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FOREWORD 

"WHAT DID YOU DO DAD?" 
 
And having decided to write my answer to that as an autobiography I took up the pen. 
 
I have read a few books over the years, but throughout my life during my travels through childhood, early teenage, young adulthood and 
army service and in pursuance of a livelihood in Australia to retirement, I have always preferred the open air to a desk. Two autobiographies, 
“The Life of Weary Dunlop” and one by Michael Caine captured my attention and I was intrigued by all the intimate detail, how could one 
remember so much over such a long period of time in some cases in such minute detail? But having now started on a nostalgic trip throughout 
my own life I am amazed at my own ability to bring forth memories of so many years past, each thought triggering another. So many, that a 
process of elimination has taken place to omit those thought not to be of interest to a potential reader. 
 
Having put my life’s activities into what I hope is an interesting format I have included some photographs to illustrate and add to revelations, 
travels and the experience gained may interest the armchair voyager. Life in Australia, the varied types of employment at which I tried my 
hand, the obstacles and hurdles, running a family business, retirement and activities, regrets are few and memories many. 
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Introduction 
 
The story begins approximately five years prior to World War II and is told through the eyes of a young boy, my own eyes, depicting life as it 
was in the Kentish country area from the mid 1930’s onwards, a rather backward area lacking basic amenities, tap water, gas, flush toilets 
and electricity. 
 
Childhood memories are happy ones, even the outbreak of War in 1939 did not appear to affect the way of family life. We always had enough 
food to fill our bellies, clothing and footwear of sorts to cover and protect us, warm beds and caring parents throughout. 
 
I've written what little bits of the War I saw and/or experienced as a young teenager with the vivid memories I still have of  those times, of 
the post war years, our social life and early work experience and other things that affected a young adult to the age of twenty, when I joined 
the army. 
 
Joining the Royal Engineers in February 1950, I record the early training of a recruit and military trade training, service in the Suez Canal Zone 
in Egypt with exercises in the Sinai Desert; four years of very active life in Germany, selection for and service in the 22nd Special Air Service 
Regiment in Malayan jungle; adventures, travel and work with the 9th Independent Airborne Squadron of the Royal Engineers and as 
instructor with its counter Territorial Army Regiment 131 Para RE; almost ten years as a parachutist in the Persian Gulf, Bahrain, Kenya, 
Cyprus, Libyan desert and Europe in general; time as a senior instructor in Combat Engineering with 36 Engineer Regiment RE on the strategic 
reserve, and final service as the Regimental Sergeant Major to No. 12 Royal School of Military  Engineering RE in the Chatham area of Kent. 
 
Moving the family to Australia in 1972. Early varied and unsettled work experiences as a civilian in a new country. Starting my own business 
and the long hours of satisfaction. Eventual early retirement forced on by work injury at age 59. Retirement activities, touring by caravan, 
four wheel driving, social life and pastimes. 
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CHAPTER 1  
Life And Schooling Pre World War II 
 
Extracts from my birth certificate state I was born in the sub-district of Wye in the county of Kent on the 14th 

October 1929 at Riverview Godmersham Rd named Donald Henry. Father’s name George Henry Newman, an 

engineer at the GPO, mothers name Violet May Newman (formerly Hobden) registered on the 8th November 

1929 and now recorded at the General Register Office Somerset House London. My brother was born some 

thirteen months later on 27th November 1930, at some other later undisclosed date another baby boy was born, 

very big overweight and all trussed up, he died at birth. 

 

My father was one of seven children - five boys and two girls. My mother one of three - two boys and one girl - 

so it might be suggested I was born into quite a large family, but only four families emerged from the earlier 

generation producing eleven children. I think, you’ll see later why I only think. 

 

At some stage prior to my infant school days the family moved to Bilting about a mile away. The name Bilting 

came from the very early days. I read somewhere in the fifth century of the Christian era; the area was the 

settlement of the sons of Bilt. Like Godmersham above, this it was said, was the home of Godmer in the Celtic 

population. Just a little bit of history that the whole of Kent is soaked in. 

 
In the fields at Tenterden 

(Sydney sitting on Mother’s knee) 
 

 

 
Dressed in homemade clothes at an early age 

 
Early school years were difficult times for most parents not too well off I guess. I started school some five years 
after the great depression of 1929 around about April or May 1934 so I was told. I started school at the age of 
four and a half years at the school at Godmersham that catered for infants and up to the age of eleven. 
 
There were two teachers. Mrs. Reynolds a middle aged lady with grey hair and lots of wrinkles who rode one of 
those 'sit up and beg' bicycles. She was the senior teacher who taught the older children, and a Mrs. Williams, a 
younger person a little rotund, who looked after and encouraged the tiny tots. The school was a very old building 
with one main large room that was heated by a central iron coke fire with a big guard around it, and a smaller 
room where the tiny tots scribbled, played, screamed and slept. The latter was the routine each afternoon for 
about an hour. 
 
The boys and girls were separated, having their own cloakrooms, playgrounds, lavatories and washrooms. All 

the children came from round about the area, and public transport as such did not exist in such a small rural 

population. Cars were by no means popular, ownership of course being beyond the reach of most people at 

that time, and so the only means of getting to school was by ‘walkies.’ I along with others living at Bilting had 

just over a one mile walk to school in weathers fine and foul, winter and summer with no mummy or daddy to 
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walk us there and back. 

 

 
SILVER BIRCHES FROM KING’S WOOD, CHALLOCK WERE PLANTED BY GODMERSHAM SCHOOL CHILDREN TO 

COMMERMORATE JUBILEE YEAR 

 

We lived in an old farm labourers cottage that had half an acre of garden ground. A well provided us with water. 
We had a bucket-type lavatory that was about six yards from the back door across a paved backway and path. 
There was no gas or electricity just oil lamps, oil stoves, a Primus and coal/wood fires. Located just inside the 
back door was a large wood fired copper and the laundry washing pot and all washing was done by hand. 
Thought I might just mention that. The back door was also the entrance to the scullery as we used to call it where 
firewood, water, vegetables, potted jams, preserved eggs and fruit were stored along with flour, rice, pans, cake 
tins, saucepans, roasting trays, buckets, brooms mops etc. All had their places on or in hooks, nails, cupboards 
recesses and comers. Light cooking was also done with the Primus and the oil stove on a table there. 
 
At the end of the scullery was what we called the little room, where mum and dad kept their bikes. It was cold, 
damp, and dark. Carrots, parsnips, beetroot, sugar beet and possibly other vegetables were stored in piles of 
wood ash over the winter months. Potatoes stored in one comer under sacks required two or three sessions per 
winter removing the fresh white shoots. 
 
Almost everything required was delivered to the door; bread, milk groceries, meat, papers, coal, oil and fuels in 
a lot of cases, fishmongers, fresh fruit and veggies for those who could afford to buy rather than grow. Periodic 
salesmen came round selling brushes everything from tooth to backyard bristle, clothing and fabrics, firewood, 
millers delivered flour and also com for chicken feed. Such was the country scene, with family cars very few and 
far between. 
 
Mother made most of our clothes, we also had hand-me-downs from friends round about and shoes were mostly 
second hand. My father was very good at shoe repairs, a skill he passed down to me. 
 
One of my earliest recollections of a grand occasion was the Coronation in 1937 of King George VI. I still have 
some keepsakes and the invitation card sent to all families in the area to attend at the mansion, Godmersham 
Park the home of Lord and Lady Tritten, to celebrate and voice ones loyalty to the new King and Queen. 
 
Races, games, music, prizes, eats, drinks were all available free. It was all the more memorable for me since I fell 
into a bunch of stinging nettles and apparently yelled for some time. The mansion was a large whitish yellowish 
building in a very large open park bordering on the banks of the River Stour. Dancing for the grownups was 
organised. The estate employed a large number of the villagers, including a game keeper named Feakins, who 
years later caught me poaching on the wooded part of the property, but I was let off with a caution. I believe 
this was because I went to the same school as his daughter Stephanie. 
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Dad maintained that he grew all his own vegetables to last throughout the year. In fact we, my brother and I, 
helped from about the age of eight picking up potatoes and weeding etc. As each year went by the workload 
increased until around fourteen and fifteen years of age we did all the digging and hoeing. Dads health was not 
too good by then, asthma, influenza, he always appeared ill as my memory serves me. We had an excellent 
garden producing all the veggies mentioned previously plus three types of apple trees, one being codling (mind 
we lived right on the comer of a varied fruit orchard), one green gage tree, one Victoria plum tree, blackcurrants, 
redcurrants, blackberries, loganberries, although I’ve never required the knowledge since, I still remember the 
pruning of currants, done annually, with red cut out all the new wood, with black cut out all the old wood — just 
a snippet of information that could have been useful. We also grew large strawberries, rhubarb gooseberries 
eating and cooking as we described them, tomatoes, lettuce, marrow, cucumbers, peas, radish, runner beans, 
cauliflower broccoli, various types of cabbage red and green and Brussel sprouts that should be frosted to taste 
better as Dad said. Dad had a sizeable flower garden which was his pride and joy, he looked after all this side, 
saying you can’t eat flowers and you two do most of the eating. 
 

The Family 
 
(with Mick the Whippet) Standing in a recently cut 
field of oats adjacent to our house. 
 
Note: The oats are stooked for drying 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Family pets, we always had a dog and cat, always thought to be necessary and useful, cats to scare birds off the 
fruit in the garden and to keep the mice and rats at bay. Dogs either as good gun dogs or rabbit catchers and 
also the family listening ears around the house, the watch dog. We also kept a couple of ferrets who really 
earned their living, all were fed on scraps from the house nothing was bought special for them - maybe the cat 
had a few licks of milk now and again. A few chickens were kept mainly for eggs and perhaps a reserve meal, but 
chicken was a Christmas dinner for us in those days. 
 
Chickens ate all the boiled peelings and maybe stale bread that had gone too far. We scrounged com for them, 
raking up after thrashing machines had done their rounds. Fine grit was also part of the diet (stones ground up 
very small) something to do with making good egg shells. 
 
Tame rabbits were often kept - Old English and Belgium hares - to help keep us, the boys, out of mischief. They 
were fed entirely on the various plants growing wild; sow thistle, dandelion plantain, certain grasses, clover and 
chickweed to name a few. This was topped up when available with carrot tops, worm eaten carrots, parsnips 
and swedes and maggoty chestnuts or apples in season, very little if anything was wasted. They turned out bigger 
and fatter than the wild ones, and earned us a fair bit of pocket money. 
Scheme water was later brought to the cattle drinking troughs in the orchard and fields next to our little group 
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of houses, but oh no, this was not for the local residents. We did not own, or rather my parents did not own, the 
house we lived in, rent was eight shillings a week. They could have bought the house for eight hundred pounds, 
but that sort of money was not available we were told. Most of the houses in the area were rented out being 
originally built as farm labourers cottages, wood cutters cottages and road council workers. I guess we were 
rated amongst the poorer class of the day, albeit hard working types, as were most in the hamlet of Bilting. A. 
hillside garage three quarters of a. mile away was handy for Mum and Dad’s tobacco requirements, petrol for 
his motor bike when available and also fuel for oil stoves, lamps and Primus. The accumulator got charged there 
to run the wireless set. 
 
A rag-and-bone man used to call in his pony and trap which was an early form of recycling I guess. His familiar 
call was heard long before he appeared, shouting, “rags and bones, rags and bones.” Our man used to call out 
“rags and bones, rags and bones, rabbit skins, sheep skins any old woman’s skins" and if you asked him to shut 
the gate, he would retort “bugger the gate giddy up Ned.” A funny man by his very nature. Bones were used to 
make glue at a factory in one of the villages not far away, animal skins were used in clothing, rugs and furnishings 
and rags. I’m not sure but I could say a lot of country people used to wear them. They would also collect various 
types of metal, brass and copper, tins, in fact anything that might be useful. A few pence changed hands but 
rarely more. 
 
Godmersham village comer store (a general store also served as the local news agents and post office) was the 
tuck shop for the local school children, well those that had money to spend on such things, and I wasn’t among 
them. Up a bit from the store and across the main road we collected chestnuts. The wood served us for many 
years as the source of some evening snacks of baked and boiled chestnuts cooked on the old coal wood fired 
cast iron cooking top oven, that served as the main heating for the living room come kitchen. The Cottage, it was 
known as “The Cottage” was a double storey with two bedrooms up. My brother and I had to pass through our 
parents room to get to our own bedroom, living room as just described and a front room downstairs with the 
scullery built on one side under the main roof. The front room was rarely used except when Grandma came to 
stay or Auntie Vie when she lived with us for a short while. 
 
There were four cottages down the bottom of the lane, all with similar facilities. Opposite our house stood 
“Napoleon Cottage,” so named with a small statue of the famous sailor in his period service dress standing on 
top of the protruding front door porchway. I guess the statue stood two feet six inches to three feet high, it was 
colourful and created interest for the many visitors that came that way as the lane crossed the double railway 
lines. The bottom of our garden was adjacent to the railway and we were quite accustomed to the steam 
passenger trains that seemed to travel very fast to us then. The Goods trains, as they were referred to, were 
much longer and slower but very much valued as a mover of all things across the country. The lane continued 
on to a public right-of-way which was little more than a cart track towards an old (so they say) Roman bridge 
known as the swing bridge to all round and about. The timber footway was supported on two large chains from 
brick and concrete towers either side of the River Stour which flowed from east to west with several deep parts 
that provided places to swim, bathe and/or relax with a line in the water. Fish were quite plentiful and fair sized 
pike could be caught. In fact Dad taught us an unusual way to catch pike with a rabbit snare which we were quite 
accustomed to for snaring the fury ones. Pikes will often doze or sleep or whatever it is that they do in the warm 
sun. With a little bit of practice and stealth it is fairly easy with a steady hand to slip a snare on the end of a stick 
over their heads and behind their gills and then ‘snatch’ and you got him. 
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The Cottage Billing 
 
Cottage is now covered 
in ivy and is minus well 
and garden shed (taken 
in 1995 by my son 
Wayne during his UK 
visit when he was 
shown around by his 
Uncle Sid) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mum and Dad taught us to swim with the help of reeds under our chests which were gradually removed when 
we were about eight plus years old. Beyond the old bridge the public right-of-way continued on to Olanteigh 
road, which wound its way up, down, over and round many comers passing hamlets, leading through the many 
small villages and the delightful countryside to the coast of the south east, perhaps more to the south of Kent. 
 
Back to the old bridge, just a hundred yards up stream was situated Olanteigh Towers, the residence of a wealthy 
country gentleman, located in a very well kept private park. The river Stour had, in years gone by, been diverted 
or part of it had through the stately grounds and exited back into the river via some stepped waterfalls. People 
could often be seen sitting on the waterfalls in the hot summer months. Many of my friends and I crossed the 
water to take a peep at the beautiful lawns and gardens in the strictly private grounds that were surrounded by 
a band of woodland next to the river. We spent a lot of what spare time was available down by the river, almost 
as soon as we had learnt to swim well enough, this as mum said, was as good as a bath especially later on when 
we were given soap, say after harvesting. 
 
In the years prior to the Second World War the winters were very harsh with long, cold, wet and frosty periods. 
When wet we had the continued flow of liquid down the lane that acted as the local drain for the area. I say 
liquid as there was a farmyard located further up the lane, where animals, particularly cows, were brought in for 
the winter. Pigs were kept in sties and between them they produced a fair old brew that, when diluted in the 
heavy rains, ran down the ditch at the side of the road to the pond. This then overflowed and discharged its 
brown juices down both sides of the lane past our house. It smelt awful, and dispersed along the railway lines 
below. We had wooden barrels, water butts we called them, to catch the rain water around the house, which 
mother preferred for washing, both hair and clothes. 
 
When frost, ‘Jack Frost’ came 'twas really cold. Thick ice appeared on the inside of the bedroom windows. The 
‘Gerrys’ ‘Pos’ which were bedside chambers, call them what you will, froze under the beds. Perhaps I’d better 
explain; having an outside bucket toilet as was the fashion in the area at the time. It was most inconvenient to 
don clothing and trip out into the winter nights to relieve oneself. It was therefore acceptable, the done thing, 
to have a large China pot, ‘Po’ or ‘Gerry’ to pee into (urinate), or a number two if that was urgent although the 
latter was discouraged for obvious reasons. 
 
Vegetables and stored fruit were venerable and had to be adequately covered/protected. The other main 
problem in the prolonged very cold periods was the outside bucket toilet, the contents of which froze solid. 
However Dad, being the solver of all problems, always managed with instructions if not the labour. Water was 
no problem since we drew it up from the well, there were no pipes to freeze up. Yes, we had hot water bottles 
which were china square shaped crockery things which did the job. The bed warmer was a large copper container 
with a long handle and the remaining contents of the family fire were put into it before retiring and then moved 
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up and down in the bed to warm the sheets before climbing in. I can’t recall this being used or what happened 
to it. Sounds like too much bother - think about it. 
 
I remember two occasions when we were snowed in, that is to say, Dad couldn’t go to work, we could not go to 
school, the baker, butcher, milkman, grocer and coal man were all prevented from making their deliveries (by 
natures deep white drifts) to where we lived. The snow was hedge high, the hedges acting as barriers held the 
wind-drifting snow to depths what must have been six feet. I’m not sure how long these periods lasted for. of 
course we didn’t really care about having an extra holiday from school at that young age. A serious reminder 
was mumbled to us, that we would laugh alright when we had fried snow for breakfast. Eventually, even at that 
age, we had to play our part at snow clearing working on the premise I guess, that every little helps. I must say I 
never remember going hungry Mum being the manager she was there was always something stored away for 
the rainy day she often referred to. Those lessons have stayed with me ever since. 
 
Sunday school started at an early age at Godmersham church, the origins of which date back to 1066. Situated 
next to it was, we thought, the haunted house, a onetime home of Thomas a Becket. Our religious instruction 
continued to age fourteen plus. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Working on the farm began around the age of nine or ten years, whether it was to make us useful, or make use 
of us, or to keep us out of trouble and mischief we did not really know or even consider at the time. It was all 
arranged by mother working on the adage that it’s not ‘what you know, but who you know.’ At the time she was 
working as the farmhouse cook and of course had contact with the head gardener, a Mr. Dunster, the game 
keeper a Mr. Senick, who was generally known as ‘like see’ since this was his common constant phrase in 
conversation, then there was the farm foreman a Mr. Andrews all of whom had some authority. However we 
made a start during school holidays getting three pence an hour that increased to four pence at the age of twelve 
years. My highest pay was five pence at age fourteen/fifteen. (Note: part time women seasonal workers received 
sixpence an hour.) At that time there was two hundred and forty pence to the pound, so five pence an hour 
working say forty hours a week would equal two hundred pence — sixteen shillings and eight pence as there are 
at the time of writing just over two dollars to the pound therefore a week’s wages would have been one dollar 
and seventy five cents roughly. Things were obviously much cheaper then. A few examples that I remember are 
a two pound loaf of bread cost four and a half pence. Cigarettes, which we were often sent to buy, were ten for 
four pence or twenty for eight pence for the cheaper brands ‘Players’ ‘Weights* and ‘Woodbines’(neither my 
brother or I smoked until our early twenties). A pint of beer was eight pence or so depending on one’s favoured 
drink. 
 
Now what, you may ask, would a ten year old do working on a farm to prove his worth. We would have been 
cheap labour and must have proved our worth to be able to continue on. Many boring hours were spent thistle 
pecking with the use of a long handled hoe, hoeing out dock weeds, wild parsley and other plants not supposed 
to be growing in the young crops of wheat, barley, oats etc. We cut down nettles, long grass and weeds around 
the farm buildings with brush hooks, even cutting back hedge rows, thinning out various root crops to leave one 
plant every eight inches (twenty centimetres) in their rows. We fed the fowls, ducks, geese and collected their 
eggs, cleaned out pens and stables and helped the foreman, who was also the shepherd during lambing season, 
with tail docking and castrating the young animals. At harvest time we helped the men make stooks from sheaves 
of com cut and bailed up by the binder, eight sheaves to a stook, in neat rows for the purpose of drying. Shire 
cart horses were used for ploughing, harrowing, seeding and pulling the various carts around the countryside. 
We did potato picking, brussel sprout picking, varied fruit picking and dung spreading. You name it there was 
much that young boys can do to be useful on the farm. 
 
In the summer months at harvest time maids from the farmhouse would often appear with large flagons of cider 
and cakes for the workers to enjoy a late afternoon break. When the crop and the weather was right workers 
were asked to work on until dusk in order to get the harvest in quickly whilst the good weather lasted. The 
binders went about their business cutting the ripe crops just four inches (ten cm.) from ground level, as straw 

Canterbury has been a magnet for tourists since Archbishop Thomas a Becket was murdered in the church by henchmen of King Henry 
II in 1170.  The church was expanded to accommodate the throngs who came to visit Becket’s tomb and the pilgrimage was the basis 
for Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales 
 
The Archbishop of Canterbury is the spiritual leader of the Church of England and the worldwide Anglican Communion. 
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itself was a valued product, leaving the neatly tied sheaves in its path. 
 
