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SHAIBAH AND ABADAN DAYS

It sounded a bit of a backwater, but in those days nearly all the petrol and oil derivatives we needed for our war effort in the UK and overseas came from that area. From oil wells around Kirkuk in northern Iraq, or the Abadan fields in Iran, which were near Basra, Iraq, at the head of the Persian Gulf. With the swift German advance into Russia before Christmas, the Germans had managed to send long range reconnaissance planes over Iraq and there were tales of them dropping spies by parachute. With Germany desperate for oil products, our top brass were becoming edgy about the Iraq defences, which meant us of course, as Iraq became our Protectorate, under a puppet king, after the end of the 1914-18 war. The British military presence there was headed by the RAF, from their main base at Habbaniya, near Baghdad.

Anxious to keep all of my luggage with me, including my wireless set, I opted to go by rail up to Palestine (a journey I now knew). If I could get to Damascus, I could get the Nairn bus service that did the trip to Baghdad. It did the long desert crossing (about 600 miles) partly by using the service track alongside the oil pipe-line that carried oil from the Kirkuk oilfields to the Mediterranean. It sounded interesting and HQ agreed to it – didn’t want to spare a plane to fly me there. I had kept quiet about the gap from the railhead at Haifa to Damascus, but from the ease of hitchhiking before, I was happy to trust to luck.

I managed to get a sleeper from Kantara, on the Canal, to Haifa - which was a good start. By luck I got talking to a Colonel on the train, who was heading for Damascus. So, at Haifa, we got places on the shared taxi system that goes to Damascus. The driver didn’t like the amount of luggage I had, but a tip quickly quietened his protests. Then he discovered he had too many passengers. My luck was still in, I got shunted to the Ladies Only taxi, which was travelling in tandem. Had there been any Arab ladies it wouldn’t have been allowed, but our complement consisted of three army nurses, and a South African girl working for the government in Bagdad. None of them thought to object. They weren’t a very glamorous bunch, but very happy companions. Early May happened to be a good time to be travelling, as in certain privileged spots the desert blossoms with a mass of wild flowers for about three weeks - then back to barren desert for the rest of the year. It had been so in places in Palestine, and continued for the first part of our journey to Damascus as we passed above Lake Huleh – part of the river Jordan before it carries on to Lake Tiberias, which I had previously visited.

Then it was a hairy ride on poor quality roads, with steep gradients and masses of hairpin bends. The road climbed to 3,000 or 4,000 feet over the Golan Heights and part of Mount Hermon, with steep drops down to Lake Huleh. In the side villages, there were green fields of sprouting barley and little streams bordered by proper little villages with mosque domes and minarets under a hot hazy sunshine. Above us the 9,000 ft top of Mount Hermon still had a white cap of snow. After this idyllic scenery we reverted to barren desert as we crossed the Syrian border, and on to lower ground. Here the sun temperature climbed to about 150( and our clothes clung to our backs if we leaned back in our seats. The road flattened out, and then dropped to 600ft below sea level temporarily, where we crossed the river Jordan. Even here the countryside was barren on either side. Shortly we incongruously passed through a forest area of trees of a willowy nature; and then a short climb through a rocky area, and we entered Damascus.

We arrived there about noon, so that I had less than six hours there this time. Again it struck me that it had an oriental charm. It had impressive mosques, domes and minarets, trees and one or two rivers; but it was very dusty and always I felt the nearness of the desert. I preferred Cairo and Jerusalem where even the souks had more character. The hotel where I had a snack meal was not impressive, particularly when I found the beer cost three times as much as I was used to paying in Egypt. 
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I found my way to the bus depot for the 6.00pm bus, and then my spirits rose. Not at all the sort of bus I was expecting. The two Nairn brothers had stayed behind after the First World War instead of returning to Australia. Their first buses were very primitive and followed the old camel caravan tracks across the desert. Each journey must have been an adventure story, with breakdowns etc. How different the one I boarded – by 1942 standards. It was specially sprung because of stony outcrops on the way. It was air-conditioned, with good seals on the windows and doors to keep the dust out, for it travelled in its own cloud of dust most of the way. Each passenger had his own seat, which would fully recline. The bus had its own toilet, and also a bar with a steward to bring your drinks to you. The first stop was the frontier between Syria and Iraq. It looked like a movie set for the French Foreign Legion. We didn’t get out – the guards came to us, and luckily didn’t want to check our luggage. Apart from that the only stops we made were for a few minutes while the two drivers changed over. The route was through bare, dirty desert from the time we left, so there was nothing worth looking at beyond our own dust cloud. I managed about six or seven hours fitful sleep – rattled into consciousness every time the bus passed over an outcrop of stones.

