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Foreword
John Adams, known throughout his life as Jack, was born in 1920 and died in
2010. Growing up in Widnes and educated at Farnworth Church of England
Primary School and Wade Deacon Grammar School, he secured employment
at ICI where he stayed throughout his career, rising from Laboratory Assistant
to Research Scientist. There he met Margaret, his wife of 67 years. A wartime
romance and marriage in Frodsham in 1943 was followed by Army service in
India from 1945-47, one of the seminal experiences of his life.
Although ill-health marred his final years, it did provide time to convert
his recollections of his early life in Widnes and memories of India into a
series of folders interspersed with photographs and mementos. He initially
declared that it was not his intention that these should be read by anyone
other than himself: it was the process of recollection that was so energising,
not its outcome. However on completion, he felt that the material he had
produced might after all be of some interest to others. Thus in memory of
his life and work, members of his family have collated his recollections and
memories into book form. The words contained therein are substantially his,
with only minor editorial amendment (in italic font). Sufficient material was
amassed to form a volume of two parts gathered under the overarching title
Journeys and Resting Places.
Part I describes Growing Up in Northern England and covers the period
1920 to 1945, recording his early life in Widnes, his schooldays and his first
employment, together with recollections of Home Guard service and Army
training.
Part II describes Soldiering On in Southern India, tracing his posting as
a Lieutenant in the Royal Corps of Signals from 1945 to 1947.
Dedicated to his memory, it is hoped that this volume not only captures
the recollections and experiences but also the spirit of the man, and that it
might, as he hoped, be of some wider interest as a story of his time.
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Part I

Growing Up in
Northern England

Preface
When I started this work, I was surprised at the way that vivid memories of
the time were brought to life again, even after the passage of the years. I was
encouraged by some thoughts of Harold Macmillan to reflect that:
Those of us who have reached extreme old age become gradually reconciled to increasing infirmities, mental and physical. The
body develops, with each passing year, fresh weaknesses. Our legs
no longer carry us; eyesight begins to fail, and hearing becomes
feebler. Even with the mind, the process of thought seems largely
to decrease in its power and its intensity; and if we are wise we
come to accept these frailties and develop, like all invalids, our
own particular skills in avoiding or minimising them. But there
is one aspect of the mind which seems to operate in a peculiar
fashion. While memory becomes gradually weaker in respect of
recent happenings and even of the leading events of middle age,
yet it appears to become increasingly strong as regards the years of
childhood and youth. It is as if new entries played into an ageing
computer become gradually less effective while the original stores
remain as strong as ever. This phenomenon has the result that as
the memory of so many much more important matters begins to
fade; those of many years ago become sharper than before. The
recent writings on the tablets of the mind grow quickly weak as if
made by a light brush or soft pencil. Those of the earliest years
become more and more deeply etched. The pictures which they
recall are as fresh as ever. Indeed they seem to strengthen with
each passing year.
When I started to write, it was not my intention that this would be read by
anyone but I later thought it might be of some interest as a story of my times.
Jack Adams, August 1999
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Chapter 1

Early Days
I was born at No.41 Witt Road, Widnes, and according to my Mother, weighed
10 and a half pounds at birth. (I am unable to confirm this statement.) My
Grandmother registered the birth. I cannot imagine how so many people lived
in this small house at this time as my Father had five brothers of whom he was
the oldest. Witt Road was one of the many streets of terraced houses built
in the 19th Century to house the influx of workers needed for the growing
chemical industry. The houses were of basic construction and usually had two
rooms downstairs and two upstairs, together with a small kitchen at the rear
and an outside lavatory in a small, tiled, back yard. There could also be a
wash-house built on to the end of the kitchen.
The houses were rented, often on a short term basis, from the Landlord
who owned them. My Grandad and Grandma Adams lived in such a house
in Witt Road and my parents must have been living with them since their
marriage in 1919, after my Father was released from the Army, or “disembodied” as his discharge papers declared. At this time he was employed as a
“Sampler” in a chemical works laboratory although on his marriage certificate
of the previous year his profession was given as “Platiniser”.
Before the War he had worked at the Golding Davies Works of the United
Alkali Company and is shown on a photograph of workers taken in 1906 when
he was 14 years old. The Golding Davies and Mathieson Works were amalgamated as Marsh Works in 1915 and after the War he worked there for the
remainder of his life, except for a short period towards the end of 1929, when
he spent some time at the Ardeer works of Nobel Division (I.C.I. Explosives).
In the more skilled occupation of “Platiniser” he had been given a period of
temporary release from the Army in August 1916 until he was recalled in April
5

1918 with the rank of Sergeant. (Before 1914, the Lead Chamber process was
still the only method of sulphuric acid production in this country, but on the
outbreak of war there was a sudden increased demand for strong acid for the
manufacture of explosives. This demand could only be met by the improved
Contact Process for acid manufacture and this required a suitable catalyst,
the best one being platinised asbestos. This development had clearly led to a
desperate need for skilled platinisers). However, he was subsequently recalled
to the Army in April 1918 and given the rank of Sergeant, which he held until
his discharge in 1919. One of my Father’s stories that I recall concerned a
tin of sausages that he had brought back from France during the War for his
Mother. She had heated this incautiously in a pan causing an explosion that
plastered sausage over the kitchen ceiling!
When I was 16 months old we must still have been living in Witt Road
as there is a photograph of me wearing a lacy frock, and others where I was
wearing some kind of overalls, taken in the backyard of this house. My Father
had bought a Vest-Pocket Kodak camera and I suppose these were his first
photographs. It was said that at this time I had shown some physical aggression towards a neighbouring boy, Freddie Whitfield, but I have no recollection
of this incident in which a hammer was said to have been used, but it was
related to me by my parents in later years.
Around about 1920, Widnes Corporation started to build houses for the
growing population after the War; one of these developments was the Fairfield Housing Estate that was built on fields lying between Victoria Park and
Peelhouse Lane. The road on the east side of the Park and the west side
of the housing estate was called Fairfield Road and it was to No.92 Fairfield
Road that my parents and I moved into a newly built Council House. This
must have been by May 1922 as an old photograph shows me there, sitting on
a wooden horse that I can still remember. It was made by my Grandfather
Hinde, whose hobby was carpentry, and was covered with a skin of Army
khaki uniform cloth and sported a fine horsehair tail. I also was wearing a
natty sailor-suit at this time, having presumably grown out of the frocks I had
previously been dressed in. It is significant to record that my Grandma and
Grandad Adams had also moved at this time from Witt Road and rented a
similar house in Belvoir Road, always referred to by us as “Bell - Voyer Road”,
and only a short walk from our Fairfield Road house so we often visited each
other in later years.
*

* *

*

*

The Fairfield Estate had streets named after trees: Sycamore, Lilac, Elm,
Chestnut, Larch, Cedar, and Cypress Avenues, and this practice was continued
6

Figure 1.1: Witt Road
Part of the west side of Witt Road looking south from the new town-hall.
Behind the row of houses is the long roof of the Black Cat billiard hall with
Victoria Road running along to the left. The three storey building in this
street was the Weekly News office and Swales’ general printers. The railway
viaduct runs across the picture behind the tall chimneys of Bolton’s copper
works. The photograph dates from June 1968.
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1921
14 months

1921
16 months

Figure 1.2: Photographs taken in Witt Road
to the north in the Lockett Road estate with Acacia and Alder Avenues. The
houses varied in style, some being in blocks of four with a central passageway
to the back, and others being semi-detached. Our new house, No.92 Fairfield
Road was a semi-detached building with a lawn at the front and a large back
garden which my parents must have had to break-in from the field on which
the house was built. I remember that Father would unearth pieces of wood
and builder’s debris, and when holes were dug years later it was often possible
to see the remains of decayed turf which had been buried when the ground
was first dug.
Most of the houses were left as plain brick but ours together with the
two adjacent ones to the north were rendered and painted cream with a wide
black band along the bottom. These three pairs of houses were set back more
from the road than the brick ones so we had larger front gardens with square
lawns. The ground floor windows at the front had louvered wooden shutters,
painted green, and fastened back to the wall with S-shaped catches. I don’t
8

1922
With Mother

1924
With Father

Figure 1.3: Photographs taken at 92 Fairfield Road
recall them ever being used to cover the windows and they were regarded as
ornamental. The front door opened into a small hall with a flight of stairs to
the bedrooms. Underneath the stairs was an empty space, which I used for
“camping-out” games, using an old blanket to cover the cold lino floor. On
the right of the hall was the bathroom and a separate lavatory. The bathroom
was unheated except for a gas geyser to heat the water for the bath. On the
left of the hall was the living room which had a fireplace and some wooden
shelves built in the alcove to its left. This room occupied the full width of the
house with a sash window at each end; a door led into the kitchen with its
sink, gas cooker, boiler and mangle. There was a small pantry, and a coal-shed
only accessible from outside the house. Going upstairs, my parents’ bedroom
extended across the full width of the house and a small landing at the top of
9

1922
With Grandad Hinde

1922
At 2½ years old

Figure 1.4: Photographs taken in 1922
the stairs led to “our” bedroom (for my younger brother Norman and me) at
the front and to a third small bedroom always known as the “Lumber-room”
and full of oddments and domestic clutter.
The house was lit by gas with wall lights and it wasn’t until 1931 that
the Council Houses were wired for electricity. The gas jets, lit with a match
or paper spills from the fire, heated an inverted incandescent mantle giving
out a characteristic greenish-yellow light. The mantles consisted of a knitted
or woven cotton or ramie fabric in the shape of a small cup supported on a
ceramic ring which held it over the gas jet. The fabric was impregnated with
a compound containing thorium and cerium oxides and when new could be
easily handled. However, after burning off the fabric base on first use, the
oxide skeleton was very fragile and couldn’t be touched without breaking.
Father had some basic wood-working tools and I think he made the sidegate to protect the back of the house as no other houses had this feature. This
gate and the fence, together with the ornamental shutters on the frontage,
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were still there in 1976 when I last saw the house. He must have also made
other things for the garden as we had a cold frame, bench seat, and in later
years, a dog kennel. I remember him making a rather clumsy folding screen
in wood, with plywood panels from tea chests held in by beading. This screen
was a lot of trouble to make as the plywood panels were held in by lengths
of beading which split readily when nailed to the frame with oval nails which
were hard to keep from bending. The whole screen was then stained brown
with Potassium Permanganate.
The back garden was partly dug and cultivated for vegetables but there
were some rough patches. It was enclosed by privet hedges as were the neighbouring gardens, and these needed to be cut several times a year with the
cuttings burned in a smelly bonfire. In the garden was a large, old, wooden
wheelbarrow, which, when turned upside down served as a ship, motor-car or
railway engine on which to play, the cast-iron wheel being turned by hand as a
“steering wheel” or “engine” as the game required. We were very imaginative.
The one who played the part of the “driver” in these games was always called
“Bill” for some unknown reason. The front garden was mostly grass with a few
stone-bordered flower beds and the inevitable privet hedges. For neighbours,
we had some families with children of similar age who I often played with,
usually out-of-doors, either in our garden or in the neighbouring park across
the road where there was a convenient gate.
I was brought up in the shadow of the Great War and I am sure that its
horrors still lingered in the minds of Father and Mother. Naturally, some
of the games I played with my young friends involved fighting and trenchwarfare, and we dug shallow trenches and “shell-holes” in the back garden at
times. We found that a clod of our dry, clayey-soil thrown on a hard surface
would burst giving a satisfying shower of fragments, but I got into trouble
once when I threw one through a pane of glass in the living room window.
Father still had his wartime steel helmet which I wore sometimes. At an
earlier age, I got into more trouble when I buried Mother’s wrist watch in a
tin box somewhere in the garden as “buried treasure”, and it was not recovered
for some days, by which time it had suffered badly from damp.
Fairfield Road was on a bus route and Corporation buses would pass our
house en route to Farnworth Street. Even so, there was very little traffic and
we often played in the road without troubling anybody. Sometimes I had the
job of collecting any horse manure that appeared in the vicinity of our house,
and this went on the back garden as fertiliser. In hot summer weather the
road would develop “tar” bubbles at the edges and these were played with. If
you took care to moisten your fingers with spit, the pieces of “tar” could be
moulded into balls or drawn out into various shapes. We usually ended with
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tarry hands (if not clothing - engendering more trouble!) and had to clean up
using butter and rags. Another favourite game was climbing on our side gate;
I don’t recall ever being discouraged by my parents on any spurious health
and safety grounds. With the gate bolted it was like being in a fort and we
had games of “Cowboys and Indians”, sallying out to catch prisoners who we
tied up in a gentle manner to a garden clothes post, whether boys or girls.
In those days the streets were lit by gas lamps, each lamp-post having a
side arm at the top to serve as a support for a ladder when the glass had to
be cleaned or other maintenance carried out. A rope thrown over this arm
made a convenient swing. Every evening, the lamp-lighter would make his
rounds, passing our house on the way. He carried a long pole with a burning
oil-lamp at the top as well as a hook with which he turned on the gas and lit
the mantle. In the morning he went round again to turn off the gas to each
lamp. After I started school, a small group of us would play around a gas
lamp in Lockett Road during the evening, this being the only place where we
could see what we were doing.
Whenever there were any road-works there was always a night-watchman
with a little shelter to sit in like a sentry-box, and he always had a coke brazier
to keep himself warm and cook food or make tea. If we were lucky enough to
have a watchman in our area we always used to enjoy a warm at his brazier
on a cold night and a chat with the man. Often there was a steam-roller to
look after and these were very interesting to us. They had a brass badge of
a rampaging horse on the front with the motto “Invicta”. I remember when
electricity came to our road there was also a night-watchman to safeguard the
equipment and cable but by this time I had moved on to other interests.
*

* *

*

*

Some of the furnishings of our living room at No.92. Fairfield Road stick
in my mind. We had a mahogany table with two folding leaves standing on
a square base with four ball and claw feet. There was a drawer at one end
where oddments were kept. It is interesting to note that this table was the
most valuable piece of the family furniture when it was all later sold, in spite
of the fact that the surface at one end of table was somewhat marked by small
holes, the accidental result of my efforts in drilling small rigging blocks for a
sailing-ship model I made in the 1930’s. There was also a sofa with its head
at the left end. It was stuffed with horse hair, and somewhat uncomfortable
to bare legs owing to the odd stiff hairs that protruded from the covering
material. These long hairs could be pulled out with the fingers at times. The
only other item that I recall was a stand for the “wireless”. I think that this
must have been made by Grandad Hinde as it was in stained and varnished
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pine after his style of work. It stood about a yard high and below the top on
which the “wireless” stood, was a cupboard to hold batteries. It stood in a
back corner of the room near the window, so that the aerial and earth wires
could be led in conveniently. At a later date we bought new furniture and
I remember us all gathered in the living room when we had a visit from a
Widnes dealer, Barney Dutton, who made an offer for the old things as well
as the kitchen mangle which was then replaced by a wringer. At the time, I
felt very sad to see our old familiar furniture go for a knock-down price.
Although we had a bathroom with a gas geyser to heat water, the room
was unheated, and as a very small boy I was bathed in a galvanized bath-tub
in front of the living room fire. This was about the only time that I saw myself
completely bare and I remember vividly, that on these occasions, I felt very
fragile and vulnerable for I was rather thin and skinny at this age. The fire in
the living room made this the only warm room in the house in cold weather.
Mother did the washing in the kitchen using a dolly-peg and tub before
putting the clothes through the stout wooden rollers of a heavy mangle turned
by hand. I would sometimes help to turn the mangle but it was hard work for
a small boy. This mangle was later replaced by a small wringer with rubber
rollers making the operation easier. She did the ironing using a flat iron
heated on the gas stove as there was no fire in the kitchen. This meant that
she had to hold the iron in a cloth pad and test its temperature on a piece of
white cloth before use, consequently there was always a smell of singeing on
wash days.
In the process of ironing, she rested the hot iron on a steel shell-base
standing on the table. This must have been a war souvenir. It was a heavy
steel casting about three inches in diameter and two inches high with sides
half an inch or more thick. A wide copper “driving-band” encircled the outside
making quite a decorative feature. In practice, when a shell is fired from a
gun, the softer copper of the “driving-band” is forced into the spiral rifling of
the gun barrel thus imparting a spinning motion to the shell which results in
a more accurate line of flight than if the gun barrel had been smooth. The
top of this shell base had been cut off squarely and the edge rounded. There
was also an oil lamp made from a flattened, round, steel bulb into which was
screwed a solid brass wick holder. I never saw or heard of this lamp ever being
used but I often used to play with it and the shell base.
Mother had a number of sayings that she would come out with at appropriate times. If anyone asked her how much a thing cost, she would reply
“Money and Fair Words”. If we pestered her about what we were going to
have for our next meal, she would say:- “Three jumps at the cupboard door
and a slide down”, and if we were asking what she had in some box or drawer,
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she would say:- “Nothing for meddlers and crutches for lame ducks”, and that
would be all we were told.
At one time, she went through a phase of rug-making and we all got
involved in producing a hearth-rug, cutting the lengths of wool and laboriously
knotting them on the canvas. She chose the colours and designed the pattern
herself. It was in the form of a rising sun with radiating rays and turned out
very well, the rug being completed by stitching on a backing of hessian. We
also had small rugs of black wool which she had made to place by some of the
doors. For rougher use, for example in kitchens, rag rugs were used as they
were hard wearing, but they were usually dingy and unattractive. They were
made very cheaply by fastening strips of old woollen cloth, about 4” x 1”, to
hessian obtained from old sacks; Grandma Adams always had a rag rug before
the living room fireplace in her house in Belvoir Road. Over the back of the
living room settee we had a long anti-macassar, presumably one of the Hinde
souvenirs from Egypt, as it had a procession of Egyptian gods and goddesses
in applique work along it. I would think that the colours had originally been
bright but I remember it as rather faded. We had it for many years.
Mother would often sing while working around the house, her repertoire
consisting of popular songs of the war years, music-hall songs and hymns. I
can remember some of her favourites although I can only give the opening lines
that stick in my mind: “If you were the only girl in the world”, “Among my
souvenirs”, “When I leave the world behind”, “Roses are blooming in Picardy”,
“If those lips could only speak”, “I stand in a land of roses” and a hymn to the
tune “All through the Night” (this was a particular favourite). I can picture
her now, answering a knock at the front door, singing or humming to herself
and taking off the “pinny” she habitually wore while working in the house. It
was not done to answer the door wearing a “pinny”!
Father had a party trick which he would show us. It involved balancing
a plate on the palm of his hand and passing it under his arm in a smooth
movement and finally arriving back at the starting position. He always said
it was more effective with a jelly on the plate. He also had a nonsense puzzle
which we heard many times: “If it takes a yard and a half of tripe to make
an elephant a sleeveless waistcoat, and it takes a blind rat two days to crawl
through a barrel of gas-tar, then how long is a piece of string?”. He had a
best pair of leather gloves, lined with reindeer fur. The rather coarse hairs on
the fur were arranged to point inwards so that the gloves went on easier than
they came off. I liked to try them on and experience this effect when Father
brought them out to wear. He would say “I chased that reindeer for miles!”.
He had a number of stories about men in the Works or people at Widnes
market, some rather apocryphal, such as a story about a rather dirty and
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disreputable man called “Old Sequaw”, who was reputed never to take off his
clothes. When he was taken ill and had to go into hospital his clothes were
removed but as the surgeon started to operate the patient was found to be
still wearing a vest! There was also a Tooth-puller who operated at Widnes
market on a Saturday night. Apparently the extraction of teeth was carried
out in public before an interested crowd of spectators, the groans of the victim
being drowned out by an assistant who beat a big drum.
*

* *

*

*

If groceries were wanted during the day, Mother would send me to the
Co-op shop in Derby Road near the bottom of Farnworth Street. There was
a long counter on either side of the shop, one side dealing with “dry” goods
and the other with dairy products and bacon, and I was always interested
in the way the assistants would cut me slices from large sides of bacon on a
hand-driven machine, or weigh out and pat into shape butter from a big block
using wooden butter pats. I had to follow Mother’s instructions to the letter,
asking for the exact groceries she wanted in detail or I would get sent back.
The assistants would try to take advantage of, or tease, a small boy and I had
to check my change carefully.
When we went down to Widnes on a Saturday afternoon, Mother and I
would walk from home, going down Deacon Road, Albert Road and Widnes
Road to the Market near the Town Hall, calling at various shops on the way.
We did most of our shopping at the market and, when heavy laden, came
home by bus from the bus stop outside St.Paul’s Church. In Albert Road we
would call at the Maypole dairy where the assistants were even more adept at
the use of butter pats than at the Derby Road Co-Op. On the opposite side of
the road was Woolworths where everything was priced at sixpence or less, and
further along on the same side of the road was Piper’s Penny Bazaar selling
lots of small domestic items from long display counters overlooked by the shop
assistants. At the Market, we often patronised “The Jew”, an obliging man
who sold a wide range of household articles from pins and needles to toiletries
and hair creams. Mother was well known at some stalls and would chatter
with the owners while examining their fruit and vegetables. She considered
herself an expert in such matters as she had worked in a greengrocers at
Aintree in her younger days. The larger, open market at Widnes was roofed
over and on gloomy afternoons and at night the market stalls were lit by
paraffin flares which were hung over them. The closed market was in a brick
building and had better-class stalls selling fish and meat and more delicate
goods. In the open market it was always interesting to watch the crockery
15

salesmen as they usually had an upturned, empty tea chest on which they
thumped the items of crockery to show that there were no flaws in them.
On Bonfire Nights, we would have a fire of fairly dry material in our back
garden, having scoured the neighbourhood for bits broken off trees and scrap
wood. We would have some fireworks, bangers and rip-raps being general
favourites as they were the cheapest and noisiest, while my friend Don Machin
would come along with one or two more expensive fireworks which we would
all enjoy. When the fire had burned down, we would roast potatoes in the red
hot embers and it was great fun to get them out with their skins smouldering,
and a few burnt fingers. I always enjoyed the taste of steaming hot, halfburned potatoes with their charred skins.
At Christmas, we had the normal ritual of presents in stockings, tied to
the foot of the bed, always with nuts or a tangerine in the toe. At tea-time
on Christmas Day we had an old artificial Christmas tree and this was set
in the centre of the tea-table. The tree carried a few glass baubles and on
the ends of its branches were small metal holders to support wax candles,
some 3 or 4 inches long. These were lit at tea-time and we would eat our
tea by candle light. This process was repeated on Boxing Day to use up the
remaining halves of the candles, after this, the tree was folded up and put
away for next year.
Together with a few friends I would go round the estate carol-singing
towards Christmas in the hope of earning a few pennies. We were very rarely
successful. After singing at one house in Lilac Avenue for some time, a man
came to the door, stood there silently until we were getting embarrassed, and
then just asked us if we had seen a paper boy on his rounds. (The paper
boys went round in the evening selling the Liverpool Echo). He didn’t give us
anything for all our singing. We always called at our house and Father would
come out and give us some “hot” pennies that he had been warming on the
hearth especially for us. Hunting for the dropped pennies was about the most
interesting thing that happened to us on these outings!
Birthday parties were decidedly uncommon events with us in Fairfield
Road but on at least one of my birthdays I recall inviting a few friends to
tea in the afternoon. We didn’t have any organised party games but after tea
were left to our own devices, and played in the garden. It could have been
on this occasion that I managed to break the pane of glass in the living-room
window as I have already mentioned. On one memorable occasion, I was
invited to a proper birthday party given by Ernest Swift who lived in one of
the council houses on the south side of Lilac Avenue. His father ran a haulage
business and they were better off than we were. This was my first experience
of a properly organised birthday party and I enjoyed it. Among the games
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we played were “Spin the Trencher” and “Postman’s Knock” and I found these
games embarrassing, for, as well as boys at the party who were strangers to
me, there were also some girls who, in my opinion, put a damper on our fun.
I once invited Ronnie Owen to come to a birthday tea, and we called at his
home on the way back from school to ask for permission from the two aunts
he lived with. They somehow got the impression that it was to be a birthday
party and when he told them later that he had only had tea with us, they
were cross and tried to stop him playing with me.
We had a medicine cabinet which stood on a chest of drawers in our
bedroom. This had probably been made by Grandad Hinde and was of stained
and varnished softwood. It had double doors and a central shelf and contained
a number of medical oddments such as tincture of iodine, zinc oxide powder,
Iodex, glycerine, etc., but there were also some bottles of patent medicine and
food supplements. These included bottles of Parrish’s Chemical Food (a winecoloured liquid, rich in iron), Angier’s Emulsion (a creamy liquid containing
cod-liver oil), Raspberry Syrup and Olive Oil (this separated into two layers
and had to be well shaken to mix it up), and Cod-liver Oil and Malt (a thick,
brown, viscous liquid - not unpleasant to the taste). Sometimes, when I was at
a loose end, I would sample some of these concoctions, taking a tea-spoonful
of each in turn. I never suffered any ill effects so I imagine that they were all
rather bland medicaments!
During the 1920’s we used to get a number of street traders coming around
the housing estate. One of our regulars was the “Pop” man from St.Helens,
who came weekly in the summer months with an open lorry stacked with
gallon, earthenware jars of “pop” - ginger beer, dandelion and burdock and
others, all very gassy. He collected the empty jar from the previous week
when we bought our fresh supply. He was a “pop-ular” visitor! Once, Father
made some ginger beer and stored the bottled product in the bathroom under
the bath. Over several days bottles exploded as fermentation had not finished
when he bottled his brew. The Walls ice-cream man would come round on
his tricycle and cold box labelled “Stop me and buy one!”. One of his popular
items was “Snofrute”, a triangular prism of frozen, coloured water, rather like
the present day ice-lolly except that it was sold in an open-ended, threesided, cardboard tube which had to be peeled back so that the ice could be
sucked at one end. Melted ice usually ran down your arm from the other
open end.There were other ice-cream carts, some pushed by hand and those
of Gandolfo’s, which were motorised. They carried a large churn of ice-cream
to be sold as cornets and wafers. When war broke out in the late 1930’s,
Gandolfo’s vans carried a large notice declaring “Naturalised since 1907” or
some such date. This was to counter any anti-Italian feeling.
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Figure 1.5: Ice-cream carts in West Bank in 1933.
Another common visitor was a rag and bone man with his trade call which
sounded like “Ragbone!”. Some of these men pushed a handcart while others
had a horse and small cart on which they would ride. They were in search
of old clothing, especially woollens, for which they would give blocks of an
abrasive composition known as “Donkey Stones”. These were used for coarse
scouring, in particular, on stone doorsteps and floors. The housewives living
in the rows of terrace houses in Widnes took a pride in scrubbing their street
doorsteps every day. Now and again we would see a knife and scissors grinder
looking for customers. He would have a special kind of wheelbarrow in a
wooden frame which transformed into a treadle-operated grindstone which he
would use to sharpen kitchen knives and tools. These traders were more often
seen in Farnworth Street and the more built-up parts of the town. In some
of the streets in West Bank however, the custom was to sharpen the carving
knives on the sandstone window sill by the front door of the house, and the
wear produced by this activity could be seen on many house fronts before the
houses were demolished long after the War.
Our milk was delivered each day by a milkman with a horse and trap
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which carried milk churns. A churn was carried to the front door and the
milk was measured into Mother’s jug using pint and gill measures hanging
from hooks inside the churn. Our usual milkman was Irish and always wore a
sprig of shamrock on St. Patrick’s Day; Mother would beg a piece from him
every year and put it in a glass in the living room. After my brother Norman
was born, this shamrock acquired even more significance.
*

* *

*

*

1927 was a significant year for two reasons. Firstly, I got a new brother,
and secondly, I was very ill and had to go to hospital for the first time in my
life. When I got up one Thursday morning, I was surprised to find Grandma
Adams in the house and was informed that I had a new baby brother, Norman.
I was very puzzled by this but also quite pleased although I realised he would
not become a playmate for several years. It was suggested to me that I might
care to contribute to his cost so I gladly offered my money box. I was rather
disappointed to find that it didn’t contain as much money (in copper coins)
as I had expected but was very willing to part with it. I don’t remember very
much about Norman’s infancy as there was a 7 year difference between us
and my interests were chiefly out of doors with kindred spirits of my own age
group.
Towards the summer of 1927 I became very ill and was found to have
caught diphtheria. As there was a few month’s-old baby in the house there
was no question but that I had to go to the Isolation Hospital. Our house, or
at least some of the rooms were fumigated with sulphur candles I believe, but
I was not there to be certain of this. I was taken by ambulance to the “Fever
Hospital” at Crow Wood, where I was put in a big ward with other children.
At the time there was much diphtheria and scarlet fever about, both being
dangerous and highly contagious diseases, and I had heard from schoolmates
about the horrific treatments to be expected. In the event, I can only recall
an injection in my bottom and having to drink mugs of some unpleasant
tasting, brownish, porridge-like liquid from time to time. (I regarded this
as the legendary “Brimstone and Treacle” and perhaps it was). I was much
too ill to take much interest in anything else. I was in hospital for some
weeks, Father and Mother coming to see me from time to time but as it
was an isolation hospital we could only look at each other through the ward
windows, no visitors being allowed inside the building.
When I was improving and could sit up and take an interest in things
again, Father showed me a Hornby train catalogue through the window and
sent it in with a note asking me to choose a train set from it. I settled on a
goods train which he agreed to buy me when I returned home. After some
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Figure 1.6: Crow Wood - The Isolation Hospital
This is a picture of the children’s ward in 1936.

convalescence at home, we went into Liverpool and Father bought me one
of these train sets from the Hornby shop. I seem to remember that it was
very expensive - perhaps as much as £1/8/6 (or in present day money 142.5
pence!). I was delighted with this train set which had a circular track, a
clockwork tank engine with forward and reverse drive, an open wagon, petrol
tank wagon, and a guard’s van. Not content with a circular track, I saved up
pocket money and bought extra straight length rails and ultimately a set of
points and some buffer stops, which gave a more interesting layout. Mother
didn’t like me to play on the floor so I usually sat at the table whether I was
playing with the train set, some Meccano or anything else. In summer I could
set the track up in the back garden and operate it as a long, if serpentine,
railway and run my goods train backwards and forwards. Down in Widnes,
I had seen the railway crossings in Widnes Road with the rails set into the
road surface, so I would bury the rails in the soil, only leaving enough exposed
for the train to run on. On the whole however, I didn’t find this train set as
interesting as a Meccano set that I later acquired.
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Before my brother Norman was old enough to join me, I slept by myself
in the front bedroom which was lit by a gas-light on one wall. Later, when
Norman shared the room (and the bed), we had a night-light or later, a small
oil lamp, standing on the top of a cupboard in the corner of the room. When
we had electricity installed in 1931, it was much better. When I lay in bed, I
would listen to the trains on the Cheshire Lines Railway; they could be heard
starting off from Farnworth Station and from time to time there was a goods
train which would rattle along the line. This was a very pleasant sensation,
when tucked up snugly in a warm bed on a cold night!
One evening, I remember that we were listening to play on the wireless
and I was sent to bed before the end as it was past my bedtime. The play
was about the mystery of the Mary Celeste, the brigantine that was found at
sea but deserted, and took the form of a narration by a steward on a liner
to some of the passengers. There were flashbacks to the possible events on
the Mary Celeste which in this story was supposed to have been stalked and
attacked by a monster octopus which plucked off the crew members one after
the other. This story had a great impact on me and I was much too frightened
to go upstairs to bed by myself in the dark when told to. Father had to chase
me upstairs in a terrified state, and I was soon under the bedclothes where I
felt safe.
I always felt quite safe under the bedclothes and would often read the
stories in boy’s papers by flashlight in this way although I was not supposed
to. Once, I was reading one of these stories about a “Q-ship” during the
War. These small, innocent-looking, coasters were fitted with a gun concealed
under a mock deck-house, and when a German submarine surfaced to attack
the vessel, a pretend “panic-crew” would hastily abandon ship and row away
in a lifeboat. The submarine would then approach the coaster to sink it by
gun-fire (much cheaper than torpedoes), and at a suitable moment, the Naval
crew would uncover their gun and shell the submarine and sink it. As I was
reaching an exciting part of this story, Father crept into the room and caught
me. He took away the paper and burnt it, so I never found out how the story
ended. Worse still, it was a comic that I had borrowed from another boy at
school and I had a lot of explaining to do!
By 1926 we had a dog “Prince”, a small black mongrel with a white patch
on his chest. I remember him as a quiet, friendly dog. He was killed by a bus
in Albert Road near Woolworths, one day as we were shopping. Mother and
I would go down to the Widnes shops on a Saturday afternoon and “Prince”
came with us; we never had him on a lead as far as I can recall. On the east
side of Albert Road was a Chinese laundry where a large and rather aggressive
dog sat in the doorway. Prince was not an aggressive dog and had learned to
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avoid fights so he crossed the road some distance before reaching the laundry
and walked along the other pavement before crossing back to us when well
past the other dog. On his way back to us he was run down by a Corporation
bus and the only thing we could do at the time was to move his body into the
gutter. We were all very upset by this accident and it was some years before
we had another dog.
By 1929 we had a pup, a smooth-haired white dog that we called “Mickey”.
When he grew older, Mickey would sometimes sleep stretched out on the road
and a bus driver would have to stop and shoo him out of the way as he didn’t
seem to be bothered by traffic. Eventually, he was in an accident with a
motor-bike and sidecar in Lockett Road and was brought home badly bruised
and shivering with shock. He was put in his bed under the sink in the kitchen
and lay there for a day or two recuperating before he would venture out again.
Once we had an irate cyclist at the door claiming to have been bitten by our
dog. He would tend to chase cyclists, barking at the pedals. Mother brought
the man in the house and treated a small scratch on his leg and repaired a
tear in his trousers, sending him off somewhat pacified.
Father made a dog-kennel which was placed at the back of the house, to
the left of the back door, and our dog was chained up at night to sleep in the
kennel. Dogs have a tendency to howl in the night and Father would open the
Lumber Room window above the kennel and try and discourage this. As I
kept my collection of cigarette cards in this room, each pack being neatly tied
up, Father when looking for the handiest missile to throw at the dog would
find these bundles. The dog being suddenly presented with new playthings,
would stop howling and start chewing. I lost a number of card sets in this
manner!
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Chapter 2