Cutting usually started on the outside of the fields, going round and round as they worked their way towards 
the centre and, in so doing, all the wild life was driven to the centre. All and sundry kept their eye on the progress 
of the cut and appeared just before the last cuts were made. The gamekeeper came with his dogs, the farm 
foreman with his, the odd worker brought along his pet and we, who were there to make up the stooks, armed 
ourselves with stout sticks. As the cover for the wild life was cut down the animals made a break for it. Rabbits, 
hares and rats confused by all the commotion made a run for freedom, their normal tracks blocked by sheaves 
of the crop and barking dogs. The sticks were lashing as we chased them but quite a large number of them never 
found their freedom, finally finishing up on someone’s dinner table, rabbit being very much a cheap favoured 
dinner for the farm worker families. Hares, one might describe them as larger breeds of rabbits and much faster 
at moving, were game to the gentry who hung them. As the saying goes, they are hung until they are going off, 
we would say rotten, before they are dressed and cooked. The same was the case with pheasants and both are 
considered a delicacy. Mum told us she often used to prepare them but never fancied them herself, I suppose 
it’s an acquired taste. 
 
Once the stooks of com had dried sufficiently they were carted to a location where large stacks were 
constructed. Larger than the average double storey house of the day and about the same shape with sloping 
roofs. On completion the stacks were thatched with straw for waterproofing to await the services of a visiting 
thrashing machine months later. Thrashing machines were used to separate the wheat from the chaff as it was, 
or the actual seed of the crop be it barley, oats or wheat. The straw was retained and stacked for use in the 
barnyards, wintering pens and stables, in fact general use for poultry and farmyard animals. The modem 
replacement is known as a combine harvester. Thrashing machines toured the countryside farms sometimes 
months after the harvesting and were hired on a contract basis. They appeared to me even then as rather 
primitive machines driven by very large belts attached to a steam engine some eight yards away and resembled 
the old steam rollers used in road construction. Sheaves of com were manually fed in at the top by pitchfork, 
the grain was delivered via hoppers at the rear end into bags, the straw and chaff were ejected. The whole 
activity was very labour intensive and a dry weather job only. Vermin, in particular rats, were attracted to these 
un-thrashed corn stacks around all farms. Farm workers pay was comparatively low, but most seemed very 
happy in their work and of course there were perks such as cheaper veggies eggs milk and firewood and in some 
cases fruit. 
 
I have already mentioned about the harsh winters, but adding to that there were a couple of > ears when the 
River Stour overflowed its banks to the extent that swing bridge field was completely flooded. Normal river 
overflows were controlled by a system of dykes, but in the two years mentioned they could not cope and the 
flooding was followed by severe frosts and snow. The area then became very popular for ice skaters, many we 
were told coming from London, which could have been fifty miles away? News must have travelled fast the area 
known for its sporting attributes in severe types of weather, most people came 2 the Lane Bilting and the gaily 
coloured, red, yellow, blue, white woollens and all ..’ours between which were worn to ward off the cold will 
long remain in my memory g ether with the hats, scarves, gloves, mittens and leggings worn by ladies who never 
wore trousers then. 
 
On the upside of our home were the sloping hills and tracks leading across farmlands to Kingswood, a very large 
woodland some eight miles in length and an average width, I’m guessing now, of approximately three miles. 
Weekly visits and sometimes more were made by a lot of the locals with homemade carts and barrows to collect 
the very necessary firewood. We had a cart Dad made very early on. Taking us to the woods as youngsters we 
would ride on top of the load which was all downhill on the way home. Later we were trusted on our own to 
bring home the firewood, often giving rides to two local sisters, Jean and Gwen, who lived at Well Cottage just 
forty yards above us in the lane. Their father was our adopted Uncle Bob who took us a couple of times to the 
seaside, a rare treat. Uncle Bob never returned from RAF Service during World War II so we were helping the 
family out with firewood as well. Coal at eight shillings a hundredweight was considered dear and delivered once 
a fortnight, a bag a week was a luxury and even that wouldn’t last in winter. Often trips along the railway lines 
would supplement the home supply of coal having dropped from the passing steam trains. 
 
The hill slopes down from the woods provided another attraction during winter snow time. Homemade sleds, 
and the odd professional toboggans, would appear with well wrapped up rosy cheeked children. More often 
than not sheets of corrugated iron with the front bent up and a looped towing/hold rope attached served as an 
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ideal downhill fun sled ride for the local ruffians which I guess my brother and I could be labelled as. Later on as 
skills developed with age we made our own versions of toboggans and wheeled trucks for summer fun. 
 
A lot of memories from infant school are still very clear bearing in mind we stayed in the same school up to the 
age of eleven. The process of learning, unlike today with the TV, calculators, computers, videos, recording 
machines, modem books and techniques, the teachers were our only means to become clever or remain a dunce. 
I like to think I was somewhere in between or though I failed the eleven plus examination to go to the grammar 
school which was considered the better source of education for the better off. This was not always so as some 
of the local lads managed to pass. 
 
Dad appeared fairly well educated and had a good all round general knowledge gathered from my more learned 
later observations in life. Mum on the other hand was rather simpler in that sense, although very knowledgeable 
in the womanly and motherly homemaker skills. She was very good at handicrafts, sewing and knitting (we were 
taught the basics of each). Her cooking was generally exceptional and she had employment in the local 
farmhouse as cook for Earl Drax and his family and often friends. Mum also worked earlier in local eating and 
bakery establishments. 
 
The ‘three R’s’ (reading, writing and arithmetic) were rarely discussed and, to my present day knowledge, never 
taught at home, although elementary living skills were, some I’ve mentioned previously. Basically we learnt to 
look after ourselves; cooking, cleaning, even painting and doing small repairs on footwear and woodwork, 
gardening obviously and the use of all sorts of handyman tools. I did at one stage have an artistic flair so Dad 
said, he saw me copy from and enlarge a drawing of a photo of one of my cousins. I did not follow this through 
but always got good marks for anything connected with drawings and diagrams. 
 
As soon as we were able i.e. strong enough (I keep repeating we - meaning, my brother and I) we took turns at 
emptying the lavatory bucket. This was buried in the vegetable garden, as the rural Chinese still do I believe, I 
being a little older also started drawing water from the well which was a cylindrical brick wall lined hole about 
four feet across and thirty feet deep. A four gallon bucket was lowered on a rope from a long wooden reel with 
a large metal handle, the whole structure was supported with suitable timber which had door type lids on hinges 
to cover the well when not in use. This for me was really heavy work that often caused blisters on the palms of 
the hand and eventually a pad of hard skin where the fingers join the palm. The wooden roller on the handle 
had long since gone prior to my introduction to the task. The well became very short of water in the summer 
and muddy containing worms and newts, the latter a type of small water lizard, consequently the water had to 
stand in a large galvanised bath and allowed to settle before we could scoop off the top clear water to drink. I’ll 
always remember a health inspector who called one day and was rather surprised at what he saw, “of course 
Mrs. Newman, you always boil the water before use don’t you” he said, “oh no,” replied mother “if the boys 
want a drink they just dip a mug in.” Many other words were spoken beyond our little ears the gist of which later 
on we were told was that we were courting disastrous health problems and possibly life. Mum reckoned as we 
had been doing it for years we carried on as usual on the premise that it hadn’t hurt us as yet. As you will read 
later on, I had formed an opinion that my early childhood life had given me some immunity. 
 
Bathrooms as such did not exist in our type of country house nevertheless we did bathe, sometimes as much as 
once a week, depending on how dirty we were I guess. A large four foot long narrow galvanised bath that 
normally hung around by the backdoor was brought into the living room/kitchen and placed behind the well-
scrubbed pine dining table (kitchen table we called it) on the floor on the opposite side of the room from the 
fireplace. Three large cast iron cooking pots with lids would have had been heating up since mid-afternoon. 
These were then poured in with a suitable amount of cold water to make it bearable resulting in maybe four 
inches of water which became almost five inches by the time you got in to it. The same water was used for two 
baths and we took turns in going first. Its further use was to soak the weekly wash of clothes overnight before 
the placement of most in the copper. All washing was done by hand after a boil in the copper then rinsing in cold 
water. I’ve seen mother in agony several times during winter as she hung out the washing in freezing weather, 
coming indoors with her fingers under her armpits walking up and down to warm up. It may be interesting to 
note that I did not leave home until turning twenty and the bath behind the kitchen table was still normal routine 
On two occasions we lived away from home whilst Mum was in hospital for reasons little boys were not told, no 
I just do not know, and Dad carried on with his working life. The first time we brothers were separated Sid went 
to live with Uncle Bob and Auntie Doris, Ammon and their family, and I went to my mother’s Uncle Joe and Aunt 
Annie’s farm, 'the highlight of my early years.’ I don’t remember going to school whilst there so assume : must 
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have been in the school holidays for the six weeks or so that I stayed. I guess I was around eight or nine. 
 
It was a small farm with four milking cows which all had names two of which come to mind. ‘Four Legs,’ and 
‘Pharting Fanny’ - I’m not sure if he spelt it that way! There were three young calves and I was shown how to 
teach them to drink from a bucket. They were fed on skimmed milk and I had to place my hand in the milk, insert 
two fingers in the calves mouths, and hold their head with the other hand until they got the idea. They then ' -
eked up the milk alongside the two fingers. A couple of fattening steers were also kept. The pig sty contained a 
couple of old sows and several young ones which were being 'evened for the market. A few tame sheep had the 
run of the fields around the farmhouse, is did chickens, ducks, geese and a couple of turkeys. 
 
A very large placid well trained shire carthorse was kept that ploughed, tilled and rolled the cropped fields. Often 
when released from the implements of its labours it would be given a hefty smack on the rump and told to go 
home and would do so to be found patiently waiting at the stable doors when Uncle Joe and I arrived somewhat 
later having attended to other chores. Early on in my stay I was seated on this monstrous beast, as I then thought, 
to take him back to the stable. I was tugging on the reins getting the horse to head towards a small wooden 
bridge over a dyke (the way I always walked back to the farmhouse) when I heard Uncle Joe yelling “no, no, not 
that way, let go of them bloody reins.” On letting go of the reins, the horse turned up along the dyke and over a 
stone filled pipe, I now know to be a culvert, and back down the stony road towards the stable stopping on route 
at the water trough for a drink almost tipping me in. At the stable doors I lowered myself down whilst clinging 
to the harness and let old ‘noddy’ in to be greeted with almost immediately “you bloody idiot, if you’d taken him 
over the bridge you’d have smashed it, the horse has got more bloody sense than you have.” Being told off by 
Uncle Joe really hurt. 
 
The farm certainly was a busy occupation for Uncle Joe and Aunt Annie who had no children at that stage He 
had retired from the Merchant Navy and had a bad ulcerated leg that needed a daily dressing. Aunt Annie made 
butter from a wooden chum, that was weighed and patted into one pound chunks (the skimmed milk going to 
the calves). This was sold down the local village along with fresh eggs, fruit in season, vegetables, potted jams 
and homemade wines etc. A seven day job but all part of rural life at the time. I really enjoyed those days and 
times, and often envisioned myself with such a property later in life. A year or so after my visit I was told they 
were blessed with a son, a young Joseph Hobden, whom I have never met but must still be around. During the 
war years I understand the farmstead was taken over by the authorities for use as a military airfield which also 
happened to Joe’s brother, my great Uncle George who was also a retired Merchant Seaman. 
 
My second period away from home was with my brother. Mothers health was the reason again. We lived at 
Ruckinge with a Mrs. Judge (I think) and went to school at Ham Street. I do not remember much about this stay 
except when my brother broke the window of the local hardware shop whilst waiting for the school transport. 
At this school we had ‘Horlicks’ instead of milk which I didn’t like. The days passed and we returned home to 
Bilting. Nothing exciting happened and little remembered.  
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CHAPTER 2 
The Years Of World War II 
 
World War II started on the 3rd September 1939, some six weeks before my tenth birthday whilst I was still 
attending the infant school. I do not know of any initial implications it had on the family, but being able to read 
quite well and kept abreast of all that interested a ten year old at the time via the “Daily Herald, “Ashford News” 
and “The News of the World” papers we were getting then. I started a scrap book cutting out all the war pictures, 
after Dad had read the paper I might add. 
 
Dad joined the LDV (Local Defence Volunteers) and was one of the first that owned a gun, the uniform consisted 
of an armband only, they were the forerunners of the Home Guard. He spent many nights away from home with 
his double-barrel shot gun. Volunteers were placed at strategic points on guard. It was thought that an invasion 
would take place at any time by the Germans. Dad also had a smaller four/ten single-barrel shotgun that I used 
a lot when after rabbits and birds when I was out on country walks with him. It was always left at home when 
he went on duty because both Mum and I knew how to shoot with it and Mum felt safer. I’ve no idea if they 
were licenced, possibly not, that’s if a licence was required then I really don’t know. It was a very long time 
before the LDV were issued with rifles, and even then on a limited scale, one between two . Dad said with ammo, 
being very scarce, men actually went on duty with big sticks and pitchforks etc. 
 
Thinking back about it all, I can only assume that they were observers on the end of a telephone line, however I 
can clearly remember seeing the LDV unit on parade at Chilham Castle square with sticks and pitchforks and the 
odd guns in the uniform of an armband orange with black letters). A little later on a point two/two cartridge rifle 
appeared at home, that I was allowed to use for rabbit shooting when Dad was not using it. Sid and I had been 
brought up with guns, we’d had air guns and pistols all the time the bore size of me latter was point one 
seven/seven. Sunday mornings were quite often spent, weather permitting, with little shooting competitions, 
using the garden fence alongside the lane as a resting point whilst shooting at small targets on the timber garden 
shed just seven or eight yards away. We used coloured air gun darts that were removed with special pliers and 
Mum often joined in, but only for a short while because Sundays were her home cooking days. Otherwise we all 
used the air guns for shooting rats and birds attacking fruit in the garden. Later on I bought my own two/two air 
rifle. 
 
At some time in the early part of the war all members of the population were issued with gas masks, properly 
fitted and instruction given with many practice runs at school for immediate use if required. The mask itself was 
a round metal container, containing the filters I guess which were positioned in front of the nose and mouth 
rather like a pig’s snout.  It was held in place by soft contoured rubber that fitted to the front of one’s head 
around the face very snuggly by four adjustable straps. Once adjusted to a comfortable air- tight fit they were 
left that way and put in place by stretching the rubber face mask. The masks were kept and carried around in a 
cube-like cardboard container that had a longish cord which was slipped over the head and rested on one’s 
shoulders. Gas attacks were obviously expected having been used in World War I just over 20 years earlier with 
devastating effect against soldiers. 
 
The first bombing of UK by German planes, date unknown to me now, took place at Penny Pot Woods, Kent. It 
must have been in reasonable cycling distance because I went there with friends and dug up nose cones of 
parachute flares and magnesium bombs, small ones about three inches diameter or so. We collected some small 
parachutes which were kept for many years as souvenirs. It is interesting to note that the bombs had been 
manufactured in 1937 as the imprints stated thereon. 
 
Later large bent telegraph poles, as we referred to them, started appearing in all the open flat fields as anti-
glider landing obstacles. Concrete pillboxes were being constructed at strategic positions and everywhere 
blackout curtains were ordered. Sticky tape crisscrossed the windows of shops, schools and offices in built up 
areas. Rationing of food commenced, meagre amounts like, two ounces of butter, margarine, cheese, tea, bacon, 
four ounces of sugar and tinned meat per person per week and all sorts of other things that escape me just now. 
I don’t think bread was on the list but the two pound loaf was reduced to one and three quarter pounds with 
the price remaining the same. People everywhere were advised and encouraged to grow vegetables, in the cities 
allotments sprang up, lawns were turned into cabbage patches and railway embankments were growing veggies. 
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Metal garden railings, gates and metal gate posts were removed everywhere to be melted down. Scrap metal 
dumps were set up for the war effort, I think perhaps our first bikes may have originated from these scrap metal 
collections. Dad was very good at putting bits and pieces together. As already stated we grew our own vegetables 
and rabbits and fish caught locally were a source of meat, so we never suffered the shortages experienced in 
the bigger towns and this virtually remained so throughout the war. 
 
Later again German bombers were crossing the south coast quite blatantly at regular intervals, in large 
formations in waves at different heights, sometimes quite low en route for London in broad daylight. 
 
Dad was medically unfit for service but still worked for a living as an engineer for the General Post Office. He 
was a keen motorcyclist and used his bike for work until petrol rationing made this impossible, despite his efforts 
to make the meagre allowance go further by mixing in paraffin I think, it produced a very smoky exhaust. 
 
As the bombing started on London children and some adults moved to the country. Mum and Dad accepted 
evacuees, two boys, into the family. One a Georgie King who was the son of a wealthy businessman, as I thought 
then. The other was Dennis Lane who was an ordinary boy like ourselves. They were the same ages as ourselves. 
Their older sisters were Violet King and Joyce Lane who billeted with the Turner family living fifty yards from us 
on the other side of the railway line. 
 
George’s father and mother made regular visits in a big flashy car, he always had sweets and chocolates even 
though they were on ration and gave his son plenty of pocket money. At first we wondered why Georgie didn’t 
like and wouldn’t eat vegetables but he ate bubble and squeak, fried well until brown and crispy on the bottom, 
which of course was really a left over meal of potato and cabbage mixed, fried in fat saved from roasted meat 
etc. with perhaps an egg added. He eventually came to eat veggies, not sure how Mum did it but I think it had 
something to do with her stories of rosy cheeks, being able to see in the dark and getting rid of pimples. They 
stayed with us for what seemed a long time, the King family leaving the area first. 
 
Dad was born in 1900 so obviously not old enough to serve in the First World War (1914- 18). He rarely spoke of 
that war but certainly had an outspoken anti-German attitude, often repeating that the only good Germans were 
dead ones. Despite his ill health, his work having been transferred to some military establishment at Dover and 
now unable to use his motorbike, I remember him leaving home at four am in cold freezing weather to push bike 
to Canterbury nine or ten miles away to catch a train to Dover to get there for his start time, and then reverse 
the procedure at the end of the day arriving home at seven p.m. Quite a suffering for someone with breathing 
problems. 
 
From our view point we literally had a front line seat regarding the Battle of Britain. Often watching the aerial 
combat of opposing fighter aircraft and experiencing the whistle of empty machine gun and cannon cases as 
they fell to the ground around us. We watched pilots as they bailed out of their shot-up aircraft from both sides 
being used as target practice by their opponents as they slowly descended in their parachutes. As Dad said “all 
is fair in love and war, a man who lives to get away lives to fight another day” one cannot afford sympathy in 
warfare. 
 
On one occasion German aircraft flew alongside our school at Ashford, shooting at trains in the shunting yards. 
We were ordered to get under our desks but being on the top floor and peeping out I had a good view of the 
planes so low with guns blazing about three hundred yards away. On another occasion whilst at home, a badly 
shot-up Hurricane a wooden and fabric single- seater fighter plane was heading straight for our little group of 
houses but it veered off very close and very low, the pilot waving to us (the watching locals) close enough to see 
his young features, as he headed towards his death. Obviously fighting to maintain height he crashed into the 
river near our favourite swimming spot. Some of us rushed to the site where he had been thrown clear and lay 
still in the water as Sood swirled away from his head. We arrived just before some soldiers recently stationed in 
Olantiegh Park; they turned us away. Some days later we visited the crash site and clambered over the almost 
intact wreckage and with the help of one of the older grammar school boys removed a machine gun with belts 
of ammo. On our way back towards his home property, ‘ol’ Gal Turner’ saw us and reported us to the police. The 
trophy had to be handed over thus eluding us the prospect of getting it to work. Within a few weeks a German 
fighter plane nose-dived at great speed just one hundred and fifty yards from where the Hurricane came down 
- right opposite on the river bank where we swam. Little was left of this although I did pick up a boot with a foot 
still in it before the military once again arrived on site and ordered us away. Many years later I heard the engine 



17  

had been recovered some fifteen feet down in the soft river bank mud. Despite my parents views I did not think 
it fair to shoot at a defenceless airman in a parachute. 
 
The next couple of paragraphs or so are a re-write. I previously wrote about a thousand words on thirty-odd 
families that lived in the area of Bilting which was almost everybody except the greyhound breeding and training 
establishment and the mushroom farm. Their little stories that I know are not relevant to my own, apart from 
the fact that I knew them as neighbours and friends in the district. In fact I have amazed myself with the detail 
of my memory, things and happenings came to the fore that had no reason to surface since their original 
occurrence but had been stored and now triggered by thoughts of passing time and my youth.  The more I 
thought the greater the detail and the increased detail produced a volume of words to the point of irrelevance. 
Suffice to say that the knowledge of the area in which I was brought up and the people that lived in it were all 
known to me and vice versa I guess. 
 
We had the run of the whole area and there appeared to be no objection to our playing on or crossing fields and 
walking through woodlands. We as children and older were brought up to respect other people’s property and 
belongings and always reminded each other of the facts concerning the closing of farmyard gates and taking 
care when climbing over fences or through hedges, or upsetting livestock. We were encouraged to take an 
interest in nature, even the local vicar from Godmersham (we were in his parish) laid on slide evenings for us 
about wildlife to be found in Kent and he provided us all with a cup of hot ‘Oxo.’ I had quite a large collection of 
wild bird eggs (blown) and a butterfly collection, knew where the badgers lived in their holes, or the den of a 
fox, good fishing spots, where wild fruit and nuts grew, mushrooms and even holly and mistletoe. 
 
I have not since experienced the know-how of any area that I have lived in and certainly not known more than 
a dozen neighbourly types, that’s discounting members of clubs and associations to which I have belonged and 
lasting friendships that have continued over very many years, some of them quite distant at opposing ends of 
the world. 
 