Iraq is the land of two rivers, the Tigris and the Euphrates, which unite about 50 miles above Basra, and become the Shatt el Arab before it debouches into the Persian Gulf. The bus halted at Felluja, where one crosses the Euphrates. We were told that there was a snag over the river crossing, and the bus was making a big detour to get to Baghdad. I was dumped off with my luggage and told that arrangements were in hand to enable me to reach my temporary destination at RAF Habbanija. I felt a bit lonely, as Felluja was a one-horse little town. In spite of being on the river there was little vegetation, little more than desert all round. I had been dropped off outside the only hotel, barely a one star effort. However, the natives though curious, seemed very friendly. The hotel owner brought out a chair for me to sit on while I waited. I could have done with a sun umbrella, as the temperature was about 140( in the sun. After an hour or two, and a slightly warm beer or two, a 15cwt truck arrived with RAF markings, and I was on my way. I’d already begun to wonder what I did next if it hadn’t turned up. My little Egyptian Arabic was not the sort they spoke in Iraq, and even my sign language over the beer took some time to sink in with the owner of the hotel.

The RAF Station at Habbanija was a revelation. It was the HQ of the RAF in Iraq – in other words the HQ of the military administration of the whole country. It was by Lake Habbaniya – large and possibly fed from the Euphrates? There were proper roads lined with houses and other buildings, surrounded by well-watered lawns and flower filled gardens. My spirits rose, but were soon dashed. I was destined for the transit camp, housed in tents out in the desert beyond, but only for a couple of days. At least we could hitchhike into the RAF Station, buy drinks and snacks at the NAAFI or officers mess, and visit one of the open-air cinemas in the evening.

The third day I caught an early RAF bus into Baghdad, some 40 miles away. I was hoping to leave my luggage at the railway station and see the sights before my train left in the early evening. More disappointment, as I set out to see the city. The vaunted 8-mile long, main street alongside the River Tigris was as dingy as they come. One and two storied buildings either side of the road, housing miserable little shops, making no use of the river frontage. In fact, it had struck me throughout the trip how little the Arabs made use of the water on their doorsteps compared with the Jews who had developed their Kibbutz farms, and orange and grapefruit orchards. The Jews were keen to work, the Arabs keener on avoiding it. Anyway, eventually the street did lead to a mosque or two with architectural pretensions – one with a beautiful dome covered in gold leaf.

I managed to get a sleeper on the train – a small narrow one, but at least I had it to myself. Until it got dark, the journey was never far from the river, but everywhere the dirty desert edged almost to the river. In biblical times, the Garden of Eden was supposed to be somewhere in this region. As we got towards the confluence of the two great rivers the whole area became marshy with foliage up to 4 to 6 feet. This was the home of the Marsh Arabs, whose reed houses, often float on a reed base, and who move around in punt-like boats. At last, before reaching Basra, we passed through real cultivation – the vast date palm orchards. Run of the mill standard dates, mainly pressed into big blocks and exported abroad through Basra. 
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The rail line terminated at Basra, a much pleasanter city, with some effort at gardens and superior housing. It was very hot, underlined by the high degree of humidity. My immediate destination was Abadan, about 30 miles away. My journey was by large RAF motor launch. Quite a pleasant way of travel down to the estuary of the river, which here was about half a mile wide. Waiting to board the launch, for its return journey was the Duke of Gloucester. He came over, as I landed, I saluted him and he shook me by the hand. I almost wondered why my arrival warranted such a welcome, but his Aide told me, he was on a visit to all troops in the area to convince them that their efforts were not going unnoticed by the people back in the UK. A public relations job in other words.