Play Days
I don’t think that either Mother or Father were church-goers when we lived in
Fairfield Road in the 1920’s, although I went to a Church of England primary
school and also attended the Sunday School which was held in one of the
school buildings. Once, Mother had a visit from Mr Pike, the vicar of St.
Luke’s Church; he probably wanted to meet his unknown parishioners whose
son by this stage attended their C of E school. Mother told him that everyone
went their own way through life according to their own beliefs, but expected
to reach the same goal in the end. At least, this was what she told us she had
said to him but no promises were made about attending church. Mother had
a Bible given her by her Father in 1911, and at an early age she taught me a
short prayer which I repeated daily. Although I didn’t know at the time it was
the first verse of a hymn by Charles Wesley: “Gentle Jesus, meek and mild”.
After some time it struck me that it was not necessary to say this aloud as the
Almighty knew everything we thought, so I usually repeated it silently when
safely tucked up in bed and carried on this practice for very many years. Of
course, at school we had Scripture lessons in which we learned many of the
Bible stories, and repeated the Creed during morning assembly.
I went to Sunday School under some protest as it seemed to me all wrong
to go to school all week and have to go again on Sunday afternoons. On
some occasions we were little devils and put our Sunday School collection
pennies together to buy a packet of 5 “Woodbines” and a box of matches
and played truant. We would go to the “Bongs” where a polluted brook from
the Everite Works ran through a grassy valley, well away from houses, and
smoke a cigarette each. These experiences effectively put me off cigarettes
as I did not enjoy smoking and found it very unpleasant so I felt less guilty
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and considered that I had been punished for my sins. Some boys at school
experimented with something called “smoking cane” which was a short piece
of spongy cane through which smoke from the burning end could be sucked,
but I had always failed to see the attraction in this and never tried it. Later
in the 1920’s, I started to go to the Sunday School at Derby Road Methodist
Chapel with some of my friends. This was more interesting as we had a good
class leader in Mr Angove who took a lively interest in us. The Sunday School
had a summer field day and we would be taken by horse and cart to a field
at Cronton where we had games and refreshments. Once, I won a prize by
coming in second in a race; I must admit there were only two of us in the
race! The prize was several thin iron shapes and a magnetic top that could
be made to spin round their edges. Not very fascinating.
In terms of other toys and games, I recall that when I was six years old I
had a toy rabbit called Wilfred. I imagine that the name came from a popular
newspaper cartoon series - “Pip, Squeak and Wilfred” - that was running at
that time in the Daily Mirror. It was covered in fur fabric, blue on the back
and white on the front. This was the only soft toy that I ever remember
having.
Sometimes, Father would go down to Widnes market by himself on a
Saturday night and from some cheap-jack stall bring home some small toy
which was sometimes incomplete or damaged in some way. I recall one toy of
a corn miller who was supposed to climb a pole and come down with a sack of
flour on his head; the toy was made of painted tin and unfortunately, he was
lacking his bag of flour and the toy didn’t work! (Much later I saw another
of these toys in a complete state and found that the sack of flour was a lead
weight which obviously caused the miller to descend.)
Father made me a rough fort from a wooden margarine box by cutting
a doorway and battlements and I played many games of soldiers with this.
My friend Don Machin had a two-piece metal mould for casting lead Indians
and I borrowed this. One Saturday afternoon when Mother and I returned
from market shopping, we found Father busy at the dining room fire casting
with this mould using scrap lead. It had taken him a long time to get the
hang of it and there were splashes of lead all around the fireplace but he
had managed to produce about eight or ten, more or less complete, mounted
Indians brandishing tomahawks. These were never painted but I played with
them for many an hour in imaginary games. At school we had read a book
called “Manco, the Peruvian Chief”, and the struggles of Manco with the
Spanish invaders of Peru played a big part in some of these games.
Don Machin, who never seemed to be short of toys, had a model of a
stationary steam-engine with a boiler heated by a meths burner. He brought
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it to our house and we set it up on the coal-shed floor to keep the burner out
of draughts. It worked very well and went faster and faster until the meths
container boiled over and the engine caught fire. (We had probably over-filled
it). The heat from the burning meths melted the lead flywheel which put an
end to our fun. The coal shed was not in danger as it had a concrete floor
and there was plenty of space between the engine and the coal. Don was the
only one I knew who had a bicycle and together with one or two other boys
I learned to ride it. I never had a bicycle of my own until I started work at
Widnes Laboratory in October 1936 after leaving school. He once had the
bright idea that we could raise some money by selling firewood from house to
house. (In those days, all our houses had coal fires which were lit daily). His
idea was to untie some bundles of firewood that they had in their coalshed,
chop them into thinner sticks and sell the smaller bundles at houses in other
parts of the housing estate. We only did this once but it enabled us to raise
a few coppers by selling “cheap firewood”. As both his parents were out at
work when we came home from school, he had the freedom to play in the
house with his friends. One trick that we tried in the kitchen was to blow
soap bubbles using a glass tube connected to the gas cooker. The bubbles
rose in the air and could be set alight with a taper. This was good fun but
we stopped it after nearly setting the lampshade on fire.
As a present one Christmas I received a chemistry set which kept me happily occupied for hours. I had to carry out my experiments on a rectangular
wooden tray to catch any spillages. In later years, I would go down to Towers’
Ltd. in Croft Street on a Saturday morning with a few kindred spirits and
buy small quantities of chemicals and glass tubing for experiments. Towers’
was an imposing brick building where chemical glassware was made for the
various works laboratories and I always felt it was rather cheeky of us to go
there. On the first floor of the main building they had a “bargain table” of
odd bits of glassware and bundles of short lengths of glass tubing were sold
to us very cheaply. On the other side of Croft Street was a smaller building
where chemicals could be bought. The people here were very long suffering
and sold us paper packets of chemicals in quantities of one or two ounces. For
liquids, we would take our own small bottles. We were able to get hold of
many chemicals that would never be sold to the public today. On one memorable occasion I bought some ammonium sulphide to make “stink” bombs and
got a medicine bottle full for a few coppers. On the way home, we went into
Woolworths and unfortunately the cork came out of the bottle and I had to
beat a hasty retreat to the street where I found the cork loose in my pocket.
Back at home, this bottle of smelly liquid was not allowed in the house and
now the rabbit hutch at the bottom of the garden came in handy.
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I had a Bunsen burner which could be connected to the gas supply at the
gas cooker and this allowed me to do some simple glass-blowing and make
bulbs and manometers. Father showed me how to use a water manometer to
measure the pressure of the gas supply. While on the subject of chemistry I
should mention our attempts to make fireworks. We had got hold of various
recipes for gunpowder and mixed charcoal, sulphur and potassium nitrate
together very gingerly in the requisite proportions. We made a number of
small fireworks with various mixtures but never got any really satisfactory
results, the mixtures burnt very well but all we got were a few sparks and a
quantity of red-hot molten lava. We did manage to burn some slats of a park
bench once but this was not deliberate; we were only using it as a handy place
to hold the firework in an upright position.
It was possible to buy small screws of paper containing a small quantity
of a powder made from potassium chlorate and sulphur together with a few
small pieces of a flinty stone. When these were thrown violently against a hard
surface a satisfying bang was produced. It was our aim to make these “bombs”
but the difficulty was to get hold of potassium chlorate from local chemists
who were very suspicious of our intentions. After trying at chemists shops all
over Widnes we were sometimes lucky enough to get a small amount of this
rather hazardous material. We could detonate our more effective mixture by
putting one of the paper screws containing it on a stone surface and hitting
it with a hammer. This made a loud bang. Despite all these experiments we
did not injure ourselves, except perhaps for a few burns.
Don Machin’s parents were unusual in our area in that they were both
out at work all day. Mrs. Machin was a schoolteacher but I never knew
what Mr.Machin did for a living. (possibly he was a “bookie”). Consequently,
Don came home from school to an empty house and several of us would join
him in playing games of Cowboys and Indians, especially on the stairs in his
house using sticks for guns. He would sometimes take us into his parents’
bedroom where, in a box in a wardrobe, was a revolver and cardboard box
of ammunition. This we would play with, even going so far as to load the
revolver with six rounds to see what it was like. We would have loved to fire
it in the garden but were too scared to risk it. The cartridges had to put
back in their box in their correct order so that they would look undisturbed.
However, Don took one to school one day and on the way home, threw it
into a watchman’s brazier near the new houses which were then being built
in Beaconsfield Road. There was an almighty bang but fortunately for us no
damage done.
Now I must detail some of the more traditional and somewhat less hazardous games activities that were carried on at this period. We played a
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number of games out of school, some by ourselves and others involving a
group of boys. In this case, there would perhaps between three, four or more
of us who lived near each other. Some games came and went in phases, much
as they still do. Tops and whips were popular at times, a variety of top shapes
being used, usually with a metal stud in the base to take wear. One kind was
known as a “Window-breaker”, perhaps because it could be made to fly in the
air with vigorous whipping. A hoop was another form of personal play, the
operator running alongside it and controlling its speed and direction with a
stick. Although usually made of wood, a superior hoop made from iron and
controlled with an iron hook was sometimes seen in use by some lucky boy;
these hoops made a satisfying noise when trundled along a pavement. Peashooters were sometimes used, the missiles usually being split-peas or barley
blown from the mouth in an unhygienic manner.
Sometimes a boy living in Farnworth Street where pigs were kept would
come to school with an inflated pig’s bladder which we would use as a football.
In cold weather we made “Winter warmers” from small tobacco tins, perforated
with nail holes, and containing smouldering rags; needless to say, these were
only used out-of-doors.
A popular game was “Peggy”, played using a short, thick wooden rod, a
few inches long and sharpened to a point at each end. It was placed on the
ground and struck smartly on one end with a stick so as to throw it into
the air, when it could be given a further whack to drive it as far as possible.
This game needed plenty of space as there was no knowing where the “Peggy”
would go. It is interesting to find that the game that we called “Peggy”,
and in some places as “Tip Cat”, was played in Ancient Egypt during the
XII Dynasty (1991-1786 BC). Flinders Petrie, excavating at the town of the
pyramid workmen at Kahun, came across some examples of “Peggies” as well
as wooden tops.
“Ledge-ball” was played against a house-wall. The ball, which could be an
old tennis ball, rubber ball or golf ball, was bounced against the house-wall
by a player standing in the gutter, and caught on the rebound. It was usually
played in terraced-house areas like Belvoir Road where there was a course of
angled brick a few feet above the pavement. If the ball could be bounced from
this surface and caught in one move, it scored higher than if it just bounced
on the wall and on the pavement before being caught. Another common
game that we played in Belvoir Road and elsewhere involved cigarette cards.
Squatting on the kerb or in the gutter, we flicked the cards in turn towards
the house-wall. The player whose card landed nearest to the wall won his
opponents’ card. This game caused considerable wear and tear on the cards!
On dark nights we would play a game called “Jack! Jack! Shine a light”
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on a field between Lockett Road and the railway line. One of us would have
an electric torch and we would all spread out over the field out of sight of
each other. Someone would call “Jack! Jack! Shine a light” and the one with
the torch would then shine it on his face for a few seconds. Then followed a
frantic dash to try and catch him before he could run away to another part
of the field. In the same field at night time we played another game called
“Gaining”; this was a kind of night football. Again, we spread out over the
field and the ball was kicked from one to the other in the dark, the object
being to kick the ball back in the general direction from which it had come.
I don’t recall any goal scoring in this game but it was good fun. Of course,
the field was not completely dark as there were some distant gas lamps in
Lockett Road and when our eyes had become accustomed to the dark, it was
occasionally possible to see the dim outlines of other players. If the night was
at all misty or foggy, the game was much more fun.
*

* *

*

*

Victoria Park, just over the road from our house was a favourite place for
outdoor play and adventures. There were wide open grassy areas, shrubberies
to hide in, and best of all, a large lake with shallow sloping edges. There was
a concrete rim to the lake but owing to leaks it was never full and apart
from wet boots and stockings we couldn’t come to much harm. There was
always the lurking menace of the “Parkie”, the park-keeper, with his stick. We
were chased by him many a time when playing in the shrubberies or doing
other things that we shouldn’t. There was a feud between us and him and
sometimes we would play naughty tricks on him when he came round to lock
up the park gates at dusk. A bell was rung as a signal that the park was
closing so we knew when to expect him. We would call him names through
the park railings as soon as he had locked the gate, and even put clay into
the padlock and hide so we could hear him cursing when he couldn’t get the
key in the lock.
Sometimes, grown-ups came to the lake to sail large yachts which were
fascinating to watch. One of my friends, Don Machin, who was an only child
and never seemed to lack for toys, came one day with a clockwork submarine
which would dive and re-surface when the clockwork ran down and we played
with this. After a time, he got tired of this and set it off towards the middle
of the lake, saying that if anyone wanted it they could have it. I don’t think
anyone of us however had the time or the patience to wait until it had drifted
ashore from way out in the middle of the lake. We made model “catamarans”
or more accurately outrigger canoes out of pieces of wood, and these usually
sailed very well, although we had to improvise rudders using old razor blades
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inserted in their sterns, so as to keep them on a reasonably straight course.
They would sail very fast and we would race them across the lake.
Near the lake was a play-ground with swings and a roundabout that was
known as the “Monkey’s Gramophone” and also a shallow concrete paddling
pool, and when we played here we were not menaced by the “Parkie”. In the
park was a bandstand where a band played on some Sundays in the summer,
and on these occasions, green-painted, folding chairs were set out round it
on which people could sit for a small charge. One object of interest to us
was set in a small flower bed past the bandstand, towards the Appleton Road
entrance. It was a sandstone milestone which had originally stood near the
Horns bridge and had been damaged by fragments from a German bomb
dropped by a Zeppelin during the War.
Another place that we were fond of playing was in an old railway carriage
sited on a field between Lockett Road and the railway line. Part of this
unfenced and neglected field had once been used for a tennis club but the
courts had been long abandoned. An old railway carriage had been mounted
on blocks and converted into a clubhouse for players but by our time had
been considerably vandalised and any steps leading up to it had been long
removed. It was not too difficult to climb into this rather sordid and smelly
carriage as the doors still opened although all the windows had been broken,
and we often played in it.
Although we didn’t actually play on the railway line, several of us did walk
about half a mile along the line to the east, away from Farnworth Station, on
one occasion, as far as the Bongs. Much of this line ran in a deep cutting with
steep, grass-covered sides and we kept a careful look out for trains, listening
on the rails to see if we could hear one coming. There was also a signal gantry
which was climbed by one of our bolder members. The Bongs was a place of
some interest to us as Bower’s Brook, a very polluted stream, reputed to be
the home of “Water Rats”, ran through it. At some risk of getting wet and
muddy it was possible to creep through a tunnel under the railway line and
along a culvert and actually get into the Everite Works, a great thrill!
Not far from the Bongs, on the west side of Derby Road and near the
corner with Lunt’s Heath Road, was a very large pit known as the “Clayhole”.
This had probably been excavated for clay originally, but was at this time,
a large hollow with steep, grass-covered sides, containing a big pond which
swarmed with life. Some older boys were said to swim in it, but to us it was
a source of “Jackies” (sticklebacks), and later on a popular fishing place for
roach.
While on the subject of pits, I should mention that not far from the “Clayhole” but on the south side of Marsh Hall Pad, and behind Farnworth Street,
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was a field which had two rectangular pits at right angles to each other. These
pits were known to us as the “Brickies” and I would think that they were also
the result of clay digging; at this time they were grassy, shallow ponds with
rich plant growth and pond life. The one that lay at right angles to Marsh
Hall Pad was something of a dumping ground for old cans and scrap, but
despite this, it was very rich in newts and we caught a good many here.
We would sometimes venture as far as Pex Hill on our travels, and once
when Norman had a tricycle, I took him as far as Cronton, using the tricycle
as a scooter while he kept his feet off the pedals. The outing was spoilt to
some extent by an encounter with a small gang of Cronton boys who were
resentful of our visit and wanted to fight. The journey was a long one for
Norman who was very young at the time, and on the way back, he fell asleep
while pedalling his tricycle and fell off while we were crossing a field footpath,
(near Farnworth Station), which had been ploughed across and was rather
bumpy.
Next door but one to Don Machin’s house lived an older couple, Mr &
Mrs Varley. During the school summer holidays they had a boy of about our
age staying with them named Ronald Lamb. He lived at Heswall and would
come to stay with his grandparents for a few weeks. I would play with him at
times and we would range the countryside as far as Pex Hill where we would
explore the quarry and look into a nearby tunnel into the hillside, reputed
to be a “secret passage” to Farnworth Church, but was blocked a short way
in by a roof fall, perhaps fortunately for us. Ronald was not popular with
everyone as he was rather a “know-all” and was always an “expert” whatever
the subject and this we found very irritating. For example, once when I was
painting some wooden boards in our garden, he came to help and insisted on
showing me how the brush should be held and how “professionals” painted.
Eventually we fell out over some trivial matter and parted company.
I was always interested in ponds and pond life and later got interested
in fishing. We tried all the well known pits and wandered the countryside
around Farnworth and Cronton in search of pits in which to fish, often crossing
farmer’s fields to explore. However, I think the subject of fishing needs a
section to itself later!
*

* *

*

*

When not playing games or fishing, I was able to occupy myself with a
selection of books and comics, residing in the “Ottoman”, which had been
made from plywood by Father. It was a repository of all sorts of interesting
oddments. There was Mother’s ostrich feather in a large cylindrical tin tube
to prevent it getting damaged. At times, I would take this out of its tube to
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admire because it was very attractive. (Mother also had a fox fur which she
would wear round her neck at times. A long tail hung down on one side and
the head with beady glass eyes and long snout on the other. Both ends were
complete with paws, and were held together with metal hooks. I used to like
to stroke the fur as it was beautifully soft). Father’s books were also kept
there and some of these I read and re-read many times. He had a number
of Sunday School prizes awarded when he was a boy, as well as other books
which he must have bought at second-hand stalls.
A memorable series was the 6 volumes of the Harmsworth Household encyclopaedia, which he must have bought in fortnightly parts in the early 1920’s.
Each volume consisted of 7 parts, the complete series having 5408 pages. Father had also got the binding cases for these six volumes but they remained
as separate parts until I bound them rather unsatisfactorily in the 1950’s. As
a boy, I found this encyclopaedia of great interest and frequently consulted it
for any information I needed. It was very good on practical details of all sorts
of subjects with diagrams showing how to make things. He also had a copy
of Elementary Lessons In Chemistry by Henry Roscoe, a 19th C book which
was rather out of date by the 1920’s. Also in the “Ottoman” were some large,
bound volumes of “The War Illustrated”, which I understood to have been
bought by Grandma Adams during the 1914-1918 War. This was a periodical
containing articles about the progress of the War with lots of photographs
(of poor newspaper quality) of military and naval operations on all fronts.
There were also full-page, dramatic drawings of bayonet charges and scenes
of trench warfare, with a good deal of propaganda, the “villainous Germans”
always getting the worst of it.
At times, I had some pennies to buy boy’s papers, and I remember one
which offered a free model of a battleship with a certain issue. (I believe that
this was only a small, die-cast lead object.) There must have been a run on this
issue and I never managed to get a copy despite repeated visits to the nearest
newsagent at the corner of Peelhouse Lane and Farnworth Street. The reply
to my enquiry was either “Sold out” or “Not in yet”, a great disappointment
to me at the time. (I suppose I must have been about 8 or 9.) Most of the
comics I read, and the “Tuppenny Bloods”, which was what we called the
boy’s weekly magazines, were passed round amongst us until everyone had
read them. In this way, I managed to read quite a lot of this “literature”
without having to buy much myself. The younger children’s comics included
the “Rainbow”, “Tiger Tim’s Weekly” and when Norman was three or four, he
used to read one called “Sunny Stories”.
Among the “Tuppenny Bloods” were the “Wizard”, “Rover”, “Hotspur”,
“Magnet” and “Modern Boy”. (There was also the “Children”s Newspaper”
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which by comparison I found rather boring). The stories in these magazines
were about Greyfriars School (Billy Bunter - “the fat owl of the Remove”),
football and cricket yarns with the hero saving the match by a hair’s-breadth
at the end (the suspense!), one about a kind of “earth submarine” which could
screw its way through the ground, another about a man who was saved on
many occasions by his friend, an Indian hill-man, whose weapon was a cricket
bat (“Clicky Bat”), and another hero who got out of all the scrapes he got
into by reference to a large book of newspaper cuttings that he carried around
with him. There was another magazine whose name I have forgotten, which
was full of lurid and weird stories, and which Mother tried to discourage me
from reading. One story concerned a “Mad Scientist” who had his laboratory
above a stand at a football ground. There was a big football match and the
stands were crowded with noisy spectators. After the match the crowds went
home feeling strangely tired and drained of energy. The “M.S.” had installed
“collectors” around the field and extracted all the energy from the spectators
shouting and cheering, which he then used to animate an Egyptian mummy,
which then, naturally went on a destructive rampage.
Another series of stories, “The Phantom of Cursitor Fields”, always started
in the same way with evening setting in and the mists arising from the River
Thames, leading to the appearance of the Phantom who then proceeded to
put right some wrong in the city. For example, an evil villain, who sold some
dubious patent medicine, found himself confined inside a giant medicine bottle
which was slowly filled with his noxious medicine until it was level with his
mouth and he was forced to drink it! I have forgotten the plot of another
story but remember that it was illustrated by an horrific picture of the hero
and his friend, tied hand and foot in a cellar, one wall of which was made of
glass. On the other side of this were large numbers of unpleasant fungi which
were presumably on the point of being released on their victims. No wonder
that Mother wasn’t keen on me reading this stuff! The “Modern Boy” was a
much better-class magazine and had rather more traditional stories, and at
one time printed a serial version of H.G.Wells’ “War of the Worlds” which I
enjoyed.
I had two special books of which I have fond memories. One of these was a
children’s annual which came through the post from Uncle Norman and Aunt
Winnie as a surprise birthday present; the only parcel that I remember getting
as a boy. It was a book of stories and poems; one about two boys, Anthony
and Hugh (a good rhyme for “canoe”), paddling a canoe along a stream, and
was illustrated with a full-page, colour picture showing them in their canoe
passing through a dark, overgrown stream that I always thought of as the
Amazon jungle. The other book was given to me as a birthday present by a
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friend from Farnworth School, Ernest Swift, and was a copy of “Tarzan and
the Jewels of Opar” by Edgar Rice Burroughs. I read it time and again and
enjoyed it very much, so much so, that I later read all the Tarzan books that
I could lay hands on, as well as Burrough’s other books about adventures on
Mars which I didn’t think anything like as good as the Tarzan books.
The Caretaker at Farnworth School, who lived in the adjoining house, once
had a sale of unbound parts of the Children’s Encyclopaedia, and I was able
to buy a few of these which wetted my appetite for more. One day, Father
opened the door to find an encyclopaedia salesman who said he had come
by arrangement. This was my doing as I had sent off for information about
the Waverley “Book of Knowledge” in secrecy. The salesman was sent away
but I was given the choice of a bicycle or the 6 volumes of this encyclopaedia
if I was successful in passing the Scholarship Examination to the Grammar
School. I chose the books and when they arrived in 1931, spent many hours
in the Lumber Room reading them from cover to cover. At about that time
the house was being wired for electricity, and I would come home from school
to find the electricians, who kept their gear in this room, having a tea break
and looking through my encyclopaedia.
It wasn’t until we moved to 34 Pit Lane in the 1930’s that I paid my
first visit to Widnes Library with Mother on one of our Saturday afternoon
shopping trips and this opened a whole new world to me. The first book I
borrowed was the story of polar exploration, a subject that I had not come
across before. After this, I always called at the library on a Saturday afternoon
on our shopping trips and read a wide range of fiction and non-fiction books,
my favourites being stories by Jules Verne and H.G. Wells, and accounts of
polar exploration and the Mount Everest expeditions. At a later date I would
buy a second-hand book from a junk stall at Widnes Market, and especially
in the 1930’s, amassed a lot of interesting books, some of which I still have.
At this time I also won a few Sunday School prizes for regular attendance to
add to my collection.
*

* *

*

*

We lived on a bus-route and the Corporation buses passed our house at infrequent intervals. They were Tilling-Stevens buses - “petrol/electric” - which
meant that a petrol engine drove an electrical generator which powered the
bus. This service ran between Widnes Town Hall Square and Farnworth
Street. Steam wagons could be seen in the streets of Widnes but as they were
chiefly used for industrial purposes, they were not often seen at Farnworth.
They were heavy vehicles with solid rubber tyres and a coal fire burnt under
a boiler at the front end by the driver’s cab. Another rare sight was a “street
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roundabout” which I would sometimes come across in Farnworth Street on
my way home from school. These roundabouts were built on a low cart and
were turned by hand when loaded with small children. They only operated in
built-up areas where there were plenty of children to patronise them. Fairfield
Road, outside our house, was not busy and we often played on it. There was
a long strip of tarmac in the middle of the road to the left or our house and
Norman and I would ride his tricycle in turns, round and round this, to see
who could do it the most times. A rather futile game!
We would all listen to the “Children’s Hour” on the wireless at 5 o’clock
each weekday at about tea-time. Although very unsophisticated by modern
standards, this was popular and we continued to listen to these programmes
well into the 1930’s. There were several “Aunties”, Auntie Doris and Auntie Muriel and “Uncles”, Uncle Eric and others who presented a mixture of
playlets, stories and songs. I used to enjoy the Toytown stories when the
voices of the various characters were performed by the Aunts and Uncles. I
can hear them now! Larry the lamb, Dennis the Dachshund, bad-tempered
Mr Grouser, Ernest the policeman and others. At times, someone would play
the part of an “affected” little girl who had come to the studio. Grandma
Hinde used to say that she was probably the child of some “toff” in the BBC,
but the child was obviously played by one of the “Aunties”. From time to
time, Uncle Eric would sing a song about a mother who had lost some item
of luggage while taking her family on a seaside holiday by train. Explaining
the situation to the Station Master, she would say:- “Let me see - there was
only a large trunk, a small trunk, a box or two of the maids, a leather bag,
a carpet bag and the children’s wooden spades. Brown paper parcels? - well
only just a few. A perambulator and a bath and the dear old Cockatoo - and
four little boys and girls who all belong to me!” One speaker on Children’s
Hour was Commander Stephen King-Hall who did his best to inform us about
current affairs. He was rather boring and invariably ended his talk with the
advice:- “Be good, but not so frightfully good that anyone will say: Now what
mischief have you been up to?”
Another programme we would sometimes listen to came from Radio Luxembourg in the early evening (on a wavelength of 208 metres). This was a
commercial radio station and the programme we listened to was sponsored by
the manufacturers of “Ovaltine”. It was made up of stories and songs, mostly
by request. I can well remember the regular theme song:We are the Ovalteenies, little girls and boys,
Make your requests, we’ll not refuse you,
We are here just to amuse you.
If you like our songs and stories,
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Figure 2.1: Looking up Farnworth Street towards the Church in the mid
1920’s. This was one of our frequent ways home from school.
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Will you share our joys?
At games and sports we’re more than keen,
No happier children can be seen,
Because we all drink Ovaltine,
We’re happy girls and boys!
The interesting thing is that, I cannot remember anything about the programmes apart from this advertising jingle!
At this time, one of the everyday remedies for flatulence and stomach pains
was “cinder tea”, in which a glowing cinder from a coal fire was dropped into
a cup of cold water and the liquid drunk. I remember having a cup of this
remedy at the home of Uncle Mark in West Bank when we were there on a
visit. Another version was to use a red hot poker to warm a glass of Mother’s
ginger wine, which was already hot stuff!
Although most of my friends were reasonably well behaved, I came across
one who was a potential villain. He was Sidney Davidson, the older brother
of Frank Davidson, who lived in Elm Avenue quite close to us. He was lightfingered and would often come out of a shop with some sweets he had stolen.
On one occasion we were playing in our garden and he thought it would be fun
if we used a row of tulips in Mr Clayton’s garden as a coconut shy. I am sorry
to say that I joined in throwing clods of earth and stones and we rather spoilt
the tulips. When Mother found out, she sent me off to bed before Father came
home from work and when he did arrive there was serious trouble for me. I
had to go round to apologise to Mr Clayton, which I found a great ordeal and
also had to promise not to have anything more to do with Sidney Davidson.
Sometime later, I believe that he ended up in trouble with the authorities but
I never had any more contact with him. I heard later that as an adult he
emigrated to Australia where he died, but I cannot be sure about this.
We did get up to some mischief of course, but it was harmless and not
vandalistic or destructive. I don’t remember playing the traditional trick
of tying strings to door-knockers that was often talked about, but we did
sometimes run along a street of terraced houses rattling door-knockers as we
passed, and making off before the angry occupants came out to investigate.
There was often an old tramp wandering about at Farnworth who we could
get to chase us when we called him “Nitty-whiskers!” but we were more scared
of him than he was bothered by us and we always kept at a safe distance from
him.
During the 1920’s it was not uncommon to see barefoot children wearing
ragged clothing in the streets of Widnes, especially as the Depression deepened
towards the start of the 1930’s. Some could be seen in the area of Farnworth
Street but they were more common down West Bank and when we went
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over on the Transporter Bridge there were usually barefoot boys begging for
passengers to throw them pennies to scramble for in the mud.
Farnworth Street had a number of sweet-shops selling a variety of cheap
and colourful sweets. Some could be bought in ha’penny-worths, weighed out
from large glass jars and sold in small conical paper bags. Old favourites like
gob-stoppers which changed colour as they were sucked, aniseed balls with a
central core of an aniseed, scented cachous, acid drops, hundreds & thousands,
tiger nuts, locust beans and kali suckers with a tube of liquorice through which
to suck the sherbet from an attached paper bag, come to mind. Liquorice in
the form of “hard-juice” or natural root was also popular. The favourite, and
more costly, was “Palm-toffee”, which was broken out of a tray with a toffee
hammer. This pleasantly flavoured toffee had a sandwich like structure with
a paler inner layer and came in several flavours. I didn’t buy this very often
as it was “very expensive” but my favourite was the pineapple flavoured kind.
Some of these shops had gratings running along the pavement under the
windows, presumably into coal cellars, and inevitably coins would slip from
children’s fingers down these gratings. We could sometimes see one or two
coins in a cellar and occasionally try to recover these by lying on the pavement
and fishing with a string tied to a stone with an attached piece of chewing
gum, but I never recall anyone managing to win a coin by these means. Very
frustrating! No-one had the nerve to go into the shop and claim to have
dropped a penny down the grating! Another form of this “grid-fishing” was
carried on in Liverpool but here a more scientific method was used, namely
the use of a long metal strip (from an old bed-spring) with the end bent at a
right-angle. This sounds a much more satisfactory method!
*