On the other hand I feel it worthy to mention those who served in the forces, in particular those who paid the 
highest price i.e. their lives. There was a Mr. Woodbridge a youngish family man, I think, one of the very few 
that I did not know too well, called up into the army and never returned. Our adopted Uncle Bob who joined the 
RAF and did not come back, leaving his wife, our ‘Auntie Doris,’ to bring up son Derek and daughters Jean and 
Gwen. The eldest girl and boy about the same age as myself and brother. Mum remained friends with them up 
to the end. Ernest Harling, a career sailor who went right through the war and retired as a chief Petty Officer a 
few years afterwards. He was the father of Douglas a friend of mine and he gave me much advice on service life. 
Len Haywood, about four or five years older than I, went to the Grammar school and later joined the RAF during 
the war becoming a pilot flying Dakotas, the old transport war horse, come bomber, paratrooper. He survived 
but was lost to myself in the mist of time. Several of the old timers of the area fought in World War I or had 
spent time in India and various places. Other details of personalities will have been exposed, or will be by the 
time I am through with this. 
 
The war had started a year since and months later I prepared for and eventually sat for my eleven plus 
examination which was the supposed test that set our path of destination in life. Roland Haywood, the lad across 
the road, held my hand so to speak in getting me to the grammar school on the dreaded day and was rewarded 
the princely sum of six pence by Mum for his efforts. Later, to my parents utter disappointment, I learnt that I 
had failed and applied for entry to the Ashford North Central School for boys. At the age of eleven, or thereabout, 
I started attending some two hundred yards from the girls school of the same name. We travelled to school in a 
double-decker bus and segregation still applied with the boys upstairs and the girls down or the other way 
around. The bus meandered en route picking up its load, myself being one of the first to get on and last to get 
off a.m. and p.m. respectively, the first turn around point and pick up being Godmersham one mile beyond. 
Generally we left home at eight in the morning and returned at five, thus seeing very little daylight weekdays at 
home during the darkest winter months. 
 
It was a very modem school, and uniform although not compulsory, was complied with by approximately ninety 
per cent. Black leather polished shoes were expected and the school colours were black and orange, a black cap 
with an orange band and coloured button and an interwoven A.N.C.S. badge central above the peak, black and 
orange banded knee length grey socks and grey pullovers banded around the waist and neck, a striped, coloured 
tie for those that wore one, which was encouraged in the higher grades, school blazers were also available. 
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The school boasted large woodwork and metalwork workshops, science laboratory, arts and craft centre and 
very large well-equipped gymnasium that had a stage one end and a high viewing gallery at the other. The gym 
was used daily for the school assembly by all pupils and staff for prayers maybe a hymn and any briefing prior 
to school work. The playing of musical instruments was encouraged for those so inclined but did involve at least 
twice-weekly after hours attendance. The normal subjects of math’s, english, history and geography were all 
taught in their special classrooms set up for same. Classes revolved around the workshop centres, classrooms, 
gym etc. at the ringing of bells. Gardening was also a subject to get involved in, algebra, logarithms, and 
geometry were instructed under the heading of math’s subjects but I never had reason to use the former two at 
any time in my life. 
 
Note: I went to inspect and look over two schools some forty years later prior to my own son’s attendance in 
Australia. Although in the introductory age of computers and calculators etc. and the most modem available we 
were told, they were sadly lacking in the type of facilities that I had had at school. 
 
As an academic I was never bright, achieving only average and sometimes lower when progressing beyond the 
basics of the subject within the required grade. Having said that I might add the pupils were graded on entry and 
placed in one of three streams, either A, B or C and if you were in the top two or three of your age group class, 
i.e. B or C within a school term, you moved up to the next grade and of course the opposite took effect. If you 
were bottom of class you would be down-graded. I started in the B grade and after a year or so moved up to the 
A grade where I struggled somewhat maintaining the grade until the end of the fourteenth year when most left 
school and those who remained moved up into the fourth form. I eventually finished up making above average 
progress helped along I feel because I excelled in sports, physical training and field events in athletics, arts, 
drawing, painting and gardening as my school reports show. As in most schools, and still in existence today, all 
pupils were allocated to one of four houses as we then called them. At my school it was Athens (red). Corinth 
(green), Sparta (yellow) and Troy (blue). It did, and it still does, provide an open arena of competition, rivalry 
and teamwork. On reaching the forth form or soon after I was made a school prefect, having gone through the 
vice prefect stage. Discipline was strict with physical measures taken to enforce the verbal instructions, raps on 
the knuckles and clips round the ears were quite common. The unruly were caned on the palms of the hands. If 
the wrongdoing was thought to be really bad they had to bend over and were caned very hard on their backside 
for a certain amount of lashes depending on the offence. The Headmaster usually had an involvement in the 
latter. High on the list of offences was disrespect for adults and in particular answering back to teachers, whilst 
stealing and wilful damage was not tolerated. Looking back I would say the treatment, or the threat of it, did us 
more good than harm. I was, by the way, introduced to the cane etc. as an older boy at the infant school. 
 
At the age of thirteen I joined the Sea Cadets, an after school activity not attached to the school.  Even at that 
age there was a selection procedure, the requirements of which I must have obviously met. A scaled down 
uniform was issued to all members but correct in all as the Real McCoy’- the enlarged over hanging collar, the 
black silk (attribute to Nelson if I remember correctly), a white square-necked shirt, short sleeve for summer 
wear and navy blue woollen square necked long sleeved pullovers for winter wear. The latter worn under the 
pull-on, close fitting top name of which I have forgotten. Bell bottomed trousers and black polished shoes 
completed the outfit, with of course the standard round caps still worn today by the lower ranks. The uniform 
was said not to be complete without the trained use of a hot iron, that is to show the seven alternate horizontal 
creases in each trouser leg, and the well ironed silk and collar all of course brushed free of flicks. 
 
I learnt a lot, much of which was useful to me later in life; knots and lashings, splicing, use of pulleys, leverage, 
anchors, how to do whipping and all other things applicable to basic seamanship, which also included drill and 
weapons training. Signals are a very important part of the service, semaphore and Morse code both by lights 
and buzzers were taught as were the symbols of other communications, each with its own message via Balls 
Flags and Pennants. An annual camp was arranged each year involving, sometimes service on active Royal Navy 
Ships. 
 
One such venture is still very clear in my mind. It was in the English Channel aboard a minesweeper actually 
engaged on active service minesweeping, a paravane being deployed on either side of the vessel on long cables 
that cut mines free from their moorings, which floated to the surface and were then sunk by gunfire. This was 
an activity that we as cadets also took part in under close supervision. 
 
Being subjected to food rationing back home we found no such restrictions on board ship or none that were 
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apparent to ourselves. 
 
I left the unit after four years and some months having attained the rank of leading seaman and a couple of 
other proficiency badges. I think this was because I failed the chief petty officers examination for entry as an 
officer cadet in the Royal Navy. My interest then turned to the merchant service, hoping to follow in the 
footsteps of my Great Uncles Joe, George and Roland, all brothers with the surname of Hobden which was my 
Mother’s maiden name. My Father would not hear of it having jurisdiction until I reached the age of twenty one 
in those days. He no doubt had his reasons with my best interest in mind as he disclosed many years later to me. 
 

 

 
Sid and I with friends Roland Hayward and Jim Andrews 

Down by the River Stour 
Clothing Coupon 

Issued to entitled persons during the war 
 
About halfway through the war, maybe a bit more, when I was fourteen or fifteen, I with others located an 
underground hideaway in the bottom of what we knew as the ‘airship hole.’ I guess it could have been a hidden 
anchorage for an airship during the first World War. It lay in a valley between wooded slopes and had the shape 
of pictures of airships that we had seen. The hideaway we found was obviously a very much more recent 
addition, in fact it was a storeroom well below the bottom of the airship hole full of boxes of ammunition of all 
sorts; small bombs and rockets and parachute flares. I cannot remember breaking locks or anything to gain entry 
and we kept the secret and made several visits to the site. I had already told my father about it. The nearest 
soldiers were about one- and-a- half miles away and were a small group, most of them in Scottish uniform, 
staying at the 'Garth’ at Bilting. What their purpose was we did not know as they had nothing to do with the 
small Ack Ack Units of the Royal Artillery dotted about the countryside with their search lights and anti-aircraft 
guns. However on our last visit to the airship hole, and it was our last visit until after the end of the war, the lot 
of us (six or seven I forget now) were caught. As we walked/half ran down the wooded slopes, which had a lot 
of pine trees amongst others, we were suddenly surrounded by armed soldiers dropping out of the trees and 
rising up out of the ground. After brief questioning we were taken back to the ‘Garth.’ After quite some time 
they handed us over to the civilian police where we were questioned again and our parents notified. The airship 
hole and the surrounding area became a forbidden area, and we and our parents were given strict instructions. 
I do not remember hearing about the incident afterwards. 
 

 
 
The wartime period gave us a lot of extra interest that would not have otherwise existed. Quite a lot of us at one 
stage had improvised boats, all metal, that we had to cut a recess out of in order to sit inside, the underside was 
completely rounded. It was a rather precarious craft to handle until one got the hang of it, they were in fact 
discarded aircraft fuel tanks. I’ve an idea thinking back that they were long range fuel tanks fitted to US army 
fighter aircraft, the name Thunderbolt comes to mind? We did in fact have the US army Eighth Airforce stationed 
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not too far away. I can remember speaking to the great big Negro pilots and many other Americans. The US 
servicemen were on very good pay compared to our own soldiers, with them the saying was "a pound a day 
while you are away", whilst the British ‘Tommy’ received four or five shillings a day. (Note: one pound equalled 
a little over two dollars, and five shillings about fifty cents to give you a comparison in 1994.) Getting back to the 
discarded fuel tanks, they were also put to many other uses i.e. dog kennels, chicken coups, sidecar bodies for 
motor bikes. 
 
Aircraft spotting became quite a hobby and many papers and magazines printed silhouette pictures of all aircraft 
we were likely to see, both enemy and friendly. The Germans made night bombing raids escorted by fighter 
aircraft and the drone and throbbing of heavily laden aircraft was nearly always heard before seen. Big groups 
of German bombers covered the skies as they crossed the southern coast of Kent, having crossed the English 
Channel twenty two miles wide that separated European and British soil, on their way to bomb London. 
Resistance appeared rather sparse in the early stages. It must have been a formidable task to our ‘Battle of 
Britain’ pilots to receive orders to intercept when totally outnumbered but they did, at great cost, as is recorded 
in the history books. This prompted Winston Churchill, our wartime prime minister, to utter those immortal 
words “never, in the field of human conflict, was so much owed by so many, to so few.” I witnessed many . 
engagements to the tune of roaring engines, burping canon guns and the short splutter of machine runs. I think 
I read somewhere that the English fighters, spitfires and hurricanes only had two to three minutes of actual firing 
time before all their ammunition was expended. 
 
As wartime progressed AA (anti-aircraft) batteries were spread far and wide in the paths of possible targets. 
Searchlights and barrage balloons were employed to detect, or deter as the case maybe, on the outskirts of large 
cities. Daylight bombing became night time bombing as the defences increased. 
 
A fairly large petroleum dump located about three miles as the crow flies from our family home, was being 
sought out as a target on one very dark night. We heard the planes and the associated Ack Ack fire and saw the 
very bright lights floating down from the sky, so prior to daylight Dad took me along to investigate and we 
retrieved two very large parachutes, bigger than those used by the fighter pilots, attached to large burnt out 
canisters. We had to avoid some soldiers who were also out searching. Dad reckoned ‘Gerries’ were looking for 
the petrol dump at Wye but they missed by over a mile and the dump survived the war. Mum made use of the 
silk-like material (perhaps it was silk). She made dresses, blouses, bed covers, and put aside what was not used. 
Various uses were found for the very strong silk-like cords for many years after the war. 
 
At a later period flying bombs which became known as ‘Doodle Bugs’ were launched against the cities and towns 
of Southern England and London. Actually they were all meant for London and were launched from ramps in 
German occupied France. Pilotless, they were set to fly at given altitudes on set courses and were jet propelled 
with flames coming from the thrust opening at the rear. They had a distinctive noise quite different from aircraft. 
It was quickly learnt that all the time you could hear the noise of the flying bomb jet you were reasonably safe 
but, should the jet engine stop, you had to take immediate cover because this meant that the bomb would crash 
and explode in a very short space of time. If you happened to be within fifty yards of the impact point there was 
little chance of survival. 
 
These early bombs were known as the VI’s. Fighter aircraft were employed to shoot them down as were the Ack 
Ack batteries. About this time the first jet aircraft appeared on the scene, invented by Frank Whittle as I 
remember, they were faster than the propeller aircraft and more suited to the task of destroying the ‘Doodle 
Bugs’ which were comparatively fast. Some pilots became so skilled in such engagements that they actually tilted 
the bombs wings with their own, turning them back out to sea. We heard (there was often cloud cover) or we 
heard and saw the ‘Doodle Bugs’ daily for weeks on end. At the same time as the attacks continued a search was 
being made to find the launching ramps, or so we read in the papers, the idea being to knock them out at their 
source. This was a difficult task since it was found that many ramps were in fact mobile ones that constantly 
changed location. Bombing eventually decimated their numbers. 
 
A new superior flying rocket bomb, the V2, then appeared on the scene with devastating results. It flew too high 
too fast and much further if required to even attempt the defensive tactics taken against its predecessor, 
bombing the launching ramps appeared to be one way, however they stopped in the end which was eventually 
achieved somehow. I do in fact have a chart produced by the “Kent Messenger” newspaper showing where every 
flying bomb struck, with other vital statistics. The attacks started on the 13th June and continued until 1st 
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September 1944. A total of 8,000 were launched towards their London target in eighty days. Over 1,000 were 
shot down in the sea, 1.400 shot down in Kent and another 1,000 fell in Kent failing to reach their target. Over 
2,000 failed or were shot down in Sussex and a further 2,200 were reported to have hit their target causing much 
damage and many casualties in London. 
 
 
As many who have studied the history of World War II would know, ‘D Day’ took place in 1944, so the whole of 
South East England was in state of preparation for war activity and this may have been the main reason for the 
estimated seventy per cent success rate against the ‘Doodle Bug’. 
 
For reasons we did not know at the time, large numbers of soldiers began moving into the surrounding areas 
between Ashford and Canterbury. Nissen huts, the half round corrugated tin huts as they were referred to at 
the time, began to appear in woodland areas or dips in the ground covered by large trees. Those that were in 
the open were covered with camouflage netting. Many farm buildings were taken over and big camouflaged 
tents and marquees were erected all appearing to happen within a couple of days. Military vehicles of all 
descriptions except tanks could be found everywhere, I say found because as a young lad full of curiosity with 
mates we went looking and were allowed to mix and chat with all the men in khaki who carried rifles and 
machine guns, some with revolvers and daggers in leather pockets on their belts. At some places we were told 
to scarper or get lost where soldiers were acting like policemen over a couple of weeks or so - it could have been 
rather less. We watched various activities going on including fitness training when they went running in groups 
morning and evening, sometimes in white vests, blue shorts and gym shoes, other times in full dress with packs 
and pouches all over them and wearing tin helmets. We watched engineers building Bailey Bridges over the 
River Stour at night under the trees, whilst others built bridges made of hessian sacking suspended on wire out 
in the open. Metal roads were laid over soft ground. Little did I know at the time within five years or so I would 
join the Royal Engineers myself. 
 
I guess they had little time for recreation but we did see some guys that we guessed were off duty much to our 
surprise. They were swimming stark naked in the river, but more to our surprise there were two local girls with 
them also stark naked. We knew them well, one was about two and a half years older than I and the other about 
three years older. They were in an area quite open to view some fifty yards from the main A2 Ashford to 
Canterbury road in front of Thomas a Becket’s old house, the one mentioned earlier on the banks of the River 
Stour next to the church, we were very naive then and unaccustomed to such sights. 
 
Back in the areas where the soldiers were staying, we watched them queue up for meals, they all had their own 
metal plates and big china mugs with knives, forks and spoons. The meals were served and they sat out in the 
open where ever there was space to eat keeping their guns with them all the time. I had previously begun to 
collect army badges and at school we exchanged bartered and bought those we didn’t have. With this sudden 
influx of all sorts of army types we managed to scrounge many new badges. The collection is displayed today on 
a felt covered chipboard within a frame and now has its resting place in the bottom garden shed. 
 
One morning we awoke to find all the troops had left overnight, except the usual Ack Ack units and those who 
were previously stationed at the Garth at Bilting. A lot of things were left behind Nissen huts with furniture, 
curtains, dartboards, glasses, empty crates, piles of good timber, dustbins and wooden boxes. We were told 
these were never collected by the army but eventually dispersed amongst the local people. The Nissen huts, 
some of which had concrete floors and coke stoves, remained until long after the war and were by then in a 
battered state. 
 
There was one particular occasion that a lot of people will never forget. One day the sky was alive with our own 
aeroplanes in large formations one after the other, and the noise of hundreds of engines all propeller aircraft 
straining under their loads. There was a large number each with a glider in tow, twin engine and I’m sure there 
were four engine planes taking part in this great armada obviously laden to the hilt. We had learnt the difference 
by the tone of the engines of laden and unladen aircraft long since. The great fly past went on for what seemed 
a very long time, my father remarking that “there is something really big going on and there are a lot of poor 
buggers up there who won’t be coming back.” We heard later of the airborne drop at Arnhem which is a story 
in itself. 
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We met many enemy prisoners of war, both German and Italian, they were brought out to the local farms in 
buses every day with their armed British soldier guards during the busy season when extra labour was required. 
The women’s land army had long been established to take the place of the men who had been called up into the 
army, but even so there were still labour shortages. I remember swapping a football for a commando knife from 
a German prisoner, my father often wondered how he got it and more importantly how he managed to keep 
such a weapon. I kept that commando knife for many, many years as a proud possession, having found out it 
was a ‘dinkum’ Brit commando knife as issued during the war, not too common as it had a distinctive wooden 
handle. The POW’s that worked on Earl Draxe’s farm, the Germans thereafter, played football during the lunch 
hour and mixed in well with the locals. I do not know what happened to the POW’s at the end of the war, 
whether they had the option to stay in UK or what, except to say that one of the local girls married one and they 
lived in the district where he worked on the farm. He later died in a tractor accident that rolled over onto him. 
 
After all the British army had left the district, the Americans followed suit. Rationing of food continued, the 
evacuees returned home or ours had, we continued on with schooling working on the farm as required. Catching 
rabbits and fishing were still useful hobbies as a source of cheap food. My brother and I did at one stage go 
around door to door selling our surplus catch to earn a bit of extra pocket money, having by the way used Dad’s 
strawberry net to drive the fish into along the River Stour. At one stage I also, although the memory is a little 
dim on this score, went deer shooting up in Kings Wood. Venison was a highly prized meat and easily disposed 
of, the butchering done in the woods and the remains buried. The other lads in question had a three ton truck 
at their disposal but I only went on the night time venture once. 
 
I continued on with my wartime scrap book. Dad liked to listen to the wireless set every night, including the 
broadcast of ‘Lord Haw Haw’ a German propaganda program. TV’s as such to our knowledge did not exist. We 
followed the progress of the allied armies in Europe North Africa and the Far East, Dad emphasising and 
explaining the why's and wherefores. News of the Russian front, though far away, was all important as was the 
hatred of the Japanese army. Air activity continued over southern England, as did the thuds of guns and the 
thumps of larger explosions some said to be from shipping out in the English Channel. As I explained earlier we 
were some eighteen miles in land. 
 
Eventually the 8th May arrived 1945, VE day (Victory in Europe) and with it I learnt a few lines that have stayed 
with me ever since. 
 

World War II started on 3rd September 1939 and finished 8th May 1945,  
duration of which was five years, eight months and five days. 

 
There were celebrations all round, large in the larger towns and small in the villages and hamlets. All included 
fireworks and bonfires, drinks and refreshments of all types were shared and consumed. At that stage my friends 
and I were not old enough to be adults and yet too old to be considered as children, so I guess we did our own 
things and mucked around generally probably annoying others. I was fifteen and a half years old and my brother 
almost fourteen and a half years. 
 
VJ Day (Victory in Japan) was not so very long afterwards, soon after the very first atom bombs were dropped 
on Japan, the first time that they had been used in warfare and then similar celebrations took place to that of 
VE Day. 
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CHAPTER 3 
Post War Years To Age 20 
 
Although many of my childhood friends at some stage or other worked on the farms, most went their separate 
ways to other occupations on leaving school. My brother Sidney (thirteen months younger than I) both left 
together. We were cherry picking at the time earning good money. Dad always said “all money was good, the 
main thing was to make sure you earned enough of it.” Our parents intention was for us both to remain at school 
until the age of sixteen. Generally most left at fourteen to contribute towards a living, however the above activity 
of cherry picking was during the school holidays. Dad had not enjoyed good health for many years and it was at 
this time that he had a long illness spell. He had been off work for many weeks so my brother and I decided that 
we should not return to school work which was very much against Mothers wishes but I do not recall my father’s 
concern. We lived a very simple life and there were always comments of not being able to afford this and that 
and, on that basis, I think Mum lost the argument. 
 
I was fifteen and a half then and one of the first things I did was to go out and buy myself a. brand new Raleigh 
trigger operated four speed bike. It was said to be a racer but was far too heavy by today’s standard. It was 
modem in all aspects and cost fifteen pounds, which at that time was three months wages for a young bloke 
leaving school and getting the average job. 
 
