barclays the moment she heard I was returning to Naples for the voyage home and had served out the necessary one-week’s notice. So we did not have to be up too early the next morning – quite some time after Fif (Fredith) had left for work. But we couldn’t stay in bed too long. We had to be off to see the vicar to complete the application for a special licence to get married – something Deirdre hadn’t been able to do on her own. All being well (it had to be approved by the Bishop, I believe) we would be able to get married on the 3rd February – in just three more days’ time.
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The wedding was to be at Southover, just outside Lewes. It was a small, homely sort of church, with a nice old chap as vicar. Lots of Deirdre’s Lewes friends wished to attend – but where to draw the line. So we stuck to our original plan, i.e. the necessary minimum. Kay’s current boyfriend, a Major in a Scottish regiment stationed locally, was to be my best man. Kay was to be the maid of honour, and Fif. Dress for the ladies was to be smart informal and the best man and I were to be in uniform. The service was mid-morning and fairly low key. The reception was lunch at the best restaurant in Lewes in a private room, and the drinks flowed. Nothing very special, but we had been formally joined together in marriage, and that was all we craved. 
We stuck to our plans and set off the next day to spend three days at Skegness with my Mother, sister, husband Jim, various aunts, uncles and the like to make up for them missing the wedding. Then back down to Bexhill for another three days for the same with such of Deirdre’s family who could be present. The snow which had been everywhere on my trip from Glasgow to London had extended down to the south coast, so travel conditions had not been of the best – though there was rather less snow in Skegness and Bexhill as they were by the sea. It was lovely being back among family again, and we didn’t really grudge sparing those first few days of marriage with them.

The weather was making the immediate choice of venue for our honeymoon easier. London seemed the obvious place, as the more idyllic spots were not likely to be at their best. So we decided to have a week or ten days up there. An aunt of mine was enlisted to help chose a hotel. Instead she offered us one of a block of small, furnished flats which she owned in Sussex Gardens, at the back of Bayswater, not far from Paddington Station. She lived in the large basement flat. It was central and sounded ideal, so we accepted gratefully. We could do as we liked, when we liked, and have meals with her and her daughter, Pauline, whenever we liked. Auntie Edna was the manageress of the very superior Men’s Club, the Carlton, and seemed to know a host of important people. Through some of these she was able to get us tables for dinner at places like the Savoy Hotel, Piccadilly, and the like, which enjoyed the height of popularity. Otherwise we’d never have had the slightest of chances of getting a table, or even in for a drink.

Other entertainment was at a pretty low ebb in London at that time. At its worst, the Windmill Theatre had been the only theatre open, and it wasn’t a lot better at that time. We went to the Windmill a couple of times and I fancy we saw a Terrence Rattigan play – or was it Noel Coward, or both. The reason for nearly all theatres being shut, was that we were up there at the peak of the bombing of London by V2 bombs. These were rocket propelled, went up into the higher atmosphere and then just dropped – absolutely no warning. You’d just hear a terrific bang go off in the next street as it detonated – or presumably nothing at all if you happened to be in that next street. We heard the odd ones exploding. It certainly wasn’t doing much for the social life, and it was amazing how the Londoners went around ignoring it. We did, too, for a time. But when the week or ten days were up we said goodbye to Auntie Edna and headed back to the bungalow in Lewes. A few quiet days to enjoy our marriage would not come amiss.

A brief word about the state of the War at this stage. Our break-out from the Normandy beach heads had gone well, Paris fell, the Germans were cleared from almost all of France, and we were expecting the final drive to cross the Rhine and head for Berlin. To our, and the Americans, surprise Germany had recently launched a counter attack in the Ardennes and we were struggling to contain it and resume our advance. On the Russian front their Southern Armies had reached Poland. Extended lines of communication and the bitter weather had caused them to pause there while their other armies which had broken the siege of Leningrad had mopped up the Baltic States and East Prussia and secured the Russian right flank, prior to resuming their march towards Berlin. In Italy our army was still making slow progress northwards. In the Far East and Burma we had held the Japanese advance, had at last begun to suspect the Japanese were not invincible and were slowly regaining lost ground. Except for Burma, this was now an American theatre of war, with some help from the Australians.