* *

*

*

While I was still at Farnworth School I joined the Farnworth Cub pack.
This pack was run by Mr Ward who lived in Acacia Avenue, and on Cub nights
several of us would call at his house and accompany him to the Scout hut which
was on the field just behind Farnworth school. He was an excellent leader and
was popular with everyone. I became very interested in the Cubs and soon
learned, among other things, how to tie various knots and the development
of the Union Jack - making a model from a three-folded paper to show how
the flag formed.
I wore a uniform of a dark-green jersey and some shorts sporting an Ssnake belt, knee-length stockings with green tape garters each with a short
pendant tab. Round my neck I wore a triangular scarf with the ends passed
through a leather woggle at the front. On my head I wore a green cap with
a badge, Baden-Powell hats being a prerogative of the Scouts to whom we
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were supposed to graduate at a suitable age. After passing a few tests I had
a metal star and a cloth badge to fasten on to my jersey.
We met one night a week to learn the various rules and promises of the
Cub Law (We’ll D.O.B. -Do our best- etc), learn the salute, play games and
have sing songs. On rare occasions these were round a campfire in the open.
One song was:Here we sit like birds in the wilderness,
Birds in the wilderness,
Birds in the wilderness,
Here we sit like birds in the wilderness,
Down in Demerara
Another song was:There was an old man who had a horserum
Had a horserum.
Had a horserum.
There was an old man who had a horserum.
Down in Alabama.
Now that old horse he fell asickerum. etc
Then the old man he called the doctorum. etc.
That old horse he went and diederum. etc.
It went like that as far as I can remember and there were other verses too.
On some special Sundays the Scouts and Cubs would march through the
streets of Widnes as far as the Town Hall square and back up Kingsway and
Birchfield Road, the drums and bugles of Scout bands playing and trying to
keep in step. This was quite a long walk for small boys and there were some
stragglers on the way back. Sometimes we attended a church service and I
remember that on one occasion we called at a works recreation club (possibly
the I.C.I Rec) where some of us went into a room where a number of men
were drinking. It was here that I had my first taste of beer when one of the
men offered me a sip from his glass.
On one of our evening meetings, Mr Ward set off a hot-air balloon made
from paper with a tin spirit burner attached. It floated away to the north and
caught fire, falling into a meadow, setting fire to the grass. Very exciting!
Once a tented camp was organised for us on a farm near Cronton, from a
Friday night until a Sunday afternoon, and we travelled from the scout hut to
the site on a lorry with all our tents and gear. We set up several bell-tents in a
pasture field and slept feet to the pole under rather cramped conditions. This
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was my first experience of a night under canvas. The weather was reasonably
fine but there had been rain during the previous week and there was a lot of
mud about. On the first night, some of our tent guy-ropes came down due
to the presence of a cow in the field, and one of my companions found that
his enamelled iron plate, which had been near the side of the tent behind his
pillow, was bent as though it had been stood on by a heavy foot.
We had the usual Cub activities and games and cooked our food on a
camp fire around which we had evening sing-songs. (I got a bit fed up with
sing-songs in the Cubs). On the Sunday afternoon we returned by lorry to
the Scout hut with all our equipment and I walked home. When I knocked at
our front door, Mother answered it and when she saw me, muddy, unwashed
and dishevelled, she burst into tears!
Later that year, a Scout and Cub camp was organised at Blackpool but
for some reason I was unable to go (probably due to some ailment). It was a
wet week and the Cubs who went to this camp told harrowing tales of being
kept in the tents by the rain, water dripping through the canvas on to their
beds and having to hold earwig races to pass the time. I always associate this
period with a popular song of the time: “We’ll make a bonfire of our troubles”.
One year, a Scouting Jamboree was held at Farnworth and Scout groups
from all over Widnes took part. I struck up a friendship with some older boys
who were in the Sea Scouts at West Bank and after the party broke up, two
of them insisted on seeing me safely home. I admired their navy jerseys and
sailor hats and made up my mind that when I was old enough I would be a
Sea Scout, but, of course, I never did. In 1929, the World Jamboree was held
at Arrowe Park in Wirral and although I didn’t get there, I was in Liverpool
with Father during the time it was on. When we visited the Pierhead, as we
usually did when in Liverpool, I was very interested to see groups of visiting
foreign Scouts walking about in unfamiliar uniforms, some wearing turbans.
Mr Ward worked at Gossages Soap Works and as this works was being
run down, he moved away from Farnworth, perhaps to Port Sunlight as a
number of other employees did at that time, including two of my uncles, Uncle
Tom and Uncle Frank, who moved to Lever’s Soap works there. Grandad
Adams retired from Gossages also, the works closing completely in 1932. After
the departure of Mr Ward, the new leadership was poor and the Cub group
deteriorated and became dull and boring so I left it and found other interests,
such as days out fishing.
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Chapter 3

Away Days
I was always interested in fishing when I was a boy and this interest lasted
many years until well into the 1930’s. To begin with, I would catch “Jacksharps” (sticklebacks) using a garden cane, a matchstick for a float, and a
length of black cotton thread with a small worm tied on the end. I don’t
remember ever using a bent pin. The technique was to judge from the movements of the float when a fish had got a good grip of the worm and then
quickly pull it out before it dropped off. With luck the victim would fall on
the bank where it could be grabbed and put in a jam-jar of water. Sticklebacks erected their spines when captured so had to picked up carefully. Later
I owned a 3-piece rod made of cane with a brass ferrule on each section to
prevent splitting, the top piece was made from some kind of hardwood and
the whole rod had metal rings for the line. The rest of my equipment was
basic, a line, a hook on a short length of gut, split lead-shot to weigh it down,
and a float which I made from a piece of cork and the quill from a feather.
My friends had similar gear. Sometimes, we were sufficiently optimistic to
carry a tin-can on a string for our “catch”. All we ever got were a few roach,
an occasional carp, dace, newts and of course, sticklebacks.
The “Clayhole” near Derby Road was very accessible and a popular place
for roach fishing and I once saw a very large specimen which must have been
some pounds in weight caught here by an older boy with proper fishing tackle.
The “Brickies”, off Marsh Hall Pad, were better for newts and pond creatures
such as caddis worms, pond scorpions, and large water beetles. One of the
“Brickies” pits seemed to be a dumping ground for rubbish and one of our
amusements was “ponking” at floating tins with small stones. We only were
able to catch sticklebacks in Robinson’s pit. Potential fishing pits existed
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over much of Farnworth and Cronton and together with a few friends I would
go round the countryside looking for likely ponds. The pits I have named
were about the only ones we could approach without trespassing and many
of the pits we explored in farmer’s fields were too overgrown to be of much
use. There was also the risk of being chased by the farmer which was not
conducive to the quiet relaxed state necessary to enjoy fishing properly.
One of the most successful pits lay in the grounds of Cronton Colliery and
was probably private. We went there several times, the gate watchman not
taking any notice of us as we walked in and out. This pit was rich in dace
and we never failed to catch a number of fish which we took home in our tins
of water. I once went there on the crossbar of Father’s bicycle, despite his
misgivings about trespassing, riding past the watchman’s hut as if we owned
the place. I caught a number of fish and we returned home safely without
being stopped although some time later we heard that some trespassers had
indeed been summonsed for illegal fishing in the colliery grounds.
After much pestering Father said I could have a pond in our back garden
and we started to make one. It was a bowl-shaped round hole, perhaps 3-4
feet across and our first attempt involved the use of “puddled” clay (which
cost nothing!) I had a wooden box mounted on pram wheels which we used
to fetch quantities of clay from an exposed bank along the road to Kelsall’s
Wood on the west side of Birchfield Road. This was a laborious job but it
was done and our pond lined with a layer of several inches of puddled clay.
We then filled it with water using buckets, producing a muddy pool, which,
to our disappointment, was found to be empty next morning, only a few
small (worm) holes showing where the water had gone. After vain attempts
to make the lining waterproof Father got hold of some cement and gave it a
lining which held water and moreover was not muddy. We kept a few fish
in this pool but they didn’t thrive and it wasn’t long before the pool was
abandoned as far as fish keeping was concerned.
Not far from the place where we got our supply of clay for our garden pond,
on the north side of the track to Kelsall’s Wood, there was a fenced-off area
surrounding a garden of plants and shrubs with a splendid large pond in the
middle. This was the private property of Colonel Sayce, a fiery gentleman who
lived not far away in Victoria Avenue, near Farnworth station. Once, rather
cheekily, two of us called at his house to ask permission to fish in this private
pit. A maid came to the door and relayed our request to the colonel. After a
short interval she came back to say “NO!”, not altogether to our surprise.
During a holiday at Southport in 1928 I first came across the delights of
crab fishing, when, with a string tied to a cod’s head from a fishmonger, I
would sit on the concrete wall of the marine lake and haul up a few small
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crabs. It was only when we were on holiday that I was able to do any more
“sea-fishing”, and I remember fishing from Blackpool pier using a hand-line
which Father bought me. On a wooden winding frame was a substantial brown
line with a round lead weight and a paternoster carrying two large hooks on
gut. Using this from a pier I managed to catch a whiting which was rather too
long to fit into my seaside bucket without marked curvature of the spine. We
later dropped it back into the sea. Apart from the risks from other anglers’
hooks, the main problem was getting hold of bait and I paid many visits to
a fishing-tackle shop in unsuccessful attempts to get some. They were always
“waiting for it to come in”, so I never did manage to get any from this source
but must have got some from somewhere.
In the early 1930’s while we were on holiday at Douglas I.O.M. I had
an exciting trip on a boat to fish for mackerel. The sea was not particularly
rough but the boat was lively and I greatly enjoyed the outing, although I only
caught one rather large mackerel. When we returned to shore, the boatman
passed a string through its gills and I carried home in triumph with the idea
that it would be a nice present for Grandma Adams. Needless to say it didn’t
keep very well and had to be disposed of before the end of the holiday, so
Grandma never got her fish.
Norman and I went fishing in Douglas harbour when we were on holiday in
the I.O.M. in August 1933 and were left to our own devices for the afternoon.
We could see shoals of small fish swimming near the harbour wall but despite
our best efforts we failed to catch any and when Father and Mother arrived
we were reduced to having our photographs taken holding the mackerel we
had brought to cut up for bait.
By this time I was at the Wade Deacon Grammar School and several of my
friends were also anglers. The leading exponent was Ralph Wainwright who
lived in Runcorn and he introduced us to the splendid catalogues of Hardy’s
of Alnwick, the country’s leading manufacture of fishing tackle. I don’t know
what they thought about the sudden interest in their (expensive) goods in the
Widnes area but some of us sent for their thick glossy catalogues which had
many colour illustrations of salmon and trout flies and very up-market fishing
rods and other equipment. There were also illustrated accounts of fishing in
various parts of the world with pictures of large catches. At that time there
was a thriving sport of tunny fishing off Scarborough and the large fish caught
dwarfed the fishermen who caught them. I read and reread these catalogues
many times although they had little to do with my modest activities in the
angling line.
In 1938 we all went on holiday to Bethesda, staying in part of a cottage at
Bryn Eglwys. I had the idea that we would have fresh trout for breakfast each
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day, so Norman and I went down to the river Ogwen early in the morning of
our first day and started to fish. We were sufficiently unsporting as to use
worms as bait and soon managed to catch a few small trout which we carried
back and had fried for breakfast. Delicious! As the cottage was at about
750 feet elevation, it was quite a hard pull up the road back and we gave
up having further trout for breakfast. Mr Jones, who lived in the other half
of the cottage, showed us the way to a large pool nearby where I had some
attempts at fly-fishing but with no success.
The only other fishing trip during this holiday was on Llyn Ogwen. We
hired a rowing boat and all four of us set out on this big stretch of water.
Mother dropped a knitting-needle in the water but as the water was very clear
and not very deep at that point, we were able to recover it. We only had one
rod so took it in turns to fish. Neither Norman or I had any success but when
Father tried, he hooked a trout. In his excitement he lifted the rod violently,
flinging the poor fish overhead in a wide arc to come off the hook and vanish
in the lake. We then found that we had drifted to the east end of the lake
and had a hard pull against the wind to get back to the boathouse. No fish
but a pleasant outing!
*

* *

*

*

I sometimes went to a cinema, “the pictures” as we called it, usually with
Father as Norman was too young to go at that time. The films were all in
black and white and silent, any conversation being shown by words on a blank
background at intervals throughout the action. This caused some difficulty
in following the story. We saw our first “Talkie” at the Premier Cinema in
Albert Road in 1929, and it seemed a great novelty at the time although
the American accent was hard to understand. Later on, I remember seeing
a colour film at the same cinema; a fantasy about divers in armoured suits
fighting in the deep sea. I couldn’t make head or tail of the story but it was
exciting and was the first colour film I had seen.
Once, when Father and I went to see another exciting film, I got so involved with the story that I chewed a hole in the peak of my cap down to
the rubber lining. This was a family joke for many years. We also went
to the Alexandra Theatre, the only purpose-built theatre in Widnes, where
repertory companies would perform popular plays, usually melodramas and
dialect comedies of the genre of “Hobson’s Choice”. They must also have had
variety performances, as I remember seeing a stage version of the Indian Rope
Trick - not very convincing! It was said that Charlie Chaplin and Stan Laurel
had once performed here. It later became a cinema and it was here that I
remember seeing “Snow White” in the 1930’s.
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With a few friends I would sometimes go to the Saturday matinees at the
“Bozzadrome” which was on the opposite side of the road to the “Premier”. I
suppose it would be classed as a flea-pit; in fact, on one occasion I actually
watched a louse crawling on the neck of the boy in front of me in the queue
at the box office. The admission charge was not very much and the cinema
would be packed out with children, chiefly boys. Bags of peanuts were sold
and the shells thrown about freely as the nuts were eaten. I don’t remember
any ice-cream being sold at these performances. Some boys would bring small
turnips to gnaw at during the films and the residues of these were also thrown
about. The performances usually consisted of a main feature film supported
by a number of “shorts” which often included a “Western” serial where the
hero was left in a “cliff-hanging” situation at the end of each episode. This
was to encourage attendance the following week to see if the hero had escaped.
There were also comedies, usually of the “slap-stick” variety, and perhaps this
is where I picked up my continued liking for Laurel and Hardy films.
Some semblance of order was maintained by a severe lady who prowled
around carrying a red-painted stick. It was usually rowdy before and after the
films but was fairly quiet during the performance. (When I went to the Wade
Deacon Grammar School in the 1930’s, the Physics laboratory had been given
the original electric motor that had been formerly used to drive the projector
at the Bozzadrome and it was a surprisingly small machine.)
There were eight cinemas in Widnes eventually, and I went to each of them
at one time or another, especially in the 1930’s. The older cinemas were the
Premier, Bozzadrome, Co-Op, Alexandra, Picturedrome and Century. The
Regal and the Empire were built later in the mid 1930’s. There were also
two cinemas in Runcorn, the Scala and the Empress but I only went to these
when I worked at Widnes Laboratory.
Another place of entertainment in the 1930’s was the Borough Hall where
boxing and wrestling matches were staged. I only went here a few times to
see “wrostling” but this was after I had started work and went with some
of my working friends. The wrestling was really a kind of pantomime, the
exponents showing every sign of committing grievous bodily harm on each
other but it was only play-acting and I don’t think anybody got seriously
hurt. Nearby the Borough Hall was the Black Cat billiard saloon which had
a rather disreputable reputation and I only went inside this place a few times
as a spectator and not to play as I was not attracted to this smoky place.
*

*

* *

*

On some Saturdays, we would go to Grandma & Grandad Adams’ house in
Belvoir Road where the adults would play cards. Father’s brothers and their
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wives would also be there and they would play Rummy or Matrimony for
ha’pence. After several hour’s play a few coppers would have changed hands
and Grandma would be delighted if she had won about five or six pence during
the evening. Their house, No.36, was a “two up and two down” and must have
been similar to their earlier house in Witt Road. The front door opened on
a short lobby with another, glazed, door opening into the parlour which was
full of furniture but little used. I can remember it being used as an overflow
when there was a family party. (for example in 1955 when they celebrated
their 65th wedding anniversary.) On a sideboard to the left as you entered the
parlour was a large glass dome covering a group of glass birds and artificial
flowers, and in the same room was the family Bible and Grandma’s postcard
album which I was allowed to see sometimes.
The next room was the living room with a high, black-leaded grate with an
oven, and a flight of stairs in the left-hand wall, leading up to two bedrooms
(I don’t remember ever being allowed upstairs). In front of the grate was a
home-made rag-rug, and Grandma invariably sat in a chair near the window
to the left of the fire. On a corner shelf was a wireless set that had been made
by Uncle Mark; I was there when he arrived with a parcel and unpacked the
components that he was to use to build this set. For some years, there was
a single bed under this window when Great-grandma Davie was being cared
for, presumably until she became too much for Grandma to cope with.
A door from the living room led into the back scullery where there was a
gas-ring, a sink and water supply, and here food was stored. From the scullery
a door opened into a tiled yard where there was a wash-house with a copper,
dolly tubs and other laundry utensils. When I was young I would play a game
of “Pints & Quarts”, which involved sloshing cans of water from one container
to another. There were also bars of Gossages’ Magical Soap and Blue-Mottled
Soap to use in blowing bubbles. (These large bars of soap cost about 2 1/2d
per bar.) At the bottom of the yard was the W.C., by a door leading to the
back entry, a narrow alleyway between the backs of the houses and which was
paved with stone setts.
When I was a little older I played out in the street with any other children
who happened to be about. When collecting cigarette cards was all the rage,
we would go down Albert Road accosting anyone we saw smoking, asking
them for any cards they had. I got quite a lot of clean, new cards in this way.
There was hardly any road traffic in Albert Road apart from the occasional
bus, and virtually none in Belvoir Road so the streets seemed much safer then.
The front door was usually left open during the day and it was the custom
for us to open the lobby door with the greeting “Anybody In?”. They always
seemed pleased to see visitors. Uncle Frank and Aunt Ethel with Hilda, their
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daughter, lived further down the street, on the same side. We called to see
them at times, as well as Uncle Mark and Uncle Arthur and their families
who lived down West Bank but more often saw them all at Grandma’s. I
liked Grandad who told me stories about catching sparrows (possibly to make
pies) using a riddle and crumbs, and brought me a big lump of quicklime from
Gossages Soap Works once, when I wanted some for a chemistry experiment.
He worked at Gossage’s until it closed down in 1932, Uncles Frank and Tom
and their families moved to Port Sunlight at that time. Grandad had an
allotment where he grew vegetables, and Grandma would send him down to
Widnes market when she became housebound. He would have a shopping
list and had to account for every penny, going back to correct any mistakes.
(Auntie Effie once told us, “Grandma would skin a gnat for its hide”.) But in
later times, she would give me a penny when I called to see her, and I always
felt badly about this as I knew that they were not very well off.
Grandma Adams suffered from rheumatism badly. One of the weeklies,
John Bull, I think, had an advertisement offering a free trial sample of a
remedy for this complaint, “Elasto” (the slogan being - “Elasto will lighten
your step!”) All the family rallied round and sent off for free samples so as to
supply Grandma with a fair quantity of this panacea. I should imagine that
the manufacturers thought the Adams family a decrepit crowd! In the 1930’s,
Grandma had a pet budgie which was tame enough to be let out in the room
and would sit on her shoulder.
*

* *

*

*

Uncle Norman and Aunt Winnie lived in a bungalow at Sankey and we
sometimes visited them, travelling by train from Farnworth station. Uncle
Norman was a businessman in the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company and sufficiently
well off to be able to run a small car, (a two-seater), quite a luxury at that
time. Sometimes he would run us home in this car, and I travelled in the
“dicky-seat” where I got plenty of fresh air! At this time, cars had running
boards often with a petrol can strapped on as a reserve supply as one of the
main hazards was running out of fuel. (Our first car, a 1936 Morris 8 also had
running boards). On the odd occasion that I travelled inside the car at night
I used to think that the instruments should have been more brightly lit, not
realising, at that time, that it was more important to be able to see where
the car was going. This was the first car that I ever remember riding in.
The Sankey bungalow was very modern and neat. On the mantelshelf,
Uncle Norman had two small wooden aeroplane models with rotatable wooden
propellers but although I was shown them I was not allowed to play with these
nice ornaments. The bungalow was close to a working farm with cattle and I
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Figure 3.1: Typical Widnes houses similar to those in Belvoir Road.
could play in cow field beyond the garden. To reach this I had to go through
the farmyard and once, walking back through the farmyard one day, I was
chased by a herd of geese who were very aggressive to a small boy trespassing
in their yard. I got a few hard nips from them before I escaped.
As a family, we went several times to Belle View Zoo at Manchester,
travelling by train from Farnworth Station and completing the journey by bus.
Apart from all the animals which were of great interest to me, there were grand
firework displays at night. We watched set pieces of many fireworks across
a sheet of water, presumably a safety measure to keep spectators at a safe
distance. We had to stand to see these displays and this was very tiring at
the end of a busy day. I have a vivid memory of one splendid display which
represented the Relief of Lucknow and was very impressive with a background
stage set of buildings and fortifications.
During these visits to the Zoo we would have a general look round and
then while Father and Mother sat down somewhere I wandered round on my
own. Once, while stroking a rabbit through its wire netting enclosure, the
48

creature bit my finger and made me jump. My favourites were the monkeys
of course and I would have dearly liked to take one home. At rare intervals we
were visited by Uncle Tom when he came home on leave from his Army service
in India (at one time he was stationed at Mhow which I was later to visit on
my own account). He told us how the monkeys in India were commonplace
and I begged him to bring me one home the next time he came, but he never
did! (I was always fascinated with the way Uncle Tom managed the stairs in
our house at Farnworth as he was almost always in uniform and wore spurs
on his boots which meant that he had to come downstairs sideways!).
We would also all go to visit Uncle Joe, Aunt Nellie and Joey at their
home in Park View, Nantwich, opposite a large open field called the Barony.
Our journey would take us by bus to the Transporter Bridge, across the river
on the Transporter, and then on foot to Runcorn Station where we would
catch a train to Crewe and finally by bus to Nantwich. I remember that on
the train journey we passed over a high viaduct (over the River Weaver), and
there was sometimes a swan’s nest down by the water. I always used to look
out for this landmark from the train. We would sometimes go for the day
and at times got a ride back to Crewe station at night in a car. If it was a
family gathering, the car would sometimes be Uncle Norman’s. His car was
the first and only car that I had a ride in during the 1920’s. He must have
had a four-seater at this time as we all managed to fit inside it.
We were all at Nantwich in August 1927 when Norman was five months
old, and Joey had a tent set up on the Barony over the road from his house.
I think we only played in it at “camping-out” during the day and I certainly
didn’t sleep in it although Joey could have done. We stayed with Uncle Joe
and Aunt Nellie for a few days at times and I went out with Joey playing in
fields nearby and exploring the countryside with other boys. I have a vivid
memory of being chased by a farmer when were climbing a tree in one of his
fields. On our country walks we looked for birds’ nests and found several
including that of a robin in an old kettle at the bottom of a hedge. Joey
wouldn’t let me take any of the eggs and said he would give me some from his
own collection to take home. Needless to say, on the morning of our departure
he had gone somewhere and I didn’t get any.
Joey was well off for toys and I was shown some of them but don’t remember playing with any of them apart from a model cannon which fired
match-sticks. He had a rather fine model steam-train but as it required to
be fired up to work, I don’t recall ever seeing it in operation. We went for
walks as a family group along the River Weaver around Nantwich, and also
visited various relatives in the town who were unknown to me. One family
had a large dog-kennel in their back yard and we played in this until the large
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dog came and jostled us out. At one house, in I think, the Beam Street area,
I was taken to see a very old bed-ridden lady and was told - “You probably
won’t see her again as she is very old”. I don’t know what the old lady made
of this remark!
Uncle Joe was involved in the local cricket team and we spent several
afternoons at the cricket field where he was playing. Auntie Nellie was busy
with other ladies in the pavilion cutting sandwiches and making tea while
I passed the time at the edge of the field. Uncle Joe had a stove-heated
greenhouse in his garden and we always went to see the growing tomatoes
which were quite a novelty to me as a boy. At certain times of the year, when
we were there, he would go out at night and stoke up the boiler against frosts.
He had been wounded during the War and Aunt Nellie preserved the piece of
shrapnel that had been removed from his shoulder; I saw this several times
lying on cotton-wool in a small box. When we were at Nantwich at one time,
we listened on the wireless to a ceremony which I think must have been the
unveiling of the War memorial at either the Menin Gate (24 July 1927) or the
Memorial of the Somme at Thiepval (16 March 1932), and I remember being
very impressed by the solemnity of this occasion.
Uncle Joe had a car and once we were taken on a picnic outing to Bickerton
Hill. Here, we had a good time, running wild in the heather and bracken, playing hide and seek. My most enduring memory of this outing was of the many
very itchy midge-bites that I came home with. Father told many amusing stories about Uncle Joe’s early motoring adventures, usually of breakdowns and
having to walk home. Some of these stories were probably rather exaggerated.
For example, on a motoring trip to Blackpool he was supposed to have had
a mishap with a cow on the road, and was not aware of it until he received a
summons to attend a court in Warrington. On his way there, he was delayed
by a breakdown and was penalised for non-attendance in the police court on
time. He was very active in local affairs and was elected Chairman on several
occasions. We were at Nantwich on one of these events when a civic service
was held in the Parish Church and Uncle Joe had some difficulties in fixing
his very stiff collar, finally wrecking it beyond repair. Father nobly lent his
and wore the badly crumpled one himself!
*

* *

*

*

Although not so frequent as our visits to Belvoir Road, we would sometimes go to Liverpool to see Grandma and Grandad Hinde at their house,
50 Chatsworth Avenue at Aintree. This was always an interesting journey.
We would get the train at Farnworth station and travel to Liverpool Central, then down the subway to get the electric train to Orrell Park station, or
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sometimes took a tram-car to the end of Rice Lane; Chatsworth Avenue was
only a short walk from either of these places. This area of Liverpool was quite
built up with streets of terrace houses separated by back alleys but there was
one small open patch called Stanley Gardens, a rather grand name for a small
area with a few bushes and small trees which is probably built over by now.
We often returned home at night by tram from Rice Lane and I remember
that on one or two occasions we were held up by crowds of people in Scotland
Road watching drunks fighting in the street.
50 Chatsworth Avenue was at the left end of a row of terrace houses
separated from the next block by a side alleyway that ran through to Haddon
Avenue, the next road to the north. The houses that fronted on both avenues
had an alleyway between their backs, and metal hatches in the yard walls
enabled coal deliveries or dustbin collection from each house without the need
of entering the yards. The house was bigger than that of Grandma Adams
with a small front “garden”. The front door opened into a hall with a staircase
on the left side and rooms on the right. The first room was the parlour with
the Hinde family medals in a glazed frame over the fireplace, and on one side
wall, a black lacquer panel with coloured figures and flowers painted on it in
Japanese style.
The next room on the right was the living room with a central table and
chairs and a large fireplace with a mantle-piece. This held some ornaments
which included two brass boxes which had been sent to the Troops by H.R.H.
Princess Mary for Christmas in 1914. (They had originally held chocolates,
cigarettes and a Christmas card.) There were also two model brass fenders
of slightly differing designs, and these I was allowed to play with. All the
brass-ware was kept well polished. Along the wall opposite the window into
the yard was a large, teak sideboard with the drawers fitted with folding,
recessed, brass handles. This had originally been a large desk (possibly on
board a ship) and Grandad had fitted it with feet and converted the central
kneehole space into a cupboard with a floor and double doors. (I still have
one drawer of this desk to hold tools in my shed.) On top of the sideboard
were two knife-boxes, one, probably of the early 19th C and a family heirloom
had been stripped of its interior fittings and was used for letters and papers,
while the other, of simplified design, was perhaps a more recent replica and
was also used for storage (which had possibly been made by Grandad).
On the wall of the living room, to the left of the fireplace, was a large
framed colour print depicting a seated old soldier watching a boy with a
wooden sword drilling before him. A door from the living room opened into
the kitchen and from here there was another door into the yard and back
gate. Grandad had a large workshop in the yard and when I was a small
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boy, he would let me play in it, hammering nails into scraps of wood to make
“boats” and other toys. He was a skilful carpenter himself and made many
useful household objects such as I have mentioned before. (Uncle Tom had
also been interested in woodwork and at one time I had some pieces of his
fretwork. One piece was an unfinished “Lord’s Prayer” cut out of a much
decorated plywood panel.) A low wooden fence down each side of the yard
enclosed a narrow strip of garden at either side.
I would sometimes be called on to run on errands for Grandma, usually
to a nearby shop for bread or some other commodity that had run out. In
those days farthings were still in use and as the price of a loaf involved an
odd farthing change, I was allowed to keep it. I also took messages to one of
Grandma’s cronies, an old lady who lived nearby. Her name was Mrs Bewley
and I always liked to listen to her as she spoke with what we called a Scottish
accent, although I believe she came from the Berwick area.
Grandma had a wealth of “curios” which she had picked up during her life
abroad, and over the years some of these were given to me for my “museum”.
A sawfish saw, two small stone “chatties” (model cooking stoves) from India,
a pair of twisted metal anklets from Palestine (Arab workmanship - I saw
some similar ones in the Jordan exhibition at Liverpool Museum in 1991),
Turkish Army uniform buttons, a Turkish brass seal, and the “aeroplane”
souvenir already described, and many other small things. There was also a
small Celluloid crocodile (possibly designed for use as a paper knife) which
held a small pencil with a negroid head in its jaws.
One of her prized items was a large wooden box, elaborately decorated
with porcupine quills and inlaid with ivory on the outside, containing a partitioned wooden tray. The inside of the lid was inlaid with ivory and the
word SATARA. (Satara is a town in the west of India about 60 miles south
of Poona in the Western Ghats.) There was a story behind this box. It had
been bought by a poor soldier in a rash moment, to send home to his wife as
a souvenir. He soon regretted his purchase so Grandad bought it off him so
that he could sent the money home to his wife who would find it more useful.
One interesting custom at this time was to arrange for the local radio
station to broadcast a message on the occasion of a child’s birthday. I was
at Aintree on one of my birthdays when the wireless was switched on at
the appropriate time and the announcer wished me a happy birthday and
directed me to look in a certain drawer of the sideboard where I found a
birthday present. I thought it was magic!
Sometimes we would spend several days with Grandma and Grandad
Hinde, and were there over at least one Christmas. At this time Father was
on shift work and could only join us later in the day. As it was getting dark,
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Grandad heard a noise in the yard but when he went to investigate there was
no one there. Shortly afterwards there was a knock on the front door and
Father appeared in some sort of whiskery disguise which he had put on in the
yard workshop before coming round to the front door. Of course, everyone
recognised him! My Grandparents had a small artificial Christmas tree fitted
with tin holders for candles which were lit at tea time. We later inherited
this tree and it was used every year, the custom being to have the tree on
the table at Christmas Day tea time and have our meal by the light of the
candles. During the meal the candles burnt halfway down and the remaining
halves were lit during tea on Boxing Day.
Grandad Hinde died suddenly. He was in the habit of going out for a
mid-day drink before dinner and on this day he was walking up the yard to
the back door when he collapsed and died. Grandma was waiting for him and
was watching him from the living room window. This was a very sad time
and Mother and I stayed with Grandma for some days. Grandad was laid out
in a coffin in the parlour and this was the first time that I ever saw a dead
person and was impressed by the waxy appearance of his face. The funeral
took place at Nantwich where other members of the Hinde family lived.
We all travelled from Chatsworth Avenue to Nantwich by car in the morning for the funeral at the Barony Road cemetery, Nantwich. We were met by
a military escort and as well as some bandsmen there were a detachment from
the Cheshire Regiment, a firing party of 12 men, and a bugler. Grandad’s
sword was carried on his coffin. All I can remember of the occasion was the
firing of three volleys over the grave, after which I managed to acquire a spent
brass cartridge case from the many that lay on the ground. I did not let on
about this at the time and my conscience troubled me afterwards, especially
as I was told that all the empty cartridge cases would be collected and any
deficiencies would get the soldiers into trouble. I kept quiet about this episode.
After Grandad’s death, we would go to Liverpool to see Grandma more
often, and I recall staying at her house for several days at times with Mother.
When Father came over, we would go off into town to see places of interest,
usually on the trams which ran all over the city at that time. We would
usually travel on the upper deck (reserved for smokers) so that Father could
smoke his pipe: some trams were open on top, very pleasant in fine weather,
while others were enclosed with a small, open part at each end of the upper
deck. Here, one could sit out in the fresh air and look over the side of the
tram at activities in the streets.
Trams were connected to the overhead electricity supply wires with a long
arm ending in a pulley which ran along the wires and this had to be moved
from one end of the tram to the other when the direction of travel needed to be
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reversed, as the pulley arm had to trail behind the vehicle. The tram driver
accomplished this by pulling on a rope attached to the spring-loaded arm
and walking with it to the other end of the tram, an operation that I always
watched with interest. When the direction of the tram was reversed in this
way, the seats on the upper deck could be swung back so that the passengers
faced into the direction of motion. Trams were fitted with a mechanical, footoperated warning bell in the driving cab, and the speed was controlled by a
handle which had to be given many turns when starting off and stopping, the
drivers seemed to be always winding this handle as I recall.
My fare to anywhere in the city was one penny and with the ticket I could
have stayed on the tram all day. Father and I would go to the Pierhead to
see the great liners and the ferry boats and sometimes travel on the Overhead
Railway (The “Docker’s Umbrella”) to Seaforth passing all the docks which
were usually busy and full of shipping. Once or twice we would get off the
train at one of the dock stations, looking at the moored ships and peeping
into some of the big warehouses alongside the quays. Some of these held
piles of goods and I remember seeing a mountain of brown, unrefined sugar
that had been discharged from a ship moored to the quay. I don’t recall
any restrictions on our wanderings around the docks in those days although
there was plenty of activity in the area. The Overhead Railway closed at the
end of 1956 and was demolished in 1957, but I was able to travel on it from
its terminus at Dingle to the other end at Seaforth with a party from the
Merseyside Scientific Society from Widnes Lab in the 1950’s. We also visited
the workshops at Seaforth where the electric locomotives and carriages were
built and repaired.
At times, we would take the ferryboat to one of the piers on the Wirral
side of the river, Seacombe, Egremont and New Brighton, where I would play
about on the muddy, rocky foreshore and catch small crabs which did not
survive the journey home in my bucket. One ferry passed near the anchored
training ship, H.M.S. “Conway” and this was always of interest to me. She
was a large, wooden warship built in 1839 as the “Nile” and was fitted out as
a training ship for the merchant navy. (Old boys of the ship included John
Masefield and Chptain Webb the first man to swim the English Channel, later
to be immortalised in a picture on a matchbox).
This old ship was moved from the Mersey on the 21st May 1941 as she was
in danger from enemy air attack; she had nearly been burned with incendiary
bombs which had been scattered liberally over Merseyside, and a parachute
land-mine had fallen nearby. She was towed to the Menai Straits where was
moored and continued her work. Unfortunately, while being moved for some
repairs through the dangerous waters of the Menai Straits, she was caught in
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a tide race and wrecked in April 1953. After some salvage attempts, she was
destroyed by fire. Her anchor is kept at Liverpool Maritime Museum and a
mast from the ship is preserved at Egerton Dock.
Another of our regular treats was a visit to Liverpool Museum, where
I never tired at looking round the exhibition galleries - Egyptian, African,
Zoological and Botanical. Also there were lots of splendid ship models which
I delighted in. Grandma once gave me an illustrated advertising brochure
describing a world cruise on the Cunard steamship “Franconia” and I found
this absolutely fascinating. Not only did it describe in detail all the places
to be visited but it also advised what souvenirs and exotica to buy at each
place. I read this from cover to cover many times.
On our journeys to Liverpool by train, I was always interested in the
slot-machines which stood on the station platforms. At Farnworth station
there was a machine that delivered a small bar of Nestles chocolate for a
penny and at this time the wrappers contained coloured picture cards which
I collected. Although only a few of these cards came my way I remember
one series showing pictures of the Tutankhamen discoveries which had taken
place not many years before and as a result, I became very interested in
Egyptology; I think that my interest in archaeology dates from about this
time and it was encouraged by the visits to Liverpool Museum. At some
stations there were large sea-mines, relics of the first World War, painted red
and converted into collecting boxes for nautical charities. Other features were
machines for embossing letters and numbers on narrow aluminium strips in a
similar manner to the present day Dymo labeller, and for a penny I was able
to make a strip with my name and address.
An old railway locomotive, the “Lion”, was preserved at Lime Street station and we saw it on several occasions. This veteran, reputed to be the oldest
locomotive in the world, began hauling trains on the Liverpool and Manchester Railway in July 1838. After nearly 100 years of service it was restored
and appeared in films, particularly the 1952 Ealing comedy film, “The Titfield
Thunderbolt”; at present it is on show in the Manchester Museum of Science
and Industry.
On our visits to Aintree we usually did some shopping in Liverpool before
continuing our journey, and on one occasion I bought a John Bull printing set
with small rubber type that could be set into a small wooden block to print
words. In my enthusiasm I decided that I would print my own encyclopaedia
but the tedious nature of this work soon dampened my interest and I never
got beyond the first page.
There were only a few children in the area of Chatsworth Avenue as most
of the houses were occupied by older people, but at times I would spend
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some time in the back alley playing with one of the neighbouring boys. As
I grew older I began to find our visits to Aintree rather boring and didn’t
look forward to them as much as I had done earlier. There was not much to
interest me in the built up area of Aintree but we did go out a few times to
Seaforth Sands, near Waterloo, a rather muddy stretch of sand and dunes,
a poor substitute for the real seaside. I believe that much of this area has
now been developed as a container depot. I also remember going to Aintree
Racecourse to walk along the canal and across the course on a Sunday when
not many people were about, but we never went to any of the race meetings.
Not all of our visits to Liverpool took us to Aintree as we had many
shopping trips on our own account. One of our first ports of call would be
Lewis’s cafeteria for cups of tea and waffles - thick, square, dimpled pancakes
served with butter and honey - delicious! But how my shoulders used to
ache after carrying brown paper carrier bags loaded with shopping all day!
There were some interesting shops in Liverpool and I enjoyed looking round
them. The big department stores like Lewis’s and Blackler’s were of interest,
especially the toy departments. In Blackler’s there was a large rocking horse
and on the central stairway, a marble fountain which I always liked to see.
There was also the attraction of Hobby’s toyshop with Meccano and Hornby
trains! In some of the stores, a cashier sat in an elevated glass compartment
connected with overhead wires to each counter. These enabled the assistants
to send money for goods and receive the change and receipt by shooting a
container along them with a spring. In other stores, this process was done
pneumatically by passing a cylindrical container through tubes to a hidden
cashier - a fascinating process to watch. In a lane at the back of St. John’s
Market were often a number of barrows where men sold canaries, budgerigars
and puppies. I always wanted one of them but as we already had a dog there
was no question of another.
*