As said previously, I was well beyond the school leaving age and about average amongst school mates in my age 
group at work. Sid, on the other hand being that much younger, would most certainly have benefited from 
further study. The decision was made and we both carried on until the end of the fruit picking season. Pay was 
on a piece work basis, so much per container, so the greater the effort the more pay earned. To this day I still 
believe that some sort of incentive should apply in ones working life. 
 
Sid went to work in a butchers shop in Chilham and I for a short while went to work at a fencing factory making 
chestnut pile fencing. Pay was again on a piecework basis- eight pence a roll of twenty five yards, or it could have 
been thirty yards. (Note: eight pence then was about seven cents). I did not stay there too long as pay did not 
match the effort involved and the hours put in and was a big reduction on fruit picking. 
 
Around the age of sixteen I started work in a bakery, Alfred Joint Stock at North Street, Ashford in Kent. The 
original intention was to learn the art of production so night shift was my starting point working forty four hours 
per week for twenty five shillings (approximately two dollars fifty Australian). My transport to work was by push 
bike travelling five miles each way which was sixteen kilometres a day in all weathers. I had various jobs including 
the dough/bread bench, pie making on a machine, sponge making, cake making and the everlasting cleaning up. 
The inevitable accident happened when retrieving large trays of jam tarts from the oven. The idea was to insert 
a long-handled wooden spade like thing under each tray (I’d done it before) and with a quick backward motion 
the tray would slide up the handle into the operators gloved hands. Yes, I missed, the whites we had to wear 
gave some protection but the hot jam nevertheless did slither down my chest. First aid was immediately on 
hand, the place was a buzz with people and I got off lightly it could have been worse. 
 
As I had for some time been a member of the Sea Cadets and had been very interested in its training, I had since 
my new occupation been unable to attend the training evenings. I therefore asked that I be transferred to the 
day staff delivery side of the business which was approved by the general foreman who was a strict no nonsense 
man. On the delivery side there were four electric vans that ran on batteries and needed a minimum of eight 
hours charging each night, these were used for the local town deliveries, as were the two horse and cart/vans 
still used for door to door. There were five motorised vans for the surrounding countryside deliveries and two 
other trucks that had their various uses. Deliveries were made every second day either on Monday, Wednesday 
and Friday, or Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday, hence each vehicle had two rounds to attend to. At that time 
the standard loaf of bread, of which there was half a dozen variations, cost four and a half pence in the shops 
and four and three quarter pence delivered. There was so much to learn and remember with all the varieties of 
breads, cakes, buns, sponges, meat and fruit pies and who has what and when on which days and where to leave 
it if they were out. Bread at that time was stale after one day and became very firm, each van had its allocation 
of stale bread to clear that had been left over from the previous day. Some customers actually asked for it, bread 
and butter puddings being one reason, but we actually had to fob some off to unsuspecting customers. 
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I had a go at the horse and cart vans, these animals worked like a dream, pulling their carts up the centre of the 
road working on voice command only, the driver and mate running backwards and forwards to the rear of the 
cart. Whilst riding between streets and areas seated behind the horse and a little above, it was a daily occurrence 
to watch for any tail movement as this indicated that great big puffs of flatulence would be released, which on 
some occasions were big dollops of good rhubarb growing material. I often wondered if it ever flavoured the 
van contents, it was certainly something to put up with and embarrassing in the early stages for any one starting 
the job. 
 
Once I was working with a chap recently demobbed from the RAF who had an entirely different attitude to work 
and life in general. Always pleasant and cheerful he had a smile for everybody and a laugh for most. He is etched 
in my memory for a reported comment he made to a customer, for which he was severely reprimanded by our 
no nonsense man. An old white-haired lady called out across the street, “ baker have you got a small brown one" 
his reply was instant, almost automatic being very quick to catch on, “yes madam — have you.” I guess our 
laughing intensified what happened to be an offensive remark to her. but that’s life. Funny how certain things 
stick in one’s mind. I had my turn on the electric vans and the country motorised ones. 
 
Baker’s assistants, as we were called, did not appear to stay long in the employment. I eventually stayed with 
one driver who had two long country runs for my remaining time with the firm. 
 
Whilst on one of the country rounds I came across a customer with the name of Hobden, my mother’s maiden 
name. He was a farm worker with four or five children. I think, there could have been more. They lived in a small 
village or hamlet, well there were a few houses around about, rather an unkempt property which somehow to 
me spelt dirt, grime and laziness. The children were hardly clothed, scraggy and dirty as they always will be if 
left to their own desires. The lady was a little on the plumpish side and rough and ready in appearance. I had 
never seen the man before or thought I hadn’t, relating the story to mother. She said it was a pity that I had to 
find out that way but it was in fact my Uncle Albert’s family, her brother. She was ashamed of him and his wife; 
the poor kiddies knew no better as she put it. They didn’t have to live that way, you can be poor but you can still 
be clean, water cost nothing and there were plenty of agencies catering for the poor regarding clothing, giving 
it away if the need was there. 
 
As the baker boy I never let on as to who I was, just rather observant as I delivered the bread and my driver did 
not even know. I saw my Uncle Albert when he came to visit Grandma who lived with us in her final days, his 
mother of course, but he was Uncle in name only saying hello and cheerio an his visits. Mum said he only came 
because Grandma gave him five shillings each time. Brother and sister obviously did not get on and it was much 
the same with my Uncle Norman, mothers eldest brother. Neither of my Uncles would have their mother to stay 
with them to give my mum a break, so I was told, mum happened to be the little sister of the family. 
 
My cousins of course would all be much younger than myself and I did not see or hear of any older ones. They 
faded out of my life almost the same way as they had faded in. Uncle Norman never had children, marrying late 
in life to a woman he had been courting for very many years. She whilst single, at one stage lived with us as a 
member of the family at Bilting and was known to Sid and I as Auntie Vie, the only Auntie real or otherwise who 
bought us Christmas or birthday presents. She had a baby to a soldier during the war who was unknown to us, 
probably her as well thinking back about it. The little boy was adopted out and not heard of again. 
 
Many years later, forty nine years in fact, I played host to a young couple who spent part of their honeymoon 
here in Western Australia. The groom was the son of a friend of ours, Jean and her husband Ken Town, who had 
been out here to stay with us herself. Andrew the groom, and his wife Carol, were a pleasant young couple and 
during my time with them it transpired that they knew a cousin of mine who lived in the same village as Carol. 
He was an ex-coalminer by the name of Hobden who knew about myself and my brother and where his Auntie 
May, our mother, lived in Folkstone. 
 

I wonder? 
 
Having been with the firm for twelve months I had anticipated a pay rise. Pay rises in most places came with 
one’s birthday in the teenage years or with the length of employment at the place of work. After some 
disappointment, but a courage backed up with some of the driver’s insistence, I asked the foreman for a rise. He 
took me into his office and, with me standing in front of him, seated at his desk with a stem look, frowning. I felt 
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guilty - what had I done wrong? After some talking about my progress, ability and attitude there were a few pats 
on the back and then the vital question, “what did I think I was worth?.” Having previously been told what to 
say by these insisters I blurted out, “at least five shillings extra a week” Mr whatever his name was (it has eluded 
me since). There was some comment about he would see what he could do as I was told to report back to my 
waiting driver. Five shillings of course would have been a twenty per cent pay rise but it means little on little 
amounts. I had been, by the way, paying my mother twenty shillings a week for board and keep, as did my 
brother. I don’t think we were paying tax at that time although there were some small deductions on the wage 
packet. However the following week, full of expectations on payday, I received an extra three shillings and 
sixpence. I am not sure how or why but I gave notice and just over a week later I was out of work. 
 
It was mid-winter the fields and hedgerows were snow covered and the dykes and ponds were frozen over. I 
had some savings, mother had seen to that, but they would not last long. Whilst looking for another job I spent 
many days rabbiting - catching rabbits to sell to my brother’s boss the Chilham butcher. Rabbits, as those brought 
up in the country will know, feed early mornings and late evenings and spend the daylight hours in between 
snoozing in their “seats” often located in tall tufts of grass or like growth. Their tracks in pastures/grass fields 
are easily detected by those taught to look for same, and with snow on the ground the task is so much easier, 
being able to tell the difference between fresh, recent, this morning’s, last night’s, and yesterday’s  tracks. All 
that was needed was a sturdy stick, a stealthy approach and a quick hit. The winter had been particularly bad 
and the rabbits were on the lean side to say the least. The butcher reckoned in some cases they had given 
themselves up and accordingly would only pay me one shilling and sixpence each and only one shilling and three 
pence for some instead of the usual one shilling and nine pence to two shillings each. Even so for the short period 
of two or three weeks that I spent out of work I earned more than I did as a baker’s assistant. 
 
Entertainment and pastimes around that time consisted of the sea cadets which had been taking up two 
evenings a week. During my time with the cadets I took up boxing having been introduced to the sport at school. 
Towards the end of my time with them I was representing the unit in my age/weight group but I more than met 
my match against an RAF cadet who gave me a hiding as the saying goes. My father said I was fortunate as very 
few get anywhere and it’s a mugs game anyway. Mother was pleased after that fight that I had decided to give 
it away. With injured pride I consoled myself that I had learnt a noble art of self-defence as our instructor had 
put it. I thought I had put on boxing gloves for the last time but alas it was not to be. 
 
There were two picture houses in Ashford, the Odeon and Cinema, I did not attend on a regular basis as the 
seats were around four or sixpence. Several of us young ‘uns from the local area also went roller skating at a 
venue known as the Com Exchange and I became quite confident and would attempt and could do most things 
that all tried to do. About once a week I played football for the local team at Wye, mainly in the second team. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

My first sighting of 
the photo when 
sent to me in 1999 
(a late inclusion in 
the story). 
 
A remark in the 
accompanying 
letter states that 
with the 
exception of Don 
Newman and 
Tony Austin, the 
remainder are 
now deceased - a 
jolting reminder 
of passing time! Wye Football Team 

Dennis White, Alfie ?, Jim Andrews. Tony Austin. Don Jordon ? Hughes, 
Mark Bodiam. Don Newman. Ted Barnes. Bill Allard 
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Matches were at weekends either on Saturday or Sunday. We travelled to away matches on the back of a three 
ton truck supplied by Denne the Millars. We had to pay a few pence per match to cover expenses and on 
Saturday evenings there was the local dance in the village hall which was always a well-attended affair. Soft 
drinks, tea, coffee and homemade cakes were available at the bar. Local public houses were not far away and 
many of the young men pumped themselves up with ‘Dutch courage’ prior to entry at the dance. Dances started 
at seven thirty and there was a break at nine thirty to nine forty five when there was a rush to the local for a 
quick fortification before they closed. Official closing time for all pubs was ten p.m. (unless you were resident of 
course). Many a white lie was given in the cause of a late drink, anyhow the dances always finished at midnight 
as entertainment was not allowed to intrude into Sundays, the day of rest or holy day. Six days shalt thou labour 
and on the seventh do all your odd jobs. I think that applied to most and still does to this day except that they 
only work four and a half days or maybe five. 
 
There was always something for the youth of the day to do which altered little depending on the season of the 
year. Cricket went with swimming and fishing, football went with snow sports and Christmas festivities, pictures, 
dances, roller skating. Rabbiting with ferrets or shooting were all year round for poachers although shooting did 
have an in season for the gentry for whom we often went beating, that is driving the birds, pheasants and 
partridges, small game mainly hares, towards their positioned hideaways behind which were the gentlemen 
farmers with their guns and retriever dogs. Deer shooting was sometimes organised in the woods. 
 
In season there were mushrooms to gather, or large wild strawberries to pick on the railway embankments, 
watercress in the dykes, or hazelnuts and chestnuts from the woodlands, and for those who knew where to find 
them, sloes, damsons, crab apples, and odd plum trees growing wild. Mistletoe and holly were also in demand 
at Christmas times and there was plenty when you knew where to look for it. Having been born, bred, schooled 
and grown up in the area I guess I had a very good knowledge of all around and about. 
 
Having passed seventeen years of age, my next job was back to the rural scene, well as good as, I applied for and 
had been accepted as an assistant Pigman at the Pig Husbandry Research Station for the Department of 
Agriculture at Wye College in Kent. This was about five miles away from home and still my only means of travel 
was bicycle. Work at that establishment was comparatively hard compared to my previous occupation and as 
one would expect ‘smelly’ to say the least. I was working with animals on various research projects (experiments) 
and this created some interest not only for ourselves, ourselves being the foreman a Mr. Glen Stevens, his wife 
who did a little of the lighter duties part time, a young research manager Mr. Dunkin who worked under the 
direction of a professor Cooper from New Zealand, and the many visitors that we had including students at the 
college who came at regular intervals to receive on site talks/lectures and practical demonstrations on the 
handling of animals and progress of the many research projects some of which started before my time there and 
went on after I’d left. I was there for three and a half years. 
 
As stated the work was laborious and involved attendance for seven days a week. Officially I was working every 
second weekend. Work at that time was still five and a half days a week and the forty hour week as such had 
not been introduced, not around the local area at any rate. My hours were, start at seven thirty a.m. with a 
fifteen minute tea break and thirty minutes lunch break. There was also a fifteen minute afternoon tea break 
finishing work at five p.m., which was an eight and a half hour day Monday to Friday and then four and a half 
hours on a Saturday. I know the working week was forty eight hours at an early stage and it gradually reduced 
to forty four hours over a period of time. We were covered by some regulation or other but it meant little to us 
as overtime was always required to feed the animals at weekends. 
 
Prior to starting this employment I had become involved with the local football club at Wye, whilst still employed 
at the bakery job. Luckily I had an arrangement with the foreman Glen Stevens (I got on extremely well with 
him) and I was able to continue with my games with the second eleven, he being a firm believer in the saying 
“all work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.” I had previously played for the school eleven and was thought to 
be a useful halfback, not too bad I guess considering there were close on three hundred boys at the Ashford 
North Central School. Our coach come referee/ organiser and sometimes driver for away matches was a Mr. Alf 
Richardson who put in a lot of effort for the local lads, and was an unpaid local volunteer but his interest was in 
the game one hundred per cent and I’m pretty sure his hobby. 
 
I was surprised to find out how intelligent pigs really are, or perhaps it would be more true to say how well they 
react to training especially when food was the incentive. In one experiment for example we had twenty 
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baconers, as we referred to them, young pigs three to six months old they were all the same age but fed until 
six months on special diets. They were housed in a large yard with individual feeding pens at one end, each pen 
was marked one to twenty as were the animals on their backs. After some two weeks hectic training it was the 
normal procedure to place each animal’s food in its pen trough then move into the yard and raise the trap door 
to number one pen and number one pig would enter, number two trap door and number two pig would enter 
and so on right up to number twenty. It was done quite quickly as anyone who has had dealings with pigs would 
know they are more than anxious at meal times. Up to two weeks it was a two-man task twice a day thereafter 
one of us could manage, although in the third week there was the occasional mad individual rush that had to be 
blocked. Each animal was weighed weekly and recordings made. As the weighing pens were similar to the 
feeding pens little encouragement was needed, thus a suitable diet was found: 
 

a) to prevent scouring 
b) put on the best weight maintaining health 
c) without affecting the flavour of the product 

 
Since the latter it was found, that if an animal was fed on say, too much fishmeal for example, the flesh had a 
fishy taste. There were many arguments for and against the various feeding products; weight gain, costs, storage, 
preparation, availability, plus all sorts of housekeeping remarks. Many would argue that pigs have been kept for 
hundreds of years so what’s new but there must have been a reason for the project as there was in having the 
research station. 
 
The average number of pigs kept was two hundred. Those kept in open field pens would answer their names by 
coming forward when called and most had respect for the human form and kept their distance, particularly 
youngsters. Some sows were very protective of their litters as were boars of their lady folk. Help was given in all 
stages of the breeding process but not always. I must admit to being somewhat embarrassed whilst assisting a 
mating process early in my time there in front of a mixed group of students. Mating pens were constructed with 
a sort of foot rest on either side about two feet high and one large pigs width wide, the reason being to take the 
weight of the male (boar) as he is a very much larger and heavier animal and also to prevent the male from 
clawing cutting the back and sides of the female. Pigs like many animals come into season twice a year for specific  
breeding purposes the females are brought to the mating pen and the door closed behind them, then the boar 
is brought out and either led or sho’ood along until he catches the scent. The door is opened and he enters and 
mounts straight away most times. This is where the assistance is required to prevent excessive wastage of the 
sperm. The sheath is grasped to direct the animal and this has to be done as quickly as possible, hence the 
embarrassment of a young lad in front of young girls who were maybe a little older than himself. Other 
demonstrations concerned numbering consisted of cutting ‘V’ clips from the ears, a system to identify individual 
animals, and the castration of very young male piglets, quite a simple procedure that they recovered from very 
quickly. 
 
When farrowing, the name given to the birth of young piglets, the normal pens had to be adapted by the addition 
of farrowing rails which were stout wooden timbers four by two inches or greater and were placed about twelve 
inches out from one end and one side of the sleeping area and about nine inches off the ground. Their purpose 
was to allow the young piglets an escape haven when the sow, their mother, flopped down as is their nature. 
The rails would prevent them crushing their young. Human assistance is desirable at the production end to 
ensure a better survival rate when the sow is giving birth. An average of ten piglets can be expected in ideal 
conditions some may produce twelve or eight. Factors controlling numbers maybe age, health, and feeding and 
contentment of both parent animals and births are not confined to daylight hours. Signs are normally sighted 
some hours prior to farrowing and this will then involve attendance by an experienced hand with lanterns, rags, 
sacking and patience. As with humans in the same predicament the animals appear to require reassurance and 
can be settled with words and contact i.e. patting etc. and often seem to answer with contented grunts. Gilts, 
young female pigs at their first farrowing, may become frightened/startled and actually attack and eat their 
product. This has to be prevented. As the young piglets make their way into the world they are picked up and 
the membrane wiped from around their face with a rag to ensure that they can breathe easily then placed on to 
a teat. They are produced one by one sometimes only seconds apart. It’s possible a breach may occur which 
then requires ones arm to be inserted, usually to just beyond the elbow, to free the obstruction and allow the 
births to continue. It is ascertained prior to the event as to how many piglets the mother can look after and the 
number of teats can vary but more importantly the number of active teats are counted as many females have 
blind teats. This is usually done when selecting breeding stock before mating but changes can occur after 
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selection, so if more are born than there are teats available they may have to be adopted and there is a method 
to that too. A squealer is the name given to a young pig that has not got a teat since that is what it does, squeal, 
and it is not wise to keep such a piglet. A little more human intervention is required and done at a very early age 
to keep the family healthy and happy i.e. the side teeth (tusks) very sharp and spiky are clipped, since as they 
grow which they do very fast, they pummel the teats with an up and down motion of the head and would damage 
other piglets, as they do in play. 
 
Feeding times were always a noisy affair and the general smell of the station quite offensive to visitors but like 
many things in life one adapts and gets used to the situation. Our stock, all large whites, numbered as I said two 
hundred. Baconners were sent off to the market every six months or so, having selected breeding or 
experimental stock. I found the work interesting and although hard, quite enjoyable. 
 
Although the hours worked were rather long I still found time for a private social life with football (soccer) I’ve 
mentioned, the movies, fish and chips were a treat at nine pence wrapped in newspaper, on one or maybe two 
evenings a week roller skating continued, dancing Saturday evenings at Wye community hall became more 
regular, swimming in the River Stour in the long warm summer evenings as well as attending to all the domestic 
chores expected of us back in the family home. Many hours were spent out in the moonlight sawing logs for the 
fire or chopping mornings wood or even digging the garden or maybe to catch a couple of rabbits for dinner so 
darkness never really bothered us. I rarely read books although my father was an avid reader, mother rarely 
rested she always had something to occupy her time. There was no TV but we did have one of those wind-up 
gramophones that came out very rarely. The wireless programs were selected by mum or dad so generally it was 
a quiet household with never enough time to do what ought to be done, even in those days you couldn’t get 
‘round to its’ so we would have led an active life, what might be described at the time of writing as a tough 
upbringing. 
 
Dad remained the decision maker and ruled the roost as the saying went and to defy was asking for trouble. At 
one stage I recall having been given a punch ball since I had been interested in boxing, I installed the apparatus 
with one end to the branch of an apple tree and the other end to an anchorage in the ground. What I forgot to 
consider was that it was blossom time and my father ‘did his nut’ when he saw me giving that ball ‘wwompo’ 
with pink petals floating down around me, he said “he’d use me as a punch bag if didn’t get it down straight 
away.” Dad wasn’t one to argue with even though I must have been around eighteen at the time. I never 
remember challenging my father as earlier cheek had resulted in a clip around the ear and sheer defiance had 
resulted in a few strokes of a leather belt in my later school days. Physical violence as such within the family was 
very rare and never ever against mum. 
 
About a year after starting at the Pig Husbandry Research Station I bought my first motor bike for ten pounds 
which was a 1929 Matchless (as old as I was) in good running order, although the exhaust pipe was sadly lacking 
giving the appearance of having been rat eaten. It had the hand operated gear change on the side of the tank, a 
useable saddle and pillion seat, quite good tyres on rusty wheels, a rickety old kick start which did the job and 
the brakes and clutch worked OK. Dad was a very keen motor cyclist entering in many trial riding events, he was 
also a keen spectator at grass track meetings, many of which I went to from quite an early age, being strapped 
to my father whilst well wrapped up. Crash helmets were optional depending as to whether one could afford 
one, the old ‘cheese cutter’ was more the fashion then except they had the snap fastener undone when riding. 
I still have photos of dad wearing his cap sitting on bikes. 
 