Abadan was in Persia, the other side of the river to Iraq. It was the port for the biggest oilfield and refinery, so far developed in Asia. It had been in existence for some 20 years. The mainly British administrators had made themselves comfortable in what is one of the hottest and most humid places on earth. They had brick bungalows and club quarters, swimming pool, tennis courts and theatre, all set among lovely gardens and lawns. Above all, it was one of the only places so far in that part of the world where they had air-conditioning. Admittedly their buildings were only cooled down to 80(F, but that was because they had found they all got chills, when they at first cooled them down to 70(F.  For about 8 months of the year, the outside shade temperature would soar to 120(F, or even 130(F at peaks, and the humidity was always high. The RAF Station there also had brick buildings, but no air-conditioning. 
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I learned that there was some confusion as to whether I was to be stationed there, or at Shaiba, out in the desert beyond Basra. So, in the meantime, I was billeted in the transit camp – in tents. There were some immediate changes in my style of living.  We had to limit our consumption of alcohol and drink lots of water. We also had to take salt tablets daily. The reason soon became clear. By breakfast time our shirts were wet with sweat. If and when the shirts ever dried out, a deposit of salt was left on the fabric. Cars and trucks left out in the sun became almost hot enough to fry an egg on, so you quickly learned not to lean your bare arm on any of the metalwork, and never go out in the open without your sun helmet on. Malarial mosquitoes loved it, so sleeping under a mosquito net was essential, and made the beds like ovens. When the wind blew, the desert dust clung to your sweaty arms, face and legs – far worse than the sand of Egypt. 
About a week later, I was told to proceed to Shaibah, about 40 miles away. It seemed the RAF still didn’t know its own priorities. They wanted to establish two sector fighter operations rooms, one at Abadan and one at Shaibah. They wanted me to do the same job in setting them up as I had done under Mudie when I was at Ismailia, and later at Port Said and Fayid. Abadan was their first priority, but they were expecting a more senior officer from the UK to take charge there, but he hadn’t yet arrived. I was to make a start at Shaibah. Shaibah was a long established RAF Station, a sort of branch office of the Military Administration at Habbaniyah – without the amenities, but it did have brick buildings and a rather grotty swimming pool. I was allocated my own room in one of the buildings as a bed, cum sitting room. The climate was as hot, but fractionally less humid, than Abadan, so I had to learn the ways of living with it. Open up all the windows at 10 pm, and close them and the shutters at dawn – to try to enclose the cooler temperature of the night and prevent the heat of the day getting in. Even so, in the height of summer the outside temperature would never drop below 100(F at any time, day or night. Then, about 10pm my native bearer (servant) would put my bed and mosquito net outside, and I would sleep naked on top of it under the mosquito net.

Reveille was at 3.30 am, and first working parade at 4.30am. Most work stopped for the day at 1 pm, as it would be 120(F in the shade by then (no air-conditioning, only fans, which stirred the air without cooling it). After lunch in the mess it was siesta time in your room. I was one of the unlucky ones who felt worse if I dropped off to sleep then, so I would read books or write letters mostly. Letter writing wasn’t easy because your sweaty hands stuck to the writing paper, but essential to keep my links with home and particularly Deirdre, About 6.00 or 7.00pm we would surface and have a quick swim in the too warm water of the pool. Then a quick drink in the bar, dinner, another drink or two chatting with pals, and early to bed to be ready for the next reveille. Even then sleep was a sticky, restless affair, even if no mosquitoes got in. By day, of course, there were the ever-present flies – most of us carried a fly-whisk or swatter. Some evenings I would go to our open-air cinema, but we didn’t get many films worth the trouble.

Setting up the sector operations room was fraught with difficulties. Some days progress was faster than others, and I would work through my siesta period until 4.00 or 5.00pm, which was very taxing. Some days it would involve a trip to Abadan. There were a few non-operational aircraft on the station, and I would borrow one of these for the trip. There was one old Magister (low wing monoplane of the type I flew back in Norwich in pre-war days) but it was hard to get your hands on. Otherwise it was an old Hawker Hart, or Hind biplane – operational fighters in pre-war days. For me it was a challenge going solo in a plane I had never seen before, and nice to be flying again. For trips around Shaibah, my first allocation was a 3-ton lorry for my personal transport, but eventually an old Austin staff car supplemented it. To begin with, I had no staff of my own, borrowing whatever the Station Adjutant could spare – much the same as the early days at Ismailia, but at least I was my own boss – only nominally under the Group Captain Station Commander. I wasn’t even under the Wing Commander in charge of the equipment section, with whom I had a lot of amicable dealings, in the course of my work.