* *

*

*

The Depression years were very worrying to my parents, Father would
come home to tell us of the men he knew who had been laid-off, and we were
worried on a daily basis that his job would be secure; fortunately it was. Well
before 1930 he went on regular shift work, working 6am to 2pm, 2pm to 10pm,
10pm to 6am, for a week at a time with a day’s break between changes of
shift. As can be imagined, this disorganised everyday life and restricted our
opportunities for days out together as a family, although, as it went on for
years, we got used to it. And by this time, I had also got well used to the
constraining impact of schooling too.
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Chapter 4

School Days
In 1925 I started at Farnworth Church of England School, a walk of about
half a mile from our home. Mother took me there to start with but I soon
went on my own, coming home for dinner each day. I started in the Infants’
School, an old building, built about 1844, with separate classrooms for boys
and girls, the boys only up to age seven, but the girls up to age fourteen,
the normal leaving age at that time. There were two teachers that I recall,
one was Miss Guest and the other was Miss Edith Tickle, the former saw
me through the intricacies of learning to read and write. Miss Guest would
write elegant letters on a lined black-board for us to copy, but the only other
subject I can recall was Plasticine modelling, and this only because I assumed
that the Plasticine issued to us individually was a gift to be taken home. I
was gently reminded that this wasn’t the case! Looking upwards to the right
from my desk through the high narrow windows of this classroom I could see
the chimney pots of the adjoining caretaker’s house, and I think this was the
first time I ever saw the shimmering effect of hot air rising from a chimney. I
can visualise it now. What an odd thing to remember from the age of five!
On reaching the age of seven, our class was transferred to the “Big-Boy’s”
School, a building of 1895, where we carried on our education until the age
of fourteen, when it was customary for most boys to leave school and begin
work. A Scholarship exam could be taken when we were eleven which offered
the more able pupils a chance to go to the Grammar School, or the less able
to progress to the Supplementary School in Kingsway, where the teaching was
less academic. A school photograph taken of us in 1927, as we were transferred
to the “Big-Boy’s” School shows forty-two boys, dressed for the most part in
woollen jerseys, some with knitted ties, and wearing short trousers, knee57

length woollen stockings and lace-up boots. Five wore jackets or a blazer. I
was rather heavy on boots which Father had to repair with pieces of leather,
and he threatened to get me some clogs, which really worried me at the time
as only a few of the boys from very poor families wore clogs and I felt myself
a cut above these and would have been very humiliated if I had been made to
join their ranks.
The “Big-Boy’s” School stood to the west of the Infants’/Girl’s School,
each building standing in its own playground which was separated from the
other by a high brick wall. There were two classrooms, a small one for the first
class and a long hall-like room, stretching the whole length of the building,
which could be divided into three by long dark-green curtains to provide
for three separate classes. There was a corridor along the side of the larger
classroom, and a cloak-room opened off this to the left. The school lavatories
were outside, across the yard in a small squalid building. The facilities were
very basic, and even as a boy I found the place revolting. The upper part of
the playground on one side of the school building was flagged, the remaining,
greater part to the west and the south being covered with cinders, unfriendly
to bare knees. A picture showing the Pit Lane frontage of Farnworth School
with its railings and gate, taken in 1905 shows no obvious change from what
I remember of it in the 1920s. A typical group of young ruffians appears in
the picture, on Marble Derby Day, a custom that was extinct by the time I
was there.
We spent our first year in the smaller classroom under the firm control of
Miss Tickle, a much more formidable person than her sister who taught in the
Infants’ School. Miss Tickle held us in awe with her habit of sharpening pencils
with a large, razor-sharp carpenter’s chisel, and her call for “Anyone need a
lead sharpened?” always attracted customers. First thing every morning she
would check that everyone had a handkerchief, and dole out sheets of toilet
paper to those who couldn’t produce one. We sat at long wooden desks with
inkwells and at the front of the class stood a blackboard and easel. On the
front wall of the classroom was a large World map on Mercator’s projection,
and how good it was to see such big red patches showing how extensive our
Empire was at that time! We were all patriots and on Empire Day (24th May)
anyone who was in the Scouts or Cubs could attend in uniform.
I don’t remember much about our lessons except that we must have had
some about singing, as I recall being mystified by the Tonic Sol-Fah to which
we were introduced but we all enjoyed the actual singing which we did with
gusto. Another detail that I remember was a large highly-coloured picture
depicting the “Ancient Britons”, skin-clad and sitting outside their cave (or a
hut). I think the picture also included a chariot fitted with scythes.
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Figure 4.1: The First Class at Farnworth Boys School (1927)
Some of our pastimes stick in my mind. There was a craze for making
“racing cars” out of pencil erasers using drawing pins for wheels, and it was
in this class that I learned how to make a “tank” from a cotton bobbin, a slice
of candle, a matchstick and an elastic band. This first class had little contact
with the rest of the school and except for playtimes we were in a self-contained
little world of our own. Of course, at playtimes we did get a fair amount of
bullying and there were often fights between the more aggressive boys and we
would all gather round and watch.
At Farnworth School we had a number of traditional beliefs which were
passed on without any justification. Some of them were old traditions that
had been handed down for many years and some had arisen in modern times
from some unknown source. I can remember some examples:• Swans are very dangerous birds and can break an arm or a leg with one
blow of their wing.
• No one can swim across a pond because the green weed “Jenny Greenteeth” would drag them down.
• If an earwig got into your ear it would gnaw through into your brain.
• A pig cannot swim as in water it would cut its throat with its trotters.
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• A cut between thumb and forefinger leads to “Lockjaw”. This was considered more certain if the cut was produced by a rusty nail.
• If you are chewing liquorice root and accidentally swallow the fibres they
will accumulate round your heart and strangle it.
• An eccentric millionaire would give lots of money for the “right” pattern
of an “aeroplane” on the fold of a cigarette packet. (These “aeroplanes”
were actually colour printing registration marks).
• Dandelion seeds were known as “Sugar stealers” and were popularly
supposed to enter house windows for this purpose.
• Any coloured butterfly as opposed to a common white one was known
as a “Frenchie” and was eagerly chased.
• “Pignuts” could be eaten - but no one ever knew what they looked like
and many a plant was dug up to look fruitlessly for them.
*

* *

*

*

After a year in the first class, we were split up and shared between the
three classes in the large classroom. There were three teachers; Mr Smith the
Headmaster, Mr “Mickey” Brown and Mr Mills who walked with a limp. I
went into Mr Mills’ class at the west end of the large classroom; this class
contained all those who later took the “Scholarship Exam”, the equivalent of
the later “Eleven Plus”, so we were, presumably, included in the “brighter”
group, although I didn’t realise it at the time. We had an Assembly each
morning, when the two big curtains were pulled back and we were all in one
big room. Mr Smith played the harmonium and we sang a hymn, had a prayer
and some days recited the Creed which was displayed on a large wall chart in
front of us.
One of the most popular hymns was “Fight the Good Fight”, and I think
that most of us enjoyed singing it, even though we probably weren’t very
tuneful. As it was a Church of England School, we were taken along Pit Lane
in a group to St. Luke’s Church for a service on special days. With luck, we
could sit near the Bold Chapel in the north aisle and see the effigies on the
tombs, often of more interest than the service. Of course, we had all been
told about the “Bold” blacksmith who had fought and killed the Griffin from
inside his iron cage in days long ago, but we were under no illusions about it
being a rather tall story even if a good one. Of course, there was the actual
Griffin Hotel at the bottom of Farnworth Street as confirmatory evidence!
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The church services were the formal Anglican ones of the time and a complete
mystery to me, although we were well schooled in Biblical stories at school.
When I told Mother how Mr Pike, the Vicar, intoned the service she said that
I was making it up; perhaps my imitation was not very good!
Mr Mills walked with a limp and was rather stern and not averse to the use
of the cane, usually on the palms of the hands. I don’t recall being punished
by him myself and it wasn’t a frequent occurrence anyway, but he had no
trouble in keeping us under control. There were suggestions among the boys
that a hair across the palm of a hand would break the cane, or at least soften
the blow but I don’t think the experiment was ever tried!
I can’t remember much about the actual curriculum but Mr Mills was a
good teacher and would introduce variety into his lessons, often seemingly, on
the spur of the moment - I can still remember some of these topics. Once he
gave us a talk on pronunciation and vainly tried to get us to pronounce the
word “towards” as “tords”. (We were not convinced). He gave us an interesting
lesson on the human digestive system and the alimentary canal using a large
coloured diagram and this aroused much interest. Such diagrams and maps, as
well as the Creed, were displayed on coated canvas held between two wooden
rollers. We had a lesson once on the meanings of idiomatic phrases which
we had never heard of before such as “All my eye and Betty Martin”, and
we had to write these down. He would come out with all sorts of snippets
of information and I remember that he told us once that oak trees and men
went “bald on top” as they became aged.
On several occasions he said he would bring a Davy miner’s safety lamp
and explain how it worked, and I remember being very disappointed when
this lesson didn’t actually materialise. Some afternoons, he would read us
chapters from a book, and this was very enjoyable. I remember one story,
a form of early science fiction, in which a scientist had managed to shrink
himself and had all sorts of adventures with insects, for example, entering an
ant’s nest. It was an interesting way to describe the life cycle and behaviour
of ants to children and we were fascinated. This fascinated me and I tried
many times to get a copy of this book to read myself but without success.
The last part of Friday afternoons was given over to “Art and Handicraft”
which took two forms. In one we were issued with tin boxes containing three
small, round pans of paints (in primary colours) and set to paint a picture from
a picture displayed on the blackboard. Mr Mills had a large folder of scenic
posters that were pasted up at railway stations at that time as advertisements
and one of these would be hung up for us to copy. The other activity involved
the use of thin sheets of coloured card, which, using diagrams, pencil, rulers,
scissors and paste we transformed into small boxes and such useless things as
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containers for spent matches. We were allowed to take these home.
There was a small glass-fronted bookcase in a corner of our classroom and
this was the School Library, but as far as I remember, it was never opened
for us to look into. However, on one memorable occasion it was opened by
Mr Mills who took a book from it and gave it to me. The reason for this gift
escapes me, but it must have been something special for I can’t remember
the bookcase being opened again. The book was about the various railway
companies in Britain with lots of railway photographs and full-page coloured
pictures showing the company liveries of engines. I have always regretted the
loss of this fine book which I gave away to someone at a much later date,
when my interests had changed.
Mr Mills must have had a special interest in railways as he gave all of us
copies of paperback books on railways which had been published as advertising
material by the Great Western Railway at that time. I had two different
books which I read and treasured for many years. In 1930, there was a
National Railway Week from the 13 - 20 September and he took us all to
see the railway exhibition in St. George’s Hall, celebrating the Centenary of
the Liverpool-Manchester railway. A large railway track was set up on a long
table and the various historic engines were run round it while a commentary
was given. There were also many other exhibits in connection with railway
history. I was interested in railways and one of my treasures was a booklet
autographed by the driver of the “Flying Scot”. This famous train had been
on a tour of North America at about this time and souvenir booklets had
been printed.
I was friends with a number of boys in the class but there were others
whom I avoided for one reason or another. My friends included Alfie Foster,
who lived in Marsh Hall Pad to the east of Farnworth Street. (This trackway
had been established by Bishop Smythe (ca. 1500) so that parishioners from
Cuerdley could get to their Chapel in Farnworth Church without having to
pass through the Farnworth Street in times of plague). There were also Ronnie
Owen who lived at the east end of Alder Avenue with two aunts, Fred Patton
from the farm at Cronton Hall, Don Machin who lived near me in Fairfield
Road, and Harry Bates whose mother kept a public house in Millfield Road
at the bottom of Peelhouse Lane. There was also a sturdy, bigger boy named
Dickie Almond who I got on with very well. He had parts of some fingers
missing on his right hand due to a farming accident with a mangel cutter.
Although older than me, Dickie was backward in school work, and on one
occasion we were sent out into the corridor together so that I could help him
with his reading. We held a book between us and Dickie followed the words
across the page with a large finger and read them out laboriously. After some
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Figure 4.2: With schoolfriends in 1925(l) and brother in 1929(r)

time he became bored with this and we started to chat, soon being caught
by Mr Mills who gave us a clip round the ears and took us back into the
classroom.
I don’t recall any teacher supervision during playtimes, and when fights
broke out no one tried to interfere. We were left to our own devices until a
teacher appeared to blow a whistle at the end of playtime. Anyone who was
seen eating an apple in the playground was approached with the request “Bags
me the core!” but the idea of eating a second-hand apple never appealed to me.
The official sport of the school was baseball which was played on an adjacent
small field. The boys who played this sport were chosen for their ability as
there were some inter-school competitions. Rather unsurprisingly I didn’t get
chosen as I could neither hit or catch the ball with any success. I have no
memory of any other sport being played, except for an impromptu football
kick-about in the playground by some older boys, and I have no recollection
of any physical training or drill of any kind. If there was any such activity, it
must have made no lasting impression on me as I have retained no recollection
63

of it whatsoever!
*

* *

*

*

We played informal games in the schoolyard, the most common one being “Tick” (in some areas known as “Tig”). When this game was suggested,
everyone would shout “Barley not On!”, (It has been suggested that this was
originally “By your leave, not on”) and the last one to shout was “On” and had
to chase and touch someone who then carried on the game. The whole playground was available but it was easier to dodge on the cindery part where there
was much more room. On the south side of the school were two drainpipes
from the roof, their bases being embedded in curved cement blocks; anyone
being chased was quite “safe” if they could jump on one of these blocks and
hold on to the drainpipe and we would cluster on these safe places at times.
A variation of “Tick” was “Relievo” in which a “prisoner”, confined to one
spot, could be released by touching. If the defending boy could touch the boy
attempting this however, he claimed another “prisoner”. Some of the younger
boys played at “Bell horses”. For this two boys would link their crossed arms
and trot round together in step, imitating the pairs of cart-horses which were
used at that time to pull heavy wagons. These horses were usually decorated
with brasses and often carried “rumbler-bells” on their head harnesses.
A rather rougher game was called “Ten Ton Weight”. For this game, one
boy stood with his back to a wall with about three boys leaning towards
him head to tail so as to form a long “back”. The participants in the game
then ran and jumped, one at a time, trying to get as far as possible on the
“back”. Sooner or later this gave way and became a tangled heap of bodies.
It was a very rough game, especially as it was played on the cinders. It is
interesting to see that a version of this game is shown in Brueghel’s 16th
Century “Kinderspiele”.
I had been to the cinema with Father, where we saw a dramatic film about
pearl divers and the hazards they faced from giant clams and octopuses. It
was entitled “White Shadows in the South Seas”. This 1928 silent film was in
black and white, with rather heavy contrast, and interspersed with printed
dialogue. This experience led me to devise a new game in which a group of us
had to run the length of the cinder playground to the end wall (the bottom
of the sea), holding our breath while a fierce octopus, usually Dickie Almond,
tried to catch us with his long arms, before we could get back to the concrete
flags. This energetic game became quite popular and we often played it.
Various games of “Marbles” were played; on the way home from school
we sometimes would play “Bobalong”, rolling marbles along the path or in
the gutter in attempts to hit one already thrown. There was also a “ring”
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game; each player placed a few marbles inside a circle drawn on the ground
and then each player in turn attempted to “fire” marbles so as to knock them
out. “Ironies”, as the superior steel marbles were called (usually 1” steel ball
bearings), were rare and highly prized above the common glass “Alleys” and
the smaller clay marbles that we generally used as counters. When marbles
were not available, for example on a country walk, we would play “Duckstones”
with rounded pebbles, trying to hit our opponent’s stones in turn as we walked
along.
Out of school I would sometimes play with Alfie Foster who lived with his
parents and a younger sister in Marsh Hall Pad. They lived in an old house
with a large, upstairs “workshop” and store-room in which we played. Over
the living room fireplace was a glazed case containing two model stringedinstruments, possibly a mandoline and a fiddle, each inlaid with mother-ofpearl. I understood that these had been given to them by Mrs. Paravacini,
of the family that ran the Asbestos-Cement Works on the east side of Derby
Road, only a short distance away. Presumably, Mrs. Foster had been on
friendly terms, if not employed, by this family at some time. A short distance
from their house on the left side of Marsh Hall Pad, fields of rough pasture
stretched as far as Lunt’s Heath Road where there was a large, deep, waterfilled pit known as the Clayhole, and one of our common amusements was to
burn off patches of grass using matches. As there were many tufts of long
grass we had some splendid fires, usually kept under control. Everyone knew
what we had been up to when we arrived home smelling strongly of smoke!
Another of my school friends was Fred Patton whose father farmed at
Cronton Hall Farm near Pex Hill, about two miles from Fairfield Road. They
had working horses and pigs which I was interested in but I was more attracted
by Fred’s rabbits and a small flock of bantams he owned. The Hall was a very
large building and was reputed to have a room for every week of the year, but
it was only on one or two occasions that I was allowed inside and then only
into the large farmhouse kitchen. We would play in the outbuildings and the
barn and look at the animals. I suppose that this was my first experience of
a farm. In particular, I was very taken by Fred’s own flock of bantams. I was
so fascinated by these that I pestered Father to get some in our back garden.
After worrying him a lot about this, he finally said that, “some day” we might
have a smallholding somewhere and then I could have some. That was as far
as it ever went as apparently the house deeds forbade the keeping of poultry,
possibly on account of nuisance to neighbours. He did relent to some extent
and told me that I could have a pet rabbit, and we even went to the extent
of building a hutch supported about a yard off the ground on four posts. It
had a wire-netting front on the left and a door on the right. But, for some
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Figure 4.3: With my dog and my brother in 1930
reason I never did get a rabbit. In later years however, when I became more
interested in chemistry the unused hutch was useful to store some of the more
smelly chemicals that Mother would not have in the house!
During my early years at the Boys School we all had a dental inspection
by a visiting nurse and as a result, Mother took me down to the Dental Clinic
which at that time was in a small building next to the Town Hall, at the
corner of Market Street. Here I had the unpleasant experience of having a
tooth extracted under gas anaesthesia. (I have no recollections of having a
tooth-brush at that time but it would seem likely that my teeth had been
cleaned at times, probably by Mother.)
I had only about half a mile to walk to school unlike my Father and his
brothers who in their day had to walk to Farnworth School from Ditton, a distance of about two and a half miles. This involved bringing sandwich lunches
and he used to tell how on one occasion, he was minding the sandwiches while
his brothers were in an orchard after apples when they were caught by the
owner and locked up in a shed for some hours to teach them a lesson. As a
consequence, they had no lunch and Father had to deal with all the sandwiches
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himself! He frequently told us this story. I used to enjoy my walk to school as
it lay through some grassy fields where there were several pits, our favourite
being Robinson’s, presumably named after the owner of the field it was in. It
lay below a high bank on the east and was fed by a piped field-drain running
along below the bank. It had a gently sloping and accessible shoreline on the
north side and abounded in pond life, newts, frogs and sticklebacks, which we
called “Jacksharps”. The male sticklebacks developed a red coloration in the
breeding season and were known as “Redgobs”. They were prized catches.
The pit in the adjacent field to the east had no name and was rather over
grown and much less attractive and we didn’t bother with it much. Once, I
remember seeing the bloated body of a dead cat in it which put me off visiting
it, and was responsible for some bad dreams. We usually visited the pits on
our way home when we were not tied to time, and often arrived home with
wet and muddy boots and clothing. I got into trouble more than once after
such a visit and I remember having to explain away one newt I brought home
as one which was “almost crawling out of the water” and asking to be caught.
This caused my Mother some amusement but I was warned not to go to the
pit again. (A complete waste of her words, I’m afraid).
We crossed the railway line by a small foot-bridge, known as the “Tin
Bridge”, and we always raced to get on it to see a train which blasted us with
smoke and steam. Sometimes, we would scramble down the embankment and
put pins or small nails on the lines in the belief that a passing train would
flatten them out into useful small knives. To our disappointment, we never
found any trace of our pins after a train had passed. One or two boys would
climb on to the upper side of the bridge and walk across on the narrow girder,
a highly-dangerous stunt. Another trick, at which we were all adept, was to
run across the bridge kicking every steel panel with both our heels, which
made a satisfying noise.
The walk home along Beaconsfield Road, at that time little better than a
rough track, and across the fields to the “Tin Bridge”, was the most direct way,
but there were alternatives. Sometimes we would go down Farnworth Street
and back along Alder Avenue which gave us a chance to look in the shops; we
could also go down Birchfield Road and over the bridge by Farnworth Station.
On the west side of the road by the bridge, the stone retaining wall running
from the bridge decreased in height until it was only a few feet above the field
below. One game was to jump off this wall as far as we dared as it increased
in height, in a competition; it is a wonder we didn’t break our legs. I know
mine were very painful at times after a session of such high jumps.
At the end of Pit Lane was Littler’s Farm, and between Coroners Lane
and the churchyard was the stackyard. When threshing was in progress we
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would go and watch this operation on our way home. A traction engine would
be driving the threshing machinery with much smoke and steam and a great
deal of noise. As the ricks were taken apart, rats would run out to be killed by
dogs and men with sticks. I remember on one occasion that I picked up a large
rat and took it home in triumph “for our dog to eat”. Mother was not best
pleased so I didn’t do it a second time. Another time I got into hot water was
when they were felling some large sycamore trees around the church: having
cut down the trees, they trimmed off the branches and left them on the road.
I chose a large branch and dragged it home in preparation for Bonfire Night.
Arriving home, I couldn’t get it through the side gate so pushed it over the
top with a great effort. When Father came home from work at night he found
that he couldn’t open the gate to get his bike in because someone had placed
a big tree branch behind it. Of course, again, I got the blame for some reason.
*

* *

*

*

As Christmas approached, we were always involved in making decorations
for the schoolroom, and best of all I liked to make paper chains using strips
of coloured paper, an easy task. I remember that one year we spent much
time in making Christmas trees out of cardboard, cutting tree outlines with
jagged edges and pasting green paper on them. Two of these shapes, slotted
together, made either free-standing or hanging decorations. We used small
bottles of unpleasantly smelling fish-glue for this work. The last day at school
before the Christmas holidays was looked forward to and we all enjoyed it.
We had been told to bring a brown paper carrier-bag, and after Assembly we
sat at our desks while the teachers gave out a large number of card and paper
puzzles and games, supplied by various firms as advertising matter. This
happened every year I was at Farnworth School. At the end of the morning
we each took home a bag full of these trifles which kept us occupied for days
over the holidays. As examples of the things we were given, there were cards
to cut up and make angular jig-saw puzzles, a card to cut out and make into
a model of H.M.S.Victory - (advertising Victory V gums), paper disks with
a carbon-paper backing, which, when rotated as directed and certain marks
pencilled over, would reveal a picture and an advertising message, colouring
cards, tangrams, and working models to make in thin card which only needed
brass paper fasteners as axles. One that I remember was an amusing model
of an old woman with walking legs. A popular trick was a plain sheet of white
paper marked with a black spot at one corner. A thin strip had to folded
down along each edge to support the paper on a plate. A glowing match or
string applied to the marked spot would cause a line to smoulder across the
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Figure 4.4: From playboy (1922) to schoolboy (1934)
paper to reveal the words of an advertisement, e.g. “Beecham’s Pills”. I have
never heard of any other school which had this Christmas treat.
In the afternoon, we returned to school carrying a mug and spoon for our
Christmas party, where we had some refreshments and were each given a small
present to take home. One year, I was given a penknife with one blade. On
the way home, in the gloom of the December afternoon, we simply had to call
at Robinson’s pit. The weather had been rather wet and on the grassy bank
above the pit was a large pool of water. We simply had to drain this into the
pit by digging and kicking away the intervening ridge of turf and soil and my
new penknife came in useful, but I got into some bother when I arrived home
wet and muddy.
When morning Assembly was held at school and the curtains drawn back,
I remember seeing a photograph on the wall showing Indians bathing in the
Ganges at Benares, and also a small round shield of unusual shape near to
where Mr Smith played the harmonium. At the time, I understood that it was
a souvenir from the Sudan, but it was never explained to us in detail. I was
69

interested in such relics especially as Grandma Hinde had shown me curios
which she had brought back from her earlier life abroad. She had even given
me some small items which I kept in a cupboard in the Lumber Room, marked
as my “Museum”. Out of interest and a desire to show off my treasures, I took
oddments to school sometimes. Once I took a cob of “Indian Corn” and was
most put out when Mr Mills said it was largely grown in America and not
India as I had supposed. There was also another curious object, beautifully
made from several sections of hardwood, glued together with imperceptible
joints, and with an aerofoil section. It was about 8 or 9 inches square. I was
told by Grandma that it was a piece of a Turkish aeroplane brought back by
Grandad as a souvenir from his Middle East service during the Great War.
It was highly polished on the upper surface but the under-side was pitted
slightly (perhaps by sand). Grandad had presumably intended to make it
into a picture frame and had cut an oval hole through it. When I took this to
school, I was rather put out when one boy said it looked like a lavatory seat.
I must admit it did look like a small seat but the idea had never occurred to
me. It always seemed too heavy to be part of the structure of an aeroplane
and it may have been the tip of a rather large-bladed propeller.
At this time the boys at Farnworth School only referred to their close
friends by their Christian names, most boys being known by names formed
by adding -ie to their surname. I was known as Adamsie for example, except
to my close friends who called me “Jackie”. Towards the end of the 1920’s,
some of the boys were picked out to attend woodwork classes and went once a
week to the old Grammar School in Peelhouse Lane, familiarly known as the
“House of Flying Mallets”. I suppose that these boys were those considered
to start work ultimately as tradesmen when they left school. In 1931 three
of the boys in Mr Mills’ class were chosen to be entered for the “Scholarship”
exam, later to become the “Eleven Plus”. I was one of these and the other
two were my friends Don Machin and Harry Bates. I don’t recall any special
tuition being given to us in preparation for this exam which was held in the
“Supplementary” School in Kingsway, and I was impressed by the sight of an
array of chemical glassware in a glass-fronted case in one corridor and thinking
that I would like to have some lessons in chemistry. (I was already a dabbler
with chemicals having been given a “chemistry set” for Christmas at some
time.) We all passed the written exam but I must have been a borderline case
as I was obliged to attend Widnes Technical College for an oral exam by Mr
Green, the Headmaster of the Grammar School. He tried to stump me by
asking “If a diamond is the hardest material known, what is used to cut it ?”
I had never heard this fact stated before and had to do some rapid thinking
before I said “Other diamonds”. As a result of these exams all three of us were
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passed and started at the newly built Wade Deacon Grammar School when
it first opened in Autumn 1931.
*

* *

*

*

Having passed the Scholarship Exam, I was given a place at the newly built
Wade Deacon Grammar School which was officially opened on Thursday, the
10th of September 1931, having cost “in the neighbourhood of £60,000 to
build” according to the special supplement published by the Widnes Weekly
News to mark the occasion. I started in Form 1A, in a class of 29 boys, our
form master being “Alf” Salt, a dour character who had been one of the first
scholars at the previous Secondary School in 1897. We wore a school uniform
with a blazer and cap bearing the coat of arms of the school. This was a shield
divided into three sections, the upper two bearing a red rose for Lancashire
and a beehive with four bees signifying industry. The lower section had a
bishop’s mitre, referring to the foundation of the Grammar School by Bishop
Smythe in the 16th century. Under the shield was the motto - “Fervet Opus”
- meaning “Work Ardently”.
Our form room was on the ground floor next to the assembly hall and
we had individual desks containing lockers to store our books, P.T. kit and
personal items. We could provide our own locks to secure them if we wanted.
As we moved about the school from lesson to lesson, we had to carry all the
books needed for these and only came back to our form room in breaks or
before classes in them. Leather satchels were the rule but one or two boys
carried small attaché cases. Lessons were divided into 45 minute periods and
bells rang to indicate the time to move to the next classroom for the next
period. This was the signal for a disorderly scramble to another part of the
school, where sometimes, we had to wait to be let into the classroom until the
teacher arrived.
There were three periods in the morning and four in the afternoon with
breaks during the morning and morning and afternoon during which we went
out on the playground and field behind the school. In due course we were
sorted out into classes by the duty form master and marched inside. The
school day started with a morning assembly in the hall for the boys, while the
girls held theirs in the gymnasium. Together with school notices and prayers
we sang a hymn from a hymnal and dispersed to our form rooms. I remember
that the words of one of the hymns was in Latin and sung to the tune of Isaac
Watts’ “O God our help in ages past”. We also had a School Song “Forty Years
On” which we sang from time to time, and which I now understand to have
been cribbed from that of Harrow School.
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Figure 4.5: Wade Deacon Grammar School
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Also in line with Public Schools we were divided into four Houses for
sports:- Muspratt, Gossage, Deacon, and Dennis. Most boys wore cotton
sports shirts with horizontal stripes of these colours but my Mother made me
a knitted one in wool which soon went rather baggy, especially after a few
rough games of rugby when others found it a handy thing to grip in tackles.
Wednesday afternoons after the break were devoted to sports and we played
rugby and football (not encouraged) in the winter months and cricket in the
summer. We were also expected to turn up for sports on Saturday mornings
but I felt this was too much of a good thing and didn’t attend despite various
threats by the school. I wasn’t the only one either.
As I have mentioned, during the first year, “Alf” Salt (aka Mr A. Salt M.C.)
was our form master and taught us English and Maths and also Scripture for
one term only. French was taught by “Nag” Hall (aka Miss E. Hall B.A.)
who was on friendly terms with “Alf” and would sometimes come into the
classroom for a chat while we were given some problems to solve. History was
taught by Miss McKinlay, a formidable lady for whom I cannot remember we
had any nickname. She once asked us to produce some object related to our
subject and I remember making a “cuneiform” tablet of clay which seemed
to satisfy her. Geography was taught by “Aggie” Brown, a live-wire lady
who came to school in a small rounded sporty car which we called the “Flying
Egg”. She was a good teacher. For Physics we had “Billy Thom” Thomason, an
entertaining and popular teacher who had the gift of bringing his subject alive
in everyday language, free from jargon, and with simple physics experiments
and demonstrations. I remember making a simple working electric motor from
his instructions.
My progress gradually improved as shown by school reports which detail
my form position rising from 20/29 in 1931 to 4/29 in 1935 when I took the
School Certificate examinations, gaining Credits in English, History, Geography, Chemistry and Maths, and a Pass in English Essay but failing in French.
Although missing some work due to absence with German Measles, I matriculated in July 1936 with Credit A in Geography and Chemistry, Credit B in
Physics and Maths, Credit C in French and History, but only Satisfactory in
English and English Essay.
During the Autumn of 1936 following matriculation, I entered the Lower
VI Form at Wade Deacon Grammar School. We had fewer subjects to study
but were starting on calculus, co-ordinate geometry and more advanced and
mathematical physics and I found these difficult. It was even harder to settle
as I was only waiting to get a job and had no intention of completing the course
to Higher School Certificate. Nevertheless the Wade Deacon Headmaster, Mr
Green was able to write of me in his school-leaving reference that “he is quiet
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Figure 4.6: Wade Deacon Grammar School Form Va 1935
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and retiring and always cheerful and reliable. He works steadily and has more
than average ability....I can recommend him very strongly and without any
reservations whatever.” Armed with this supportive testimonial, I thus sought
to enter the world of work.
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Chapter 5