The very fact that I bought the bike without his approval resulted in him not wanting anything to do with it. I did 
not register it with the authorities and certainly did not have a licence. I knew nothing about engines except that 
they run on petrol and had nowhere to keep it except around the back of the house out in the open. Despite all 
the minuses there was one very good plus, it provided me with a hell of a lot of fun riding down the lanes and 
cart tracks and in the farmers’ fields. I was warned by dad one thing had to be rectified, he reckoned when the 
engine was running it sounded like a tank and it attracted far too much attention and I would end up being 
reported, however I got another pipe from the rubbish dump I think and made it fit using dad’s tools when he 
wasn’t around and it worked a treat. Then the kick start fell off but a cotter pin rectified that even though the 
spindle was badly worn. For a very brief spell I actually rode it to work one winter but odd things kept going 
wrong. I managed to keep it going without advice or help although thinking back about it all, dad must have 
known I was using his tools. Eventually it was my brother who put paid to it all. We were in the Swingbridge Field 
down by the river and he wanted a go. maybe I wasn’t a very good instructor because he would not, or could 
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not, change gear and remained in low gear revving the hell out of it. I stopped him and he said it wouldn’t go 
very fast so I explained as best as I knew how but to no avail. His second go and that was it, it stopped and would 
not start again. We pushed it back home with a bit of a struggle over rough cart tracks but we made it. I had no 
idea why it would not go but tried my inexperienced best taking bits and pieces off here and there but how to 
put it all back together was beyond me, so I put all the bits and pieces in a sack where it remained for months. I 
eventually sold it all for five pounds with the bits in the sack and the remainder being pushed along on two 
wheels. So my first motorbike ownership came to an abrupt end but I had learned quite a lot. I suppose I had 
often watched dad working on his motorbikes - he had had two at one stage. Oh, I almost forgot my precious 
bike was a 350 cc so it had a bit of ‘umph.’ 
 
Later on I purchased a second hand Norman Auto Cycle, made at the Norman cycle works in Ashford. This was 
a 98 cc model and I had to have an ‘L’ plate to ride it. Dad helped with this one and it was registered. I had a 
licence so all was legal but I felt a bit of a twit on it, especially when mates saw me peddling to assist the engine 
when going up long hills. I rode it to work for a while but I cannot remember when I stopped, or when I got rid 
of it, I do know I went back to riding my racing bike to work and was doing so right up until I left the Research 
Station. 
 
Late in 1948, or it could have been early 1949, my brother Sid was called up for National Service. He joined the 
Royal Artillery for a period of two years, or was it eighteen months, anyway it was at least eighteen months and 
he did not take to military life at all, in fact he hated it, telling me one time that he was posted to a battery and 
put in a dry cell and charged. Apparently he was often on ‘jankers’ a term that I was completely unfamiliar with 
at the time. I had been exempt from call up supposedly having a job of national importance. I may have been 
talked into by my employer at the time but must have been in that category as were coal miners, I must have 
been of good value to the boss, well he certainly gave me a very good report when I did eventually leave the job. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

As a teenager outside 
Ashford Markets 
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CHAPTER 4 
Royal Engineer Training 
 
Unlike many of the senior family members on my mother’s side who were all ex-navy types I joined the army, 
The Royal Engineers, on the 15th February 1950 with my 20th birthday way behind me. 
 
Having passed the medical and the pre-selection test earlier I joined my unit, Number One Training Regiment RE 
at Malvern in Worcestershire and helped to make up the numbers in 274 Party and half of the unit were ex boy 
soldiers who initially joined at fifteen years of age. At a guess now there could have been between one hundred 
and fifty to two hundred in the party. 
 

 
 

TROOP PHOTO - NUMBER 274 RECRUIT PARTY AT MALVERN NUMBER 1 TRRE 
MARCH 1950 

 (I'm 4th from the left/middle row) 

 
The pre-selection test mentioned below covered various simple tasks. Those I remember consisted of assembling 
the following from bits and pieces laid out on a bench; a bicycle pump, electric light switch, jack plane, bicycle 
bell and there were others, you either knew how or you didn’t. Then we had to name all sorts of tools and their 
uses from a quarter inch masonry bit to a manual post bole digger, screwdrivers/wood chisels to sledge hammers 
to miners picks, small spanners, plumbers wrench and wood working vice and some general education written 
test were also involved. Those not passing had the option of going to units other than engineering units. Over 
the course of time I found out later that the test varied from one recruiting unit to another, some apparently 
relying on reports and an individual’s background, which I learnt a lot about some nineteen years later on in the 
service. 
 
As a private soldier we were known as a Sapper, the name originating from a very early period when it described 
their main basic task as a soldier. The Sapper of my era, and many years before and after, had to be trained as a 
soldier first with drill on the barracks square (square bashing), the use of all the currant small arms, range 
shooting, cleaning and assembly drills, basic infantry field tactics, fields of fire, use of equipment and clothing 
how to wear it and clean it, map reading, hygiene, physical fitness, military discipline and teamwork plus a 
multitude of other small tasks we had a well-known name for. 
 
This was then followed by Sapper training i.e. to be trained as a field engineer grade three. The subjects included 
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the use and knowledge of the following; knots and lashings, anchorages, pulleys and levers, field defences, mine 
warfare, demolitions (including the use of explosives), improvised tracks, use of standard tracking material in 
rolls or panels, roads and airfields construction, water drainage, basic bridging, watermanship and water supply. 
Each of the above headings were of course a subject within themselves, some of them very involved, but the 
object of training to a grade three standard was to get the potential Sapper familiar with the subject matter and 
get to know his role and what was expected of him working under supervision. All the above training was 
followed by practical tests and verbal questions. 
 
In the unit that I had joined all the above training took place within the first five months of joining up. We were 
mainly all volunteers, some like myself straight from civilian life, the ex-boys I’ve mentioned and some ex 
wartime servicemen re-enlisting. One chap was an ex RAF air gunner and two or three from the Merchant Navy. 
Wartime enlistments would not have had the peacetime training available to them but were I understand called 
up or recruited from industry that could be associated with engineering. 
 

 
 
Early army life in a training unit is anything but easy. As an ex cadet, albeit naval, I was part way trained which 
provided some benefit. Discipline was very strict and we were not allowed out of camp for six weeks, until we 
knew how to dress and press a uniform and move with a soldierly bearing as a good representative of the unit 
as we were instructed, and during that time we were occupied from dawn to dusk working to a strict tight 
timetable. The daily time table would have followed along the lines below. 
 
0600 Reveille - everyone had to be out of bed within minutes. We slept thirty to a long hut and were rudely 
awakened to clanging galvanised buckets and shouting like “hands off cocks and on with socks” and other 
vulgarities. So it was grab your towel, washing and shaving gear, toothbrush and over to the ablutions — return 
and tidy up locker, make up bed folding all blankets/sheets to two feet by fifteen inches and place to form a box 
at the head of the bed, lay out certain items as per orders on the bed dress for breakfast. 
 
0640 Parade for breakfast and march to the cookhouse, all plates, mugs, hands and eating irons inspected for 
cleanliness by NCO's - queue up for service, have breakfast, wash your own plates, mug KFS return to 
accommodation, sweep up and remove all refuse, last polish to the floor, dress for barrack room inspection. 
 
0720 Stand by beds for the daily inspection. 
 
0740 Draw rifles from the armoury and clean. 
 
0800 First parade on the barrack square for inspection by troop NCO’s followed by foot and rifle drill or Physical 
Training. 
 
0900 Return weapons to armoury and change to work dress (denims). 
 

Trophy Winners 
during training 
 
 
Phee Gordon 2nd 
from left 
backrow) we 
served together 
As QMSI’s in 
1966 
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0915 Parade for further training. 
 
1000 NAFFI break, tea, buns - buy yourself 
 
1030 Return to training area - first few weeks marching 
 
1230 Lunch break - march to lunch, usual inspection and wash up after. 
 
1330 Parade for training. 
 
1630-1700 Cease works/training - march to tea first few weeks. 
 
1800 Stand by beds - compulsory kit cleaning, uniform pressing, boot polishing, barrack cleaning (windows, 
floors etc.) haircuts. If very cold fires could be lit - coke fires two per barrack room. 
 
1830 Camp guards and fire picquets parade for inspection outside the unit guardroom by the Orderly Officer - 
the highest standards expected. Everyone took their turns at these duties about one in every nine days. 
 
Guards patrolled all unit areas throughout the night, two hours on and four hours off. Fire picquets had thirty 
minutes or so instruction followed by three or four hours work in the cookhouse peeling spuds or whatever else 
was required then slept near the guardroom. 
 
2030 Stand down in barrack rooms unless otherwise ordered. 
Supper is available in the cookhouse - usually leftovers. 
 
2230 Lights out - coke fires not to be stoked, no smoking, no noise. 
 
0600 Guards and picquets dismount and prepare for normal days training. 
 
After six weeks training spot inspections were made at the cookhouse on hands and eating utensils, meal cards 
were issued, barrack room inspections were every second day, and thirty six hour passes were allowed at 
weekends with the exception being working weekends. Saturday mornings involved full kit inspections squadron 
and regimental parades with drill and maybe lectures by the medical officer or padres hour. Some church 
parades were held on Sundays 
 
As a contrast to the type of timetable I had to follow I thought it may be of interest to insert the writings found 
in my mother’s belongings of life, perhaps as it used to be. 
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The Soldiers Life 
 

5 a.m. Reveille — Christians awake 
 

5.45. Roll call - art thou weary 
 

6.00 Morning dip - shall we gather at the rivers 
 

6.50. Breakfast - meekly wait and murmur not 
 

7.00 Canteen opens — yield not to temptation 
 

8.15 Manoeuvres — fight the good fight. 
 

8.45. C.O. Parade — when he cometh, people come 
 

p.m. Dinner — come ye thankful 
 

2.15. Rifle drill — onward Christian soldiers. 
 

3.15. Lecture by Officers — tell me the old, old story 
 

4.30. Dismiss — oh love that will not let me go 
 

5.00 Tea - what means this eager happy throng 
 

6.00 Free for night - oh Lord how happy we shall be 
 

9.00 Last Post — all is safely gathered in. 
 

9.50 Canteen closes — courage brothers do not 
stumble. 
 

10.15 Lights out — rest of the weary. 

 
Walking out dress possibly 

Pre-World War 1 
 
At all times there were Non-Commissioned Officers (NCO’s), L/Cpls (Lance Corporals) mainly and some 
Corporals, all junior instructors, everywhere to chase us all along. There were Regimental Policemen to control 
behaviour in the units dining halls and canteens, look after offenders/defaulters, man the guardroom and 
provide escorts as required. 
 
Cpl instructors were mainly in charge of the field engineering subjects, with the sergeants apparently organising 
and supervising all aspects of the training, they were often on site in attendance. 
 
I guess the officers must have been occupied otherwise as we saw little of them during training, maybe appearing 
a couple of times on morning first parade to inspect us and the all-important duty of pay day to pay each man 
individually in order that we may salute for our pay. 
 
Extra duties or work were freely given by the junior instructors if standards were not met and what really ‘irked’ 
the likes of myself was the fact that they would pick you up on parade for not pressing your uniform or greatcoat 
correctly, and then charge one half a crown (two shillings and sixpence) to show you how to do it on the 
compulsory evening parades and it wasn’t wise to complain. 
 
Pay on joining up was one pound eight shillings, or about three dollars a week, and from that a deduction was 
taken for barrack damages. We also had to provide our own toothpaste, soap ,boot polish, ‘Blanco’ and ‘Brasso,’ 
so we may have been left with perhaps one pound four shillings. All uniforms, clothing, boots, gym shoes, 
webbing equipment etc. were on free issue — up to a point i.e. subject to fair wear and tear, so replacements 
had to be justified. Wilful damage and loss were questioned and iron bums on uniforms were a sore point. 
 
Unlike many of my new friends in khaki I had been brought up somewhat thrifty and taught the value of saving. 
I allocated ten shillings a week payable to my mother which remained so for about ten years. 
 
Certain items on issue require an explanation for the uninitiated. All soldiers were issued with a ‘housewife,’ no 
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we were not that lucky, in this case it was the name given to a small cotton container that held sewing and 
darning requisites and was used in training for our make do and mend classes. Its main purpose of course was 
to keep one’s clothing in good order by darning socks, repairing tears and sewing on buttons etc. The army 
wasn’t in the throw away era at that time. Some of the efforts at darning socks were quite pathetic and for those 
that never mastered the domestic art quite painful when carrying out route marches on their handy work. I still 
have in my possession to this day, now forty five years later, the housewife that I was issued with and it is still in 
use. The button stick, which has long since been an issue item and now a collector’s item, was certainly useful 
for all the ‘Bull’ required at the time - the Holdall to carry all ones toiletries KFS (knife, fork ,spoon) spare laces 
etc. 
 
There was a place for everything and everything had to be in its place and there was a use for everything and 
everything has its uses. Some of it was outdated even in our time; the stainless steel shaving mirror for example 
could be used for signalling which had a sighter hole in the centre of it known by some perhaps as a heliograph. 
Unfortunately most things were mass produced for the army and we soldiered on to use them up long after their 
so called use by date which was all in the interest of economy of course. Brass buttons, badges and insignia, 
buckles, slides, strap ends and grips all had to be highly polished and buffed at all times during training and many 
years after, all part of a soldiers lot until such time as they were replaced with a non-polishing, non-reflective 
metal material. I think it was referred to as gun metal. Everyone knew the practice of brass polishing to be a 
time wasting practice and the cause of much unnecessary ill feeling and conflict as it was contrary to orders on 
active service since one was trained to see and not be seen. All underwear and towels at the time were white, 
and with aerial surveillance as it was then men on exercises, in harbour areas etc. were so easily picked out. But 
who initially ordered what, not the Red Coats surely? For ceremonial use buttons and badges eventually became 
a stay bright material and which were used on dress uniforms and the like. Our webbing equipment was referred 
to as the 37 pattern equipment, that which still required ‘Blanco’. ‘Blanco’ was really a colouring agent that 
powdered and fell off with use and therefore its continued use was required to keep it clean and presentable. 
 
My first five months in the army was a time full of surprises, a new life full of new things, of new and different 
people, another way to live, learn, work and act, to get on with others, receive and carry out orders without 
question. But it did not stop me and others like me from thinking. I came to realise that my family upbringing 
had been very thorough. I was way ahead of most new intakes regarding basic skills, sporting abilities and social 
graces for the want of another heading. Some of the guys from the bigger cities had never used a shovel, pick or 
gun, let alone an axe, ordinary handsaw or brush hook, never rowed a boat, couldn’t swim, never played football 
rugby or cricket, or cooked a meal, darned socks or sewed on buttons. I often wondered about their early life 
and it gave me an understanding as to why some of our training was structured the way it was and simplified. 
So much for all the selection procedures that we went through. 
 
During the leaming/training periods we were broken down into groups according to our assessed ability and 
even extra training sessions were arranged for those lacking in the very basics in efforts to get us all on the same 
level. Even the use of basic tools was broken down into numbers for some who had no idea how to hold a shovel, 
pick or axe rhymes were used to help them remember i.e. when using a shovel, they had to repeat, “swing to 
fill, handle low, swing and throw” and for a pick it was “raise to strike, strike, break and rake” and so it went on 
in parrot fashion learning in some stages. 
 
Many engineering tasks involved teamwork, as did infantry work of course, but for the Field Engineer 
construction tasks in equipment bridging for example, was somewhat more precise requiring skills, strength and 
understanding with the ability to know and carry out any given task. Initially all were trained to reach a grade 
three standard, which was a good basic knowledge of the subjects previously mentioned. We were also taught 
how to erect Nissen huts - the type of hut used for accommodation in World War I - many of which saw service 
during World War II. The construction details I still remember. All were tested on completion of training and I 
guess the results recorded on our individual documents prior to the next step in the training of a Sapper. 
 
Having gone through the process of the Training Regiment of the Royal Engineers (I believe there were three 
such Regiments in operation in the early fifties spread far and wide in the United Kingdom - Malvern, Elgin and 
Aldershot?) we were then sent for further trades training. Each man, in addition to having been trained as a 
soldier and then as a Sapper i.e. a field engineer (later known as a combat engineer) is then required to have a 
further trade or skill as chosen or in some cases directed. My chosen trade was to be a carpenter and joiner and 
accordingly I was posted to No. 10 Trades Training Regiment RE based at Chatham in Kent. Other trades taught 



36  

at this unit included bricklaying, plumber and pipe fitter, painter and decorator, electrician and some metal 
workers. 
 
Other units and regiments existed to train Sappers in just about everything or anything else, from clerical to 
plant training, mechanical engineering to railway squadrons, inland water transport to ports and docks, postal 
service and survey units. 
 
During my twenty two years’ service 1950-1972 I had service with, served alongside or knew of: assault engineer 
units who drove tanks, mobile bridging units, track laying vehicles and mine clearing tanks, commando 
engineers, parachuting engineers, railway squadrons, bomb disposal squadrons, survey regiment, postal units 
as well as all the combat engineer regiments. There was other engineer units of course, some of which I’ve 
mentioned previously, but in all it totalled some 72,000 men, which is a figure I have in my mind which I must 
have got from somewhere. 
 
The Royal Engineers had a very wide range of tasks, far greater than any other corps or arm of the military 
services. This increased with time as modernisation procedures came into play and yet decreased as demand 
for support became too great. The engineers, although trained to fight as infantry, were always a supporting 
arm and a means towards an end i.e. to assist the way forward, delay the advancing enemy, provide cover be it 
defences or housing, provide water and/or fuel storage, build or destroy anything anywhere at any time often 
said to be first in and last out concerning attacks and defensive actions. 
 
The following were originally RE responsibilities: 
 
The Army Service Corp (RASC) now the ROYAL Corp of Transport was formed and took over transportation. 
 
The Royal Signals was formed to take over the vital role of communications. 
 
The Engineers were the first aviators forming the first flying unit, The Royal Flying Corps which was the 
forerunner of today’s Royal Air Force. 
 
The Royal Armoured Regiments were formed after the Engineers had experimented with tracked armoured 
vehicles and got the show up and running with the predecessors of the modem tank “they will never replace the 
horse” said the generals of the day. 
 
Maintenance and repair of the army’s vehicles became a mammoth task and so the Royal Electrical and 
Mechanical Engineers were born of the RE. Even searchlights were introduced and then transferred to the Royal 
Artillery. 
 
The Royal Engineers were initially asked to help in the given task of getting parachute training organised up and 
running on the orders of Winston Churchill during the early part of World War II. 
 
One of the latest changes in the early nineties was the transfer of the Postal Services to the newly formed 
Logistics Regiment 
 
Having given a brief rundown of the Royal Engineers, whose history goes back to the mid 17th Century by the 
way, I’ll continue on with my own story. 
 
The posting to Chatham was another step for all who arrived there for trades training in the upgrading to Sapper 
and of course the overall eventual efficiency of the Corps in total. There were three engineer regiments in the 
area, the other two being No. 11 RSME regiment RE and 12 RSME Regiment RE (RSME = Royal School of Military 
Engineering) and each had its special functions. There was also a depot for the Royal Marines nearby as was the 
Royal Navy Dockyards so it was very much a military area. 
 
Discipline once again was found to be very strict, with hygiene and cleanliness said to be the reason. Anyone 
serving in the army anywhere at that time would know, and from my knowledge things were completely 
overboard on that excuse, I mean what the heck did ‘Blanco’ (a very messy process to get all the webbing 
equipment looking alike) ‘Brasso,’ boot polish, ‘Silvo,’ floor polish, excessive buffing of equipment and footwear, 
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buttons and brasses have to do with hygiene. Anyway they were the orders and we had to conform. 
 
Here we were living under two routines, the first concerning administration, housing, feeding, parades, guards 
and duties, and the second concerning our trades training, the actual working hours, which were two completely 
different worlds. The instructors in the trades workshops, ranked from Staff Sergeant downwards, all were 
patient, cheerful and helpful in guiding us, teaching the skills and putting over the information required. 
 
Living in the barrack rooms was much like the training regiments most of us had just left. Everything had to be 
highly polished including the floors and windows, beds were stripped down every day and boxed as previously 
described, webbing equipment or other issue items were laid out on the beds daily as ordered, best boots highly 
polished under the bed end and a clean towel hung on the bed rail. Each man also had barrack room or other 
duties to attend to, as listed and posted on the room notice board, maybe toilets and urinals ablutions, wash 
basins and mirrors, showers, all light shades and general dusting, window cleaning, centre floor area, rubbish 
inside and out, fire points, corridors, stairways, cleaning squadron offices, garden areas. This was all in the daily 
routine and subject to inspections and in addition guards and other duties had to be carried out, each sub unit 
taking their turns to provide. 
 
As you can imagine much of our otherwise spare time was taken up in order to comply with the orders given 
and there were still evening compulsory parades to work on uniforms and items of issued kit in efforts to please 
the almighty ones, there was also written work to do or catch up on concerning our trades training (the very 
reason we were there). Many men, and I was among them, were punished by way of extra guard duties or 
parades for not meeting required standards, some were even charged for ridiculous reasons under section 40 
of the Army Act, that is to say, “conduct to the prejudice of good order and military discipline in that he at on 
(date) did or did not do whatever he was supposed to have done, for example”. The many military offences 
mentioned previously, another prime example was answering back, and if you did not say anything one was 
charged with dumb insolence, so you couldn’t win and it was very rare for a charge to be dismissed. Such silly 
misdemeanours, although we did not know it at the time, had a consequence in later service as many older 
soldiers found out. All formal disciplinary matters are recorded on ones conduct sheet! 
 