There were no shops, except the NAAFI, unless you made the 20-mile trip into Basra, but the shops in Basra were a miserable lot anyway. I tried getting a film developed there, but it was a flop – poor quality prints on paper the thickness of postcards. For some reason the NAAFI suddenly got short of everything and they brought in rationing. We were down to one bottle of beer a week, and a small bottle of squash – in a climate where you had to drink gallons of something (mainly water) to make up for the loss by perspiration. The water (drinking) supply for my room was kept in a chatti, made of very porous earthenware. It was left out in the sun to hasten the evaporation, and so cool it. It did work, surprisingly, and produced water cooler than lukewarm.

Healthwise, you had to guard against two things – heat exhaustion and heat stroke. The latter was caused chiefly by not wearing your topee, or pith helmet. Heat exhaustion was mainly caused by dehydration, but there were cases of chaps in hospital (wooden buildings) with, say a broken leg, getting heat exhaustion. Not quite so bad, unless left untreated too long, was prickly heat. This was caused by excessive perspiration, underarm and between the legs as likely starting places, which brought you out in a nasty irritating rash. Mostly you had to put up with it. If it became chronic, the main cure seemed to be to send you to a cooler climate, but you had to be in a real bad way to be so lucky. I wonder if I am over painting the picture, as our young bodies adapted surprisingly well to the conditions. Even during the NAAFI drink rationing. Officers could still get a bottle of whisky and half a bottle of gin per month, but such drink didn’t go too well with the climate if taken in any quantity. We could also get ice in our drinks in the bar at the mess – the bar, in fact, only kept functioning by us all pooling our gin and whisky rations, once we had used up our pre-rationing stocks. Cigarettes were never any difficulty, but I was a pipe smoker in those days, and pipe tobacco got very scarce. Deirdre sent occasional packs through the post, but these took ages in transit and didn’t always arrive.

In June, came the news of the first thousand-bomber raid on Cologne in Germany. Getting our own back at last, after London, Coventry etc. It started dreams of the end of the war coming sooner than anticipated. In addition, the Russians were regaining lost ground in southern Russia, and the USA had got the upper hand in naval encounters over the Japanese at Midway and in the Coral Sea, in the Pacific theatre of war. All this hope was shattered over the next month. The Russians were again on the retreat in the Crimea area and the American fleet suffered reverses in the Pacific. The Japs had conquered Burma and were right up to the Indian border. Worst of all from our point of view, the German offensive in the Western Desert had cleared us out of Cyrenaica; after a short siege the main port of Tobruk had fallen, and our troops were back inside Egypt trying to hold a line just within the frontier. The only (personal) good news was that Deirdre’s brother had got safely out of Burma, and was back in Calcutta – must have been a great relief for all her family, as they had had a long period with no news of him. Another plus point, was that Malta was still holding out, in spite of being bombed from the air many times each day for a very considerable period. However, it meant that support for the Middle East from UK, men and armaments, still had to go the long way round via South Africa.

Russia was becoming desperate for reinforcement with UK and USA supplies. The loss of Norway had meant great losses in ships going along the Arctic route, so they were now being diverted to the Persian Gulf and downloaded at Abadan, Basra and Shaibah for onward transmission by lorry through Persia and the Caucasus.  Shaibah was mainly handling crated Hurricanes and some American planes which were re-assembled there and flown on by Russian pilots. So we got used to having the odd Russians in the mess. None of the pilots seemed to speak English – only the odd one or two supervising the re-assembly. None of them seemed grateful for the gifts, or our help. In fact, on one occasion they refused to accept any more Hurricanes. It was clear to them that some piece of equipment had been removed from each aircraft. Why were we not giving them the full works? They were most reluctant to believe the truth, which was that Hurricanes in the UK were now fitted with VHF radio instead of the old RT radio. If we’d given them the VHF it would have been impossible for their pilots to talk to their ground stations, etc, as the ground stations in Russia were still only fitted with the old RT.

As I had only been acting Squadron Leader at Port Said, as that was the rank for the job there, a doubt had arisen whether my job at Shaibah carried the same rank. I was still getting the pay for the job, and at last confirmation came through. A relief in a way, as I would probably have dropped to Flying Officer, as I had never been more than acting Flight Lieutenant, my earlier promotion having been so rapid.