Work and War
I wanted to work in a chemistry laboratory although I had no clear idea what
this would entail at that time. However, my desire was probably stimulated
by an experience one weekend in the early 1930’s when I had a memorable day
out with my Father. He was a Plant Foreman at Marsh Works of I.C.I. and was
often on shift work, sometimes working a full day at weekends. Marsh Works
produced sulphuric acid in various strengths, and other sulphur-based chemicals including sodium sulphite, sodium thiosulphate (photographic “hypo”).
It was thought that it might interest me to look round a chemical works on
a quiet day and so it was decided that I would take our two dinners to have
down there. I took a bus from Farnworth to Widnes Road and along Ditton
Road round the turn to Marsh Works to the south. I needed to pass under
the long railway viaduct leading from the railway bridge over the river. At
the yard gates, the watchman who had been told of my coming let me in and
rang Father to collect me. We walked through the works to the Foremen’s
office where he had his desk and worksite and I remember being impressed by
the way the railway lines we crossed were sunk into the ground with only the
rails showing.
After our meal I used a telephone for my first time, Father going off to
some other point in the works and ringing me up! He then took me round
the sulphuric acid plant and we climbed flights of stairs to see the burning
of iron pyrites in furnaces on different floors. Rotating blades moved round
each hearth stirring the burning pyrites which burnt with a bluish flame and
emitted large amounts of sulphur dioxide into the atmosphere when the furnace doors were opened. A few men were charging the furnaces by hand with
coarsely crushed pyrites. There were pyrite burners at ground level but my
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recollection is of a vertical series. The waste product was the residual iron
oxide known as red ash which went to a tip.
Another visit was to the crystallising process for sodium thiosulphate
where a hot concentrated solution of this salt flowed through a labyrinth
of shallow channels depositing crystals as it cooled. The first crystals were
quite small but at the end of the channels larger crystals were grown. The
required sizes could be raked out at the appropriate part of the system. I was
given some specimens to take home of course.
Our final visit was to the analytical laboratory which was not occupied at
the weekend and we were able to browse round freely. Father had considerable
experience in chemical sampling and testing, showed me various apparatus
used and got me to weigh something on a chemical balance as I had been
learning at school. He gave me some test tubes and pieces of glass tubing
and also one or two of the small evacuated bulbs used for sampling oleum (fuming sulphuric acid) a very unpleasant and dangerous material to handle.
These souvenirs were tucked away in the small attaché case in which I
had brought the dinners. When the time came to go home I got a bus to
Farnworth Street and when I got home found that I had left my case on the
bus! On enquiry at the bus garage we were told that the case had been handed
in so I had a trip down to Moor Lane after the weekend to recover it. Quite
an interesting day out for me and some equipment for chemical experiments
as well, not to mention laying down possible thoughts for the future.
*

* *

*

*

Consequently in 1936, I applied to I.C.I. (General Chemicals) at Central
Laboratory, Widnes, and also to the I.C.I. Headquarters at Cunard Building,
Liverpool, and in both cases was told that no vacancies were then available.
Towards the end of September however, I was called for an interview at Cunard Building as a vacancy had arisen, and ventured into this impressive and
overwhelming building. In my turn I was interviewed and questioned about
my knowledge of chemistry and other subjects and remember being stuck on
the Haber process for the synthetic production of ammonia.
There were other candidates, some being better qualified than myself so
I was put on a waiting list for future reference. Becoming impatient after
a few more weeks I wrote again to Central Laboratory on the advice of my
father who had spoken to Dr. Leech who worked there; they were on friendly
terms having worked together at various times in the past. This did the trick
and I received a letter offering me a job as a Laboratory Assistant starting
on Monday the 26th of October 1936 at 8.45 a.m. at a weekly wage of 16
shillings and 11 pence (about 85 pence). My hours of work were to be Monday
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to Friday 8.45-5.15 with one hour for lunch and Saturday mornings from
8.45 to 12 noon. I was informed that this was a non-staff appointment and
consequently I would be on the factory payroll and as a 16 year old paid the
standing wage in accordance with the stipulated rates for boys and youths,
which after deductions left me with the princely sum of 15 shillings and 4
pence.
This offer was conditional on passing a medical examination and I was
required to attend the Medical Room at Muspratt works on Friday the 23rd
of October. I had no idea where this was, the complex of chemical works in
Widnes stretching from Marsh Works on the west to Pilkington-Sullivan’s on
the east, a distance of nearly two miles of railway tracks and factory buildings.
My father who had a good practical knowledge of the Widnes works was able
to tell me where to go, so I got time off school and made my way through
some dismal parts of Widnes, under a railway bridge and across lots of railway
sidings and eventually found the offices and the medical room.
I joined another man in a grimy waiting room. He was Harry Fay, a
plumber, who was having a routine test for lead. The medical examination
and tests were carried out by Jack Parker who I later discovered was the chief
first-aider/ambulanceman for the works. He listened to my heartbeat and
tested a urine sample for sugar by boiling it in a tube over a bunsen burner
and that was the extent of my medical examination. After a short wait he
told me to report to Central Laboratory on Monday morning and that was
that.
It was late in the afternoon by the time I had walked back to school to
pass on the good news and as there had been a school lecture nearly everyone
had gone home. The Headmaster, Mr Green, was entertaining the lecturer
and staff in his study and wasn’t at all pleased to be interrupted but came
out into the corridor to hear my news. That was my last appearance as a
pupil at the Wade Deacon Grammar School.
Over the weekend I took a walk down to Widnes to find out where the
Central Laboratory was situated and I found this a help on Monday morning when, carrying a packet of sandwiches for my dinner, I waited near the
entrance trying to decide which was the way in. At about twenty minutes
to nine a crowd of young men rushed along from the train and I was swept
inside with them, along some passages and ended up in a queue outside the
chemical stores where the “signing in” book was kept. The stores hatch was
open and everyone signed their names and the time in a book on the counter.
At exactly 8.45 a.m. Whinyates, the officious storeman drew a thick red line
across the page and anyone signing after this was LATE.
After signing-in the crowds dispersed leaving me standing there not know79

ing where to go; the storekeeper asked me if I had brought my cards but
I didn’t know what he was talking about. After some discussion he made a
phone call and soon an office boy appeared and took me to the General Office,
just inside the entrance door through which I had so recently been swept. After a short wait the office staff appeared, their timekeeping not being as strict
as the laboratory staff, and Tom Seddon, the office manager, took command
and made a few phone calls before the office boy took me along more corridors to a room where I met Mr C.I. Snow who was in charge of the Electrical
Testing Laboratory as it was then called.
The rather small and narrow room served him as an office but it was also a
laboratory, over half of it having test equipment along one long side. His desk
was across the only window at the narrow end of the room which overlooked a
narrow yard between two high brick-walled buildings. In the yard was a row of
bicycle racks covered with a light roof - the laboratory bicycle shed. The room
had been made by enclosing some of this yard and a few steps led upwards
into the main building which contained the rest of the Electrical Laboratory.
This was a large room divided into two parts by a central passageway with a
high steel-mesh partition at either side.
The larger part next to the office/laboratory had teak benches with drawers and cupboards round three sides and in one corner a large steel-mesh
high-voltage generating and test cage. A side door led out to the bicycle shed
and the passageway through the room led to doors to the outside main yard
and a large “semi-technical” building full of large machinery and chemical
plant. The smaller part of the laboratory had a long window opening on to
the main yard, fume cupboards, teak benches with cupboards, a sink, a large
electrical oil-bath and a paper-condenser winding machine.
Claud Ivan Snow was a rather eccentric academic man but we got along
all right and I was soon passed on to meet the other people in the laboratory; Mr J. Meek, a physicist who had a desk next to the high-voltage cage,
Ironeth Thomas Pierce, another physicist with a heavily pock-marked face,
with whom I started to work, and three laboratory assistants, Reg Forster,
Joseph Timmins and Arthur Hescott. Arthur had joined I.C.I. during that
year. Later in the year J. Meek left I.C.I. to work at Woolwich Arsenal and
his place was taken by Vernon W. Rowlands, another physicist, fresh from
Bangor University.
The first morning passed and dinner time arrived. We were allowed one
hour from twelve to one but were forbidden to make drinks or eat food in the
laboratory so when everyone disappeared at twelve I decided to go home for
my dinner. I was quite unaware that there was a lunchroom in the nearby
Gaskell’s works at that time so I assumed that everyone made their own
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arrangements. It was a dull and damp day and having walked up Kingsway
and reached Victoria Park I realised that I wouldn’t have enough time to
get home and back in the allowed hour so I sat in a park shelter and ate my
sandwiches before walking back just in time for one o’clock. I found out about
the works canteen for next day and that solved my dinner problems for that
week. By the next Saturday my father had managed to buy me a second-hand
bike from a workmate for thirty shillings (£1.50), so, early on Sunday morning
we both set off for a ride so I could learn how to use it. Although I had never
had a bike before, I soon got the knack of it and we rode along quiet roads
to the Black Horse, along Lunts Heath Road and Derby Road and back home
up Farnworth Street with only one slight mishap. This happened when, along
Lunts Heath Road, a dog ran out in front of me; instead of using my brakes
I jumped off the bike, which was not a good thing to do at the speed I was
travelling.
After this gentle introduction to cycling I started riding to work on the
Monday morning, coming home for a hot dinner at midday each day and
again in the evening. In the 1920’s and 1930’s, the law required all bicycles to
be fitted with lamps at night from the official “Lighting-up” time and during
the hours of darkness. My Father, who cycled to work at Marsh Works in
Widnes, used an acetylene lamp which required a great deal of maintenance.
The acetylene was produced as required by the reaction between calcium
carbide and water, the carbide being sold in small lumps in liver-lidded tins.
The lamps were made of brass, the carbide container occupying the lowest
section with a container of water above this. A knob at the top controlled
the drip of water to the carbide and this gas was then fed through a filter
to a ceramic burner backed by a metal reflector. A great deal of work had
to be done to clean out the carbide container and keep the jet of the burner
unblocked. It was much easier when battery-powered bicycle lamps came into
general use, although there was the need to buy replacement batteries fairly
often. Coming home in the evenings in the autumn and winter months I had a
battery-powered lamp and used it until the bulb glow became too dim for use
like most of my friends at that time. It was common practice to warm an old
failing battery in a laboratory oven as 5 o’clock approached and this had the
effect of giving a much brighter light for some time until the battery cooled.
The Law was rather strict on riding a bike without lights after lighting-up
time although a red reflector mounted on the rear mudguard was accepted.
(At the outbreak of war, bicycle lamps had to be fitted with a metal visor so
that no light was directed upwards to attract the attention of the enemy. This
made it quite difficult to see where you were going at times). Frank Smith’s
older brother Jack was once stopped by a policeman while he was riding a
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bike with no light after dark. He demanded his name and when he replied
“Jack Smith”, told him not to be silly as he had heard that trick before.
On Saturday mornings we worked until twelve o’clock, much of this time
being taken up in cleaning and repairs to equipment. The benches had to
be cleaned, the most heavily used one being wiped over with shellac varnish
which we made ourselves. Stocks of solvents were replenished as we used a lot
of benzene, trichloroethylene, acetone and alcohols. Although it was forbidden
to make drinks in the laboratories, a stores labourer (Jimmy) brought round
tea in 250 ml tall pyrex beakers during the morning and afternoon at a cost
of a halfpenny a glass.
The Electrical Testing Laboratory had only been started about 1933,
mainly for the routine testing of “Seekay” waxes, a range of chlorinated naphthalenes which were used as impregnants for wire-wound electrical components and paper capacitors. The complicated measuring equipment we used
had been built in the lab and required great skill and patience to operate
successfully. Some of the labels and scales on it had been made on aluminium
strips by a coin-operated embossing machine on a station platform, and some
of the test sets used radio batteries and lead-acid accumulators which needed
constant attention. Other work involved electrical measurements on insulating varnishes for cloth and paper, early forms of plastic including polymethylmethacrylate (Persex), routine high-voltage breakdown tests on transformer
oils from Marsh and Kemet works, and extreme-pressure lubricant research.
I was involved in the start of the lubricant testing, making solutions of
chlorinated waxes in mineral oils and measuring the wear on metal test pieces
in these solutions in various machines. J. Meek left us later in the year and
after a collection in our lab we raised enough money to buy him a small filing
box and cards; he came round and thanked us individually and seemed quite
pleased with his small present. When V.W. Rowlands started in his place
I worked with him at times on the transformer oil testing and found him a
pleasant and friendly character. He lodged at Hough Green and kept a horse
on which he was said to have ridden to work one day before being told by
the management to take it home. He was also said to ride his bike in the
rain holding up an umbrella. He advised me to smoke small cigars as he did
in preference to cigarettes as you could let them go out and relight them at
intervals; this saved money as one would last all day!
Towards the end of the year, a large and powerful oil-testing machine,
the Timken Machine was installed just inside the adjoining semi-technical
building and I was fully involved in operating this for a long time. It was
tedious, hard and messily oily work which I didn’t enjoy at all!
*

* *
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Figure 5.1: A United Alkali Company steam-wagon and trailer. This one was
loaded with 135 carboys - quite a big load.
The extant narrative does not detail his further progress as a Laboratory
Assistant beyond this point. It resumes to describe experiences in the Home
Guard between 1940 and 1944, including guarding for a time the Central Lab
where he continued his daytime employment as a result of being deemed to be
in a “reserved occupation” at that time exempt from call-up for Army service.
*

* *

*

*

When the War broke out everyone expected immediate air raids and much
action but for about six months very little seemed to happen and there was a
general fading of interest. This period became known as the “Phoney War”.
Everything changed in Spring 1940, when the German Blitzkrieg started and
their armies began to overrun Europe. In May 1940, the Allied Forces in
Europe were under heavy pressure from the Germans, and Belgium and the
Netherlands, both nominally neutral, were invaded and forced to surrender
by the 28th of May. The German Blitzkrieg was also directed at France, bypassing the western end of the defensive Maginot Line (which only ran as far
as the Belgium frontier). From May 10th until May 31st the Allied Forces
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were pushed back on to the French coast around Dunkirk, and by June 4th
the evacuation by sea of the British Expeditionary Force together with many
French and Belgian troops was completed. France surrendered on the 22nd of
June. On the 14th of May, during the dark days when the German army was
pushing across France, Anthony Eden made a radio broadcast calling for men
between the ages of 17 and 65 and not in military service to come forward to
form what he called the Local Defence Volunteers (L.D.V.). This force was
meant for local service only, training to be carried out in spare time after work
and at weekends, and would only be used in the event of invasion or other
emergency. This service was to be unpaid.
On the way home from work the next day, I called at the Victoria Road
police station and joined the queue to enrol as a volunteer. I was eventually
told to report to the Barracks in Peelhouse Lane on Friday, the 7th of June
for training and in due course was issued with a denim jacket and trousers,
boots and leather gaiters, an armband bearing the letters LDV, a sidecap
and other items. Later, we were to be issued with normal army battledress,
a greatcoat, a haversack, a service respirator etc. The denim uniforms were
very ill-fitting and the subject of much ridicule, the collars in particular were
very large and some people could pull their tunics over their heads. The boots
were hobnailed and one could produce a shower of sparks by skidding on a
hard surface! Our status was defined by a khaki armband printed with LDV
in black.
The title LDV was subject to some criticism in official circles and the
organisation was re-named the Home Guard by Churchill in July 1940 when
we were issued with fresh armbands printed with this title. Our unit was
officially the 80th South Lancs Battalion and our cap-badge was that of the
South Lancs Regiment. Strict Regular Army discipline was not possible with
such a mixed volunteer unit although there was a lot of genuine enthusiasm
and keenness in those early days and everyone wanted to play their part. Our
duties were vague - perhaps as guards or observers of airborne invasion - but
we wanted to play an offensive role against an invading enemy even though
the authorities were not keen on arming “civilians”. Churchill, however, was
very enthusiastic and approved the manufacture and issue of a number of
improvised weapons as well as traditional ones.
One of our earliest duties was to clean thick grease off a number of rifles of
First World War vintage which had been imported from America where they
had been in store since that time. As I recall, they were 1917 0.300 Springfield
rifles of American origin but in very good serviceable condition. There was no
suggestion of drilling with broomsticks as some units were said to have done,
neither did we come across the improvised pikes that Churchill had put into
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production in some parts of the country. We used clips of dummy rounds for
practice but, I should say at this point that, as far as I can remember, we
were only issued with live ammunition when on the firing ranges. Of course we
always had our bayonets and scabbards carried on our belts in leather frogs.
We were issued with these long bayonets and were allowed to take them home
as part of our uniform; some people, myself included, sometimes took a rifle
home to practice with although this was quite illegal. (After the War, I found
that I still had my Home Guard bayonet and it is now bricked up in the old
fireplace in the cellar!)
In some parts of the country, live ammunition must have been issued, as
during the early days there were a number of fatalities when over-enthusiastic
volunteers shot people who failed to stop at road blocks and even fired at
R.A.F. airmen coming down by parachute. There were many rumours of
Fifth-Columnists and saboteurs operating in the country disguised as nuns,
policemen and other civilians and this made everyone very suspicious of any
strangers in the area, so perhaps it was as well that we had no live ammunition!
Even policemen were stopped for identity card checks! There was a certain
amount of over-officious zeal and self-importance among some volunteers and
a story was told of one civilian being stopped twenty times on a journey of
eight miles to have his identity card checked repeatedly.
Our training took place at the Barracks every eighth night between 7
and 9 pm when we were on duty as an “inlying piquet”, sleeping on wooden
double-tier bunks covered with chicken wire and using straw-filled palliasses.
Our group contained a range of volunteers, some being rather irresponsible
youths who, until they were sorted out, larked about in the dark after we
had settled for the night. Between 9 to 12 on Sunday mornings we paraded
for “Operations”, travelling in a single-decker Corporation bus to various sites
to observe demonstrations of weapons or take part in exercises. One of our
first operations was to a site on the south side of Ditton Road towards the
station, where we had to dig trenches along the western edge of an old tipheap of chemical waste. This was designed to be a defensive position against
an attack coming from the direction of Ditton station. To the best of my
knowledge this site was never used and perhaps it was just as well as it was
very poorly sited and gave quite inadequate protection. Looking back, I think
that we would have had no chance against the battle-hardened German Army
despite our enthusiasm. The formation of local defence units was a great
morale booster at a time of national crisis and that was the important factor.
Another early outing was to the quarry on Pex Hill where we were given a
demonstration of rifle firing by Sergeant Instructor Wilkinson, an old regular
soldier who was attached to our unit for training purposes. The target was a
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thick steel plate propped against one wall of the quarry and he fired several
rounds at it across the length of the quarry, causing a number of deep dents
but no penetration. This was the first time I had seen an army rifle fired
against a target. We fired our first rifle shots at ranges on Widnes Marshes in
the Moss Bank area, to the north of the St.Helen’s canal. These ranges were
on a large expanse of waste ground and had a number of targets set up at
various distances. A few of us were so successful at this that we were classed
as “snipers” and given special instructions in musketry. The sights on these
old rifles were so easy to use (they had a ring backsight) that I found I could
get fair results. Later, in the Army, using the 0.303 SMLE (short-muzzle Lee
Enfield) rifles with plain sights, I was not nearly so good a shot. There was
also a miniature rifle range at the barracks for 0.22 rifles which we used at
times, firing on small card targets and hoping for a close grouping with 5
shots.
On another exercise on the Marsh we were instructed in the use of the
Northover Projector, a primitive and most dangerous device (including risk
to the operator). Designed by Major H. Northover, this weapon consisted of a
steel tube mounted on a cast-iron tripod, which was used to fire an SIP (Self
Igniting Phosphorus) grenade (a half-pint, crown-cork, glass bottle filled with
a mixture of a flammable liquid and yellow phosphorus) some distance on a low
trajectory. The bottle, backed by a felt wad and a propellant charge set off by
a cap, was meant to be fired through the tube at an enemy armoured vehicle
with the object of setting it on fire. It was a simple line-of-sight weapon, not
accurate over about 150 yards and with a number of drawbacks and risk to
the three man team who operated it. It was very important to check that
the foresight on the barrel was not screwed down too far or else the bottle
would catch on it, smash, and explode in the barrel and cover everything with
burning petrol and phosphorus! We all had a go at this on the marsh range.
I don’t remember this device ever appearing again after this solitary trial and
I never heard of it again.
Towards the end of 1941, we were given another interesting demonstration
one Sunday morning at the Clayhole, a wide and deep, flooded pit in fields
to the north-west of Derby Road. We were treated to several firings of the
Blacker Bombard (later known as the Spigot Mortar). Designed by Lt.Col.
L.V.S. Blacker, a T.A. artillery officer, this was a sturdy device which fired
a hollow-charge projectile designed to penetrate tank armour. It was fired
by a spring-loaded steel rod which, when released, struck a charge on the
end of the projectile and propelled it over a fairly short range. It was of
poor accuracy, had a heavy recoil and weighed about 3 cwts; it could fire
either a 20 lb anti-tank or 14 lb anti-personnel bomb. The projectiles that
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we saw fired were inert, with the explosive charge removed and replaced with
sawdust. They were fired over several hundred yards across the large pit at a
makeshift target and I was not terribly impressed at their accuracy. As with
the Northover Projector, I don’t remember seeing this weapon again after this
demonstration.
During these times when the German invasion seemed imminent, the
weekly magazine Picture Post had a number of articles written by Tom Wintringham, a notorious left-winger who was a veteran of the Spanish Civil
War. He had been the Commander of the British Battalion in the International Brigade and became the military correspondent for Picture Post. His
subject was guerrilla tactics and he described the making of Molotov cocktails,
ambush weapons such as the “Flame Fougasse”, and various other improvised
weapons and defences based on his experiences. These were discussed but
our methods were more orthodox and I don’t remember any of his ideas being carried out in our unit. Most of our training was in use of the rifle and
bayonet together with simple drills, and as the officers were all volunteers
like ourselves the only professional link was with Sergeant Wilkinson, rather
a rough and ready character and not the best instructor we could have had!
Practice in aiming a rifle was carried out by two people lying prone on the
floor, one aiming his rifle at a disc, with a small central hole, held by the
other, who could look through this central hole to check on the steadiness of
aim as the rifle trigger was pressed. It was important to check that the rifle
was not loaded!
On some occasions we took part in mobile patrols around Farnworth, especially during air raids and once had to take cover at the roadside along Norland’s Lane when shell fragments fell around us from anti-aircraft fire in the
vicinity. We were on our way to Pex Hill where there was a sandbagged machine gun post manned by Regulars, and when we heard the whistle of falling
bombs in the vicinity, we all piled in behind the sandbags to the great inconvenience of the occupant. At times, the Germans dropped empty parachutes
to cause alarm and rumour and we were called out one evening after an air
raid and taken by bus to a point in the Tarbock area where we had to search
a wood after a report of a parachute coming down. After a long and fruitless
search in the dark we returned to the Barracks and it was later rumoured that
a parachute had been found attached to a dummy figure.
One regular duty was to man a road-block across Birchfield Road at the
Black Horse pub. The road was narrowed to a single carriageway and three of
us on duty had to stop everyone passing and check identity cards; as only the
odd cyclist and pedestrian used the road during the night it was very boring.
What we were to do with any unidentified wanderer was never stated!
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Figure 5.2: The Northover Projector - a weapon better observed in action
from a safe distance rather than used.
The platoon sergeant was Reg Platt from Platt’s Widnes Foundry and
during the long hours of the night we had many an interesting talk about
astronomy (he had made his own telescope) and other topics. During the
black-out there were no lights anywhere and with a clear sky the stars were
more visible than they have ever been since. We must have had somewhere
to rest between our spells of duty but I have no recollection where this was.
Some of the youths in the platoon would raid an apple orchard at a farm on
the west side of the road while they were not supervised.
Over the weekend of Saturday / Sunday, the 7th / 8th of September, 1940
there was an invasion scare when troops in Eastern and Southern Command
were brought to full alert as favourable tides were thought to make an invasion
attempt likely. The alert was issued by General Headquarters Home Forces
using the formal code word designated for an actual invasion, “Cromwell”,
while informing other Commands that this was merely a precautionary move.
Unfortunately in certain areas, the Home Guard was not let in on the secret!
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Figure 5.3: The Blacker Bombard. After some criticism of the medieval
flavour of its name it was renamed the Spigot Mortar. This had little effect on improving its efficiency.
The result was not quite Dad’s Army’s finest hour, but certainly one of its
most valiant if also most chaotic ones. In Cornwall, the Vicar of St. Ives,
seeing the local fishing fleet returning from the west instead, as was usual,
from the east, mistook it for an enemy force and ordered the church bells to be
rung, the accepted signal to announce the enemy had landed. The bells acted
like the beacons of 1588 proclaiming the approach of the Spanish Armada. By
late evening throughout large sections of the country, from Cornwall to the
Western Isles, the skies were being scanned for parachutists, while countless
roads echoed to the sound of the Home Guard challenge “Who Goes There?”,
with occasional rifleshots when challenged parties failed to stop.
The first we knew of any of this was when one of our platoon members
came to our house on the Sunday morning to call us out in order to man
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an observation post at the old smithy at Upton Rocks. (By now, Father too
had joined the Home Guard). We were told to bring rations for 24 hours but
settled for some sandwiches and a thermos of tea as we were not far from
home and could easily slip off home for some more. At the smithy we met up
with a number of other local Home Guards and a look-out rota was drawn
up. One of the more “well-built” members of the platoon complained that his
rations for 24 hours were more than he could carry!
The old smithy at Upton Rocks was a substantial sandstone building which
had been derelict for a long time but the upstairs floors were sound and we
could look out through the broken windows over the fields to the west. The
ground floor which had been the actual smithy still had a forge and a large pair
of leather bellows which could be pumped. There were two rooms upstairs,
the more northerly one having a step down into it from the passageway. Here,
some joker had torn a long strip of paper off the ceiling so that when the door
was opened and you stepped down into the room, a long white shape suddenly
dropped down on you. Altogether, the place was very eerie during the night
hours! After a long and tedious watch during which nothing happened we
were informed by runner that we could stand down. It was very much later
that we heard the full story of the invasion scare which had provoked this
exercise.
By the end of 1940 we had been issued with battledress uniforms and
various new weapons appeared in small numbers, for example, the Browning automatic rifle and the Thompson sub-machine gun and we were shown
demonstrations of these. I don’t remember firing them myself. The beginning
of 1941 saw an increase in air raids culminating in the Liverpool blitz in May
and from our garden at Farnworth we could see aircraft in the evening sky
towards the west and the bursts of anti-aircraft fire near them. In March 1941
a Heinkel bomber was shot down by a Hurricane fighter plane and crashed
near the I.C.I. Recreation Club in Liverpool Road, the bodies of the crew
being later buried in the Birchfield Road cemetery. On the Sunday after this
action we were involved with an exercise with a unit of the Regular Army who
were supposed to be testing the Widnes defences. Our platoon was to hold
a position at the club house of Naughton Park rugby ground in Lowerhouse
Lane and for several hours on the Sunday morning we kept a look out from the
doorway on the approach from the north. There were very few people about
but we did meet a boy who had come from the German crash site with some
souvenir fragments. Towards the end of the morning we observed a solitary
soldier walking down the road on our side, and in our way we “ambushed” him
as he passed by. His reply was that he represented a platoon with automatic
weapons and we were to consider ourselves wiped out!
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Once, a report came in of a suspicious character lurking on the fields north
of Liverpool Road near the golf club and a small party was sent to investigate
under the command of P.S.I. Wilkinson. They came across a man who ran
away when challenged so the sergeant fired one round at him hitting him
in “the left buttock” as was stated in his report. He proved to be an Army
deserter on the run according to what we were told. This was the only case I
heard of about anyone being wounded as a result of Home Guard activity in
our area.
At a somewhat later date, the Widnes Home Guard took on the duty
of mounting an overnight guard on the Old Bridge, the railway bridge over
the river Mersey. Besides the railway lines, this bridge has a walkway which
was open to cyclists and pedestrians at that time and was the only way to
cross the river after the transporter bridge had shut down for the night. This
walkway was only closed after the new road bridge was opened in the 1960’s.
On the Widnes side was a small ticket office to shelter the man who collected
the toll of one penny for each person using the bridge. We were involved
in this bridge guard duty on a regular basis, travelling from the Barracks to
West Bank by bus in the evening and based in West Bank school between our
respective turns of duty. We took turns at bridge watches of two hours each
with the object of preventing sabotage and if the weather was bad we could
shelter in a sentry box at the Runcom side of the river. I don’t recall that we
used this sentry box much but it was occasionally occupied by a sailor and
his girl by our special permission. Very few people came across the bridge at
night time and I can remember that patrolling back and forth across it during
the early hours was most a most lonely and dreary business, especially while
listening to the dismal sound of the hours being struck on the clock at All
Saints Church in Runcom.
It must have been during 1942 that I transferred to the so-called Intelligence Section at the Barracks. This was in charge of an officer, Dr. Wiggins,
from I.C.I. Marsh Works and I think that Father had a hand in this move.
The section was made up of a small number of volunteers, none of whom I
had met before, and our office was in a room to the right of the entrance to
the drill hall with maps and diagrams on the walls and a big central table. We
had instruction in aircraft recognition, ranks and uniforms and organisation
of the German Forces and also spent much time in assembling a large-scale
map of the Widnes area on one wall of the room. This involved the tracing
of many small sheets of large-scale maps (25 inches to the mile) the resulting
tracings then being pieced together and mounted on a wall of our office; this
was a difficult matter, as I recall, as the sheet edges did not always match
up and some judicious adjustments were required. Another of our duties was
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to visit and measure up various bridges, including the Old Bridge, to provide
information for possible demolition in case of need. This work seemed to be
rather late and unnecessary by 1942 but I must say that it was more interesting than patrolling the Old Bridge during the night! By this time it was
considered that invasion was not very likely and there was a decline in the
earlier enthusiasm although we still carried on with our training. I seem to
remember that the Sunday morning parades were discontinued at this time
as far as I was concerned.
In January 1943 I married and moved to Frodsham and as this would
require much travelling to keep up my parades at the Barracks, I arranged
a transfer to the Home Guard section at Central Lab where I was working.
This was much more convenient as I could stay on after work instead of
having to travel to the Barracks every eighth night. At Central Lab the duties
were purely nominal, and we were associated with the nightly laboratory firewatching teams. We inspected, cleaned and oiled the few rifles in the armoury
if necessary but had no parades or other duties as far as I can recall. We only
had to turn out in the event of an air-raid warning, a rare event at this time.
There were only a few of us on duty on any one night and we passed the time
playing snooker on a miniature snooker table and in conversation with the
men from the workshops who made up the fire-watching team. I also made a
one-valve short-wave radio in the lab on one occasion and succeeded in getting
a signal from an American station! I slept on a camp bed in our office on the
first floor, rising before the cleaners came in the morning so I could put the
bed and blankets back into store. I cannot recommend sleeping in a stuffy
office in the polluted atmosphere of a chemical works as I always woke up
feeling the worse for wear. I would wash and shave and then prepare my
breakfast in Lab 47, making toast with a Bunsen Burner and wire gauze, and
poaching an egg in a porcelain evaporating dish and making tea in a Pyrex
beaker. The laboratory was screened off from the adjacent passageway and I
would hear the cleaning ladies comment on the aroma of fresh toast as they
passed along to do their work.
My service in the Home Guard came to an end when I was called up in
March 1944 and moved to a Primary Training Unit at Brancepath, County
Durham. After I left, the role of the Home Guard which was becoming increasingly irrelevant to the war effort was questioned, and later in 1944 the
organisation was ordered to “Stand down”. Looking back, the chief function
of the Home Guard was more as a morale booster during a time of national
emergency and it certainly carried out this role. Perhaps it was as well that
it was not put to the test in combat with an experienced invading army.
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Figure 5.4: Home Guard, 1940.
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Chapter 6