Hence an old saying : Naughty, Naughty Section Forty. 
 
The officer commanding, usually a Major dealt with disciplinary matters on a formal basis, in other words those 
that were actually charged for a said offence. He would hear the charge and then ask the defendant if he had 
anything to say before giving his findings on the matter. Men were often confined to barracks (given CB) or they 
may be fined so many days’ pay or the matter could be referred to higher authority depending on the severity 
of the offence. Confined to barracks meant rather more than just that. Seven days CB, for example, meant that 
one had to carry out a certain routine for seven days reporting daily at the unit guard room for inspection by the 
Orderly Officer in FSMO (Full Service Marching Order) dressed in ones best uniform neatly pressed, best boots 
highly polished, all webbing equipment freshly blancoed clean with all buckles end straps and fasteners highly 
polished at 6 a.m. and again at 6 p.m. which were the times when the guards dismount and mount. After the 
evening attendance and inspection defaulters were given around three hours work by the Orderly Sergeant and 
in addition carried out their normal training during the day. Any man who was awarded CB usually had the 
assistance of roommates, as it was almost impossible to maintain the standard and do what was required to 
pass the a.m. and p.m. inspections. It often occurred where men were charged whilst on CB and had the 
sentence extended even with the assistance of mates. Certain officers and SNCO’s were known for their sadistic 
type of authority and appeared to get their kicks that way. One just could not argue against authority and so had 
to endeavour to keep out of trouble as far as one was able, accept the extra duties freely thrown around. We all 
knew it to be irregular to say the least, but it seemed to be the wiser way in such an unfair system. 
 
I was at the trades training unit during the late summer/autumn and early winter of 1950, getting on for five 
months I guess, and during that time the Squadron I was in received quite a lot of adverse publicity via the “Daily 
Mirror” I think it was and there was mention in some weekend papers. We were going through a rough time 
with the Officer Commanding for that period, a very ‘hardy’ type, a strict disciplinarian to the point of ridicule 
who took it out on the whole Squadron for the failings of a few. The Hammer and Sickle, the Russian communist 
symbol, appeared on otherwise clean barrack room walls in several places in green ‘blanco’ following a solid 
week of three hour evenings, scrubbing, ‘blancoing,’ cleaning brasses of all webbing equipment, and then doing 
it again and again plus all the other barrack room bullshit. All the married permanent staff, sergeants and NCO's 
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were in supervising and it obviously did not go down well with them either. Who sought the publicity was never 
known by the likes of myself. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Just prior to this time I had been promoted to A/U/P/L/Cpl (an acting unpaid lance corporal) but that made no 
difference as to my living conditions. I had to do exactly what everyone else had to do although I could supervise 
the extra duties, someone to carry the can as we put it then and also to carry out the duties of the Squadron 
duty NCO. 
 
This Officer Commanding on one occasion, who was a very fit rugby man incidentally, had the whole squadron 
parade in battle order, that’s dressed in nearly all the webbing issued, over our works dress (known as denims) 
boots and carrying a rifle and then ran us all around the barrack square, round and round and round. He was 
running with us as well and continued on until about a quarter had dropped out unable to go on further and 
then proceeded to belittle us on our fitness. 
 
Saturday mornings were devoted to drill on the square (square bashing) plus room and kit inspections. Anyone 
said to be idle, dirty, and scruffy or not up to scratch in any way, paraded on the Saturday afternoon for extra 
instruction. 
 
Part of the duty of Squadron Duty NCO was to inspect Squadron defaulters from parades at 6 p.m. regardless of 
whatever the men were picked up for they had to pass a complete inspection. I would add that I had received 
no formal training as to the responsibilities and duties of an NCO except of course that which I had received as 
a Naval Cadet. However I assume this was the case, due to the fact that we were often accompanied by the Duty 
Sgt. in our earlier performance of such duties. Having experienced the ordeal so many times whilst on the 
receiving end I guessed I knew the score quite well so I had to do unto others as I had been done to. It was fair 
enough if a bloke had an obvious fault it was picked up and if I did not perform properly I was given some extra 
practice so to speak. Most of the men knew the score and went along with it so having mates from that point of 
view didn’t really help. 
 
I did strongly object to one particular order, as did others, but I don’t know what they did about it. All junior 
NCO’s at one stage were ordered to charge three men per day for five days one working week. I had words with 
the troop Sergeant who said he didn’t give the orders, just do it or I’d be on his hit list. I then asked to speak to 
the Squadron Sergeant Major who wasn’t co-operative either but at least he listened and also said he did not 
give the order but it was quite a simple request really. I said I thought it was unfair and he remarked something 
about what’s fairness got to do with it now fall out and do as you are told. I charged three men that week after 
having found out how to go about it for really deserving causes and then copped three extra duties myself for 
not complying! 
 

First promotion to 
Lance Corporal 

Chatham 10 TTRRE 
(approximately July 1950) 
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There were a few men who finished up in detention - close arrest. Those who would not. or could not cope, 
were moved around the barracks area always in single file, always running everywhere they went under the 
close supervision of the Regimental Police as they carried out their daily working tasks which were the dirtiest 
jobs that could be found, their heads were shaved, well almost it was cut very short, their boots had no laces 
and the working dress appeared very scant. 
 
Wednesday afternoon was a compulsory sports afternoon. Early on I did what most of the blokes did by not 
volunteering to play anything. Word was out that you did not volunteer for anything, so we all went for a jolly 
old run as we were told. Sports afternoons were from 1330 hrs. to 1630 hrs. The OC accompanied us on the first 
two runs and we run out of the barracks and away from them for one and a half hours under supervision and 
encouragement. Those flagging in the rear being coaxed along if not pushed in some cases, then we were left to 
our own devices to get back or run back in a group. I, along with quite a few others, kept running my own 
thoughts were if he the leader can so can I. My father’s advice came back to me, given on one of my short home 
visits after I’d got a stripe on my arm, “never ask anyone to do something that you cannot do yourself.’ Basically 
that’s OK but of course it has its limitations, especially in the Engineers. Anyway, we who continued running got 
back to barracks in less time than it had taken us on the outward trip. I found I was rather fitter than most and 
other people obviously thought the same. On the next recreational afternoon I was ordered to play rugby, I 
stated that I had never played the game, “you’ll learn” was the retort. I was in the front row of the scrum against 
a navy team, big hulking blokes who had not shaved, my face was rubbed raw. The following week I volunteered 
for soccer where I stayed for most recreational afternoons thereafter. 
 
Towards the end of my stay I found myself entered for an inter unit cross country race. Twenty men were chosen 
from each of the three Engineer Regiments in the area. I would estimate that there were around eight hundred 
men in each Regiment, may have been more I just do not know, so there were sixty on the start line of a said 
fifteen mile course, what makes that particular race stand out in my mind rather more was the fact that towards 
the end of the race as I struggled on in my efforts to keep up with a small group in front of me, some young boys 
came up alongside on bikes and said, “are you the last one mister”, in fact there were a few behind me but we 
were the last of the lot. 
 
I also experienced a 21st birthday parade that I shall never forget. I was on an extra parade as a junior NCO on a 
Saturday afternoon, because I was picked up that very morning for not cleaning my greatcoat buttons. The nights 
and mornings then were bitterly cold and at the time of the morning parade it was still below freezing point. The 
brass buttons had a twinge of ginger about them and I had certainly pressed my coat and cleaned the buttons 
buffing them to a high polish the previous night. However I was not alone there were many other NCO's 
alongside me. We were ordered to parade on the unit square at 1400 hrs. in best battle dress, best boots, drill 
order and carrying our greatcoats for inspection by the Orderly Officer, who appeared at 1500 hrs. with the 
Orderly Sergeant. After a fifteen minute inspection followed by thirty minutes drill we were dismissed. I’d 
already had a thirty six hour pass in my possession and arrived home much later than planned to my parents 
disappointment. 
 
In my own view I thought I was making good progress with my carpentry work. Of course I had benefited from 
woodworking classes at school so at least I knew how to handle tools etc. and I quite enjoyed this aspect of my 
training. In the adjoining workshops other sappers and NCO’s were being upgraded in their trade from grade 
three to grade two, or grade two to grade one, both of which would increase their weekly pay and possibly 
promotion prospects. 
 
There were a few men within the squadron who made application to buy their release from the army after 
deciding that if this was the way of service life well it wasn’t for them. As far as I know most, if not all, were 
volunteers for prescribed periods of service. Myself I had joined up for five years, with a further seven years on 
the reserve. I would think it unlikely that national servicemen would be sent on courses such as the one I was 
doing (national service of course was still a requirement for most) and there was no getting out of it. From time 
to time men did manage to purchase their release but I’ve no idea of the cost involved, or if there were other 
commitments. 
 
There had been some time off in our early stay in Chatham as I had got to know the area quite well. I’d become 
quite interested in the professional wrestling held at Rochester, the gymnastics of such big men were quite 
amazing and very entertaining. Bert Azerati was a name of one of the stars I recall and I had also got to know a 
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few of the local pubs, even then I could down a pint with most, had a couple of dust ups with the navy and learnt 
to respect and avoid the RMP (military police). Quite a lot of the pubs had a ‘joanna’ and someone who could 
tickle the ‘ivorys’ to keep the throngs amused. There were the local picture houses and a few of the lads went 
to the dog racing somewhere! Generally speaking one night out meant an empty pocket for the rest of the week 
for quite a lot of room mates. I’d had a few cigarettes prior to joining the army but it had never become a habit. 
During our initial training and also at Chatham a couple of days after payday men were on the scrounge for a fag 
and often used to share butt ends just to get a puff. Smoking up to that point had never affected me (not that I 
know of, that is). I could, would and often did, go without with no ill effects. One couldn’t have had a cigarette 
to oneself anyway for half the week and if one had a little money left over it wasn’t wise to advertise the fact. 
 
Just outside the barracks on the bottom of the slope, on the left, stood a timber hut branch of the YMCA where 
hot tea and buns were always available. Some of the ladies there apparently did run a slate for some who wanted 
a very late evening snack. Supper was available in the cookhouse at a set time but the only choice available 
normally was take it or leave it. There were times of course when beggars couldn’t be choosers. Unit standing 
orders listed the various times when one had to be in barracks by, unless in possession of a late pass or a leave 
pass. There was also a strict time for lights out in the barrack rooms, the latter I certainly agreed with, or though 
there were a lot who did not agree - the book readers, card players, general night owls and the late coming in 
types. There were always ways other than the official ways, it happened all the time, but it was a case of what 
the eye does not see! 
 
I managed to do all my trade training write ups and conform mostly to what was required by way of kit layouts, 
inspection standards, drill and general duties. One could never say they were bored with nothing to do and a 
thirty six hour pass was well worth its effort to get away from it all. 
 
Medical examinations occurred for all every so often and were referred to as FFI's (free from infection). There 
was a daily sick parade for those requiring it as colds and flu spread easily and fast but at the age that we were 
youth and high resistance kept us all pretty healthy. 
 
On the administration side we were all requested to fill out a questionnaire part of which was to give our 
individual preference for future posting from a said availability list. From my wartime observations as an older 
school boy I had gained an eagerness to fly aeroplanes but I had earlier been advised that my education standard 
was far below that required, so the nearest I’d get to flying was to become a parachutist engineer within the RE 
so I did volunteer for that and as a second choice I asked to go to Trieste a favoured posting I’d heard of in Italy, 
and as a third preference I stated Egypt having read of all the wonders out that way I guess. 
 
We soldiered on doing what had to be done endeavouring to learn what had to be in our efforts to become a 
qualified Sapper - a three star soldier which was another small step upwards in pay. Daily we continued to march 
through the back streets to Brompton barracks and the workshops and back again. On Fridays we were often 
accompanied by the Royal Engineers Band and I guess it was marching practice for them also. To the rear of 
Brompton barracks was the location of various trades training workshops where we had the usual mid morning 
and mid afternoon tea breaks and time spent there was pleasant and I found interesting. A very pleasant change 
from the unit which administered and housed us. I guess there must have been a reason behind the routine 
imposed upon us, but was there or did it just happen that way? I have always understood that there will always 
be a few bad apples and it would have been a relatively easy task to sort the wheat from the chaff, if I can use 
that analogy. 
 
Towards the end of the course the routine had relaxed to a certain extent, we certainly never had the pay earlier 
on to live a lavish life anyway. During October or November, or round about then, in 1950 quite a substantial 
pay rise took place. I had since joining up adapted to the meagre pay which did not go very far but we were all 
in the same boat and got used to the idea. On average my pay prior to the army was four pounds thirteen 
shillings per week and this immediately dropped to one pound eight shillings, but we did not have to pay 
board/lodging/clothing and footwear as it was all free. I’ve mentioned that around four shillings was required 
for service necessities. 
 
The pay for an untrained Sapper recruit was increased from the one pound eight shillings to two pounds two 
shillings, an extra two shillings per day bearing in mind the army can call on its members to work seven days a 
week if it is so required, even though generally at the time we worked a five and a half day week with guard and 
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duties always required over a seven day period. The increase would be 30%, so maybe there is a lesson there 
for any younger readers. The best value you ever got for your dollar is to use it around the time it is earned. 
Personally I was always encouraged to save and have done so throughout my life however small the amount 
might have been. Living within ones income has always been a safe bet savings have always been handy to 
purchase the larger items such as cars, the odd holidays or white goods for the home etc. Hire purchase has 
forever been a no, no in my book, but nowadays it depends on how you do your sums. 
 
The end of my Carpenters and Joiners course came up very quickly, like all things in life if you are kept very busy 
time appears to pass that way. We all took our various Trades Training practical tests and written examinations 
and were thankful that our time at 10 Trades Training Regiment at the RSME was drawing to a close. Our final 
time was spent in preparation for our next posting. Personally I had to report for an OC’s interview, during which 
I was told I had been selected to go on a Junior NCO’s Cadre Course in preparation so that I could be trained as 
a training NCO in one of the Training Regiments which would give me a good background as a future leader in 
the army. I was completely taken back by this sudden rearrangement of my army life. I was asked what I thought 
of the idea having experienced what I had. I certainly did not relish the routine of Training Regiments as I had 
already been told, unofficially, that my name was on a list for a posting to Egypt so in my own words I stated 
that I would very much prefer a posting to an overseas unit, to get experience as a field engineer and serve as a 
regular soldier in a regular Regiment. Many more words were spoken to me which did not penetrate and I was 
told to think about it, and if I still disregarded the advice given for my own benefit now and for the future I would 
lose the stripe on my arm- have some words to this NCO Sergeant Major march out - so into the SSM’s office 
where I had to wait for half an hour and then experience another ear bashing although this time I felt a little 
more free to speak. I had rather more respect for the SSM and I thought he saw my point of view. Losing a 
chevron meant nothing to me at that stage as I’d always felt that I’d been promoted too early anyway and some 
of the re-enlistments certainly resented it. I stated there was nothing further to think about regarding the Junior 
NCO’s Cadre Course and I wanted to go to my preferred posting. The stripe was removed from my arm prior to 
leaving the Squadron offices with instructions to remove my rank from the other forms of dress. I also received 
written instructions to follow a certain procedure in preparation for a three year posting to Egypt - my third 
choice. The following day, along with many others going to various places, I had to attend the MI room for “jabs,” 
inoculations against all sorts of things, I know my arm swelled up and was very painful, and we were advised not 
to drink alcohol for a given period of time. 
 
Later we were organised to attend the Squadron Quarter Master Stores for an issue of tropical uniforms and 
from there to the tailors to get things fitted properly. There were lectures and film shows. I learnt that there 
were eight of us proceeding to the same Regiment in MELF (Middle East Land Forces) although many more were 
going to other units in Egypt. It was explained that life would be rather more primitive regarding facil ities, 
although many found it hard to believe, particularly the guys from the towns and cities, I had lived a pretty 
primitive life prior to joining up. I switched on my first electric light, flushed my first toilet, had my first train ride, 
enjoyed the ‘oodles’ of hot water available in the showers and ablutions generally — so how primitive is it going 
to be we all thought. We still carried out drill parades and kit layouts to keep the military routine going. Guards 
and duties still came our way and I was a sapper once again roaming around the barracks in the middle of the 
night or, if I was unlucky, got the main gate duty standing around in the freezing cold watching the freedom guys 
staggering back into barracks after a night out on the town. 
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CHAPTER 5 
3 Years In Egypt 35 Regiment R.E. (16 Squadron) 
 
Eventually we were all sent on embarkation leave, with extra ration money and various forms and printed 
instructions of where to assemble and when. My parents thought that three years away from home was a very 
long time, such thoughts had not registered within. 
 
My younger brother had completed his National Service and was now married, so he wasn’t to return home, 
and I was about to leave. 
 
It was early December 1950, embarkation leave had come and gone and I have no idea how I spent the time. I 
guess I was anxious for the new adventure and found myself boarding the Empress of Australia, having met up 
with friends previously made at Chatham. We were allocated to our mess deck, well below and issued with a 
hammock, each laid claim to a space and two hooks and assembled for instructions on the daily routine; feeding 
and sleeping arrangements, do’s and don’ts on the mess deck (there were many of each to conform with) daily 
ship’s orders were to be posted, domestic mess deck chores allotted by the mess deck Sgt. table leaders elected, 
lifeboat stations given and a warning given that emergency practice would/could take place at any time. 
 

 
 
It was then found out that this wasn’t to be a luxury trip, space was very limited, we were sleeping above the 
dining table, in fact above everywhere in hammocks, another experience for most of us. Rules and regulations 
were given verbally and spelt out for us all on the notice boards adorning every available space, discipline was 
strict and for once I could see the necessity for it. Daily inspection by the ship’s captain appeared an essential 
part of the routine — at which time all mess decks had to be vacated, and it was fresh air time for all on the 
upper deck whether you fancied it or not. Boat station drill was carried out daily for the first few days to ensure 
all knew what to do, when to do it and how, suitably dressed in a life jacket of course - Oh, I almost forgot on 
leaving quayside a band played all the sentimentals; Royal Britannia, Auld Lang Syne and many more and we 
were off. 
 
I’d been on little boats before but this was different, a floor that kept moving, walls that kept bumping into you, 
hammocks that all swung together in the quiet of the dimmed lights at night, the odd cursing as a hammock 
emptied its load on whatever was below. 
 
The table leaders suddenly found that they had more than enough food, there being empty spaces at the mess 
deck tables, the gentle swell was taking its toll. 
 
Most of my family forbears, those that entered a service that is, were naval men. I cannot see that this would 
have a bearing on my life, but I found I was a pretty good sailor, sea sickness not being one of my traits, and as 
the food was good and varied, I and others like me tucked in. 
 
Some training was organised, PT (physical training) being part of it, fresh air on the upper decks in a state of 
undress was always a breezy cold affair so different from the, what I thought was, overcrowded mess come 
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sleeping deck at night where the air smelt warm and sweaty and often foul, with all the belching and farting that 
inevitably goes on, particularly in situations where the stomachs of some are less than restful. 
 
Lectures and the odd weapon training periods were given - I guess to make use of the time usefully and keep 
the men occupied. Army officers were not seen or heard, from my point of view anyway, but I would point out, 
that the naval officers, albeit Merchant Navy, were not shy about the standards that they expected. There was 
a medical room with a doctor and staff in attendance, and a daily sick parade for those requiring it. There were 
also cells below the water line looked after by a small military police contingent, and they apparently had some 
customers, you’ll always get bad apples as I’ve since found out. 
 
Life on board was found to be as anticipated one day after occupation anything but a luxury. A few days out the 
ship encountered rough waters many having a ‘chunder’ over the side, which I later found out translated as 
“watch out under” as the vomit sprayed in the wind. The swill bins slid and toppled on the mess decks, not 
exactly an appetiser if you were given the task to mop it up. The toilets and urinals became a mess, notices 
adorned every facility to remind all of the various hygiene requirements. One that still stands out in my mind 
requesting that ‘butt ends’ should not be discarded in the urinal stalls to which some clown had added “no, 
because they get so wet and almost unsmokeable.” It was in the era of ‘Chad,’ ‘Chad' was here’ with the 
unmistakable sketch peeping over a wall drawn everywhere one went, the equivalent of today’s graffiti. 
 
Very soon the green waters that surround the United Kingdom turned into a Mediterranean blue as we sailed 
on to our destination, the weather warmed the clouds thinned to high misty wisps, and the sea became more 
calm Gibraltar and Malta were behind us. Cyprus not too far ahead. Way beyond was Port Said, our port of 
disembarkation, where we arrived either on 16th or 17th December 1950. 
 
The weather was cooler than expected even though the sun shone brightly, our complexion differed greatly 
from the driver and his escort who came to pick us up. and theirs again differed from the locals, all running 
around in their night shirts, as we then thought The pick-up truck was a 3 ton truck, the canopy rolled up on all 
sides, with wooden folding seats on either side, the main difference being the colour of the vehicle - a sandy 
yellow - instead of our accustomed dark leafy green as found in Europe. Anyhow we piled our kit bags, large 
packs and small packs, into the centre of the truck and climbed aboard after having been welcomed to the 
ancient land of Egypt. Port Said, or what we saw it, did not appear too inviting, everywhere looked grubby and 
messy, even the buildings were a dirty white, whilst the local workers were unkempt to say the least. A variety 
of dogs were running around and a few Arabs riding donkeys. A few donkey carts and push- carts lined the roads 
and rusty buses and trucks wove their way along with clanging horns and tooting hooters. Before we had realised 
we were out on the open road and away from the hustle and bustle of the so called built up areas. 
 