In the Atlantic our losses were diminishing, U-boats were being sunk faster than they could be replaced, and more importantly their losses of properly trained crews. In the air our bombers were bombing all parts of Germany, without retaliation. As many as 2,000 bombers were being used in a single raid, and we were now bombing by day as well as by night. In spite of the slow-down in the advance by land, there was a growing feeling that Germany couldn’t last more than a few more months, and that sounded good to me.

After three weeks of leave I was summoned to Fighter Command to discuss my future. They enquired if I was interested in training for a new type of Fighter Control Unit, to operate airborne, and for use in the Far East against Japan. I pointed out that I’d just completed over four years abroad, and just married. They said my answer was reasonable and what they had expected, so they would employ me in the UK. Phew! I was to keep my acting rank of Squadron Leader for the few months, until it became a substantive one after three years of holding it. I was to be sent down to Tangmere and/or Ford aerodrome at the end of my leave. Officially I would be going to a Fighter Controller post, but they admitted my duties would be more that of an Airfield Controller, as there was practically no call for Fighter Controlling in the UK any longer. Initially I was to report to Ford – Tangmere was only a few miles distant anyway, so I could start looking for accommodation straight away, as there were no vacant married quarters at either airfield. What a lovely interview – I could hardly wait to tell Deirdre – though I did wait until I saw her, as there seemed too much to gabble over the phone.

So we spent most of the last week of my leave looking for accommodation. The biggest local town was Worthing, but just too far away. The likeliest seemed to be Littlehampton, a seaside town that had been sort of closed down/evacuated at Battle of Britain time, like Bexhill. People were now allowed back. We had thought it would be easy, but there was practically nothing on offer. We finally found a bed sitting room with bathroom and shared kitchen. What a come down, though Deirdre seemed happy with it as it kept her alongside me. It had a sea view though a rather depressing one in my view, after my recent more exotic ones.

I sometimes wondered how Deirdre coped with life at Littlehampton, whose inhabitants were some of the most cheerless I’ve come across. It was also galling for her collecting our rations at the butchers and grocers etc., and rarely getting a fraction more than our ration. Nevertheless we could appreciate that the tradesmen had to favour their regular customers over us temporary ones with any tit-bits that were off the ration. Luckily the officers mess was one of the friendliest, and did a lot of entertaining for the officers wives, so Deirdre was making friends there if not in the town.

To improve our social life I felt it was essential to get a car. An officer at Tangmere was posted abroad and was selling his fairly old Hillman Minx drop-head coupé – a two-seater, with ‘occasional’ two others. In the RAF it had probably often carried six with the roof down. Anyway it functioned and was fairly cheap. So I took a chance on it. It occasionally gave trouble, but we had a great deal of fun and convenience out of it. The petrol allowance was meagre, but we could supplement it from time to time by not strictly legal means.

At first, work was not too onerous. I was on a watch system and could often get away by day to be with Deirdre. We fitted in some golf and walking. Then the Army advance into Germany got under way again and we were over the Rhine and heading for Berlin. We started freeing our men from prisoner-of-war camps, and Ford became a busy reception area for aircraft bringing these ex POWs back to England. It wrung the heart to see their joy on setting foot on British soil again, and we gladly worked whatever hours were necessary. By now it must have been May and early June.

When on duty at first light, one of my duties was to take a Jeep out and inspect the whole of the airfield, particularly to see that the runways were clear of debris of any sort. I found that the grassy parts were sprouting lots of mushrooms, so collecting them became one of my occupations – for the mess, for other officers and for myself, of course. Unfortunately we were unable to take full advantage of such bounty, as our fat ration was about two ounces a week and eggs and bacon equally meagre – we liked the mushrooms fried best, but had to try out other recipes as well.

June 6th came round, together with the news that Germany had capitulated. I don’t know how the rest of Britain celebrated it, but we all downed tools, collected our wives, and headed for the mess and one of the wildest parties I can remember – or remembered less and less as the night wore on. Luckily the POW flights had stopped for that day. I expect all the pilots, crews, POWs and everyone else had likewise stopped in their tracks to celebrate. A lot of hangovers to overcome the next day as life got back to something like normal, and the realisation began to sink in that the war in the Far East had not stopped.

Sometime around Deirdre’s 29th birthday (11th April), Deirdre had realised she was pregnant. She was delighted, as was I. She had wanted to become a mother before she reached her thirties – which was considered a bit late in life to start, in those days. Once confirmed by a doctor, pregnant women could register for certain extra rations, like vitamin-enhanced concentrated orange juice, extra milk etc.
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