I had somehow assumed that sandstorms were part of the Egyptian scene, now, in mid summer I was to learn that Iraq had its own version that was in many ways worse than the Egyptian ones. They had a bit more of an earthy, muddy base, so that the dust was even finer, and more efficient in getting into every nook and cranny, rather like brown French chalk.  Also the winds that blew it were even more ferocious. In them the visibility would vary from 100 yards down to 10 yards. For a fortnight or so we had them almost continuously. Certainly the temperature was lowered as the sun could not penetrate, but that was small consolation. We didn’t get a lot done in the way of work. Mostly you huddled up in your quarters listening to the howling winds outside, deciding it wasn’t worth trying to rid yourself of the layers of dust over everything until the storms abated. Thank goodness I wasn’t in a tent, and at least I had got electric light to read by, etc.

It reminds me of two aids with which we were also concerned, in fighter operations rooms – RDF and IFF (everything seemed to be known by its initials). Radio Direction Finding was an aid to fighter pilots who lost their bearings. Bombers carried a navigator whose main job was to calculate where his aircraft was at any given moment. The fighter pilot just didn’t have the time or the equipment to do this while on an operation, chasing around the sky after the enemy. It was possible for a RDF unit to take a wireless bearing on him when he spoke over his radio. Given two RDF units, say 30 miles apart, where their two bearings crossed was where he was, translated to terms of a position on a map. The only snag was that if he was in a line with them, then the bearings didn’t cross, so the answer was a third RDF station another 30 miles away, forming an equilateral triangle, and then its bearing was bound to cross the others, and so pinpoint the fighter’s position. Then the Fighter Controller could pass the information to the pilot, as all three RDF stations reported in to him and he could guide the pilot back to his base. A bit clumsy, but it worked. Technical advances were to make it obsolete, but not yet.

The other recent innovation was the IFF (Identification of Friend or Foe). A radar signal could pick up an aircraft and show its position on the controller’s radar screen, but not say whether the signal was from a friendly aircraft or an enemy. IFF worked by fitting what was called a responder in the tail of each of our fighter aircraft. When the radar station’s radar wave struck the aircraft and bounced back to the station, the fighter’s responder picked up the signal and sent back an additional signal. This would show up differently on the controller’s radar screen, so that he would identify it as one of ours, and in due course of observation of its movement, establish that it was one of the fighters under his control. (Lesson over.)
So when setting up a sector operations room, as I was, one of the jobs was to site the RDF stations, chiefly with the help of my signals officer (the RAF Signals section dealt with all forms of radar, radio, telephone lines etc). I now had at Shaibah, a signals officer posted to my somewhat nebulous unit (at this stage). His name was F/Lieutenant Castle, and we seemed to be dovetailing in rather nicely. He was also anxious, like me, to explore his surroundings whenever we had an excuse, such as siting RDF stations.

Our first such outing was up the river to where the Euphrates and Tigris rivers had come together, at a place called Qurna. Biblically the Garden of Eden was located where four rivers joined. We had three here, and sure enough there was a lesser one joining in too. So this place claimed to be the Biblical site. Mainly desert surrounded us, with little cultivation – a few date palm trees. Also the trunk of some leafless specimen that they said was the Tree of Knowledge (from which Eve got her apple). It probably wasn’t more than a few hundred years old, if that, but it made a good story. It was also clear that if the Garden of Eden had been anything like this, Adam and Eve would have got out long before God chucked them out. Anyway, we enjoyed our outing, and increased our knowledge of the area.

The second outing went over some of the same ground, and could not truthfully been classed within our work schedule. It was a much longer trip. About 150 miles each way compared with the 50 each way to Qurna. This was to Ur of the Chaldees. According to the Bible this was Abraham’s birthplace. From it he led his tribes, their goats, sheep and camels to find God’s Promised Land, ie Caanan in Palestine. We made a very early start, to get as far as possible before the heat of the day. A very non picturesque journey, mainly desert, though very stony in parts. Occasional glimpses of the Baghdad-Basra railway line to let us know we were still on course. There were occasional flocks of goats, sheep and camels, though there was not a lot in sight for them to feed on, except camel thorn bushes. One flock of camels must have numbered about 100. When we finally arrived there was not a soul in sight, though we disturbed a flock of about 200 pigeons and quite a few bats – odd, at that time of day.