 

 
 
We had been told to expect an hour and a half ride to the camp, camp one queried, that’ll be different. We had 
a pee stop en route when we were told that we were going to Gothic Camp El-Ballah, home of 35 Field Engineer 
Regiment RE. We were also informed that it was a bit out of the way and everyone lives in tents but everything 
you need is within the camp, there is an infantry unit about a mile away - A Mauritian Unit, coloured blokes with 
white officers and senior NCO’s, there is also an open air cinema (an Arab one) within walking distance and that’s 
about it. To the uninitiated, and the eight of us fitted into that category, imaginations started to work but not 
for long as our attention was drawn to the Sweet Water Canal and to keep well away from it because it was 
anything but! A few locals existed in odd groups along the canal and it served their needs. Women were all 

Oxen tilling the sandy soil with a wooden 
plough alongside the ‘Sweet Water' Canal 
in the Suez Canal Zone, Egypt. The first of 
many, almost biblical, scenes there 

 



44  

dressed in ‘originally black’ coveralls, for the want of a better description, complete with headdress and veils of 
the same materials so one had no idea as to whether they were 15 or 50, more likely the former as 50 was quite 
an old age for Arabs then (we learnt later). 
 
The countryside was desolate, the only trees growing were on the side of the Sweet Water Canal. Small shrubs 
abounded in an otherwise sandy desert of small dunes, the horizon to the left appeared flat and featureless but 
somewhere in between, not so far from the canal road existed the Suez Canal running North to South. 
 
We turned left into the signed road of the aforesaid Regiment. On our right was a large water tower with a 
Braithwaite tank on top, recognised from our earlier sapper training, and then to our surprise a football pitch on 
what appeared to be a gravel surface (guess we only thought of football fields on grass) immediately to our front 
and left. The driver stopped and booked into the guardroom, just on the inside of a concertina barbed wire fence 
that later we learnt surrounded the whole camp so the entrance was also the exit to the confines of the 
Regiment. The truck stopped again outside RHQ, the Regimental headquarters, and we unloaded our belongings 
onto the veranda and reported inside. 
 
Posting instructions were handed over and two sappers appeared to take us to our allottee squadrons. Myself 
and three others were shown the way to 16 Field Squadron, the order?. Cpl took down details and then reported 
to the SSM, who moved us into his office for a twenty minute lecture on our new surroundings, the dos and 
don’ts, the whys and wherefores, what was expected of us, guards and duties and a general welcome to the 
Squadron. We were then posted to a troop, I and ‘Nobby Clarke’ went to No. 1 Troop. The Troop Commander 
was a Captain Rolands and the Troop Sgt. was a very young ex boy soldier, a Sgt. Hooper. Both extended a warm 
welcome and instructed us to dump our kit in the tent lines and draw bedding etc. from the SQMS and gave us 
a bed space, each in different tents, that already had three occupants. All tents were four- man tents and quite 
open, having no sides to them, or so it appeared, each man had a metal locker type wardrobe and an ammunition 
box at the end of a very old fashioned bedstead, we drew a paliasse which then had to be filled with straw, 
another little surprise for us “Joskins,” as all new blokes from U.K. were called. However they turned out to be 
quite comfy and the straw was replaced every so often, seven or ten days or whatever it was in the requirements 
of hygiene, to give the fleas and bugs and new home. We unpacked and sorted out the gear as best we knew 
how and were still doing so when the other occupants of the tent lines appeared, having completed the day’s 
work, training or whatever they’d been up to. Brief introductions were made, one of my new tent mates was a 
L/Cpl and a Cpl appeared to say I was in his section and had a chat for a few minutes saying I’d get to know the 
rest of the blokes very quickly as there was nothing else to do here anyway and the routine was quite 
straightforward. 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Gothic Camp Elbolla 
Taken from the Braithwaite water tank 

next to the unit football ground 
Alan Webster and I 
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In fact the guys were very friendly and my Christian name soon overtook the name of Joskin. The meals were 
plain but good, at that time there were basically only two choices, take it or leave it. The NAAFI Unit Canteen 
was a very popular place used by all and the only place for refreshments and pastimes, unless one was content 
to lie on one’s bed and read during off duty hours. 
 
Quite a few local Arabs were employed in the camp, in fact some were running their own little businesses, there 
was the ‘Dhobi’ laundry, barber, tailor and Cha Waller that I can think of now. Other Arab labourers working 
under contract carried out various duties. There was a piggery in the outer bounds of the camp, living mainly on 
the leftovers from the other rank’s cook house and the officers and Sergeant’s messes dining rooms, certainly 
not heard of this one before — but the idea made sense. I’d always thought that there was a lot of waste from 
such establishments, anyway whatever we left on our plates eventually returned as a pork chop or bacon. Having 
worked with like animals in my pre-army life, curiosity got the better of me and I had to go take a peep. The sties 
and breeding pens were very well run and comparatively clean, I guess someone had a close supervisory roll 
over this little enterprise, essential since its close proximity to human living - no dung heaps to my knowledge 
existed to attract the flies so I assumed it was moved from the camp daily and it certainly would have been a 
useful commodity for the local Arab market gardeners. 
 
Fly traps were in fact positioned around the perimeter fence of the camp which really kept the numbers down, 
I understood that the traps were emptied every couple of days or so, but they (the flies) also had a big attraction 
otherwise within the confines, bucket type toilets, even though they were emptied and cleaned around 4 a.m. 
daily by local contract labour. I remember seeing this latter activity going on whilst on a roving patrol on guard 
duty, I don’t know whether the Arabs were on piece work or whether they wanted to get the job done in a hurry, 
but they were picking up these buckets putting them on their shoulders and jogging to the collecting truck, the 
contents quite often spilling down their necks etc. yuck!. 
 
The heat of the midday sun brought forth the distinct human ‘aroma’ even in the winter months. Our showers 
were a very basic plumbing set up with exposed pipes attached to the timber framework of a corrugated iron 
shed, the walls of which were twelve inches off a slightly sloping concrete floor and twelve inches below a gentle 
sloping tin roof, well designed according to the book on camp structures for the army in the tropics, for 
ventilation and heat dispersal. Hot water was always available from an oil fed heating system. 
 
Electricity was available, each tent having an aerial supply of one bulb and a tent pole switch. The tents would 
have been about sixteen feet by twelve feet (5 meters by 4 meters approx.) with 60 by 60 cm. concrete slabs 
laid for the floor, the apex of the roof supported by two poles about 3 meters high sloping to about 130cm. at 
the tent roof edge, the tent walls were in fact rolled back to the comers almost every day and could be closed 
after duty hours if required i.e. if there were cold winds, rain or dust storms. Each man had and used a mosquito 
net. 
 
Within days of arrival we’d had our KD (khaki, drill) tropical uniforms exchanged or tailored to fit and divisional 
shoulder flashes sewn on by the local tailor. Personal weapons were issued although kept central in the unit 
armoury, the faithful old .303 rifle — been in use for donkeys years — goodness knows what mark they were? 
These were the Sappers general weapon, some junior NCO’s had Sten guns and some were in charge (i/c) of 
Bren guns. Each troop also had revolvers for the officers, a PIAT (projectile infantry anti-tank) and 1” flare pistols. 
 
 
 
 
 

Troop Tent Lines 
(All 4 man tents) 
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Daily training or works dress was denims and a floppy jungle green hat turned up on one side, leather boots, 
shirt sleeve order and a 37 pattern belt i.e. first issued in 1937. 
 
Beds were still boxed, the blankets folded with the pillow on top at the head of the bed in front of the mosquito 
net, rolled up behind the blankets but still attached to its hanging point at the edge of tent roof. Tents were 
swept out daily and rubbish picked up before first parade. All were expected to shave, clean boots daily and 
appear clean and tidy each morning. Hey, this was easy compared to our long introduction to military' life! On 
Saturday mornings there was usually a drill parade, and/or kit inspection, and a blanket shaking session. Life was 
quite dusty, the clouds from the blankets justified the exercise and this was normally done at the same time as 
the straw replacement in the paliasses. 
 
Each troop had its own training programme obviously co-ordinated at squadron or regimental level, early 
morning PT, maybe weapon training, infantry training, map reading and field defences. Sapper training was 
revised and/or improved subject by subject, al�o�����}�v�������Ç���š�Z�����:�E���K�[�•�X���>�]�À�����•�Z�}�}�š�]�v�P���}�v���š�Z�����Œ���v�P�����Á�]�š�Z�]�v���š�Z���������u�‰��
was a fairly regular activity, organised and controlled by the troop Sgt. and overseen by the troop Commander. 
 
Christmas came and it was just a long weekend - �š�Á�}�� �����Ç�•�� �}�(�(�X�� �d������ ���v���� �Œ�µ�u�� �l�v�}�Á�v�� ���•���Z�P�µ�v�(�]�Œ���[�� �Á���•�� ���Œ�}�µ�P�Z�š��
around the tent lines very early by the troop Sgt. and troop Comd. and served to each man in bed if he wanted 
�]�š���}�v�����Z�Œ�]�•�š�u���•���u�}�Œ�v�]�v�P�U���������µ�•�š�}�u���/�[�����}�v�oy heard about previously they also served us with our Christmas dinners 
of turkey, roast spuds followed by Xmas pud. and mince pies, beer, nuts and oranges, it was all there. The 
afternoon followed with a sing-a-long led by our SSM, a single man who often appeared in the NAAFI canteen 
for a drink and a singing session. I was told later that the Regimental Sergeant Major and the Commanding 
Officer were also present and doing their rounds but personally I never saw them. In all it was quite an enjoyable 
festive experience. Trucks were laid on during Boxing day for swimming parties to the Canal waters, sports and 

Troop Weaponry as issued at the time 
 
.303 rifles said to be over 50 years old 
since they were first used, .303 Bren 
machine gun. The PIA T (projectors 
infantry anti-tank) that fired a fairly 
�Z�����À�Ç�[�����}�u�����•�Z���‰�������‰�Œ�}�i�����š�]�o�����P�]�À�]�v�P������
hefty kickback to the user. Sten gun. a 
�•�Z�}�Œ�š�� �Œ���v�P���� �u�����Z�]�v���� �P�µ�v�X�� �d�Z���� �í�_�� �(�o���Œ����
pistol, also still in use but not shown was 
the .38 pistol with revolving chamber as 
issued to officers 
 

On the unit .22 range with Captain Roland and  
Sgt Charlie Cooper on Boxing Day 

Paddy Neilly, Alan and I enjoying 
a shared bottle of Christmas spirit 
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inter squadron football matches, social shooting on the ranges were organised to keep the men occupied and 
those getting over the effects of the previous day did just that. I felt I was melting in as a member of the unit, 
being one of them. 
 
The festive season behind us, we were into the troop routine again, a short break for New Year and we carried 
�}�v�X�����š���•�}�u�����•�š���P���������Œ�o�Ç���]�v���š�Z�����E���Á���z�����Œ�����•���(���Œ�����•���/�������v���Œ���u���u�����Œ�U���Á�����Z�����������À�]�•�]�š���š�}���š�Z�����µ�v�]�š�����Ç���Z�/�À�Ç�������v�•�}�v�����v����
her all girl band�X�[ Entertainment for the troops the visit came under, bearing in mind that some of the blokes 
had been out there for two or three years it was a show to be looked forward to. There were very few married 
families there to my knowledge at the time in fact I, and many like me, had seen no white girls at all out there, 
�}�(�����}�µ�Œ�•�����/���Z�������v�}�š���������v�����Œ�}�µ�v�����À���Œ�Ç���o�}�v�P���}�Œ���š�Œ�]�‰�‰�������}�µ�š���š�}�����v�Ç���l�v�}�Á�v�����]�À�]�o�]�•���š�]�}�v�X���d�Z���Œ�����Á���Œ�����š�Z�����Z�W�}�o�}�•�U�[ as 
they were referred to, Bints with a hole in the middle (Bint was Arabic for girl) and no one fancied them (that I 
know of), they were dirty and grimy and could have been anything under the black garb. A contingent of Military 
Police came along with the show, a precaution obviously required, from the tales we heard later. I saw the show, 
very scantily dressed girls gyrating on the stage to roars from the audience. The MP's stood on either side, and 
�u�}�•�š�o�Ç���K�(�(�]�����Œ�•���Á���Œ�����]�v���š�Z�����(�Œ�}�v�š���Œ�}�Á�•�X�����(�š���Œ���š�Z�����•�Z�}�Á���š�Z�������o�o���P�]�Œ�o�������v�������}�u�‰�o���š�����Á�]�š�Z���Z�Z���v�P���Œ�•���}�v�[���Œ���š�]�Œ�������š�}���š�Z����
Officers Mess to be fed, refreshed and housed for the night and whatever (imaginations ran rife under the 
whatever heading). I personally had never become involved with the female form, although in my short army 
���Æ�‰���Œ�]���v�������/���Z�������������}�u�������Æ�‰�}�•�������š�}���‹�µ�]�š���������v�µ�u�����Œ���}�(���Z�]���}�o���[���u���P���Ì�]�v���•�����v�������}�}�l�•�U���Á�Z�]���Z���/�[ve since learnt are 
�‹�µ�]�š���� �Œ���u�}�À������ �(�Œ�}�u�� �Œ�����o�]�š�Ç�U�� �Z�}�Á���À���Œ�� �•�µ���Z�� �•�Z�}�Á�•�� �����Œ�š���]�v�o�Ç�� �•�š�]�Œ�� �µ�‰�� �š�Z���� �Z�}�Œ�u�}�v���•�� ���v���� �/�[�À���� �Á�}�v�����Œ������ �•�]�v������
whether they really are good for morale in such situations -1 could really be shouted down on that one. 
 
Training continued and there seemed to be an emphasis on physical fitness as sports were always encouraged. 
I found a place in the troop soccer team right away. The troop strength was around thirty men but there 
���‰�‰�����Œ�������š�}�������������•�Z�}�Œ�š���P�����}�(���E���K�[�•�U���š�Z���Œ�����Á���•�v�[�š���š�Z�������}�u�‰�o�]�u���v�š�����•���o���]�������}�Á�v���]�v���š�Z�����Z�����•�‹�µ�����Œ�}�v���(�}�Œ�u���š���]�X���X���í��
Cpl, 2 L/Cpls. and 8 sappers per section, 3 field sections per troop and a smaller HQ Sec. comprised of the troop 
commander, troop Sgt., signalman, cook, batman, troop store man and maybe one GD (general duties sapper. 
Each troop had its own drivers but they worked and trained under the MTO and the MT Sgt. within the squadron. 
Three of the above troops and a headquarter troop made up the squadron. The HQ troop outnumbering the 
field troops since, at that time, they had to provide all the administration; clerks and stores personnel to look 
after accommodation, rations, all messing requirements, clothing and equipment, armoury, weapons and 
ammunition, targets, explosives stores and general engineering tools and equipment to carry out the necessary 
engineering tasks expected of the RE. There was also a small Royal Electrical Mechanical Engineers Sec. attached 
to look after the very technical side of vehicle maintenance and an armourer to maintain the weapons. A very 
large MT Sec. including vehicle mechanics, all RE, 3 ACC (army catering corp.), cooks and a medical trained person 
RE. 
 
As stated I was in 16 Field Squadron; there was a 42 Field Squadron, an 18 Field Park Squadron comprising heavy 
plant, bulldozers, scrapers, cranes, scammells and various 10 and 20 ton trucks and trailers, plus all sorts of 
mechanical engineering equipment. Then there was the Regimental Headquarters, quite a large body. Since I 
had very little to do with RHQ I just would not know their numbers then or now. 
 
Quite a few NCOS and men were selected for special training from each sub-unit within the Regiment and moved 
outside the perimeter fence to live/exist and train in the surrounding desert- type country. They were not 
allowed into camp and were eventually sent off to a destination which we later learnt was Korea. 
 
We, the field squadrons in the unit, prepared for and were soon on our way to a large exercise out into the real 
desert, the Sinai, on exercise Sandgrouse. We moved out in troop convoys each section having its own 4x4 3 ton 
Bedford truck, self-contained wi�š�Z�� �•���À���Œ���o�� �í�ì�� �u���v�� �Œ���š�]�}�v�� �‰�����l�•�� ���v���� �•���À���Œ���o�� �í�ì�� �P���o�o�}�v�� �Z�����u���o�[�� �š���v�l�•�� �}�(�� �Á���š���Œ��
stored under the seats on either side of the truck rear. Each man carrying a weapon, clothing and equipment as 
previously instructed. We were led by the Troop Comd. in his Land Rover with signalman and batman, with the 
Troop Sgt. bringing up the rear in the HQ section 3 ton truck. The headquarters troop had 2 Land Rovers, 2 QM 
3 ton trucks, 1 explosives/ammo truck, 1 x 250 gallon water truck and a 15 cwt. air compressor truck, one of the 
�ï���š�}�v���Y�D���š�Œ�µ���l�•���š�}�Á�]�v�P�������í�ñ�ì���P���o�o�}�v���š�Œ�o�Œ�X���������Z���À���Z�]���o���������Œ�Œ�]�������•�‰���Œ�����Z�:���Œ�Œ�Ç�–�������v�•���}�(���(�µ���o�X 
 
It was a long haul along the Canal road passing very primitive villages. Egyptians riding on donkeys sometimes 
leading their wives who carried very large loads of firewood high up on their backs, single oxen pulling very 
primitive ploughs, large water wheels operated by an ox walking in continuous circles with a draw bar attached. 
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It really was like stepping back in time, scenes that I had only seen the likes of in biblical stories and history 
books. However, we eventually reached the vast open stony plains having left the black top roads behind us. 
 
Various vehicle movements were practised on the command of hand signals initiated by the Tp. Comd. and 
signalled on by all vehicle leaders who stood up through the hatch in the roof of all enclosed cabs - open league, 
close league, arrow head and single file, there were reasons for each and it was all so new to the likes of myself. 
Water was rationed, the nights were bitterly cold and yet the daily sunshine dictated shirt sleeve order. All meals 
were prepared, cooked and eaten in the open. Each person cleaned his own utensils with wet sand to minimise 
the use of water. We were all ex�‰�����š�������š�}���•�Z���À���������]�o�Ç�U���]�š�[�•���•�µ�Œ�‰�Œ�]�•�]�v�P���Á�Z���š���}�v���������v�����}���Á�]�š�Z�������š�Z�]�Œ�����}�(�������u�µ�P���}�(��
water, even less if you are thirsty; clean ones teeth, wash face neck and hands and arms with a soapy shaving 
brush then rinse off, have a shave and dry - a very cold exercise when carried out at sunrise or a bit before in 
cold water. Every second day - �‰���Œ�Z���‰�•�U���Á���[�����P���š�����������v�À���•�����µ���l���š���Z���o�(���(�µ�o�o���}�(���Á���š���Œ���(�}�Œ���š�Z�����•�����š�]�}�v���š�}���Á���•�Z���]�š�•��
�(�����š���]�v�U���š���l�]�v�P���š�µ�Œ�v�•���š�Z�����Z�P�µ�v�P�Ç�[���Á���š���Œ���Á���•���À���Œ�Ç���Œ���(�Œ���•�Z�]�v�P�����v�����Á�Z���š���Á���•���o���(�š���š�}�Á���Œ���•���š�Z�������v�����o�}�}king rather like 
soup. 
 
Night time guards were considered an essential part of the whole exercise, each section having one man alert 
at all times. We carried out long route marches, practised road demolitions using the air compressor truck to 
drill deep holes in the rocky terrain to place explosive charges of 70 libs., plus blowing craters, some almost 30 
ft. across and 7 ft. deep. 
 
C�}�o�o���‰�•�]�v�P���š�Z�����•�]�����•���}�(���Z�Á�����]�[�•�[���~���Œ�Ç���Œ�]�À���Œ���������•�•���(�}�Œ���š�Z�����‰�Œ�����š�]�������}�(���Œ�}���������o�}���l�•���š�Z�Œ�}�µ�P�Z cuttings and also the use 
of shaped charges, beehives, and hayricks as they were known. Minefield laying and booby trapping was carried 
out in a practical way and marked accordingly. Infantry and Armoured Corp, units were also on the exercise, 
centurion tanks rumbled along in the open and close league, our minefields either blocking their route or guiding 
them into prescribed fields of fire. Their trails of dust could be seen for many thousands of yards. A few light 
aircraft, high wing monoplanes, they could have been Austers, were also in use for aerial observation or 
whatever. 
 