Army Days
In the early months of 1944 I received my calling-up papers to join the Services. Until then I had been in a so-called Reserved Occupation, meaning that
I was engaged in work related to the war effort that was regarded as more
important at that time than being in the Forces. During the late summer and
early autumn of 1939, several of us at Widnes Lab had been interested in joining the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve. The nearest RNVR unit was based
on the Naval Ship HMS Eaglet in Salthouse Dock, Liverpool, and volunteers
were required to attend for drills and training on one or more evenings per
week as far as I can remember. They were also given some experience at sea.
However, laboratory assistants were not accepted owing to the ruling about
Reserved Occupations but one of my friends (John Massey) who worked at the
laboratory as a glassblower was accepted and went for training on a regular
basis. When the War broke out on the 3rd of September 1939, he was called
up for service and posted to the armoured merchant cruiser “Rawalpindi”.
Unfortunately, while on a northern patrol near Iceland, she encountered a
German “Pocket” Battleship and was sunk on the 23rd of November 1939
after a gallant but hopeless defence. My friend was fortunately one of the
survivors.
When my own call-up papers came I was preparing to take my Final
London University External BSc. Examinations in July 1944, so I applied for
a deferment of call-up until after this time. This was not an easy task. I had
to get a certificate signed by Mr. Ibeson, the Principal of Widnes Technical
College where I was attending practical classes in chemistry and physics on
two nights a week. I was studying the theoretical aspects of these and other
subjects by correspondence courses. I also had regular Home Guard duties.
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Ibeson was not helpful and said he was too busy to sign it and I must come
back the next day for the certificate to be signed. This meant that I had a
totally unnecessary bus trip into Widnes on the Saturday morning.
After some time, I was required to attend the Appeal Board in George
Street, Chester, where I was interviewed by three men sitting behind a table
in an office and asked about my daily work and my reason for applying for
deferment of call-up. From the start it was obvious that none of them had the
remotest idea of what I was talking about and what was involved in working
for an external degree while engaged in laboratory work, or even what was
meant by an external degree BSc examination, and of course, my application
for deferment was rejected.
I received instructions to report to the Central Hall in Renshaw Street,
Liverpool for a medical examination and was examined by an unsympathetic
doctor who passed rude remarks about my physique and was outraged when
I told him that I wasn’t involved in any sporting activities. As a result of
this examination I was classed as B2. I was relieved not to be considered as
a “Bevan Boy” for work in the coal mines but when I suggested that I would
prefer to join the Royal Navy this suggestion was not well received.
In due course, I received a travel warrant and was required to report to
a Basic Infantry Training Unit at Brancepeth, near Durham on the 20th of
April 1944. Margaret, now my wife, accompanied me to Lime Street station
at Liverpool from where I took an overnight train to Durham. It was a weary
journey in a crowded compartment with feeble war-time lighting due to the
blackout regulations. The train stopped for long periods on several occasions
for no apparent reason, and dawn was breaking when it reached the station
at Durham.
As I had been in the Home Guard I had to travel in my battledress uniform
while the other recruits were mostly in “civvies”. From the station we were
picked up by a truck and taken to Brancepeth Castle where there was a
large Army camp that was a base for the Durham Light Infantry (the “Dirty
Durhams”) as well as a Basic Training Unit. I was sent with others to make
up a squad in a wooden hutment under the control of a corporal.
After various inspections we were issued with kit at the Stores and during
the next few days were subjected to a number of tests of fitness, agility and
ability: these included running between two points moving objects as quickly
as possible, and some simple aptitude tests designed to find out whether we
had any mechanical abilities or other special skills. One of these tests was
to re-assemble the components of a bicycle pump from all its parts. Military
training also started, consisting of drill (“Square-bashing”), PT, route marches
of a few miles, and instruction in the handling of the rifle, bayonet and Bren
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gun. This weapon training involved a trip to some coastal firing ranges for
live firing and being shown a number of training films about infantry tactics
and other topics.
When we paraded for meals in the Canteen we collected our food from a
servery and sat at long tables each holding about twenty men. On each table
was a plate holding a slab of butter and as men arrived at the table they
scooped up a quantity on a knife; it was quite usual for the last arrivals to
find that the plate was scraped clean and they had to do without butter: this
caused a lot of angry words as you might expect. After meals, we were meant
to wash our cutlery in large tanks of cold water outside the mess-room but
having seen the thick film of grease on the water surface I took mine to the
washroom and cleaned them there despite this being strictly forbidden.
We had been issued with a pint mug (I still have mine) and at the morning
and afternoon tea breaks were able to go to the NAAFI for refreshments. The
NAAFI was open in the evenings and this was almost the only place where
one could relax in a chair, have some refreshmnents, and write letters. After
a few days at this camp I was sitting in the NAAFI writing a letter when
someone stole my cap that I had put down by the side of my chair. Losing
Army equipment was a heinous crime in military eyes and I had to suffer the
consequences. One of the worst features of these was the need to wear a steel
helmet about the camp until I could be issued with a new cap. Failing to
wear headgear was against all regulations and was very much frowned upon
as you were considered to be “improperly dressed”.
After a few days of this I was hauled up before an officer where I was
charged under Section 24 of Military Law with “Acts prejudicial to good order and military discipline, namely, losing by neglect one cap F.S.”. I was
sentenced to three day’s C.B. that meant I was confined to camp for three
days during which time I would be required to spend my off duty time in
menial tasks - potato peeling, picking up litter and similar tedious work. Fortunately, as I had just had some T.A.B. & anti-tetanus injections I was only
given light tasks and required to stay in camp for three days. Incidentally,
while we were lined up for these injections a few of the platoon fainted and fell
on the floor. The only sympathy they got from the corporal was the remark
that they would have to get used to having a bullet through the arm rather
than a needle.
My three day’s C.B. was no hardship now that I had got a new cap and
badge. Any charges were recorded on A.B.F. 122, the Field Conduct Sheet,
which followed a soldier throughout his career in the Army and we had been
told of the importance of keeping this record clean. I never suffered any
after effects of this blot on my Army records! The side cap with which we
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were issued had to be perched on one side of the head and I found it a real
nuisance. The cap-badges we were issued with were made of brown plastic and
this relieved us of the labour of cleaning them, but we still had to polish the
brass buttons on greatcoats and other equipment. I made the acquaintance
of the button-stick and Blanco for the first but not the last time. The word
“Blanco” was a misnomer as the substance we had to make into a paste with
water and spread over our webbing equipment was a greenish khaki in colour.
Naturally, as it was a Basic Training Camp, discipline was strict and every
effort was made by the N.C.O.s to bawl us out for minor faults in performance.
Fortunately, the N.C.O.s lived in their own quarters away from the men and
we only saw our corporal during parades during the day as a rule. There was
also a Sergeant who appeared at times when we were drilling and marching
and played a minor role in training us. His name was Sergeant Colenutt and
he spoke with a peculiar southern, rural accent and it was only much later
that I found out that his name was possibly of Anglo-Saxon origin, being
probably derived from Coelnoth, the name of an Archbishop of Canterbury
in the early 9th Century. He was a rather austere individual. When he was
drilling us he would say “Urp Ay! Urp Ay!” which translated as “Left Right!
Left Right!”
I discovered an Information Room in one of the hutments. This had a
bookcase filled with books with facts about various countries and military
matters that were not particularly interesting but the room was always deserted so if I wanted a bit of peace and quiet I could sit at a table and read
or write letters. As a result of the different food and regular exercise I soon
became very fit and put on some weight although I can’t say I enjoyed the life.
The washing facilities were very basic and we could only get a shower from
time to time so I was very glad to take advantage of an offer by John Smart
(“Archie”) from Central Lab to visit his mother at his home in the village
of Meadowfield, at walking distance from Brancepeth, and here I was able
to have the luxury of a proper bath! It was coal-mining area and the local
people were very friendly and supportive of each other. Mrs Smart seemed
often to have neighbours and friends dropping in for a chat and there was a
very pleasant friendly atmosphere.
Our squad was made up of a wide range of men from different backgrounds
and abilities, one young man being from a rural part of Wiltshire and although
a pleasant and friendly chap he was not very bright and came in for some
teasing. There was another by the name of Adams who came from the London
area and on parades the last three digits of our Army numbers distinguished
us in the usual Service manner.
Our instruction in the use of the rifle and Bren gun was on the lines amus98

ingly described in the poem “Naming of Parts” by Henry Reed, and we had
to learn the correct nomenclature for the various parts of their mechanisms
and the various drills for their correct use. More especially in connection with
the Bren gun there were those to deal with firing stoppages and the methods
of clearing them. If the gun stopped firing we had to work through a series
of actions to remedy the problem. A Number 1 stoppage was caused by an
empty magazine and was simply cleared by replacing it with a full one. A
Number 2 stoppage was caused by a misfire which needed a manual re-cocking
of the gun to eject the faulty cartridge while a Number 3 stoppage was caused
by the failure of the gun to re-cock on firing. The re-cocking action was produced by a portion of the explosion gases feeding back through a small hole
in the barrel known as a gas port. With much use this hole became blocked
and it was necessary to rotate the gas port to a fresh position (there were four
positions).
On one memorable occasion I was chosen by the Corporal to demonstrate
these drills before the squad, and as I lay flat on the ground behind the gun,
my mind went completely blank and I couldn’t think what I should do, much
to the Corporal’s disgust. We put into practice what we had learnt, when we
travelled in a truck to a coastal firing range to fire these weapons. Afier firing
there was a ritual of cleaning rifle barrels by pouring boiling water through
the barrels followed by drying and oiling with the traditional “4x2” piece of
flannel using a pullthrough. It was impressed on us that the only way to clean
the firing pin and its surroundings was by using a graphite pencil. We also had
lessons in bayonet fighting, unarmed combat and other infantry activities and
were shown some training films about fieldcraft. Much of this was familiar to
me from my Home Guard days.
By this time during the War, the possibility of gas warfare was probably
non-existent but we still had training in anti-gas measures and practised wearing respirators during rifle firing drills. One of the lessons involved being taken
into a room filled with a lachrymatory gas. We entered wearing gas masks
and did some drill exercises to show us the effectiveness of the masks. To
further impress this upon us, we then had to remove our masks to experience
the effect of the lachrymatory vapours. Another demonstration in connection
with gas warfare involved a dab of mustard gas (dichloro diethyl sulphide)
on the back of our hands. Then we had to quickly decontaminate this patch
with a bleaching powder paste. We were told that anyone who didn’t do this
properly would get an inflamed red patch and would be liable to be put on
a charge. I wonder if the “mustard gas” liquid was a less poisonous vesicant.
No one seemed to suffer any ill effects.
There are many strange stories about life in the Army which have passed
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into folklore but I can certify that some of them are true. Along the front of
our barrack hut was a stretch of grass a few yards wide and on one occasion
we were required to cut it - on our hands and knees - using our dinner knives!
The story about the whitewashing of coal heaps is also true and I came across
it in several camps. There was a very good reason for this as it showed
immediately if any scrounging of coal had taken place, the ration for barrack
room stoves being strictly controlled.
A good description of such early days under training in the Army is given
by Fitzroy Maclean in his book “Eastern Approaches” (1949):
Recruits:- “There was the difficulty, the ever-recurring difficulty, of
remembering at short notice which was your left foot and which
was your right; of saying, offhand, what you did with your Bren
gun after it had jammed for the second time; of putting a name,
when suddenly confronted with it, to this or that apparently insignificant but doubtless vital part of the same gun; of explaining
the presence of that unaccountable but altogether shameful speck
of dirt on your rifle; of finding things that had got lost; of being
constantly in the right place at the right time with the right equipment. We were sadly afflicted by what has been called the total
depravity of inanimate things.”
Mentality:- “You and me”, our Sergeant instructor would observe
philosophically from time to time, “are nothing but f...ing cogs in
this gigantic f...ing organisation”
Learning:- “We discovered that there were ways out of every difficulty. We discovered the value of contacts in the Cookhouse, in
the Armoury, in the Company Office, in the QM Stores. We found
there were other ways out of the barracks than past the guard at
the main gate. We discovered a hundred and one more or less
ingenious methods of avoiding unnecessary exertion, of avoiding
detention, of acquiring merit, of escaping punishment. We ceased
to be recruits and became trained soldiers.”
*

* *

*

*

On completion of our primary training we were posted to what were regarded as the units where we would be most useful, at least according to Army
thinking, and I was given a posting to the RASC Driver’s Training Unit at
Hadrian’s Camp, Carlisle. This was a bit of a surprise as I had no knowledge
of motor vehicles and had only ever been in a car on a few occasions as a passenger. I had been hoping to be sent to a Signals unit. However, I was given
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Figure 6.1: Carlisle 1944
no choice and was posted to a Driver Training Unit (R.A.S.C.) at Hadrian’s
Camp which lay about two and a half miles to the east of Carlisle city.
No. 1 Driver’s Training Unit R.A.S.C. Carlisle was situated at Hadrian’s
Camp about two and a half miles from Carlisle on the north side of the B6264
road to Brampton and Newcastle. The present day Motorway M6 goes under
this road just to the east of the old Army camp-site. The barracks at the camp
were wooden huts built in the plan of the letter H, the cross-link between the
two long barrack rooms containing the “Ablutions” portion. On account of
this shape the buildings were known as “Spiders”. The wooden floors had
been treated with oil to reduce dust and minimise the spread of infection and
had to be brushed daily, each man being responsible for his bed space and
surrounding area. The single beds lined the walls, and every morning our kit
had to be laid out in a standard pattern on the bed for daily inspection.
Shortly after arrival we were submitted to the usual FFI (Freedom From
Infection) inspection. This took place in the Gymnasium and it was rather
amusing to see lines of naked men parading before the MOs to be inspected.
We were issued with RASC cap badges, moulded in a brown plastic material
with a metal clip attachment. This was a boon as it meant less brass polishing
every day. A few of the new intake were not content with this and went into
Carlisle to buy brass cap-badges that they ground down with valve-grinding
abrasive to simulate the wear of long Army service!
Our squad of about twenty or so men were among other intakes at that
time. As we were to be trained as Drivers IC, we had to have the regulation
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iron studs extracted from our boots, the resultant holes being plugged with
match-sticks. This was to give us better control of the foot pedals in the
vehicles. Heavy Army boots do not allow much delicacy of control anyway.
When I had taken my medical examination at Liverpool before recruitment, I had been classified as B2, but after a short time at Carlisle, l received
an order to “Report Sick” and be examined by a doctor who re-classified me
as A1. I had put on a bit of weight by this time - it shows what plenty of activity in the fresh air and good rations could do. Army regulations laid down
that when anyone “Reported Sick” they had to take all their kit, mattress and
blankets to the Quartermaster’s Stores, presumably in the event that they
had to remain in the sick quarters for any length of time. I found that, even
as fit as I was, this was a very strenuous and tiring operation and wondered
how anyone who was ill could cope with this.
We had a certain amount of the usual Army training with Drill and
Weapon-Training, but most of our time was spent in indoor classes being
taught the elements of vehicle mechanics and maintenance, map-reading and
R.A.S.C. organisation, as well as regular PT exercise. We also had practical
driving lessons, either in mornings or afternoons, a truck with three or four
learners being taken out by a Lance Corporal instructor into the surrounding countryside. We were each given a turn in driving while the rest had an
uncomfortable ride in the back. The trucks were 30 cwt and 3 ton lorries
but there were also heavier vehicles such as a Studebaker lorry with about 7
gears and a tank-transporter that I never got a chance to try. All the gearboxes were non-synchromesh which meant that we had to learn the art of
double-declutching when gear changing. Our heavy boots were not conducive
to delicate pedal control and “Kangeroo petrol” was in generous supply from
the start. (When I got the chance to drive a Humber staff-car on one occasion,
I was amazed how easy it was to change gear with a synchromesh gearbox).
The instructors were very skilful in judging the right time to return to
the camp for meals as they tended to stick to regular well-known routes.
Usually this was towards Brampton as a start, but going father away from
the camp as we became more proficient and were able to drive faster. We
learned and practised reversing and the truck equipment included a spade in
case of any damage to field gates, although I do not recall any need for this
in my experience.
One method of reversing, which was remarkably effective, was to guide
the driver by a man standing some distance before the truck and extending
his arms to control the direction of reversing. As long as he held out his
left arm, the driver continued to turn the steering wheel clockwise and the
opposite with his right arm. I have seen a 3-ton truck reversed into a quite
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narrow place using this technique. On one occasion, while I was a passenger
in the back of a truck, we were passing through a village and on turning a
sharp corner, were met by a number of sheep on the road. Our learner driver,
taking evasive action, ran into a stone wall on our left. It caused very little
damage to the truck due to the low speed he was travelling and substantial
bumpers but, unfortunately, a bicycle had been left leaning against the wall
by a man working nearby and this took the full force of the impact which
did it no good. The man was not amused but the corporal pacified him and
helped him to fill in a damage claim form after which we took him and his
wrecked bicycle home. I was glad that I hadn’t been driving at the time as
there were some harsh words.
The large barrack square at Hadrian’s Camp, which was used as a vehicle
park as well as for parades and drills, extended towards to the B6264 road on
the south and lay across the line of Hadrian’s Wall that was entirely destroyed
in that part of the country. The site of the former Milecastle 64 was in the
south-east corner of the camp. (This aroused my interest to see some of the
actual remaining structures of the Wall when I could get the chance!)
Apart from our driving lessons we had regular classes, as I have mentioned,
with practical advice on convoy discipline, un-ditching and similar topics. I
was interested to find out that a truck could be extracted from a ditch by
engaging reverse gear (with the engine off) and winding on the starting handle!
We were also introduced to the Army Task System for routine maintenance
of Army Vehicles (Wheeled). This involved continuous cycles of 16 days of
checks covering the whole of the vehicle. There was a body of opinion among
the instructors that continual application of spanners to the engine would give
rise to over-tightening and damage to threads.
One of our training classes was held in a barrack building with an old
motor-car (I think it was a Morris saloon) and the Corporal-Instructor dealt
with a particular part of the mechanism in each session. During the course he
dealt with every part of the car and the ultimate lesson was a demonstration of
starting the engine using the starting handle to show how everything worked.
The Corporal-Instructor was very good, even if he was rather sarcastic, and
we all learned a lot in his classes.
We followed the usual Army routine of daily cleaning of brass buttons
and buckles on our webbing equipment using metal polish, a brush and a
button-stick, and applying khaki Blanco to webbing belts, straps and gaiters.
Several times during our six-week’s driver training we were introduced to the
evening pastime of “Spud-bashing”, spending our time peeling small mountains
of potatoes for next day, using our dinner knives. As these were not sharp, you
can imagine the amount of waste during this process. There was a machine for
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mechanical peeling but it had seen so much service that the abrasive surfaces
in it were worn quite smooth and it was quite useless.
On one memorable occasion we were taken as a squad to a patch of woodland just to the east of the Camp where we were shown how and had to cook
our dinner for the day. We made fires with some dead wood and used them to
cook a stew and a rice pudding with the ingredients provided. Before doing
this we had to coat the outsides of our mess-tins with clay to protect their
surfaces from the fire, making it much easier to polish them for inspection
next morning. It was suggested that we put some chips of freshly cut wood
in each tin to prevent the food tasting of wood-smoke; I don’t recall that this
was very effective in my case.
In my free time from after the midday meal on Saturdays and on Sunday
afternoons I often walked into Carlisle and looked round the shops, the Tullie
House museum and the Cathedral. There was a good stationer’s shop where
I was able to buy a copy of the OS 1/2 inch map of the Carlisle area which
gave me an appetite to explore Hadrian’s Wall. One very special treat was
the weekend that Margaret came to Carlisle, staying with her uncle and aunt,
George and Nancy Reece at the Methodist Manse in the west of the city. I
was delayed on the Saturday as I was detailed to help set up equipment on
the sports field at the camp, but we had a lovely few days together in the
town. We called in a large store (Binn’s) and had our photos taken in a kiosk
where we got a variety of poses - 48 pictures each! These happy days passed
all too quickly and it was quite a wrench to return to Army life.
On Sunday mornings there were church parades at Hadrian’s Camp and
we were separated into our respective groups for this. Church of England,
Roman Catholics, and Non-Conformists; services for the Non-Conformists
were conducted by a very good Methodist minister from Carlisle, probably
one of the best that I have ever listened to. According to George Reece his
name was A.J. McKay. One Sunday evening I walked into town to attend his
evening service but the chapel was packed to capacity and an overflow crowd
stood outside the open door, so I didn’t wait.
Sgt Stagg, the Provost Sergeant in the guardroom, had to deal with some
rough customers as the Unit contained a wide assortment of men. He was
said to be sadistic. The story was that a prisoner in his care was required to
polish a galvanised bucket until it shone like a mirror: then it was put on the
guardroom stove until it was tarnished and given back to for re-polishing. He
had to deal with returned deserters and the like. There were posters in the
camp reading:- “You can’t spell VICTORY with an ABSENT-TEE”.
After some weeks of training we went on a joint exercise with other squads
through the Lake District, driving in a long convoy and spending a night away
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from camp. It was very interesting to notice that although the leading vehicles
of the convoy travelled at perhaps 20 to 25 mph, the tail vehicles seemed
always to be either stopped or driving at high speeds in order to catch up.
The effect was very noticeable when we were on the A6 to Penrith. From
there, we travelled along the north side of Lake Ullswater and over the steep
Kirkstone pass which involved much stalling of engines and hill starts with
inexperienced learner drivers. From the top of the pass we took a short cut
to Ambleside along a narrow road with many steep descents which further
tested our driving skills. We then drove to an old slate quarry to the north of
Coniston where we spent the night, sleeping in the backs of our trucks. Next
day we returned to Carlisle along the same roads, this time with rather better
distance control after all the practice we had had.
On completing the driving course our abilities were tested, each of us
having to drive over a test route under supervision. Part of my test route
was through the city of Carlisle on a day when it was very busy with a sheep
market, some streets being congested with flocks being driven to and from the
market pens. This driving was quite a strain and involved much gear-changing
and quick reactions. After the test I was relieved to find that I had passed
the test and was given an Army driving licence. This was the conclusion of
our driving training: we were now classed as Drivers I.C. and awaited the
next move with interest. I was informed that I was to stay at Hadrian’s
Camp for the time being, without being given any more details while for the
remainder of the course the members of the squad were dispersed, most of
them being posted to serving units of the R.A.S.C. (some in Europe at this
time as replacement drivers due to casualties in the advance to the east).
I was called to see the C.O. one day and was interviewed by him about
a possible commission in the Royal Corps of Signals. This was probably
the result of some aptitude report from my primary training. He tested my
observation by leaning back in his chair and asking me what insignia were on
his shoulders: I knew that he was a Lieutenant Colonel so told him they were
a crown and a pip which I had already noticed anyway. I was told to wait for
interview at a W.O.S.B. (War Office Selection Board) which would meet in a
few months time, and until then would take a motor-cycle course and then,
some other duties.
The motor-cycling course took two weeks and started with lectures on
bikes, their controls and maintenance, followed by “Gentling” which involved
starting and stopping and riding round a nearby field in bottom gear. We
later learnt gear changing and next day, went in a group for a long ride on
the roads towards Penrith on the A6 and then to Lazonby Fell and back.
Fortunately, in wartime there was very little traffic on the roads as we had
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Figure 6.2: Motor-Cycling class on the road
frequent breakdowns but soon learned the methods of dealing with oiled-up
spark plugs and loose connections. During the next weeks of the course, we
covered the same ground spending much time rough-riding over the moorland
of Lazonby Fell with its steep valleys, streams and banks and we became
used to riding through knee-high bracken as well as descending steep slopes of
loose material (in bottom gear!). We were shown, and practised, the method
of riding through streams; one of the instructors got over-keen and showed us
how to ride along one stream - very impressive until he went into a pothole
and we had to rescue and dry out his bike. I had a slight mishap one day
when we were taking turns to ride up a very high steep bank; it was necessary
to keep up the bike speed in bottom gear and as I crested the bank and before
I could reduce engine speed, I ran into the back of an earlier learner who had
stopped too near the summit. We were both rather shaken but little damage
was done.
At the end of the course we were tested and all of us considered to have
passed as M/C Riders - a rather optimistic verdict. As I had to wait for
the W.O.S.B interview I had to be found something to do, so was made an
Acting Lance Corporal (unpaid) and had to act as a driving instructor to
new recruits. I was given responsibility for a 30 cwt lorry and had to take out
groups of three learners at a time each morning and afternoon and teach them
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starting and stopping and gear changing, as well as driving along the routes
that I had been along as a learner myself only a few weeks before! I found
this quite interesting but a bit of a strain, especially when I was required to
submit my lorry for an inspection at the barrack workshops at one time. I
spent several hours with it one weekend, preparing it and cleaning the engine
with a paraffin rag lying underneath it to clean where it was required - not
enjoyable at all.
I found myself sharing a hut with a handful of other potential cadets, all of
whom were destined for R.A.S.C. O.C.T.U. training and waiting like myself
for posting. There were some rather snooty people among them, obviously
very conscious of their own importance as “officer material”. The time came
for the W.O.S.B. and I went to Edinburgh by train to join a group of would-be
cadets for assessment. We were lodged at the Dreghom Barracks the HQ of the
Royal Scots Regiment and spent several days in interviews, psychiatric and
practical examinations. Apart from some written work we were given several
tasks to carry out as a team, each of us in turn taking on the role of leader.
Our task was to move a massive boulder across an imaginary narrow chasm
in the ground, and we were supplied with some rope and wooden planks. As
I recall, none of us were very successful with this exercise.
Another ordeal that we faced with was to crawl through an underground
passage (a trench roofed with corrugated iron and buried in the ground), and
find our way out to the exit (the only one of two that was passable) in the
dark. A rather amusing description of this test is given by Peter Ustinov in
his book “Dear Me”. Fortunately for us there had been much heavy rain and
the trench was flooded so we were glad to be excused this particular trial.
There was also a test of aggressiveness and we were matched in pairs to have
boxing matches of one round. I was matched with a rather smaller Scottish
young man but he was considerably more aggressive and wiry than me and so
I didn’t do very well. At our first briefing we were told to expect posting to an
Infantry O.C.T.U. and there was little chance of getting into other services,
so I lost interest and took things easy during the tests as I would rather have
stayed with the R.A.S.C. than be an infantry officer.
We were dressed in everyday-work denim uniform and just after one test,
two of us were sent across Edinburgh by bus to be interviewed at an Army
Headquarters in single story hutments where we were questioned about aspects of our civilian life and Army careers. We travelled back to Carlisle and
resumed our duties while we awaited results. I resumed driving instruction
while my companion returned to his section.
One afternoon I was one of a small group who went on a reconnaissance for
a planned overnight exercise near Chollerford, north of Hexham. We travelled
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in a roomy Humber staff car driven by a sergeant, the rest of the group being
corporals, and I was able to see some of Hadrian’s Wall along the crags to
the north of the B6318. At Chollerford we turned north on the B6320, and
while driving along this road at about 50 mph, one of the large “balloon” tyres
on the car burst. After a few exciting moments while the Sergeant struggled
with the steering, he managed to keep control and bring us to a safe stop.
We then walked to a nearby pub and were able to telephone the Camp for
assistance. A rescue car came eventually to deal with the problem and take
us back. That was as far as we got with this recce!
Obviously, some later explorations were made, as before long I was involved
in a long convoy of learner drivers to this area on an overnight exercise. We
followed the same route as before, but before reaching Chollerford, we turned
to the north along a narrow lane, which led us to Simonburn where we spent
the night, sleeping in the lorries. A handy pub supplied refreshment in the
evening but after a guard was set, I decided to take a walk back to the road by
the Wall. The narrow lane passed through a gap in the Wall so I climbed into
a field and walked for some distance westwards towards Limestone Corner.
The Wall here was rather overgrown but I was able to touch it for the first
time, and examine its construction. If I had known at the time, I would have
sooner have walked to the east where I would have seen my first Wall Turret.
The next morning we returned to Camp.
Eventually, I received my posting to the Pre-O.C.T.U. Training Camp at
Wrotham in Kent and left Carlisle late on a Friday evening with another cadet
from the Camp whom I had already met in Edinburgh. I was given a joint
travel warrant, and after some discussion, we decided to get off at Crewe and
split up for the weekend, meeting again on the Sunday evening at Crewe to
continue our journey. My friend lived near Stoke-on-Trent so this move was
very convenient for both of us. I got a train to Chester, but didn’t get to
Frodsham until the early hours so I had to wait for the first train early on
Saturday morning as I had all my kit with me. I arrived home very early at
Holly Bank and we had a good few days. When I reached Crewe again on
the Sunday evening there was no sign of my friend at the planned meeting
time. I wandered round the station for a long time and was rather worried. I
couldn’t ask at the R.T.O. office as I would be difficult to explain the break
in our journey and there were some Military Police wandering about looking
for suspicious characters.
As it was getting late I was obliged to board a London train on my own. I
had charge of the travel warrant so hoped I would meet my friend at Euston.
The train was packed and I travelled in the corridor with my kit. When I
reached Euston in the early morning, I hung about on the platforms and met
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all the incoming trains until I was very relieved to meet my friend on one.
He seemed to have mistaken our rendezvous and had finally got on the train
with a platform ticket so all was well. We crossed London to Waterloo on
foot and got the train to Wrotham. We got transport from here to the PreOCTU camp, which was a group of Nissen huts and concrete built, ablution
blocks, tactically scattered throughout the woodland along the edge of the
North Downs escarpment.
*

* *

*

*

148 Pre-OCTU Training Unit at Wrotham was based on a site on the top
of the North Downs looking over the escarpment edge to the Weald which
stretched to the south. Along the foot of the escarpment ran the Pilgrim’s
Way to Canterbury. The top of the escarpment was covered with light woodland and the camp site had been carefully chosen so that the buildings were
scattered among this tree cover. We lived in corrugated-steel Nissen huts while
instruction took place in wooden huts, and the ablutions were concrete structures. The area is now the Trottiscliffe Country Park (pronounced “Trosely”)
and on a visit to the site in 1984 the only signs of the old military site were
some overgrown concrete bases of huts. At one of these I found a fragment of
the wired glass from a window of an ablution hut but there were no obvious
signs of other hutments.
There were some fields on the flat land behind the camp site, and they
sloped down towards some rough ground where there was the remains of a
crashed glider of the type that was used in the Arnhem campaign. One of
our first training jobs was the digging of slit trenches on the upper slopes of a
field as training in field-craft. This was the first time I had come across chalk
rocks, the upper layers being clay with flints, the large nodules of which were
troublesome to dig out. As one of my long time interests was the Old Stone
Age, I was always on the look-out for any examples of stone implements
wherever I went in Kent, but without success however. There was also a
cleared area in the trees where we were tested on our motor bike abilities
and I was found to need more practice having only had a short course at
Carlisle. My driving skills were considered satisfactory so I needed no further
instruction.
The motor cycling training consisted entirely of road work. This involved
a daily ride round many miles of Kent, from Wrotham Camp to Tunbridge
Wells, Tonbridge, Sevenoaks and sometimes another route to Gravesend,
Rochester and Maidstone. We would stop at wayside transport cafes for
mugs of tea as a break from riding. The remainders of the days were spent
in the huts studying map-reading, Army organisation and such matters. We
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were also given some instruction in clearing minefields as well as dealing with
booby traps both on mines and in other situations. We were shown how to
operate timed detonators, both the acid-wire, and the lead strip under tension
types. Eventually we spent one evening in clearing a small minefield (inert
mines - I’m glad to say) and dealing with any booby traps on them, while live
tracer ammunition was fired over our heads by Bren guns on fixed mounts to
add a little excitement to the exercise.
All this was simply preparation for my posting for 6 months to the Royal
Corps of Signals Officer Training Unit at Catterick between March and August
1945. Although I still had my Home Guard battle-dress uniform issued in
1940, on arrival at the O.C.T.U. it was thought that I should have one showing
less signs of wear. It was supplied from the Quartermaster’s Stores, where
as a new uniform from store it had been treated with some insect repellent
and had a strong chemical smell, (possibly tetrachloroethane), and was full
of crystals. As I didn’t think it was fit to wear I took it to a dry-cleaners at
Catterick and it was returned fit for purpose. I wore it for a photograph in
the garden in March 1985 and again indoors in April l995. In this instance I
had some trouble removing the belt as it seemed to have “shrunk”. The last
time I wore it was in November 2003 when I could not fasten the buttons of
the tunic so had to pose with arms folded to hold it properly!
*

* *

*

*

No further written recollections have been left of this OCTU experience
but the text below has been compiled from a published Royal Corps of Signals
information booklet issued to 150 OCTU officer cadets, found in his papers.
*

* *

*

*

150 Officer Cadet Training Unit, Royal Corps of Signals was based in Catterick in North Yorkshire. Its purpose was described as to train officer-cadets
of many types and varied experience in soldiering, leadership and administration and “to understand the relationship that should exist between officer
and man”. Specialist training in Signals subjects was of course provided but
particular attention was paid to the physical aspects of training “because the
fitter the cadet is, the more readily does he absorb technical instruction, and
the greater is his self-confidence”. Consequently there was an emphasis on
infantry tactics in the field, practical leadership exercises with every cadet in
turn assuming a position of authority over his peers, outdoor map-reading “in
a programme that calls for stamina as well as a knowledge of the subject”,
and physical activities such as obstacle courses, drills and cross-country runs.
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Figure 6.3: From officer cadet...