Ur must have been quite sizeable at one time, but has long been deserted. There were the floor plans of many houses, unearthed by the archaeologists, and one or two huge mounds of small pieces of broken pottery, nothing bigger than half a jug, and of very primitive type. The piece de resistance is the huge Ziggurat that has been excavated. It is roughly a pyramid, though the sides go up in great steps. A spiral type walkway goes to the top (to the top of what remains anyway). It is all made of mud bricks, with cuneiform inscriptions – I managed to bring away, part of one, though sadly had to abandon it when I left Shaibah. Incidentally there is a fireplace (!!) in the officers mess there, built of bricks which they plundered from the site.

I am told that the cuneiform inscriptions on the bricks says that they were baked in the reign of Ham-el-Lil, and experts say he reigned about 2300 BC. That would be before Babylon and Nineveh, and roughly the time of the big Cairo Pyramids. There are even reputed to be the older remains under those still standing.

After a very unsatisfactory lunch there – no shade and nothing cool to drink – we began our return trip in very hot conditions. The car didn’t like it, either, and the radiator repeatedly boiled. We used our spare water and were getting desperate, when an Army lorry came towards us. We stopped him and he lent us enough for our spare can – 2 gallons. We’d used that by the time we came to a railway halt with a water tank for filling railway engines.

There was a deserted hut by the tank, seemingly guarded by a couple of pi-dogs – a sort of relative of the jackal, which itself is not uncommon in these parts. The dogs didn’t seem friendly, so we began throwing stones at them to shift them – getting ready to rush back to the car for the revolver if they looked aggressive. However they just got up, yawned, and strolled away, giving us carte blanche to see if we could extract water from the tank. We managed to get the water flowing with a spanner from our tool kit, but the difficulty was filling our can from a 9-inch hose. We got soaked, but it was really rather nice, as well as hilarious. Luckily the railways generous (if unproffered) help, was enough to see us back to civilisation. We felt whacked, and none too energetic the next day.

However, it didn’t quench our thirst for further exploration. This time it was southwards, with at least an excuse for the first part of the journey. Our proposal was to cross the border into Kuwait. Many years later Kuwait was to be invaded by Iraq, and become the focal point of the Gulf War. For the moment Kuwait was a desert sheikhdom, nominally a protectorate of Britain, as were about half a dozen other sheikhdoms strung along the western shore of the Persian Gulf. They engaged in pearl fishing, but also used their dhows to conduct a considerable trade with India. Kuwait was the main town of its sheikhdom, probably 15,000 inhabitants. The rest, the size of Kent and Sussex, say, was scrubby desert and contained only 3 or 4 tiny villages and a few nomadic tribes. BP and Esso had discovered oil under its desert just before the war, but no start had yet been made to extract any of it. Indeed maps of the area showed a big lump of territory as ‘neutral’ presumably because nobody up till then had shown the slightest interest in it.

To Kuwait town and back was a 250 mile round trip over desert tracks, so we started very early so as to do as much as possible before the heat of the day. Somewhere, about 30 miles south, we crossed into Kuwait territory, but the frontier appeared to be an imaginary line drawn between two imaginary points. The going was quite good over a gravely sort of desert. It looked a bit dusty-greener than Iraq, as the camel thorn bushes (about 18 inches high), were much more plentiful.  There were occasional herds of sheep and goats of similar numbers. Each had a few Arabs looking after them. That was about all there was to see in the whole journey, except for the occasional lizard or two, the largest of which was about two feet long.

Kuwait town was the smartest and cleanest Arab town I’d seen. The Sheikh, who has absolute power there, rules it very strictly. We had been told beforehand that there was no risk of being robbed or mugged. If a thief was caught he had his right hand cut off, so it was rare for anyone to risk it. They are all of a strict Islamic sect, teetotallers, and the women very heavily veiled. We made a duty call on the British Political Agent (rather than the sheikh, by protocol), to report our presence in the state. He was a very pleasant, fairly young and English – and he basically wasn’t there to interfere with whatever the Sheikh did, unless (unlikely) it ran contrary to British interests. He invited us to stay for lunch, a chance we jumped at, as we only had a tin of bully beef in the car. He must have had a lonely life there, but had got a magnificent big house, quite new and beautifully furnished with best local and British, in pleasing proportions. The lunch was the best we had had for months, in spite of his apologies for it. I expect he enjoyed a bit of British company, but we soon had to be starting our return trip. I wanted to look in the shops for a present for Deirdre and home. There wasn’t a lot of choice, so I settled for 20 yards of cream silk about a yard wide, to share between them.