After some three to four weeks out, we found ourselves much further afield and located on either side of a 
railway line said to be running towards Cairo, dug in, in defensive positions in an infantry role across quite a wide 
pass through which ran the railway with mountainous country on either side. We were in 2 and 3 man positions, 
where we could not dig down we built up with rocks (the latter known as sangers), the bren guns and piats were 
placed in so-called strategic positions and all were issued with live ammo and ration packs. We began to wonder 
�]�(���Á�����Á���Œ���������]�v�P���š�Œ�����š�������o�]�l�����u�µ�•�Z�Œ�}�}�u�•���~�Z�(�������}�v�����µ�o�o�•�Z�]�š�����v�����l���‰�š���]�v���š�Z���������Œ�l�[�•�X���d�Z�����E���K�[�•���Á���Œ�����š�Z���v���]�v�(�}�Œ�u������
that we were facing the Egyptian army dug in further up the pass. Several nights and days were spent there, well 
it seemed that way in my memory, the Tp. Sgt. and Tp. Comd. checking alternatively to see that one man in each 
position was alert throughout the darker hours. I never knew the full story of that little episode, whether it was 
for real or not. Having withdrawn from that area we moved on, replenishing our one water bottle each night - 
our daily ration topped up by a pint mug of whatever was going with each meal three times a day. 
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Above - Section 3 Ton Truck with Sapper Dewit as driver 
& Meal time in the desert �v  open air style 

Above - Practice with air compressor tools in the placing 
of underground charges and observing detonation from a 

safe distance 

Right - Me lighting a fuse on a 30/50 beehive 
shaped charge that makes an average sized 
hole 6-8" in diameter and around 6 ft. deep 
in solid rock. Why? To place large 
underground demolition charges. 
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My first desert exercise accommodation 

���}�}�l�[�•���š�Œ�µ���l���Á�]�š�Z�������š���]�o�������À�}�o�µ�v�š�����Œ�• 

Number 1 Section 
Cpl Morris, LCpI Gregory, Alan, Charlie, Nobby, Dougy, Scouse. 

(apologies to others not listed) 
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Left - A picture to send home 
 
Right - an early morning 
shave 

Above - view through the rocky hills 
 
Right - with Daly and Ginger climbing 
rocky slopes 

Noisy, dusty 
Centurion tank 
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A couple of days later found us on a desolate sandy shore and fairly calm blue water, I know not where, a 
refreshing sight in itself Suddenly sea water soap became available, black collared khaki shirts and stiff, smelly 
socks and undies regained their suppleness and colour as they were laid out to dry on the sand having been 
�Á���•�Z�������Á�]�š�Z���À���Œ�]�}�µ�•���}�š�Z���Œ���]�š���u�•�X���^�Á�]�u�u�]�v�P���š�Œ�µ�v�l�•���Á���Œ���v�[�š���}�v���š�Z�������Æ���Œ���]�•�����l�]�š���o�]�•�š�U���•�}���]�š���Á���•�����]�Œ�š�Z�����Ç���•�µ�]�š�•���}�Œ���W�d��
�•�Z�}�Œ�š�•���(�}�Œ���š�Z�����•�Z�Ç�U���š�Z�����o���š�š���Œ���Á���Œ�����‹�µ�]���l�o�Ç���Œ�]���]���µ�o������ ���v�����•�}���Á�������o�o���Á���v�š���]�v���Z�•�š���Œ�l���Œ�•�[���(�}�Œ���}�µ�Œ���(�]�Œ�•�š�����}���Ç wash in 
weeks. Some, like myself, climbed the high rocky hills to the side of the sandy shore whilst others lazed around 
in the sun, most without a stitch on and all enjoying the free time. The following day the site was vacated, all 
rubbish either burnt or buried as was the usual practice where ever we went. We carried on the various aspects 
of training for war, often travelling in the dust of the vehicles that preceded us. We stopped on a Saturday 
afternoon where we were told to spruce up for a religious service the following day. On the Sunday at 10 a.m., 
having marched to the site and formed a hollow square around a pre-arranged decked out colourful alter, we 
stood in silence (about 300 men at a guess) when the Padre appeared walking towards us, a large book clutched 
to his chest, white collar and gown over a black frock, a purple scarf hanging low either side of his neck - �Ç�}�µ�[�o�o��
forgive the description of his attire I know. I have heard that monks have dirty habits but I know there are more 
suitable no�µ�v�•���(�}�Œ���š�Z�������Œ���•�•���}�(���W�����Œ���•�U���/�[�À�����Z�����Œ�������v�����(�}�Œ�P�}�š�š���v���š�Z���u�X���/���š�Z�}�µ�P�Z�š�����š���š�Z�����š�]�u�����Á�Z���š�����v�����‰�š���Œ���o�]�P�]�}�µ�•��
�•���š�š�]�v�P�U���‹�µ�]�š�����u�}�À�]�v�P�U���/�[�u���•�µ�Œ�����š�Z�����^�]�v���]�������•���Œ�š���Z���•�������u���v�š�]�}�v���]�v���š�Z�������]���o���U���}�Œ���Á���•���]�š���D�}�µ�v�š���^�]�v���]�X���t�]�š�Z���‰�}�‰�µ�o���Œ��
hymns chosen there was a gusty vocal re�•�‰�}�v�•�������v���������Œ���u�]�v�����Œ���}�(���^���v�P�o���v���[�•���P�Œ�����v�����v�����‰�o�����•���v�š���o���v���X�_ 
 
I'm not sure whether it was on this, or a later exercise, when we were given the opportunity to visit St. 
�����š�Z���Œ�]�v���[�•���D�}�v���•�š���Œ�Ç�U�������À���Œ�Ç���Œ���u�}�š����self-contained outpost with little if any connection with the rest of the 
world, where one of their hobbies is collecting the skulls and bones of their predecessors where they have 
�•�Z���o�À���•���µ�‰�}�v���•�Z���o�À���•�����v�����Œ�}�}�u�•���(�µ�o�o���}�(���•���u���X���/�š�[�•�����u���Ì�]�v�P���Z�}�Á���•�µ���Z�������Œ���o�]�P�]�}�µ�•���}���•�]�•�����Æ�]�•ts, but apparently they 
have done so for hundreds of years. I wonder now, some 44 years later as I write. 
 

 

 

 
After some six weeks, could be more, we found ourselves back in camp, now acclimatised and hardened to the 
ardours of a MELF existence. Personally I found it all quite adventurous as I clicked away with my folding camera 
when I thought an opportune moment presented itself. Now there was much cleaning, sorting out and checking 
to do and spare time to catch up on mail with long overdue letters to answer. Some two weeks later having 
�������}�u�����•���š�š�o�������]�v�š�}���š�Z�����Œ�}�µ�š�]�v�����}�(�����Æ���Œ���]�•���U�������u�‰���•���‰�‰���Œ���š�Œ���]�v�]�v�P�����v���������(���Á���‰�]�v�š�•���}�(���Z�^�š���o�o���U�[ the local brew in 
the NAAFI canteen in the evenings, we were told all members of No. 1 troop that is, would be going to Port Fuad 
moving into the transit camp and working in Port Said for a number of weeks. 
 
�D�Ç���v���u�������‰�‰�����Œ�������}�v���^�‹�µ�����Œ�}�v���}�Œ�����Œ�•���(�}�Œ�����v���K���[�•���]�v�š���Œ�À�]���Á�U���š�Z���Œ�����Á���Œ�����v�}���}�‰�š�]�}�v�•�����v�����/�����µ�o�Ç�����‰�‰�����Œ���������o�o��
decked out in my best uniform, best boots etc. as was the custom not that we relied on custom to do things. It 
was an order and orders were not questioned, just obeyed. I was once again up for promotion to L/Cpl, guess 
�/�[�����������v���Œ�����}�u�u���v�����������Ç���u�Ç���š�Œ�}�}�‰���•�µ�‰���Œ�]�}�Œ�•�U���]�š���Á���•���}���À�]�}�µ�•�o�Ç���}�v���u�Ç���‰���Œ�•�}�v���o�����}���µ�u���v�š�•���}�(���‰�Œ���À�]�}�µ�•�������š�]�v�P��
rank, no mention was made of my attending a Cadre Course at the time although I attended a Junior NCO's 
training course at a later date. Although there were quite a lot of older soldiers within the Squadron, I was 
���}�v�P�Œ���š�µ�o���š���������Ç���u�}�•�š���}�(���š�Z�����š�Œ�}�}�‰���E���K�[�•�����v�����•�}�u�����}�(���š�Z�����•���‰�‰���Œ�•�����v�����]�š���•�����u�������š�}���������(���]�Œ�o�Ç���Á���o�o�����������‰�š�����X���/�š��
was a surprise to myself, I certainly had not been thinking along those lines and had been fairly well occupied 
with a new life in a new environment, in a new country, absorbing all that went on around me, keeping my eyes 
and ears open and my mouth shut unless spoken to. I guess I was a quiet type if not shy, but nevertheless 
endeavoured to try and do my best at whatever I was given to do. 

�^�š�X�������š�Z���Œ�]�v���[�•���D�}�v���•�š���Œ�Ç 
 

A trip for the lucky few 
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The dates and times of the various activities engaged in, I am not sure about now, some memories are revived 
by an extensive collection of photographs, so the sequence of the related times given may be out of order in 
which they took place. 
 
The troop duly moved to the Transit camp at Port Fuad which was to be our home for a few weeks as an 
independent troop away from our parent Sqn. that remained at Gothic Camp El-Ballah. All personal kit, weapons 
and the troop stores (G1098) were taken in our normal allocation of troop vehicles so that we were able to 
operate completely as an independent RE troop. The main purpose of our move was to undertake some 
construction work on the dockside in Port Said. The actual task being to convert a cold store into an ice plant. I 
cannot recall there being any experts on the job, we were working from blue prints, the troop Sgt. explained to 
�µ�•�U���š�Z�����E���K�[�•�U���Á�Z���š���Z�������š�}�����������}�v���X���d�Z���Œ�����Á���•�����������u���v�����(�}�Œ���]���������v�����]�v�•�µ�(�(�]���]���v�š���•�}�µ�Œ�����•���š�}���•�µ�‰�‰�o�Ç���~�����(�}�Œ�����š�Z����
days of refrigerated transports I suppose). 
 
The cold store was a very large building with walls four feet thick, the tasks: an enlarged additional hatchway 
�Z�������š�}�����������}�v�•�š�Œ�µ���š�����U���]�v�•�]�������•�š�Œ�µ���š�µ�Œ�����Z�������š�}���������Œ���u�}�À�������š�}���‰�Œ�}�À�]�������•�‰���������(�}�Œ�������(�Œ�����Ì�]�v�P���š���v�l�U�������o���Œ�P�����Z�>�[���•�Z���‰������
Braithwaite tank had to be constructed supported by internal bracing and metal racks, above the tank a steel 
gantry had to be built to support a monorail in the form of an RSJ (rolled steel joist) -later referred to as a BSB 
(British standard beam) - to follow the contours of the tank, a wheeled lifting gear trolley to run on the flanges 
of the above, a bay constructed to hold freezing tanks in racks and an unloading bay to extract and deliver ice 
adjacent to new hatchway. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

Troop Water Trailer 
(Soon after promotion again) 

Troop 
detachment 
for work in 
Port Said to 
convert cold 
storage to 
an ice 
production 
plant - going 
to work 
daily by boat 

Work truck outside cold storage 

 

View of Port Said 
 

HMAS Magpie commanded by 
HRH Prince Phillip 
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Certain items were made and part assembled elsewhere and brought to the site when required. Anchor bolts 
had to be located and concreted into place, some concrete and brick walls had to be removed. There were a few 
costly mistakes made on that job, mainly through lack of communication in giving orders or misreading 
specifications. The plans were provided by RE Clerk of Works MELF 10, but I had no contacts with such people, 
being one of the lowly slaves in the organisation. All my observations of course may not be correct but I 
remember and write as I saw them. 
 
The freezing process was to be as follows: the large tanks were to be filled with brine (salt water) and the ice 
containers fresh water, since fresh water freezes at a higher temperature than brine, the freezing tanks would 
be easier to remove and replace. I never actually saw the plant working, just experienced the cold whilst 
���u�‰�o�}�Ç�������}�v���š�Z�����š���•�l�X���/�����]�����]�v���(�����š���•�µ�(�(���Œ���(�Œ�}�u���Z�‰�]�o���•�[���š�Z�Œ�}�µ�P�Z���•�]�š�š�]�v�P���}�v���š�Z�������}�o�������}�v���Œ���š�����(�o�}�}�Œ�•���}�v���š�Z���š���i�}���X���d�Z����
remedial medical instructions I received for treatment was to apply Vaseline and to push them back in place 
with a finger every night in bed - it worked; �/���Á���•�v�[�š���š�Œ�}�µ���o���������P���]�v���µ�v�š�]�o���Œ���š�]�Œ���u���v�š�X�������š�µ���o�o�Ç���/���Z�������š�Z�}�µ�P�Z�š���/�[����
had haemorrhoids but I was told only officers get them. 
 
During our time on that job, some of us often had a swim alongside the docks during the lunch break. On one 
occasion a couple of us were way out in the water when some very large fish surfaced between ourselves and 
the docks. There is only one fish one thinks of at such times! It was a very scary experience but then we learnt 
that dolphins often come into the local waters. Not all the troop was employed on the job, some men were left 
in the transit camp to look after our interest and carry out menial domestic duties, others to maintain vehicles 
and collect stores, help the cook etc. An additional small vehicle was requested as a general run around and we, 
the troop that is, ended up getting Iwo Standard Vanguard staff cars which were said not to be suitable for their 
original purpose. We also got some additional motor cycles in which I showed interest for some fun riding. There 
was a very large vehicle stock yard located somewhere in the area, I was taken there to get some spare parts, it 
was said to be a BLR depot (beyond local repair), it must have catered for the whole of the Canal Zone by the 
size of it. Goodness knows how many troops were out there. 
 
Just prior to the job after my promotion there was a change round of NCO's. Moggy Morris and Gregory Peck, 
Cpl and L/Cpl Respectively of No. 1 Section, my section, went their different ways and some new national service 
men were posted in, one a Cpl and one a L/Cpl, both I felt were far better educated than myself and I had no 
resentment towards them, unlike some regulars in the troop. I got on well with them and was quite happy with 
my lot anyway, still keeping my eyes and ears open and asking questions if in doubt or unsure. 
 
Entertainment during the weeks away was very restricted, the local radio did not provide much attraction, we 
could swim but to go beyond the confines of military establishments meant one was pestered with Arab beggars 
and con men selling cheap watches, dirty postcards, leather wallets and what not. They often appeared at the 
�Á�}�Œ�l���•�]�š�������µ�š���P�}�š���š�Z�����Z�/�D�•�Z�����[���Œ���•�‰�}�v�•�����(�Œ�}�u���}�v�������v�������o�o�X���K�v���š�Z�����}�������}�������•�]�}�v���Á�������]�����À���v�š�µ�Œ�����}�µ�š�U���(�]�À�����}�Œ���•�]�Æ���}�(��
us went together. 
 
HMS Magpie, a smallish naval vessel, sailed up past us at one time, remembered only because we were told 
Prince Phillip, husband or husband-to-be of the future Queen was in command. 
 
We had some PT periods, one kit layout, but parades were kept to a minimum apart from morning roll call and 
a quick inspection. We all got to know one another very well, Capt. Rolands was well liked who, when showing 
his disapproval at anything, would say �^�Z���o�o�•�������o�o�•�����v�����‰�}�u���P�Œ���v���š���•�X�_ I never heard him or the Troop Sgt. use 
���v�Ç���(�}�µ�o���o���v�P�µ���P���U���(���Œ�����]�(�(���Œ���v�š���(�Œ�}�u���š�Z�����u���v�Ç���E���K�[�•���]�v���š�Z�����š�Œ���]�v�]�v�P�����•�š�����o�]�•�Z�u���v�š�•�X���/�v���(�����š�������‰�š�X���Z�}�o���v���•���•�š���Œ�š������
to call me laughing boy because of the infectious laugh I apparently �Z�����X���/�[�����Z�������š�Á�}���v�]���l���v���u���•���•�]�v�������i�}�]�v�]�v�P��
�µ�‰�U�����µ�š���o�}�•�š���š�Z���u�����•���/���u�}�À�������}�v���š�Z���v�l�(�µ�o�o�Ç�U���Z�W�}�Œ�l�Ç�[�����v�����Z�&���Œ�u���Œ�U�[ because I was, and sounded like one, I guess. 
 
Many weeks later we were back at Gothic Camp and had resumed military training, there was always a need to 
refresh/improve or learn something new. I was given the responsibility of the PIAT a troop weapon described 
previously, the only anti-tank weapon the troop had, a primitive sort of weapon that fired what I referred to at 
the time as small bombs, weighing over two pounds each, they were in fact a shaped charge that was able to 
penetrate any tank armour at that time, providing it made a right angled connection with the target, or a direct 
head on hit so we were told. It had one hell of a kick back and had to be held very firmly against the shoulder, 
the initial loading of the weapon by compressing a very large coil spring was quite an effort in itself so one had 
to have a reasonable build to carry/handle and fire the thing. I had a No. 2 to carry the projectiles and load when 
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required, we also carried our own personal weapon as well, mine was now a Sten gun. I liked shooting and 
proved to be a reasonable shot with all the section weapons, having been brought up with guns helped. My 
father had an incentive for me to shoot straight since he had to buy the cartridges -12 bore game shot were four 
pence each during the war, so any dinners shot always cost something. 
 
Map reading out in the desert was quite different from that in England and the desert, more often than not, was 
�‹�µ�]�š�����(�����š�µ�Œ���o���•�•�X���d�Z�����Œ�}�µ�š�����}�(���š�Z�����Z�t�����]�•�[�����]�����v�}�š�����o�Á���Ç�•�����}�v�(�}�Œ�u���š�}���š�Z�����o�]�v���•���}�v���š�Z�����u���‰�U���š�Œ���À���o�o�]�v�P���Á���•���µ�•�µ���o�o�Ç��
a time and distance problem guided by compass, the only variable being the surface over which one travelled, 
sand dune country with small shrubs, open rocky craggy plains, comparatively smooth gravel ground, or the 
rocky escarpments and bands of rocky high ground. All vehicles carried sand channels, which were in fact PSP 
panels about 15 inches wide and 8 feet in length (PSP = pierced steel plank). Its original use was designed for 
making roads, airfields, parking areas etc. each snapping together to form large steel mats. As an ex sea cadet, I 
was quite surprised how much of my former training came into use as a field engineer. I met very few people 
who could box the compass in the army, I knew semaphore, knots and lashings back and eye splicing, handling 
of boats, winds, tides and currents, rowing and outboard motors also came in handy, but like all things in life if 
you do not use it you lose it and the memory pales. 
 
As the warmer weather came we changed from shirt sleeve order BD to KD the lightweight uniforms issued for 
tropical use although denims, the works and training dress, were worn winter and summer. We remained in 
Gothic Camp for quite some time and the summer timetable came into being. Routine started at 0600 with 
either PT or a swimming session, for the latter we travelled by vehicle to a location that followed the Suez Canal. 
The only trouble with the early morning swim periods was that we spent more time in the vehicle than we did 
in the water. After breakfast first parade was around 0800 then we trained and/or worked, finishing at 1400 hrs 
which was the end of the official day. 
 
 
 

 

  
 
Sport was still encouraged and perhaps a road run for those that did not. or would not. participate in voluntary 
sports. Sunburn was a problem for some. I was personally warned being at that time fair haired with blue eyes, 
but I took the sun very well. The chaps that were affected in my view without exception were the ginger red 
head types and allowances were made for them. Most afternoons were free, in the warmer season we learnt 
�š�Z���v���Á�Z���Œ�����š�Z�����•���Ç�]�v�P�������u�����(�Œ�}�u���^�u���������}�P�•�����v�������v�P�o�]�•�Z�u���v���}�µ�š���]�v���š�Z�����D�]�������Ç���•�µ�v�—�U���š�}�}���Z�}�š���š�}���Á�}�Œ�l�����v�����Ç���š��
we played soccer and hockey etc. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bogged in water truck Khaki hot weather dress for parades and guard duties 
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After a few more weeks we had a troop excursion to a place called Gebel Maryam where a rather impressive 
war memorial was built, it was also a small engineer base about 25 miles away along the Canal road towards 
Ismailia. The Camp grounds were just about adjacent to the Suez Canal itself, a small lake within the base was 
fed by the Canal waters, on which watermanship training was carried out. Training consisted of raft construction, 
both improvised and military equipment rafts, there were various types of infantry assault boats, canvas and 
wooden, both folding and also light aluminium storm boats as they were referred to, various types of outboard 
motors and the heavy duty wooden pontoons on to which Bailey Bridge could be built. We practiced assault 
river crossings using all types of equipment and outboard motors and built bridges both on land and across 
water. Each man was expected to be able to swim and get across a 30 ft. water obstacle fully equipped with rifle 
and ammo. Not all were able or confident and often extra training and encouragement was required to achieve 
this. As with all things there are devised methods especially for the bigger crossings. Each man was issued as 
part of his equipment with a waterproof cape (a later issue was known as a poncho) its main purpose was as the 
original name suggests a cape, a waterproof outer garment and the other uses were as a ground sheet, roof 
covering (note two or three could be fastened together), and a floatation unit. This last use will need some 
explanation - all clothing and equipment is removed and placed in the centre of the cape and laid out on the 
ground, it has to be stacked neatly and the cape then folded in the taught manner, the idea then being to float 
the parcel across whilst you swim behind it. It certainly works. Another method of floatation, particularly for 
non-swimmers or incapacitated persons, was to use ones denim trousers tied with string or something at the 
leg bottoms. They were then dunked until saturated and holding the waist, thrown back over the head and 
brought forward quickly to fill the legs with air and then lay in the crutch and hey presto �v  �Ç�}�µ�[�À�����P�}�š���Ç�}�µ�Œ�•���o�(��
a pair of water wings. This would hold one afloat for about 20 minutes if they were in a good state of repair, so 
a swimmer or a boat could tow another across. Improvisation was part of engineering methodology i.e. the use 
of whatever was available to achieve whatever was required. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

British War Memorial located at Gable 
Maryam 

Long since taken down by the Egyptians 








































































































































































































































































































































































