Figure 6.4: ...to fully-fledged officer
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Such training was supplemented by three-day and four-day practical exercises
and battle-camps and participation in formal sports events. And in addition
to all this, there was the laying-down of officer social skills - mess etiquette,
ceremonial parades, current affairs discussion groups, and the welt and weft
of living in a varied yet close-knit community.
Although Jack surprisingly left no written record of these experiences, they
have been well summed up by a fellow cadet (A.J. Kennedy) who wrote in the
150 OCTU information booklet:
“The cryptic simplicity of the initials 150 OCTU disguises a kingdom as different and as complex as the Orient is to the Western
traveller. Here for some six months, a thousand factors permitting, one lived, buffetted by a Yorkshire climate and an RSM with
a voice that conquered two Humber engines and a 3-tonner...Here
in this entanglement of huts and wires, football pitches and cabbage patches, we ploughed on...
Mornings were always somewhat frenetic. Rudely aroused souls
fell from warm blankets at early hours to tear an overnight growth
from the cheek with water at 3 degrees below...They threw down
porridge and bacon in 3 minutes flat with the ease of practice and
sped swiftly out to wrest order from physical equipment and to
present to Authority’s discerning eye a display of kit that would
have given a Selfridge window-dresser a contract for life...
Thence on to lectures on oscillators and field regiments, on allowances and ration scales; lectures on oil filters and courts of enquiry
and mustard gas; all to be gathered and stored in the filing system
of a cadet mind...the understanding and assimilation of facts in the
face of the needs of the all-devouring blanco...We were confronted
with this immense pudding possessing a thousand ingredients; it
was ours to digest...And yet somehow the pudding was digested...
Physically we were not neglected. A considerable understatement
this. Drenched from a water-swing where there was enough water
but negligible swing; torn about by the wire our aching limbs
had failed to clear, and with head hard-jammed on the shoulders
by an unfortunate power-dive of the rope-bridge; thus afflicted
we staggered around many a mile of the Lake District - where
Wordsworth had the audacity to admire the daffodils...
Outside and beyond these affairs of the timetable was an atmosphere designed to seep through the pores and produce twenty
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men a week capable of discarding white flashes (the mark of cadet
rank) and passing to officer grade overnight...
There was enough incident to form the substance for a hundred
books; enough humour to set the most sombre-minded chuckling
for a century...and if in many events of a brief cadet career we failed
then to find the humour of the situation, at least we were being
educated in the greatest of schools - the School of Experience”.
And so successfully graduating from that “School of Experience”, Lieutenant
Jack Adams progressed to his post-war army service, as described in Part II
of Journeys and Resting Places: Soldiering On in Southern India.
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Part II

Soldiering On in
Southern India

Preface
From boyhood I was always interested in India, intrigued by stories from
Grandma Hinde and the “curios” that she had brought back after spending
much time abroad as the wife of a serving soldier. Some of these “curios” later
came into my hands but have unfortunately been lost over the years.
This record of my time in India during the years 1945 - 1947 was written
with two objectives in mind. Primarily, for my own interest and the pleasure
of recalling the people I met and worked with, the places I visited and the
events of the last few years of British rule before India became independent.
Secondly, to collect together and tidy up an assorted collection of letters,
contemporary notes, Army orders and documents, photographs and cuttings
from newspapers and magazines that I had accumulated (regrettably far too
many in total to be able to include fully here).
I have tried to keep the use of Urdu words to a minimum although in
some cases they are the ones that come to mind. I was never an Urdu scholar
although I could generally make myself understood and there was always
a tendency to use Urdu words in ordinary conversation with friends. The
accompanying photos are of dubious quality. Film was very difficult to get and
the only camera I had was a Kodak box-camera costing about 12/6 (72½p). (A
superior model to the “standard” box-camera at 8/6 in that it had a “portrait”
lens which allowed photos down to a distance of 3 feet). The film rolls gave 8
exposures but by masking off half the screen, I was able to get 16 pictures of
half the normal size on the roll.
I have been surprised at the way that vivid memories of the time have
been brought to life during this work, and on re-reading what I have written
I have been reminded of other incidents that I have not recorded and could
only be added by a complete re-write!
When I started to write, it was not my intention that it would be read by
anyone but I later thought it might be of some interest as a story of the time.
Jack Adams, 1999
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Chapter 7

A Passage to India
The story really starts in England, when I was commissioned as a Second
Lieutenant in the Royal Corps of Signals at Catterick, on Wednesday the 5th
of September 1945. For this occasion Margaret and my mother were invited,
staying at a hotel at Darlington and travelling to Catterick Camp by bus. I
managed to get a “sleeping out” pass for the Monday night so Margaret and I
had a double room and Mother had a single room that night. On the following
night they shared the double room and I gathered that Margaret didn’t sleep
too well. After the “passing-out” parade on the Wednesday morning we came
home by train, seeing Mother on to a Farnworth train from Manchester. As
we were both very tired, Margaret and I nearly missed our stop at Frodsham.
I had been granted a one week “posting-leave”, my first leave since the
beginning of January that year, and I also drew my first pay as an officer
which included the first £5 note that I had ever come across (the large-sized
white paper one). During this leave we took a three day holiday at Llandudno,
finding a guest-house on the west side of the upper end of Mostyn Street, and
spent an enjoyable few days. An amusing incident happened at Llandudno;
we went on the pier one day and the toll collector let Margaret through the
side gate at the children’s rate, while I had to go through the turnstile at full
price. Of course, I wasn’t wearing ankle socks at the time!
My posting was to Ossett (near Dewsbury), an uninspiring mill town where
a commandeered mill was the centre for mustering overseas drafts of Royal
Signals personnel. Here we were issued with our camp kit which included a safari bed, roll and blankets, folding chair, canvas bath and wash basin, a canvas
bucket and other encumbrances. We were also issued with tropical clothing,
bush-shirts, shorts, slacks and underwear, and I took charge of a 0.38” calibre
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Webley revolver and 12 rounds of ammunition. I was also introduced to some
of the ways of life in an Officers Mess, where belts and canes were always left
in an anteroom before meals and if any officer didn’t wish for conversation
over breakfast he was supposed to sit down wearing his hat! Only one member of my O.C.T.U. (Officer Cadet Training Unit) course appeared at Ossett,
a rather quiet Scot named J.D.MacEwan, the other officers coming from a
variety of Signals Units. There was, of course, a small permanent Staff.
During the time I was there my duties were mostly concerned with holding daily pay parades. A group of us went to the local bank each morning
and drew large quantities of notes which we then doled out on signature to
an apparently endless stream of Signalmen and N.C.O.s. This was rather
monotonous work to say the least. After some days of this my accounts
showed a profit of £5 (!) whereas one of my brother officers had a deficit of
£7 so I was able to help him out.
*

* *

*

*

On the 5th of October we were given haversack rations for the day and
entrained for Southampton. Our draft, coded RMGZK, comprised about six
hundred men with eight draft-conducting officers. The troop train, travelling
without a stop, arrived at the Southampton dockside in the late afternoon.
Some of the men threw out letters home as we passed through stations in
the hope that someone would put them in the post. By this time there was
no need for the secrecy about troop movements that there had been during
wartime.
By the early evening we had all embarked on the “Winchester Castle”,
a 20,000 ton cruise liner of the Union Castle Line, our group of officers in
a large cabin with bunks for about sixteen so we had plenty of room. Our
heavy kit, marked “Not wanted on the voyage” went into the hold and we only
had our hand luggage. The men were several decks lower on the troop decks.
These were fitted with “standees”, rows of four foldable bunks supported on
chains from vertical steel pillars. Everyone here was very crowded and there
was not much room for the men’s kit. It was also very hot and there were
few portholes. After sorting out the accommodation it was a case of finding
our way around a big ship. This took some time as there were many decks
connected by companionways, as well as endless similar-looking passages to
the cabins.
There were about 4000 passengers on board so the ship seemed rather
crowded and you couldn’t get away from people. I managed to find a small
bookcase full of novels in one of the smoking-rooms and made some use of this
during the voyage. Some groups of officers and nursing-sisters set to playing
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cards in the saloons almost as soon as they were settled on board. I couldn’t
understand this attitude as there was so much to see on the dockside and in
the harbour, and I found plenty to interest me on the upper decks.
In recollecting the events of the voyage itself, I now draw on some extracts
from my letters home written during the voyage.
Saturday, October 6th 1945
This afternoon at two o’clock we all mustered on deck at our boat stations
wearing our life-jackets, and when we were there, the ship was towed out by
a couple of tugs and cast off in the stream. We have to carry our life-jackets
wherever we go, as it is a standing order on troopships. We steamed for an
hour or so with the land on either side and then after describing two big
circles, anchored for the night between the Isle of Wight and Hampshire. We
can see the land away on two sides of us but it is quite a way off. As soon
as we got moving, the men had to stow away their rifles in the Armoury and
draw blankets. With so many troops on board there was a lot of chaos but
we eventually sorted things out and all was well. MacEwan, Kaye and I have
been picked for Messing Officers and go to every meal the men have to see
that they are looked after O.K. The men have three sittings for each meal
and three meals a day, so we attend a sitting at each meal.
I found this a most onerous duty, the meal times coming round with
monotonous regularity and I always had to have an eye on the time. It wasn’t
easy to ask if there were any complaints at tables seating hundreds of men.
Not only that, but I was accompanied by a formidable, stoutly-built steward
of the ship’s staff who looked down his nose at junior officers and left you
in no doubt about it. Fortunately, complaints were few and usually frivolous
and I managed to cope with them. For example, one man complained that
he had found a bone in his fish!
Our own meals, served in the First Class Saloon are excellent; breakfast is
cereal or porridge, egg and bacon or sausage, scones, bread, marmalade and
coffee. For lunch today we have soup, fish, mutton or beef with vegetables,
sweet (with cream today) and coffee. For dinner at seven we have soup, fish,
another meat and vegetable dish followed by sweet, biscuits and coffee. Fresh
water is restricted for washing, and is only turned on at certain hours during
the day.
Salt water is available most of the time though, so I’ve got some saltwater soap. The ship is completely “dry” and it’s an offence to bring alcohol
aboard but there is a canteen for tea and biscuits for the men. This evening
we had a film show, “Champagne Charlie”, in the lounge, but I didn’t think
much of it at all. Card playing seems to be the most universal occupation on
board. The men play in corners on the decks and the first-class passengers
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in the lounge and smokeroom. The Nursing Sisters all have two “pips” and
wear S.D. (Service Dress) or B.D. (Battle Dress), and are all volunteers for
12 month’s service in India. Bridge and similar games seem to be the most
popular but as I don’t play I am not bothered. We have a deck to ourselves
but the men are allowed over the rest of the ship’s decks. They have to go
below at 10.30 but we are allowed on deck until 11.00.
Sunday, October 7th
We have been at anchor here so far. The boat drill took place again this
morning and I think it will be a regular routine. Owing to some lack of
“Admin” the clocks weren’t altered last night and this caused some confusion
at breakfast. The ship’s clocks, I am told, won’t be changed until we move
east. It just shows how isolated a ship’s company is, doesn’t it? It’s just like
a town on its own - about 4000 men and 100 officers and 100 or so nurses and
the ship’s crew.
We started off just after three this afternoon and sailed eastward past
Cowes and then past Spithead. The weather was hazy with a cold wind
and after we had turned south and then west to the Channel we saw our
last glimpse of England. This was the Isle of Wight, but was very hazy
and practically featureless. Since then we have been bashing along down the
Channel with a very steady sea running. I had a saltwater bath tonight!
Monday, October 8th
Today our course has been slightly west of south and we are most likely in the
Bay of Biscay. The seas have grown rougher and the motion has been quite
marked most of the day. It’s quite a job to walk straight down the corridors as
the ship rolls. The sea is a lovely deep indigo colour and as the waves break,
you can see the bluish light as the sun shines through the crests. The water
is beautifully clear. Most of the day I’ve been up on the boat-deck in the
sun. I’ve managed to wash some socks, collars and handkerchiefs tonight in
fresh water, but I’ve still got a shirt, etc., dirty. Tonight a kind of impromptu
concert was held on the aft well-deck and as it was lit up I stayed up there
with David Kaye until 9 o’clock when it finished. Clouds of spray were being
swept along the ship and we got a share of it. Tonight, as I’m in my bunk,
the ship is rolling quite a bit and there are some clouds coming up so I hope
it’s not too bad!
Tuesday, October 9th
I was up at 7 this morning and after a wash and shave went to the men’s
messroom to see that they were O.K., then up on deck until breakfast. The
sea was quite calm and the sun shone over the water making it very pleasant.
The Q.A.I.M.N.S. (Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service), or
some of them at least, were doing some P.T. under the instruction of an Indian
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Army Sgt.Major. We sat on the deck in the sun all morning after our boat
muster drill. The sea was a deep Reckitt’s blue colour and the wind just nice.
It’s much warmer today.
At noon we were roughly 60 miles west of Oporto, although we haven’t seen
any land since the Isle of Wight. I saw two swallows yesterday which settled
on the ship for a time. Since dinner the swell has been more pronounced and
there is a certain amount of pitching and rolling. It’s fine lying on the deck
in the sun however, although I wish I had some sunglasses. This afternoon
some rocks came into sight on the port bow. They seemed to rise sheer from
the sea and the biggest one had a little white lighthouse on it. Shortly after,
we sighted a large school of porpoise about half a mile away. As soon as they
saw us they came as fast as they could - jumping several feet into the air from
the tops of waves and their bodies gleaming in the sun. They chased us for
quite a while but we outdistanced them.
When we were about 50 miles N.W. of Lisbon we saw the Portuguese
coast, high mountains inland and low land near the sea. It looked very nice.
After dinner we saw the film “Song of Russia” with lots of good music in it. I
enjoyed it. Then Dave and I had our usual stroll round the decks afterwards.
We seem to get on very well together; he’s from Edinburgh and took his M.A.
there. On the port side of the ship we could see a light from a lighthouse
flashing every five seconds somewhere on the Portuguese coast. To starboard
we could see the lights of a ship in the distance. The sunset tonight was really
magnificent - the waves reflected the red of the sunset and were shot with
blue and green from the sky - just like mother of pearl. With the white foam
it made a beautiful picture.
Wednesday, October 10th
We had a pleasant run today covering about 420 miles from noon to noon. At
noon we could see mountains away to starboard although visibility was poor.
Then we sighted Spain and could see the lighthouse and port of Teriffe (Tarifa). The hills behind looked fine with cloud shadows chasing over the land.
On the African side, we passed a barren rocky shore with steep mountains,
one very high one veiled in cloud looked magnificent, and we could see the
crags and ridges of rock quite clearly about five miles away. Gibraltar was
only faintly visible through the haze but we could make out its shape. After
passing through the Straits we lost sight of land and the sea became much
rougher, waves about six feet from trough to crest and twenty feet long were
coming up. We were heading into these and the ship was as steady as a rock.
We have seen quite a few ships - this morning a small Spanish cargo-boat was
making heavy weather of it as we passed - she was rolling very rapidly and
waves were sweeping over the low decks. The chaps gave her a cheer each
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time she came out of the water. In the Med. this afternoon, a schooner with
only one sail set was heading for Gib. in the heavy seas. There was another
impromptu concert for the men tonight on the deck and as it was quite warm
it was very pleasant on deck. The moon was up tonight and the Plough,
although it’s a bit lower in the sky. I always look for the Polestar....... (Here
I omit a sentimental passage). It’s 9.15 now and as I feel tired I’m going to
bed. I’m getting quite brown and as I’m doing no work and eating well, I
expect I’m putting on weight. I have made a few pals, especially with Dave
Kaye and Jim Wood who is with another draft on board.
Thursday, October llth
All day we have been sailing along in a deep blue sea and have been in sight
of the African coast most of the time. We passed the Bay of Algiers but
couldn’t see the town as we were well offshore. In the afternoon we passed a
small group of islands to port called the Dog Isles. There seem to be a good
many ships about; we have four or six in sight most of the day today. The
boat deck is covered with people lying in the sun. I was up there most of the
day reading a book by John Buchan, “The Three Hostages”. As the troop
decks are so crowded and badly ventilated, the men from the lowest sections
are allowed to sleep on deck tonight.
Friday, October 12th
I was up at 7 this morning and looking over the beautiful calm blue sea we
could see some very picturesque islands off the African coast. We were shortly
passing Bizerta and could plainly see the gleaming white houses and a few
old red-rusty ships ashore - relics of the American landings. We passed Cape
Bon just before lunch - this was the place of Rommel’s last stand and the
nearest part of the coast to Italy. Ahead we can see the large rocky island of
Pantelleria and are due to pass Malta at about 10 o’clock tonight. For dinner
today we had four courses - a fried fresh herring, rice and curry, corned beef
and salad, macaroni pudding and coffee. At the moment, I’m in the First
Class smoke-room to give my eyes a rest from the sun. I was finishing my
novel on deck this morning and it’s made my eyes ache.
Pantelleria is coming up now (2.45) on the port side, so I’m going to have
a look. The island seemed very barren with steep, coloured, cliffs rising from
the sea. On the mountainside were hundreds of white patches which looked
like tents but were most likely farmhouses and villas. I spent the night writing
and my usual stroll on deck. We couldn’t see Malta as it was too dark, but
could see a lighthouse with a flashing light away to starboard.
Monday, October 15th
This morning at 7 we entered the breakwater at Port Said and I washed and
shaved in a hurry with frequent peeps out of the porthole. I saw several Arab
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Figure 7.1: Surrounded by bum-boats.

boats with lateen sails going out of the harbour. Then I went on deck just as
we passed into the harbour. I smelt the native town! Whew! The buildings
on the side of the harbour were grand - white with domes inlaid and brightly
enamelled. A British cruiser and several submarines were tied up alongside
and looked very neat. Then we passed a burnt-out liner and several bits of
ships which were most likely relics of the war, and tied up about sixty feet
from the shore near the entrance to the Canal. In the streets ashore we could
see the Arabs walking about in long “white” nightshirts and wearing the red
fez, and others with cotton skull caps.
Very soon we had a dozen or so bum-boats alongside with Arabs trying
to sell leatherwork, etc, handbags, wallets, and cheap jewellery. They threw
lines up to the ship with a basket attached, but carefully attached another
line so they could hang on as well! We had all been told not to give away any
British currency but it made no difference and soon the baskets were going up
and down with wallets (2/6 usually), handbags (£2 or £3), etc. Another chap
appeared swimming in the water round the ship and asking for money. When
people threw silver he would dive and catch it, putting it in his mouth and
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giving a salute. I am sure he swallowed it all and recovered it later because
he could still speak after several hours diving! When copper came down he
ignored it unless he didn’t see it until it was in the water. Then, when he
came up again, he came out with a shocking dose of language and said he
wanted no “Scotch” money.
All the while, launches kept arriving at the side of the ship with port
officials, police, etc., and agents for various firms (including Cook’s Tours!).
The police launch actually had the cheek to leave an armed policeman with
a rifle at the top of the gangway to protect us!
On reaching Port Said the ship was moored to buoys at the refuelling
berths and there was a flurry of activity. A long floating stage was connected
between ship and shore to enable craft to come alongside, landing-craft took
off troops for Palestine and the Canal Zone, while the Governor of Sinai, who
was also on board, departed in a more ostentatious manner. Over the ship’s
Tannoy system came instructions not to buy from the traders as there was a
risk that the ship’s monetary system would be dislocated if too much small
change was lost. This advice was not altogether taken. Some of the less wellequipped Arabs relied on a wet cloth wrapped round their wallets and purses
and thrown accurately up to the purchaser, who had, needless to say, first
thrown down his money. The disrespectful term “Wog”, used at this period
for Arabs or Egyptians, was common army slang and thought to be short for
“Wily Oriental Gentleman”. I never heard it applied to women. These were
known as “bints” from the Arabic word for daughters.
A pontoon bridge was pulled out from the shore and an oil pipe-line connected to refuel us. The troops who were to disembark went off on landing
craft which came alongside. Several Wogs came along the pontoon to try and
sell us stuff - one brought a basket of some fruit like peanuts which the Arab
policeman threw into the water, and the man himself nearly! The coin diver,
however, salvaged it for him and picked handfuls of the fruit out of the oily,
filthy water, eating some himself during the process! (This fruit was probably
fresh dates). Another chap came along with a filthy cloth bundle which he
carefully opened to show a bunch of green bananas.
When I went down the companionway to our cabin, a Wog in a fez and
European clothes stopped me (how he got on board I do not know) and asked
if I wanted to buy a gold and diamond ring for £2.10.0. He showed it to
me and when I expressed my doubt of the diamonds he scratched a piece of
mirror to try and prove it. Of course hundreds of things will scratch glass,
from emery to quartz which this was. It was a massive brass ring with three
huge bits of quartz, stamped on the inside - “reel gold”. I told him I’d seen
better in Woolworths and that he’d better try some of the women passengers,
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but he said “Women no good, I got two wives”. He followed me all the way
to the cabin and then we all had a good look at his leather wallets etc. The
handbags were strong enough for baby elephants but were not very attractive,
being made of camel leather which wears very badly. All the wallets, etc., were
embossed with pseudo-Egyptian designs and highly coloured. One of the chaps
bought one of his 7/6 wallets for 3/6 and then we pushed him out. (not before
the cabin mirror had suffered from more attempts to sell the diamond ring!).
I was thinking of trying to sell him something for a lark but couldn’t think of
anything suitable. We locked up everything we could and shut the portholes
to be on the safe side.
Most of the day we were on deck watching the fun. The Franconia
(Cunard-White Star) pulled in just ahead of us with lots of Indian troops
on board going home. Two native police in a rowing boat went round making
an entirely formal effort to clear away the hordes of small boats alongside,
but were bribed right and left to let them stay.
One boat was towed about twenty yards by them until the Wogs paid a
bribe of two handbags (one for each policeman) and were allowed to carry
on with their work. A sailing dhow (felucca) came alongside laden with thin
cane crates of cabbage, melons and marrows. They tied up to us and had the
ship’s hoses turned on them immediately. The two Wogs got soaked to the
skin and their boat half-full of water. Then they were found to have been
sent to put the vegetables on board! They weren’t very upset and took off
their clothes except for their underpants and hung them in the sun while they
unloaded the vegetables and our crane lifted them aboard.
We got a penny, wrapped it in silver paper and threw it to the diver.
Chaps on the boat shouted as they thought someone had thrown half a crown
and the Arab broke his neck to dive for it. He gave us a salute and then found
he’d been tricked, and we had a nice collection of obscene language! On the
other side, a tender came alongside to refill our freshwater tanks and the crew
of four Wogs were some of the most filthy people I’d ever seen. They wore on
the average three garments between four of them and some amazing headgear
- a shocking old topi with a hole in the top, a battered black trilby and a white
cotton skull cap. The lads threw them pennies and cigarettes to scramble for
and they fought each other over the decks for them. They started to play,
trying to throw buckets of water over each other. Eventually they were all
soaked and must have been weighed down with the copper they’d collected.
It goes dark very quickly here after the sunset and about 15 minutes after the
sun went down over the palms, it was black. We set off about 8 o’clock and
went down the Canal by searchlight.
As dusk fell, a searchlight was mounted in the bow of the ship for the Canal
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passage, and we cast off. From the moorings, by some strange optical illusion,
the Canal seemed to run uphill, a long wide straight waterway between low
banks through flat desert country. Soon we were passing between sandy banks
with groups of palms and a few houses on the west bank only. I found later
that the attractive domed buildings on the Port Said waterfront were the Suez
Canal Company’s offices.
Early next morning we approached Suez and hove to in the Gulf while
the pilot was dropped. The town seemed a nondescript collection of white
buildings, much less attractive than the splendid rocky precipices and cliffs
of the African shore only a few miles away. The usual swarm of boats came
alongside but were soon attracted from us to a homeward-bound troopship
waiting for a pilot. We were soon under way and spent the next few days
sailing down the west coast of Sinai under a blazing sun. We were able to
pick out Mt.Sinai from a number of neighbouring peaks in the clear sky.
Tuesday October 16th
When I got up this morning we were just coming out of the Canal past the
port of Suez. Again we could smell the town over the water. We passed
the “Empress of Australia”, homeward-bound with troops from Singapore,
etc. Then down the Gulf of Suez with barren mountains and desert on either
side. The mountains of the Sinai Peninsular were very clear and we could
distinguish, Mt.Sinai clearly. The sun was terrific and I saw several shoals of
flying fish. It was very hot all day.
Wednesday, October 17th.
Very hot all day with hardly a breath of wind. I’ve been sweating buckets!
Even on deck in the shade it was too hot to be comfortable. No land in sight
all day although we passed Jiddah to port over the horizon.
Thursday, October 18th
Not quite as hot as yesterday owing to a breeze. The shade temperature at
noon was 91° Fahrenheit. Our run was 432 miles from noon Wednesday to
noon Thursday. All afternoon I was busy below with pay. It was sweltering
in the men’s quarters and I was glad to get the job finished.
By this time, the portholes had been fitted with metal wind-scoops looking
rather like conical coal-scuttles and designed to direct a current of air into the
cabins. They did have some effect but it was very hot everywhere, and we
were warned of a fire risk from cigarette ends thrown over the side and drawn
into cabins by the draught.
After dinner we talked to the cabin steward for a while and he told us a bit
about the ship when it supported the landings in North Africa and Salerno.
Then we went on deck and sat on a life raft until 11 o’clock. There was a
delicious mild breeze and it was very comfortable (what I would call a sultry
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Figure 7.2: A local craft in the Suez Canal.
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English summer night). Just as we went down to bed we saw a large island
with lighthouses on our starboard. During the day we passed another smaller
one called the Jebel something or other, but I don’t expect it is marked on the
map as it’s so small. At night now I only wear pyjama trousers and have one
thin cotton sheet over me. Even then it is very hot. I’ll have to do without
the pyjamas altogether shortly as some have done already!
Friday, October 19th
Beautiful warm breeze this morning and as soon as I had done a few small
jobs I came up here on deck to sit in the shade. I have a little more pay to
issue yet. There are lots of flying fish to see now and an occasional porpoise.
The sea has gone a dark green colour and there are occasional clouds which
are now something to look for.
Saturday, October 20th
Very uneventful day. We got our chocolate rations, and yielding to a craving
for something sweet, I bought a tin of condensed milk and a tin of blackberries.
At night, Tom, MacEwan and I lay out on deck on blankets until 11 o’clock
- it was hot!
After opening the tin of blackberries with my army knife, I ate a few
spoonfuls. I don’t think they could have been very good as I soon felt queasy
and was violently sick. The tin went out of the porthole without delay, and I
was able to follow its path into the depths through the very clear ocean water!
Sunday, October 21st
Overslept an hour this morning (a consequence of changing time zones as
the ship’s clock was put forward an hour overnight at times, to allow for
our easterly course) and just made breakfast. At nine o’clock I went to the
service in the Lounge, and the rest of the day I’m converting £ into rupees
for the men. This takes a long time as we have to record names and amounts
of sterling currency handed in, the amount per head being limited to a few
pounds.
The rate of exchange was one shilling and sixpence to the rupee, so the
maximum amount converted was only Rs.40 per person. We had to collect all
the sterling before reaching Bombay so that it could be exchanged for Indian
currency brought aboard for issue to the troops before landing. Inevitably, we
found that despite our care, we had £6 not accounted for by signature when
the money was added up. The only solution was to invent two imaginary signalmen, a certain Driver Soap,J. and a Signalman Ramsbottom,A. to enable
the money to be converted legally.
The Army bureaucrats seemed to have no sense of humour. They had
issued us with several large crates of “training stores” together with a complicated programme of training courses for all branches of Signals personnel
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from Wireless Operators to Despatch Riders and Drivers. Needless to say, we
made no attempt to carry out any training on the voyage. It wouldn’t have
gone down at all well! Only one crate of stores was opened and that was to
extract a set of tools to help repair some of the ship’s radio system. At the
end of the voyage, the senior draft-conducting officer was supposed to fill in
a questionnaire and give details of all training carried out. He just filled in “None” - and added the remarks - “Ship too crowded” - and left it at that.
Tuesday, October 23rd.
When I went on deck early at seven I could see a brownish haze across
the eastern horizon, and a few gulls appeared to scavenge the ship’s wake for
scraps. This was the first trace of the Indian sub-continent, heralded by a pall
of dust over the land; a very striking sight after days of ocean travel with clear
skies. The passage had taken seventeen days from leaving Southampton. After
breakfast, the land crept over the horizon, low brown hills with vegetation on
their lower slopes and later, buildings could be seen. Picking up a pilot off
Colaba, we rounded the Point and anchored in Bombay harbour about half a
mile offshore, opposite the Yacht Club and the Gateway of India.
The sea-front looked quite interesting, the Taj Mahal Hotel, a large imposing building, standing to the left of the Gateway of India, a grandiose British
monument built to commemorate the visit of George V in 1911. Across the
wide bay to the north-east, we could see two islands looking like pin-cushions
with their clusters of palm trees. The more easterly and hilly one, about six
miles away, was Elephanta Island, renowned for its rock-cut Siva cave temple
dating to the 7th or 8th century A.D.
Two boys came along in primitive looking dug-out canoes and salvaged
empty tins and boxes thrown over the side. They also dived for the few
coins that were thrown to them. We saw a large snake swim past the ship
and there were a number of scavenging “kite-hawks” attracted by food scraps
thrown overboard.
A succession of port and military officials came out to us in launches, and
a supply of Indian currency arrived under an armed guard so we were soon
busy re-paying our men. The amount involved was Rs.10,000 (£750), and Lt.
Anderson and I held a grand pay parade for our draft, calling the men forward
by name to collect their rupees. Needless to say, the money changed for our
two imaginary signalmen was claimed when everyone else had been paid!
Thursday October 25th.
We have lain at anchor for two days and were kept busy with administrative work in connection with the disembarkation of our draft. Affairs were
complicated by an outbreak of pilfering on the troop decks, so it was necessary
to hold a general kit-check, no small matter in such crowded quarters. This
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operation took several hours in very hot and cramped conditions, and being
preoccupied with this work, we failed to notice that the ship was on the move,
until just as we finished, I saw through a porthole that we were passing close
to buildings and palm trees.
We were passing Ballard Pier and I hurried on deck to see the ship towed
into the Alexandra Dock, a lifting-bridge being raised to let us pass. Troops
on the dockside threw bananas and oranges on board but none came my way.
On mooring, a baggage party was sent ashore and after spending the night on
guard, came back with alarming accounts of enormous cockroaches infesting
the dockside warehouses. We were interested to see a group of labourers
working ashore, a few men in dhotis were digging with mattocks in a leisurely
way and a group of coolie women in drab coloured saris carrying away rubble
in shallow wicker baskets on their heads.
Friday October 26th.
Today was spent preparing for disembarkation, and with our draft, we went
ashore at 1730 hours carrying our kit, to board a troop train in the adjoining
railway sidings which was to take us to Bombay (now known as Mumbai).
The carriages seemed very rough compared with those in England, and as
there were so many novel sights we stood or sat in the doorways so as not to
miss anything. I spent my first rupee, buying two magazines from a pedlar.
One of them was the “Illustrated Weekly of India”, a magazine resembling the
English “Picture Post”. The men of our draft travelled in the usual Indian
3rd class carriages with bare wooden forms for seating and barred windows,
while we were in 1st class compartments with leather seats.
Being nervous about mosquitoes, we were dressed in khaki-drill slacks and
bush-shirts with the sleeves rolled down. There was an army regulation at that
time which laid down that anyone contracting malaria would be charged with
“self-inflicted wounds”, a court-martial offence. This was a measure designed
to keep troops fit on active service and prevent malingering. It also laid
down that after dusk slacks must replace shorts, sleeves must be rolled down.
Mosquito nets must be used at night but no regular preventive medication
was needed except in specified areas.
The voyage was over and I could now turn my back on the sea and look
forward with interest to what lay ahead on the sub-continent of India.
*