The whole town was so very tidy by Arab standards. It is completely walled round with a 15ft high mud wall, and gateways with battlements, the main one leading to the port. There dozens of large dhows were moored. The houses within the walls were mainly one storey, and not too crowded together. Each seemed to have a walled in compound, so that they were inward looking – not out onto the street. Each had a thick wooden, iron studded, entrance door (all imported, as they have no timber or iron naturally). The veiled women all wore long black outer clothing, though you got the odd glimpse of brightly coloured material below. They wore a lot of gold jewellery, earrings, bangles and even ankle bangles. The men were tallish, and handsome in some cases – suitable material for the Sheikh of Araby in an American film. We never saw as much as a scruffy beggar. The shops were mainly narrow and open-fronted, with the floor 2 ft above the street level on which its owner sat cross-legged among his goods. Even the heaps of flour, sugar, tea, spices etc didn’t look as unappetising as in other Arab towns.

The other amazing thing was that there were comparatively few flies – probably their higher standards of hygiene and tidiness. Also there were no mosquitoes as there are no areas of open freshwater to act as breeding grounds. But it was no paradise, as our return journey quickly proved. A very hot dry wind blew up, you could smell it, rather like the smell of a cotton material being scorched by a hot iron. It also blew up into a dust storm with visibility less than 100 yards. Had to keep our eyes glued to the track for fear of losing it, particularly where it ran over gravely areas and hardly showed up. But we just made it back to Shaibah as it was starting to get dark. Very tired and worn out, but taken as a whole it had been a most worthwhile experience – from a personal point of view, rather than the RAF’s. The mess gained too, as we had been able to buy some bottles of lemon squash – at the time when the mess was undergoing a drinks crisis.

It was now the hottest time of the year, and the number of people going down with heat exhaustion etc, was rising rapidly. I did my best to keep fit – in the swimming pool, learning the crawl and pushing to achieve greater distance and faster times at it. Supposedly we perspired in the lukewarm water, but at least it didn’t make your clothing sticky. Unfortunately the pool became too popular and overcrowded and someone dived down on me – on my nose to be exact, and I nearly passed out. Whether my nose was broken or not, it was some time before it felt normal again.

Our dentist went sick with a duodenal ulcer and had to be invalided off to better climes. I took the opportunity to move to his room, one of the best on the camp, with a table, couple of chairs and a wardrobe, none of which my former room had boasted. But as soon as I had moved in rumours began to start that I’d probably be posted to Abadan. Indeed, I’d now done most of what was presently possible in setting up the operations room etc. On chance Castle and I took the opportunity of a trip there to see if we could find anything out. There was a further, more personal reason. When in Abadan before, I’d chummed up with an oil company employee. Rawlings was a geologist, prospecting for further deposits of oil. He’d invited me to stay at his bungalow, if I was ever that way later and he was not off on some job in the desert. So Castle and I were able to enjoy two nights of sleeping in an air-conditioned bedroom – what bliss. Rawlings was very good company, too, with a very ample supply of liquor.
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Re the rumours, all I could find out, was that there was truth in them, and that I’d probably be transferring there within a month. Not soon enough, as by then the hottest month of the year at Shaibah would just about be over. Nevertheless, it was something to look forward to, as the amenities at Abadan were superior – the temperatures were much the same, and the humidity worse, but the ability to use some of the oil company’s amenities more than made up for it. Their swimming pool was crystal clear, not like our opaque one, and their canteen hall (air-conditioned) had ample drinks, and even table tennis and snooker tables. They kindly set aside certain times when the RAF could use them. Incidentally, the water in the swimming pool was less tepid. In the heat of the day an electric motor sucked off the surface water and sprayed it up into the air, like a lot of fountains, to increase the evaporation (a cooling process). However, all that was, at present, just a hope.

