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PORT SAID AND A SECOND HOLIDAY

When I got back I found the mess had allocated me one of the bedrooms in the houses we had requisitioned earlier in the town area of Ismailia. I didn’t really mind as I had my own transport most of the time, or I thought I didn’t mind until I woke up early one morning to a huge bang and a mouthful of grit. The lights wouldn’t work, but there was a bright light outside. German bombers (long range ones) had started making sporadic raids. As I gradually got myself sorted out I discovered that the house about 50 yards across the street from my window was on fire. Then as time went on and it got lighter I realised that the bang, which had woken me, was a bomb which had fallen the far side of the road and had destroyed the house across the way. As it became daylight, I discovered that the bed the other side of my bedroom was buried under a pile of rubble, where part of our ceiling had fallen in, smashing the bed. Luckily the other officer with whom I was sharing the room was duty officer, back on the RAF station for the night, and wasn’t using his bed. So we were back again in the mess the next night. It was a couple of weeks before they had filled in and resurfaced the huge crater outside the bedroom, which almost stretched the width of the road.

But I had only been back in the mess a few nights before it was time to concentrate on the siting and installations at Port Said where one of our semi-mobile radar control rooms was to be situated. It was at the extreme western end of the town, just across the road from the Med. It was on a stretch of scrubland, which was also to be the landing ground and base for a Hurricane squadron. We found some ‘digs’ in a sort of hostel run by the widow of a Royal Navy officer. Most of her clients were naval officers serving at their Port Said base. It was very comfortable and homely, with good home cooked food served at a couple of big tables in the dining room. So we all quickly got to know one another. I shared a very big double bedroom and veranda with Mudie, and became even better acquainted with his fussy little habits; but we still got on very well together.

The second night there we had enemy bombers overhead and a few distant bombs. The pace gradually heated up and they even reached four nights a week, and the bombs were creating damage in the town, but so far no hits on the naval base. However, the Navy decided to strengthen their defences and stationed two destroyers and a cruiser in the entrance to the Canal – one of them right at the end of our road about 100 yards away. The next few night raids meant we got very interrupted sleep. Their anti-aircraft guns made such a clatter we couldn’t possibly hear if any bombs were dropping. In the mornings the street cleaners were kept busy sweeping up all the bits of shrapnel which had rained down as the naval shells exploded overhead. I think all this did a bit of good as the German/Italian bombers seemed to concentrate rather less on the naval base, in favour of targets a bit further away. Luckily, our hostel roof was adequate to withstand the bits of shrapnel landing on it, though some of them were jagged, with edges as sharp as a razor.

Meantime, I was taking opportunities whenever I could to write to Deirdre, and she was more than keeping her end up – not that I realised it at the time. Letters she had written in January, February and March were still dribbling in, in June, July and August, mixed in with the postcards and letter cards of much later dates, which were taking 2 to 4 weeks. One or two turned up about six months late, stamped Damaged by Sea Water leaving the details to the imagination. Then we got a number of dates on which any letter sent then must be “presumed lost owing to enemy action”, but as promised, the postal service was rapidly improving from its dismal past. The airgraphs and postcards (before the latter was phased out in favour of letter cards) were certainly keeping to a more reliable regularity and kept us in touch; but it was a poor substitute for real letters. In spite of the invasion threat and the air battle for Britain, neither Deirdre or Mother seemed to be in areas of German bombing activity; though the bombing of London was beginning in earnest.

Then, about late August, or was it early September, Hitler switched his attack to his ally, Russia. Against all likelihood, they had suddenly become allies at the time of the German invasion of Poland in 1939 – a Russian move to make sure she shared in the spoils of Poland. Strange bedfellows that they were, none of us were expecting Hitler to invade Russia. After the way Poland, Denmark, Norway and France had collapsed in a few weeks, we wondered if Russia would be different. For the moment we were no longer fighting Germany alone, and it lifted all our spirits enormously, but we quickly came down to earth as the Germans raced through Russia towards Moscow. We didn’t realise it fully, at the time, but the invasion threat was over, never to be renewed.

But let me get back to Port Said . . . . .   We were rather surprised, one day, by the arrival of a senior officer – a Wing Commander Mermagen (nicknamed Tubby, though rather unflatteringly). He said he had been appointed by HQ, Middle East, to form and administer an RAF Station, Port Said, as a base for a Hurricane squadron, and with all speed. He was a regular officer and flying man. (In the RAF, an officer in the flying branch was classified as General Duties. The senior flying man, even if he was only a Flight Lieutenant, say, would always be the Station Commander even if there were higher ranked officers of other branches on the Station). Put it another way, Mermagen, was senior to W/Cdr Mudie. Actually he was of some distinction. Sporting two gongs (medals – the DSO and DFC) and had commanded fighter squadrons in England. He was a pleasant enough chap, and Mudie was not at all miffed at ceasing to be top man of the few of us already at Port Said.

Mudie was a little frustrated, though, as Mermagen kept borrowing my services more and more. He mollified Mudie by pointing out that until Mudie had some Fighter Controllers in his fighter control unit, it would be somewhat of a misnomer. Therefore the priority had to be to get the Station established and the Squadron installed, after which the Control Unit would be the priority. So a gradual change in my duties took place. I had to do the fledgling work of an Adjutant until one arrived to fill the post. The same with Equipment Officer, Maintenance Officer, stores, fuel, airfield control, transport etc. For example, at first the transport side only had two staff cars and a 15cwt truck, so was not a very onerous task, but all of these things would grow and had to be taken care of until specific officers arrived to take the jobs on. So, I was a bit of everything initially. The trickiest thing was to create an Orderly Room immediately – in other words, an office equipped with phones, typewriters, stationery, filing cabinets etc and a clerk or two to use them. At the same time Mermagen wanted me to go round with him to show him where everything was. I had no time to myself and personal letter writing was most difficult to fit in.

But the work was all very interesting, learning so much that regular officers learned as they progressed in the Service, but we wartime types had missed out on while being crammed through the learning to fly side. Luckily Mermagen was a patient and understanding type, and friendly. He gave me a lot of assistance, instead of demanding more than I was capable of. He expressed amazement that I was still a Pilot Officer. Promotion to Flying Officer was a fairly routine arrangement after a certain length of service, and he said that he would try to hasten things up. This he seemed to achieve. As it wasn’t long before I was officially a Flying Officer. The chief benefit was in rates of pay, as it was no big thing being a F/O.

We continued to live in our hotel, as an officers mess was low on the list of priorities. I was seeing Mudie daily, but I was temporarily only devoting a maximum of say 20 per cent of my time to my job with him. There was some overlap of my two jobs, but not a lot. The summer was now at, or just past, its hottest; and the temporary wooden structures we had hurriedly acquired had not been designed for hot weather – just a few fans that churned the air, not cooling it. No ice cold water from a fridge – we had to make do with chargols. These were tight woven bags to hold water – or almost, as they hung up and the water slowly seeped out, the water evaporated, cooling what water was in the bag – in theory, anyway. It never really got cool. When travelling by car or truck, we hung our chargols from the wing mirror or similar – had it been touching the metal body of the truck it would nearly have boiled it. A lesson we quickly learned was never to lean your elbow on the windowsill of car or truck, or you acquired a scar immediately. Even the steering wheel was almost too hot to handle at times.

One of the first new officers to arrive, posted to RAF Station, Port Said, was a chap I had got to know slightly at Ismailia. One day he said to me “What a lucky chap you were”. When I looked blank, he said, didn’t I know? Apparently, a couple of days after I had left for Port Said, the house that I had been using as my sleeping quarters in Ismailia (the one where the ceiling had partly collapsed when the bomb dropped in the road outside) had received a direct hit from another bomb. It had been completely demolished. Luckily there had been no officers in it at the time – it was not being used pending ceiling repairs. The timing of my move to Port Said had clearly been providential – here I was only losing sleep in the air raids.

I was so busy time seemed to be racing along. In no time I had been in Port Said for six weeks and it was mid-September (1941) – only a few days to go before the last posting date for Christmas cards and presents to England. The NAAFI had managed to get cards, rather lacking in choice, but cards. I was still Adjutant etc of the Station. One chap arrived from England for the job, but had gone down with malaria and had died. Another arrival for the job, had immediately gone sick, and was now on sick leave. Another, more elderly, was now returning to the UK as his lumbago wouldn’t stand the climate (unfortunately lumbago wasn’t contagious or I’d have kissed him). I was beginning to see order emerging from the chaos all around me, and Mermagen seemed delighted, and said my work was entitled to the rank of Flight Lieutenant and he would sort it out.