On the war front at this time things were going none too well. The Germans were gaining further ground in Russia as they pushed on in the Black Sea area towards the Russian oilfields in the Caucasus – oil vital to both sides. Of more concern to us, we were losing further ground in the Western Desert. Mersah Matruh had fallen, and the opposition were getting uncomfortably close to the civilised areas of Egypt. The Japanese had come to a (temporary) halt at the Indian frontier. In a bit of a surprise move, two divisions of the Indian Army were moved to Iraq – presumably in case the Russians collapsed further north and needed reinforcing, or maybe in case our defences in Egypt collapsed. The date was August 1942 now.

So I was back to Shaibah, again sleeping naked out of doors on my bed under my mosquito net – hard to believe I’d needed a blanket when sleeping at Rawlings’. Just before my trip to Abadan I’d had a bad dose of diarrhoea, which had only been cured with opium tablets, but at Abadan I’d had a swim and three sets of tennis and air-conditioned nights, and I’d come back feeling fighting fit again. Also I’d managed to scrounge a transformer for my radio and got that working again after several months with it being out of action – different type of electricity to Egypt. The time quickly passed, as the weather was becoming more bearable, and then my move to Abadan actually took place.

I hadn’t been there more than a week or two, when I got instructions to make a quick trip to Egypt – to last ten days or so. To get me there in time, it was arranged that I was to use a civilian aircraft – an Imperial Airways flying boat. I picked it up in the Shatt-el-Arab waterway near Basra. Very posh with facilities for sleeping on board. The seating was more like a lounge, in which meals were served. Even smoking was allowed in the ‘lounge’. I joined it about dawn, breakfasted over Persia and lunched in Iraq, where we landed on the Lake at Habbaniya. I had tea in Palestine, where we landed on the Dead Sea. Finally we dined over Egypt, where we did a night landing on the Nile near Gezirah Island in the heart of Cairo. Quite some trip for those days. Of course, a lot of the flying was over desert, or mountains, so we relied very much on the men who serviced the engines to see there was never any trouble – indeed I think the flying boats had a very trouble free record. A South African Air Force chap did the journey with me from Basra to Cairo, neither of us knowing what it was all about.

From the mooring in the Nile, a car took us to the famous Shepherds Hotel. No rich tourists now, so I can only assume their standards had plummeted, since they were now dealing mainly with Service personnel. Anyway, we were not very impressed. Next morning we were ferried to the railway station and put on the train to Alexandria. Again met by car and taken out into the Western Desert a few miles. Then, at last, the purpose was divulged. General Montgomery had been sent out from England to take command – firstly to halt Rommel’s advance at Alamein and then to push him back out of Egypt. Massive reinforcements had been assembled to help him to do it. First he was holding a series of conferences so that everyone knew the different bits of his plans. I never really fathomed why they thought I needed to know back in Abadan.

Rommel got a hint that there was something special taking place. Just as I got there he launched a pre-emptive strike, with tanks and artillery. Everywhere shuddered, with all the bombs and artillery, but thankfully our forces held their lines, and it petered out the next day. We attended some of the conferences, but a lot were solely for the tanks and artillery and mines people. So in between times we were back in hotels in Alexandria, where we could swim in the Mediterranean or sometimes enjoy the night life, of which there was a surprising lot (considering that Rommel and his army were only 60 miles away). There were desultory bombing raids, but mainly on shipping in the vast harbour, and quite a few of the bombers were shot down. Plenty of lovely girls in the bars and dance places. I had a good time, but nothing I couldn’t tell Deirdre about. Then, as Montgomery felt ready to do battle with Rommel, the Battle of Alamein began – and I started my long journey back to Abadan. This time, there was no tight timetable, so no Imperial Airways luxury, just RAF (often uncomfortable) flights.

At Shaibah I had been my own boss. Now back at Abadan I was only No.2, as a regular RAF Wing Commander commanded the station. As soon as I arrived back he announced that as I seemed to have time to spare I was also to take on the job of mess secretary, as we were temporarily without one. Ours had had to go up country to recover from a bad bout of prickly heat. The CO made it sound as if it had been my decision to go off to the Western Desert. It turned out that he was annoyed that I had been summoned to go off to General Montgomery’s conferences instead of him. Some regular officers were a bit inclined to have a touchy pride. Anyway, I knew it was nothing like a full-time job and I’d had experience of what was involved in my early days in Ismailia. So I accepted the job in my most co-operative manner. I still managed to fit in my swimming, a few games of tennis and some snooker. What is more I always had a regular excuse not to join in the CO’s late night drinking sessions, which were not my cup of tea.
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