Two of my best friends in the early days in Ismailia had been on the Furious with me. We swam together, sailed, drank, visited the cinemas and went on trips to Cairo as a threesome. One was Jim Ward and the other Joe Irwin. Wonderful friends to have. Then they were both posted in April to Hurricane squadrons in the Western Desert, and I lost contact. I heard one day that Jim had been shot down by an ME 109 behind the enemy lines – missing, presumed dead. One day about now, I had the pleasantest of surprises when Joe Irwin turned up on posting to the Fighter Squadron, which was being formed now at the Station. Not only that, but he had recently received a letter from Jim Ward to say he was now languishing in a Prisoner-of-War camp in Germany (a Stalag Luft i.e. for Air Force personnel). Joe and I immediately resumed our friendship. We’d use part of our daily lunch hour to nip across the road from the airfield for a quick swim in the Med. Most refreshing, even though the sea was a bit muddy, being close to the eastern end of the Nile Delta. The worst of the summer heat was now over, and the dust storms a thing of the past. In fact the air was remarkably clear, and around full moon the night was nearly as bright as day. In the late evenings, before bed, we would stroll along the coast road, to a not yet required roundabout in the road, where a group of upper class Greek youths used to gather – lazing there, playing music, dance tunes, tangos etc on banjo, clarinet or guitar. The only thing missing were the girl friends. Quite a different Port Said from the insalubrious hell-hole it was generally described as, in the novels of the day.
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Joe’s new squadron was not yet quite ready for business and he was granted six days local leave. I asked Mermagen if I could have a few days off to go with Joe, and to my surprise he agreed. He said he’d be around all the time and would stand in for me whenever necessary – what more could one ask of one’s CO. So we got a lift up to Kantara and caught the night sleeper train as before. We arrived in Jaffa early, and straight away got a lift to Haifa, and still only midday. Our minor war with the Vichy French in Lebanon and Syria had by now ended, as they had received no help from France. They felt that their little show of opposition was sufficient and they could retreat within their barracks and virtually let us run the show. I’d not got that far on my previous trip and it was all new to Joe anyway, so with only a brief stop at Haifa for lunch, we hitched a lift to Beirut and got a hotel down by the harbour and near the bathing beaches. Before the war Beirut had been the in-place for seaside holidays, which in winter could be joined with skiing on the slopes of Mount Hermon, some 40 or 50 miles away. It was still more glamorous than Egypt, and their prices were not too bad for us, as their currency had suffered a nosedive. We had time for a quick swim before dinner and bed. The next day was part beach and wandering around the smallish city, and the evening, trying out the nightclubs, finishing at an officers’ club. There we met an officer who was sending some armoured cars over to Damascus at first light the next day. They were tracked vehicles (like tanks) and were going loaded on transporters, so as not to damage the surface of the main road and the pass over the mountains. We were welcome to a lift if we didn’t mind sitting in the cab with the driver, which might be a bit cold and draughty over the pass. So off we set at 6.00am next morning – and he was right!  It was damned cold by the top of the pass. Luckily there was a scruffy old inn there. Two or three mugs of hot coffee, and a similar number of small tumblers of local cherry brandy and we were ready to cover the last part into Syria and to Damascus – not all that far away, and we were there by midday. It was much more Arab than Jerusalem and scruffier. We went along the Street called Narrow – a biblical reference, that even to this day I have not sought out. We also visited the big and very famous Mosque. But our officer friend in Beirut had told us not to miss the ancient Roman Temple ruins at Baalbek, so we cut short our Damascus wanderings and took a taxi out to Baalbek (about 25 miles). It was a most impressive ruin, not fully excavated. A lot of enormous pillars are still upright in the remains of the Temple to Baal (a pre-roman deity). Wonderful views of the surrounding countryside, though all rather bare looking. By night-fall we were back at the hotel in Damascus where we had left our luggage on arriving in the city.
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Our truck driver had told us that if we found our way down to his depot there would be lorries heading down in the direction of the Sea of Galilee, and Nazareth, delivering stores, and he felt sure we would get a lift there, and so we did. A very bare flat plain at first, and then rocky, hilly, as we went down the lower slopes of Mount Hermon (home of the famous Cedars of Lebanon). We dropped down to the Sea of Galilee, locally called Lake Tiberias, and got the driver to drop us at the lakeside small town of Tiberias. This was the location where Jesus demonstrated his powers of walking on water. It was a pretty little town, and quite a pretty little lake, into which the Jordan flows and then out again, heading for Jericho and the Dead Sea. The next morning we got  a lift to Nazareth, where Jesus’ father was the local carpenter. Not much to see – certainly not enough for us to turn down a lift to Jerusalem with an officer in a staff car. He stopped briefly at Nablus, a very Arab town, for a drink with us, and then on to Jerusalem where we stopped the next two nights at my old Scottish hostel (they had no objection to Ulsterman Joe Irwin). Our stay in Jerusalem was pretty much a repeat of things I had done with Mudie as Joe had not seen any of it before. The second night it was back to the rail station at Jaffa and the night sleeper back the way we had come. We’d covered the best part of 700 miles in our hitch hiking, and been fantastically lucky as we’d never had to hang about between being dropped off and getting our next lift.

On my return to Unit a bit of a backlog had built up, but I soon cleared it. In fact life was settling back to a more normal level, although work was increasing, as the Station and Squadron were gradually building up to normal strength and personnel were flowing in even faster. The Squadron’s Adjutant and I had amalgamated our orderly rooms (administration) for the time being, which helped to streamline our efforts. I was getting these regular afternoon sea swims with Joe Irwin when suddenly he was whisked off on a temporary posting to another squadron. I soon found a replacement, a Rhodesian Pilot Officer – Foster – at 34 he was ten years older than I, but very young and fit for his age. We came together as he was mad on sport and couldn’t find anyone equally mad on tennis, to play in the heat of the siesta period. He was an excellent tennis player and they were exhausting one and a half hour games, but he raised my tennis standard a lot. Luckily out there it was usual to have a couple of ball boys per court, which made me feel very superior. In the evenings we often played snooker. Again he raised my game, or table tennis, at which, for once, I was able to raise his game. All this was at a local sports club, which made us temporary members, and was really quite cheap.
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We moved on into November 1941, when I at last received a studio photo, head and shoulders of Deirdre, which I had asked her to have done for me. She had posted it in April – and then it had been folded in the post and had a dreadful crease across it. However, a local photographic shop did a wonderful job on it and the crease was only noticeable with light from one direction. They mounted it in a light frame, and from then on it stood near my bed, and Deirdre felt much nearer to me. Most letters had been quicker with the changes, but by now the mail was slowing down again to about a month in transit, but we got a special air letter card that they promised to deliver for Xmas if sent by 5th December. 
I was saving money fairly fast, helped by certain special allowances as I was not yet on a recognised RAF station (still on detachment from Ismailia), so I bought myself a small Phillips radio set fresh in the shops from the USA for £11. This was quite a sum then, when postage on a letter was little more than 1p in today’s money. It helped me keep up to date with the war news, particularly the Russian front. There the rapid Nazi advance had at least slowed down, with the setting in of a hard winter, and we still had an ally in the field. Then, of course, Japan attacked at Pearl Harbour, and they started on our Far East empire. The big bonus was that USA was now on our side, once they had got themselves on a proper war footing. The war in the Western Desert wasn’t going quite so well either, and the Germans and Italians had advanced almost to the Egyptian border, but the advance had been halted, and they had even been driven back just a little. Mine was the only radio at the Unit. The rest depended for their war news on the Egyptian/English language daily paper. My little radio could pick up the BBC Home programmes, though I expect they were first picked up by a local station and re-transmitted.

Out in the Western Desert the enemy’s supply lines had become over extended with their rush to the Egyptian border, and suddenly our forces had been able to advance again. They had swept forward beyond Tobruk almost to Benghasi, where they had come to a halt ‘to get their breath back’. Like the enemy our supply lines were getting over extended. As far as we were concerned at Port Said, it meant that the air raids on the Canal Zone had decreased considerably, as their bomber bases had been pushed much further away.

The fighter squadron at Port Said was almost completely formed and ready for action, but with less enemy action they were getting a fair chance to improve their battle training. The raids were all at night, when our fighters were at a great disadvantage, so now we were concentrating on getting our ops room operational. The radar equipment was sited and being tested, I was switched from my Adjutant duties to training as a Fighter Controller, i.e. to use our radar picture to enable us to tell the fighters where to search out the enemy aircraft. We became No 16 Sector Operations Room as distinct from RAF Station, Port Said. At last, around Christmas time, HQ Middle East published the fact that I had been promoted to Flying Officer, back on 6th October. The small increase in my pay was also backdated to that date. Fighter Controllers were normally at least Flight Lieutenants, more generally Squadron Leaders. I had been recommended for promotion to F/Lieutenant back in October and just into the New Year 1942 I learned that the promotion had come through. Having just had my F/O insignia stitched on my uniform, I had to get it all changed again. This time, however, no one seemed certain whether my promotion was to full F/Lieutenant or Acting F/Lieutenant, and whether I was to get the appropriate pay or not. I wasn’t desperate for money, as there was not much to spend it on, or time to spend it. Mess bills increase with rank, so I might even be out of pocket.
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