* *

*

*

The first impression I had of India was the squalor and poverty of the
people along the railway tracks, some living in rough shacks, shelters and
tents made from all kinds of rubbish; one shelter consisted of cardboard sheets
fastened round the base of a small electricity pylon. Along the track, hundreds
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of beggars clamoured for money and when we stopped, swarms of beggars,
fruit-sellers and children besieged the train. It was impossible to resist giving
them money but this made matters worse and attracted larger swarms. The
second impression was the smell! Humanity in the mass with no “mod cons”;
in fact the land alongside the tracks was an enormous open air latrine.
It soon became dark but we stopped several times, once at Kurla on the
mainland just over the causeway from Bombay Island, and again at Thana
before arriving at Kalyan where the train pulled up in James’ Siding. We were
taken from the train in army trucks to the Officers Quarters while the camp
permanent-staff took charge of the men who were taken to the Transit Camp.
Before having a meal in the Officers Mess, we were shown to our quarters
which consisted of “basha” rooms, bare concrete floors and low whitewashed
brick walls with matting sides up to the tiled roofs. The furnishings were
basic, a plain wooden chest of drawers and a wash-stand, together with a
“charpoy” bed. This was nothing more than four wooden legs supporting a
rectangular wooden frame, across which thin coarse rope had been loosely
wrapped. Its severity was slightly decreased by a canvas palliasse filled with
straw.
The Indian bearer who showed me my room also showed me how to fit a
mosquito net on a light wooden framework over the charpoy. After our meal,
we stood outside the messroom talking and watching the crowds of insects
attracted to an outside wall-light. Several large beetles and moths settled on
our clothing and the night was noisy with the hum and buzz of multitudes of
crickets and other insects. Quite fascinating!
After a rather busy day with much to occupy me, I retired for the first
time on a charpoy under a mosquito net and slept very well on my first night
in India. Next morning I was awakened by a bearer dressed in bush-shirt and
shorts who brought me a pint mug of very sweet tea. This, sometimes accompanied by toast or biscuits, and known as “chhota haziri” or “little breakfast”
was the start to the day for the whole of the time I spent in India.
Later, after a good breakfast in the Mess, a party of us decided to go to
Bombay as we had a free day without duties. We took a taxi to Kalyan station and travelled by electric train to Victoria Terminus, Bombay. This large
station has an imposing Victorian Gothic facade. On the station platform at
Kalyan I bought a newspaper from a boy and only later discovered that the
crossword was partly done, so it must have been second-hand! (The newspaper was probably one from the previous day). The journey was interesting as
we saw the country by daylight for the first time. As Europeans and obvious
newcomers to Bombay we were the focus of attention for beggars, shoe-shine
boys, street-traders and others. It was pitiful to see half-starved naked chil133

dren, some deformed or crippled, lying on mats on the pavements to arouse
sympathy and attract money, while more active beggars pestered us on every
side. One man offered to clean out my ears, and flourishing a fearful array
of metal hooks, small spoons and other implements, produced a testimonial
to say he was “painless”! We soon found that shop prices were high and our
needs of clothing and other necessities cost us hundreds of rupees.
At that time, serving British officers were given the privilege of being Honorary Members of the Cricket Club of India so we all went to the Brabourne
Stadium, the Club Headquarters and had lunch. We had a very good curry
with many small side dishes of unfamiliar extras for a reasonable price. There
was also a small swimming pool and a pleasant terrace overlooking the cricket
ground. After further exploration of the shops, three of us had tea at the Taj
Mahal hotel before making our way back to the station. On reaching Kalyan
station we hired a tonga, a small two-wheeled vehicle drawn by a small horse
to take us back to camp. These vehicles are only meant to carry two passengers so it was rather overloaded; as we passed through the Kalyan bazaar the
tonga caught the end of a fruit stall and upset it but the driver didn’t stop.
*

* *

*

*

I was on duty as Orderly Officer the next day, Sunday, so that except for
a walk round the camp, I was restricted in my movements while some of the
others went off to Bombay again. During the evening a “flap” developed, the
camp permanent-staff rushing around to organise our movement orders for
the next day, arrange ration issues and so on. We were on the move after
breakfast and boarded a troop train at James’ Siding, Kalyan, with our draft
en route for Mhow and the Signals Training Unit. We were issued with boxes
of American K-rations, each individual pack containing tinned, dehydrated
and compact food for one man for one meal, not forgetting toilet paper. A
good many packets of biscuits were given away to beggar children as they were
not as appetising as fresh bananas and oranges which we could get cheaply at
the stations.
First-class Indian railway compartments were fitted with electric fans and
had two long leathercloth-covered seats along the sides under the windows,
two more seats above them could be let down at night to provide bunks for
four people. There was a small toilet compartment containing a shower and
wash basin, also European-style and Indian-style lavatories. The latter had
two raised foot-stands at the sides of a “hole in the floor”. The compartment
windows were fitted with glass panels, thick wire-mesh screens and wooden
louvered shutters, all of which could be raised or lowered and locked from
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Figure 7.3: Tonga Travel.
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the inside. On a convenient corner of the compartment was fitted a bottleopener. The Third-class compartments were more Spartan being filled with
bare wooden benches, the windows lacking glass and usually fitted with bars.
Troop trains were sprayed with a smelly insecticide before each journey, but
even so, our compartment harboured some “gi-normous” cockroaches which
came out at night-time.
All along the line near villages, groups of children clamoured for money
or gifts and even coolies working on the railway joined in. The stations were
overrun with beggars and hawkers and we had to develop a resistance to their
pestering. Sellers of fruit, usually bananas and oranges - green-skinned but
delicious, sweetmeats - usually in glass cases to keep off the flies, and the
ubiquitous cha-wallah selling tea from a brass urn, each had their own cry
as they competed for business. The fruit with peelable skins was regarded as
being safe to eat and the tea was also considered reasonably safe as it had been
made with boiling water, although it was advisable to get it in one’s own mug!
Swarms of children, from small naked toddlers upwards, clamoured for gifts,
patting their stomachs to indicate they were hungry and saying “no momma
no poppa” to play on our sympathy. A troop train got special attention,
especially if the troops were new to the country, and most of us soon gave
away all our small change causing us problems later.
The train stopped at Igatpuri at about 1420 hours so that we could have
lunch; the usual procedure was for the train-guard to telegraph ahead so that
a meal could be prepared as the train did not stop at the station for longer
than an hour. A proper lunch was only organised for officers; other ranks had
haversack rations on the train. At other meal times we relied on K-rations. At
many stations there were no platforms and one climbed down from the train to
a few buildings which served as booking office, dining-room and waiting-room.
Larger stations had several classes of refreshment rooms, both European and
Indian style, some of these equipped with a punkah, a carpet-like piece of
fabric hanging over the table and worked by a cord passing through a hole in
the wall and over a pulley to a coolie sitting on the verandah. His job was to
keep the punkah in gentle to and fro motion and provide a cooling breeze for
the sahibs sitting round the table. The coolie tended to doze off, the punkah
stopped and the sahibs would bellow “Punkah Wallah!” to wake him up.
At larger stations, there were separate food stalls and drinking water supplies at opposite ends of the stations for Hindus and Muslims, water being
supplied by a man squatting on the ground beside a large container and supplying people on demand. He would offer a brass beaker of water and his
customer, also squatting on the ground, would drink by pouring the water
into his mouth without the beaker touching his lips, an interesting process to
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watch. We were amused to see the conveniences indicated by pictographs of
a man and a woman, a necessity in an illiterate society; little did I think that
this method was to become the fashion in Britain in the future! The stations
were generally crowded with families and their possessions waiting for trains,
and at night were crowded with sleepers wrapped up in white sheets, an eerie
sight.
Leaving Igatpuri, we passed through Deolali Cantonment, the well-known
transit camp, and reached Manmad where we stopped for dinner. After travelling on overnight, we reached Khandwa after breakfast (K-rations), and here
we changed trains from the G.I.P.R.(Great Indian Peninsula Railway) to the
B.B. & C.I.R. (Bombay, Baroda and Central India Railway). The G.I.P.R.
from Bombay to Khandwa runs through the hills and valleys of the Western
Ghats and the Satpura Range at a steady gradient but when we changed to
the B.B & C.I.R. two locomotives were needed to get up the steeper gradients
of the Vindhya Range. The scenery was terrific as the line took us along the
sides of precipices and over deep ravines on slender bridges, the crossing of the
Narbada River being particularly impressive. Over this river another steep
climb took us to the top of the Vindhya Range, where just before reaching
Kalakhund near the upper plateau, we had a splendid view of a big waterfall
across the valley. Then we reached Mhow at an altitude of about 2000 feet,
where our first view was of the large cemetery by the station. It was about
1600 hours; trucks were waiting and we were taken with our kit to the Signal
Training Centre (British), allotted quarters and were able to have baths and
freshen up.
In the evening after dinner, some of us walked down to the town and spent
the evening in the Dreamland Cinema, where a glamorous film of the East
was being shown! It was quite hot at Mhow and everywhere seemed very
dry and parched. I made my first acquaintance with the “tree-rat”, a small
squirrel, and various lizards which shared my room, also the mosquito! In
fact I got my first bite from one despite all my precautions. The next night,
Wednesday, I had a walk down to the bazaar which was attractively lit by
hundreds of small oil lamps. This was on account of the Hindu festival of
Diwali, a real “Feast of the Lamps”, in honour of Lakshmi, the Goddess of
Prosperity among other things, and all the houses and shops had small oil
lamps burning around the doors and in the windows. The thresholds were
decorated with intricate designs in powdered chalk, made using perforated tin
rollers filled with powdered chalk and easily renewed when necessary.
Attracted by a noisy brass-band playing Indian music, I watched a colourful procession centred around a man dressed in brilliant clothing and laden
with showy jewellery. He rode a white horse and at the time I assumed he
137

was acting in some religious pageant but later realised he was a bridegroom
going to his wedding. We were visited in our quarters by an Indian insurance
salesman who persuaded me to take out a Prudential Life Insurance Policy
for a series of moderate payments. The salesman was a very pleasant and
well-educated man who showed me how to write my name in Urdu and Hindi;
he also took me to a local doctor of medicine for a check before completing the
insurance form. While there I suffered my first mosquito bite - the creature
lost its life! The next day I felt very ill and spent the day in bed with frequent
visits to the lavatory. I felt worse next day so I reported sick to the Medical
Officer. He examined my eyes and mouth and gave me a small tumbler of
castor oil to drink which seemed to do the trick and I soon felt better! The
upset was attributed to “change of diet”.
*

* *

*

*

We had no duties at Mhow other than regular trips to the office to check on
the notice board for daily orders and on Saturday, November 3rd, my posting
to 5th Indian Air Formation Signals appeared and I left Mhow station at
2230 hours by train for Bangalore. Travelling first-class I retraced my journey
to Khandwa which I reached in the early hours of the morning and had to
change trains on to the Bombay line. I soon found that this was not a good
time to travel as all the first-class compartments were securely locked by their
sleeping inmates. After trying to get on several trains without success, I
was obliged to travel hard 3rd class with a crowd of Sepoys and Sikhs with
their families. It was very crowded but there was another British officer in
the compartment with the same problem and he gave me some useful tips
on Indian rail travel. He was rather snooty though, as he said he had spent
much time in Burma with the Chindits and tended to look down on the Indian
Army not to mention raw young officers. My rail warrant was inscribed “Mhow
to Bangalore - K.M.D.G.” and my movement order instructed me to change
trains at Khandwa, Manmad, Dhond and Guntakal, but after my experiences
of changing trains at night at Khandwa I decided to take a chance and carry
on to Bombay in the hope of getting a through train.
I arrived at Victoria Terminus, Bombay, early on Sunday evening and had
to pay some excess fare for being off my specified route. I was not able to
get a reservation but with a little impudence managed to get on the platform
without a ticket and with a coolie carrying my kit, grabbed a first-class berth
on the Madras Mail, sharing the compartment with two Indian business-men.
No one questioned me and I was quite relieved when the train pulled out
without anyone claiming the berth I had taken over. I slept well and woke
up in time for breakfast at Gulbarga. I was now on my specified route and
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could relax. It was very hot and dusty on the Deccan, and apart from villages
and a few rivers, the land seemed a semi-arid desert for mile after mile. We
travelled with the windows wide-open on the shady side of the train and only
the louvered shutters up on the sunny side so as to get a good flow of air (and
dust!). Arriving at Guntakal at dusk, I had dinner and then changed trains
for Bangalore. The G.I.P.R had taken us on to the M.S.M.R (Madras and
South Mahratta Railway) between Gulbarga and Guntakal although we were
still on the same train, but the line from Guntakal to Bangalore was narrow
gauge and single track. I got a good berth and after a good night’s sleep on
this train I reached Bangalore at about 0700 hours on Tuesday, November
6th, and was taken to the 5th Indian Air Formation Signals headquarters in
a truck, had breakfast and met the C.O. Lt.Col.Withers.
After meeting the Colonel and arranging my affairs I took a long walk
down time South Parade, continually pestered by rickshaw-wallahs on the
way, who couldn’t understand why an officer wanted to walk. Bangalore
had good wide streets and was a very pleasant town with shops laid out in
European style as well as large native bazaars. I was accommodated at the
R.A.F. Camp where I settled in to wait for my posting. Next day I had a trip
into the bazaar with the Second-in-Command of No.2 Company which was
stationed at Bangalore. Our main objective was the fruit market which was
at that time, officially out-of-bounds to British troops for some reason. Here,
we bought fresh apples, pineapples, bananas and oranges, all of which were
carried round for us in a basket by a young coolie girl who was pleased with
two annas (about 1p) for this service. At night, I went with Captain Burgess,
the Adjutant, into town in a rickshaw and spent most of the evening in a large
Chinese restaurant where I made my first attempt to use chopsticks. We were
entertained with a programme of Indian music and dancing during our meal.
Captain Burgess was awaiting repatriation and release from the Army and
planned to go to university and take a degree. In preparation for this he was
practising his skills in English by writing a long essay once a week, his topics
being based on “The Times” broadsheets, a series of short well-written articles
on a wide range of subjects. He gave me a number of these broadsheets that
he had finished with, in case I wanted to do the same. While at Bangalore I
was given some Air Formation Signals cloth badges to sew on the sleeves of
my bush shirts to show who I belonged to.
I had been given a posting to H.Q. No.3 Company at Madras during the
day, so after returning from the Chinese restaurant I left Bangalore at about
23.30 hours the same night on the Madras train. There was no trouble getting
a First Class berth and I slept well, only waking up as the train stopped at
Arkonam in the early dawn. I thought it looked a wild and dismal place and
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little thought that I would be posted back there before many days had passed!
As the train approached Madras the country became more heavily cultivated,
with flooded rice fields, lush vegetation and palm trees. There were many
watercourses and tanks or pools of standing water. This luxuriance was due to
the rains, the chhota monsoon (lesser monsoon), which brings moisture laden
north-easterly winds from the Bay of Bengal at this season. It rained very
heavily at times and then the hot sun shone making it uncomfortably steamy.
I had breakfast on a balcony at Madras station, overlooking a busy street
with many new and interesting sights. Although there were some motors,
there seemed to be a lot of coolies pulling rickshaws and heavily-loaded carts
in the wet streets.
I rang up for transport and was collected by an Indian driver and taken
through a wet, flooded countryside to the airfield at St.Thomas’ Mount, some
ten miles to the south-west of Madras. (The place was commonly referred
to as “Tommy’s Mount”). Along the roads, gangs of almost naked coolies
dragged heavy two-wheeled carts loaded with timber or oil-drums, struggling
with their unwieldy vehicles to avoid other traffic. I had never seen men work
in that manner before. Hundreds of coolies were working in the rain on a new
concrete road out to Tambaram without any aid from mechanical equipment,
everything being done by man power.
I reported my arrival to Major Dando, the Company Commander of No.3
Company and was given quarters until they could find me a job. The airfield
looked like a swamp and outside my room the ground was under inches of
water. A “flap” was on, due to the expected arrival of the Commanding
Officer on a tour of inspection, so nobody was interested in my arrival and
I had to hang around for several days with little to do. I went into Madras
one day to have a photograph taken for my Indian Army identity card, and
during this visit I had a look round some of the shops. Later, I managed to
get a few more trips into Madras and during one of them I bought two opals
from a native jeweller with the idea of having them made into brooches; they
are still unmounted! I soon made friends with Lt.Reg Farrar who had just
been made O.C. 210 Wing Signal Section and was working very hard to try
and re-organise a rather run-down section.
During my stay at St.Thomas’ Mount I had the services of an Indian
bearer called Saba; he laid out a complete change of clean clothes for me
each morning, while those worn the previous day were sent to the dhobi to
be washed. They were returned later the same afternoon washed, starched
and ironed. The starching was sometimes so thorough that my khaki-drill
shorts could be stood up by themselves. This daily laundry was the custom
wherever I went in India. Saba also waited on me at meals in the Mess and
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Figure 7.4: The Officers Quarters, St.Thomas’ Mount.
wore a special white mess-uniform for this duty. Although the Madrassis were
generally small people, Saba was a rather tall well-built man who spoke fair
and understandable English.
From our quarters on the airfield at St.Thomas’ Mount one could see the
high ground of the Mount to the north where stood the 16th century church
of Our Lady; this replaced an earlier building which was reputed to stand
on the site of the martyrdom of St.Thomas the Apostle in A.D.78. There is
no evidence for this and the story rests entirely on tradition. Unfortunately
I didn’t get an opportunity to visit the Mount during my short stay in the
area. On one of my trips into Madras I returned along the sea-coast where
fishingboats were pulled up on the long sandy beaches out of the reach of the
heavy surf. When I returned to collect my identity-card photograph, I bought
a python skin handbag for Margaret and sent it home as a Forces duty-free
parcel. This involved sewing it up in calico with a special Customs declaration
form pasted on. We were allowed to send a number of these duty-free parcels
from time to time.
Major Dando gave me orders to take over a Detachment of 210 Wing
Signal Section which was stationed on the airfield at Arkonam (now known as
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Arakkonam) and in difficulties, and on my last day at St.Thomas’ Mount, I
helped the Second-in-Command, Captain Ashwin with a Court of Inquiry on
the desertion of an Enlisted Follower, one Masalchi Yadya. Ashwin was rather
shaky as he had just been involved in a driving accident at Arkonam, in which
a Section truck had been hit by a train at a level crossing, resulting in the
death of an Indian driver and the destruction of the vehicle. Unfortunately,
Ashwin was driving the truck at the time, having taken over from the Indian
driver against all the regulations. This unfortunate accident, which happened
the day after I arrived at Madras, resulted in the death of Signalman Sacriya,
a man of my new Detachment, the write-off of a Section truck and a CourtMartial for Captain Ashwin.
Following Ashwin’s mishap I was given strict orders not to drive vehicles
when an Indian driver was available. However, as the driver was responsible
for his vehicle, they were usually inseparable. The next day, Saturday, the
10th of November, I left for Arkonam in a 3-ton truck with a dare-devil Indian
driver who did not believe in speed limits. We were soon pulled up for speeding
by an irate R.A.F. Squadron Leader who we had frightened by passing at 40
m.p.h. between strings of bullock-carts on a very bad road - our 3-tonner was
clearly marked with a 20 m.p.h. limit sign. Unfortunately, the driver only
spoke Tamil and I couldn’t easily communicate with him so I got the blame.
We travelled a little more sedately for a short time, passing between wide
stretches of flooded paddy-fields with green shoots rising through the water.
Almost halfway to Arkonam we passed through the large village of Sriperumbudur with tall sculptured towers of Hindu temples and a large wheeled
object in the main street covered with corrugated iron sheets for protection
from the weather. On a later visit I examined it and found it to be an enormous Juggernaut car used on festival days to parade the image of the local
Hindu deity round the streets. Pulled by many hundreds of men with no apparent method of steering, this must have been an exciting spectacle. I heard
later that if a house got in the way of the procession there was no alternative
but to pull it down so that the car could pass. In the past it was often the
case that devotees would be crushed under the wheels of Juggernaut cars either voluntarily or by accident in the crush of thousands of people. Looking
under the corrugated-iron cover, the car could be seen to be a massive carved
wooden structure fitted with many large wooden wheels with the big steel
axles carrying the cast inscription - Dorman Long, Middlesborough!
It was quite dark when I arrived at Arkonam airfield and found the Officers
Mess. The weather was very wet with pools of water everywhere but I found
some quarters and settled in. My proper work was at last ready to begin.
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Chapter 8

Arrival at Arkonam
The town of Arkonam (now known as Arakkonam) which had grown up
around an important railway junction was a mile or so north of the Airfield
Headquarters. Here were the Flying Control building, Station Headquarters,
and groups of operational buildings where I had my Signal Office. The living
quarters were another two miles to the south by road, and lay to the south
of the 1600 yard long secondary runway. They were approached by a side
road passing the Guard Room which controlled access. The Officers Mess
and quarters came first, followed by the N.C.O.s and Airmens Mess and their
quarters to the east. All these were scattered single-story buildings, huts and
bashas.
The airfield was run by R.A.F. Transport Command who were operating
an Air Trooping scheme to repatriate troops from Burma and the Far East,
who were going home for demobilisation. The aircraft used were Douglas
DC3 Dakotas. As there were some problems with this operation, the expected
numbers of aircraft never materialised; in fact, only a few aircraft each day usually one or two - were dealt with as a rule. Even so, a fully operational
airfield was maintained with engineering, re-fuelling, signalling, and meteorological sections capable of handling up to thirty aircraft a day. A small Air
Trooping Transit Camp supplied accommodation, food and entertainment for
troops in transit.
The Officers Quarters were rows of rooms built on concrete bases which
were extended along one side to form a continuous open verandah. The buildings had tiled roofs which extended over the verandahs. The individual small
rooms were of basic construction, a door opened on to the verandah and there
were windows front and back. The floors were of bare concrete, the walls of
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white-washed coarse plaster, and the rafters and tiled roof were exposed. None
of the woodwork was painted and the windows were made of plastic film reinforced with embedded textile mesh. The furnishings were equally spartan,
consisting of a charpoy fitted with a light wooden frame to support a mosquito
net, a table, a wash-stand, and a wardrobe, all in matching plain, unpainted,
brown wood. The wardrobe was held off the floor on four wooden blocks,
presumably as an anti-termite measure.
The rains continued for a few weeks and I was fully occupied in settling
in and finding my way around. One of the first things I bought was a steel
trunk to provide safe storage. The padlock for it was a plated, heavy brass,
hand-made specimen with five levers, made at Aligarh and stamped “Honesty”! My signal detachment was made up of L/Cpl.J.E.Galpin, Signalmen
Bainbridge, McQuiston, Mills and Wingate, and a group of Madrassi Linesmen who were posted back to St.Thomas’ Mount before I got to know them
by name. Apparently, they had been a source of trouble for some time and
were replaced by a group of about twenty Punjabis led by Naik Mohammed
Khan and L/Naik Mohammed Aslan Khan. The latter could be called an
“Old Soldier” as he had joined the Army in 1929! (a true “purana miles”!).
They were very proud Moslems and there was some friction between them
and the Indian Aircraftsmen. This caused me some problems I could have
well done without.
I engaged a Madrassi bearer named Anthony, a small skinny man who
wore a perpetual worried look and turned out not to be very honest, although
he performed his duties fairly well. His pay was Rs.30 - 35 per month (£2.25
- £2.65), according to his work. This was the standard rate for a bearer who
did perhaps three hours work a day. It didn’t seem to depend on performance,
some bearers being more capable than others, and with officers moving about
bearers were changed quite frequently. Some bearers had quite amusing letters
(chitties) of recommendation.
His most creditable effort was to provide me with a daily hot bath in a
galvanised tub in my room, for which he boiled a petrol can of water over a
wood fire out in the open. He brought me chhota haziri from the Mess first
thing every morning together with a jug of hot water for washing and shaving,
laid out clean clothes for the day and took away dirty ones for the dhobi to
wash. There was a story that dhobis went over shirts with a rock so as to
crack all the buttons! The bearer then went back to the Mess, put on his
white coat and waited on me at breakfast. He did the same for tiffin (lunch)
and dinner and in between these times he went home to a local village.
About two hundred yards away from my quarters stood the Officers Mess,
built in a similar style but a much larger building with a dining room, bar,
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lounge and kitchens. Its woodwork was painted and it was more comfortably
furnished. A further fifty yards to the north were the Ablutions, a long
narrow building with shower cubicles and latrines. The latter were simple but
practical, consisting of a long, large diameter, horizontal drainpipe passing
through a series of cubicles each with a fixed wooden seat.
The Other Ranks quarters covered a larger area to the north-east and were
even more basic than ours. Their concrete walls ended about four feet from the
ground, the remainder being made from an infilling of woven matting known
as “tati” supported by wooden posts. These buildings known as “bashas” had a
single long room without partitions, the walls being lined on both sides with
charpoys as in a barrack room. Bashas had only one door at the side and
were fitted with ceiling fans and speed controls, but while the B.O.R. (British
Other Ranks) huts had electric light, the I.O.R. (Indian Other Ranks) had
none. Instead, they were issued with paraffin lamps as the I.O.R.s considered
electric light to be bad for the eyes. This was the standard practice at this
period.
In the operational area near Flying Control I had a small office and a
few other rooms containing teleprinters for which I was responsible. These
were operated by my signalmen on various Indian networks including a meteorological one. I had to send a daily return on these and arrange for their
repair and maintenance. One particular circuit was very troublesome, the line
over which it worked being very long and passing over hilly areas subject to
electrical storms. It frequently chattered away printing long meaningless text
even when no messages were being sent. I was also responsible for the station
telephone exchange which at this time was being changed over to a manual
100 line system. The wiring was being carried out by my signalmen but the
exchange was operated by civilian staff of the P&T (Posts and Telegraphs),
the equivalent of our G.P.O.
As the living quarters were so far from the operational site we were transported by station wagon or truck depending on our rank, a weary bumpy
journey, four times a day in overcrowded sweaty conditions, involving sharp
time-keeping or hanging about in order not to miss the transport. I found
it very irksome. To begin with I only had one truck since the other Section
vehicle had been written off in Capt.Ashwin’s train accident, and I couldn’t
use this for my own transport as it was in constant use. Very soon I lost even
this truck when it was badly damaged by a falling palm tree. Dead palms tend
to rot internally at ground level, and assisted by termite attack the centres
become hollow although the thick trunk appears sound. They are very heavy
and our driver chose to park his truck against one; he probably reversed into
it, but luckily escaped injury when the tree fell along the length of the truck
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and crushed the driver’s cab. After this, I had to beg the loan of a truck from
the R.A.F. for the use of my line parties.
When I took over the detachment of 210 Indian Wing Section at Arkonam I
signed for equipment much of which was no longer of use or was unserviceable;
knowing the methods of Army quartermasters I disposed of as much as I could
back to stores at St.Thomas’ Mount. Major Dando claimed that there was
more equipment at Arkonam that was not on my list including nearly 100
miles of cable. Accordingly, I set out with Cpl.Galpin and a small party
of signalmen and walked all round the airfield to see what we could find.
We checked all the cable installations and found several large drums of leadsheathed telephone cable that everyone had forgotten about, lying about on
rough ground. Unfortunately, the wooden cable drums were badly eaten by
termites and crumbled at a touch leaving the heavy coils of cable in an untidy
pile. One drum we came across even had a bee’s nest in it so we left it alone;
the Indian linesmen wouldn’t go near it as wild bees can be very dangerous.
The roads on the airfield were made of rammed earth covered with overlapping strips of bituminised hessian (“Bithess” Roads), and during the rains
they became very uneven as water got under the seams and muddy pot-holes
formed under the surfaces when vehicles ran on the them. On either side of
the principal roads were monsoon ditches to carry off storm water. These
were two or three feet wide and deep and were cleared out periodically by
Indian Pioneer troops. Unfortunately, one of our telephone cables crossed one
of these ditches and the men who had cleared out the ditch had exposed it.
Not liking the look of an untidy cable stretched across their tidy ditch they
had stamped it down with their boots so it conformed to the sides and bottom
of the trench. This was not a good thing to do to a 54 pair, paper-insulated,
lead-sheathed cable and water got in through cracks in the lead sheath when
the monsoon ditch filled up. The Engineering Officer would complain about
poor speech on his phone and I would explain the position and tell him to
wait for sunny weather!
*

* *

*

*

The R.A.F. Signal Officer, Flt/Lt. Grey, was posted early in December
and was replaced by Flt/Lt. George Lister. During my Army service I met
a number of people who were good companions and enjoyable company but I
would not like to have to associate with some of them in civilian life. George
was one of these. He was an unusual man, very friendly and outspoken in a
pleasant way. He had a very independent and adventurous manner and rather
erratic in behaviour. He had been in the R.A.F. a long time and had been
the sole survivor of a plane crash in West Africa early in the War. Having
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recovered from his injuries he was later again the sole survivor of a group when
a V2 rocket exploded on an airfield in Holland. He had a nervous twitch of
the head when he got excited but despite everything he was a very pleasant
individual and we got along well together. We occasionally walked along the
secondary runway to the Transit Camp cinema in the evening or took a short
walk in the surrounding countryside before dark.
I enjoyed the fresh fruit we could get from local traders, green bananas and
oranges - deliciously sweet! They were cheap and plentiful. I soon learned to
close my windows unless I was in the room as monkeys came in and pilfered
any fruit lying about. I had to chase four or five out from time to time.
They lived around the site in the trees and bushes but spent most of the time
walking around in groups on the ground. My table stood under the window
that opened on to the verandah and I usually slept with this open. One
morning I noticed dusty prints of bare feet on the table showing that I’d had
a visitor in the night. Fortunately nothing was missing and it didn’t happen
again.
The room to the left of mine was occupied by F/O. Tony Hart who was
a hunting and shooting enthusiast. He kept a shotgun in his room and I was
sometimes awakened by him firing a shot out of his window from his charpoy
when he woke up in the early morning. He shot at birds, stray dogs and
any other targets which took his fancy. He was a likeable and cheerful young
man who organised hunting trips with like-minded officers and airmen, and
we were served up with the resulting products in the Mess. I remember some
kind of venison came up regularly and on one memorable occasion we had
Snipe, a pathetic tiny bird lying on a piece of toast with its legs up in the
air. Once, they claimed to have shot a leopard which charged them in thick
brush and as they were all armed with service rifles the hunters were as much
at risk from each other as they were from the leopard.
About three rooms to the right of mine was the Met. Officer, a most
serious and boring man who told long-winded accounts of the time he had
spent as a guest of the Rajah of Jhansi. “Line-shooting” was a well known
R.A.F. affliction and he was an expert. He always went to bed very early as
he had to brief pilots in the early morning about the weather for their flights.
There were some high-spirited members of the Mess who spent most evenings
in the bar and one evening they decided to have some fun. At a late hour
they let off a smoke generator in his room and drove him out. I woke up in
the early hours with a most painful sore throat and bad headache and noticed
an overpowering smell of smoke in my room. I opened the windows and door
and went out into the fresh air; everything was quiet and it wasn’t until the
next day that I heard what had happened. I had slept soundly through all
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the rumpus and the smoke had penetrated all the adjacent rooms through
the roof gaps. I had a very sore throat for days. There was serious trouble
for these jokers later on, when, as the Mess was being repainted, the Station
Adjutant’s small dog was painted bright blue one night. There was blue paint
everywhere.
Tony Hart acquired a small monkey as a pet and kept it tethered on the
verandah until he got tired of the mess it made; when he wanted to keep a
leopard cub he was firmly told it was not on. There were many interesting
creatures to be seen in the area including lizards which appeared on the walls
of our rooms at times, colourful butterflies and at night, fireflies. These were
beetles about half an inch long which emitted a pulsating glow from the rear
underneath segments of their bodies. I caught a few and took them into my
mosquito net at night so as to watch the greenish light they emitted as they
crawled about above my head.
I had a canvas bucket which my bearer kept filled with water for washing
and one morning as I lifted it to pour water into my wash bowl I put my
hand under the base to find a small snake curled up just under the edge. I
dropped it in rather a hurry! Termites lived in the wall of my room and would
emerge at times to build a length of mud tube a few inches long up the wall
at one place. Sometimes, while I was in my bath-tub, I would amuse myself
by breaking off this small mud tube and watching the termite workers repair
it with fresh mud. This they did very quickly as they did not like light.
The Engineering Officer, who also had a room along the verandah, was
laid up in bed with a severe attack of an Athlete’s Foot infection in his groin
and was hardly able to walk. One morning he called out loudly for help.
Several of us ran to see and found that he had seen a rat running round
his room. We chased it round and eventually killed it with sticks, shifting
his furniture about, and in the process knocking his wardrobe off its blocks.
After a few days he complained of a foul smell and on investigation another
rat in a flattened state was found under his wardrobe!
*

* *

*

*

Largely owing to language difficulties, I had some problems with the Naik
and his Punjabi signalmen. They didn’t get on too well with Cpl.Galpin
and the British signalmen who tended to boss them about and they wouldn’t
stand for this. I asked for advice from Major Dando who arranged for two
experienced Urdu-speaking officers to come and help sort things out. These
officers from St.Thomas’ Mount were the Adjutant, Capt.De.St.Croix, known
as “Dusty” and the O/C 239 Line Maintenance Section, Capt.Pogson, “Poggie”,
who were passing through the Arkonam Air Trooping Transit Camp on their
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way home for release from the Army. The Punjabis who knew them well, gave
a feast in their honour, (for which we paid). The party was held one evening
in the I.O.R basha where we sat round a table tastefully covered with an army
blanket on which stood a bowl of roses and some smouldering udibatti sticks.
The meal was unusual and interesting as we had six distinct courses of
various Punjabi foods served in moderate portions while between some courses
we were given a fried egg each. Not too easy to eat in the Indian manner using
our fingers as there were no knives or forks. Only the right hand was used
for eating, the left hand being reserved for other uses (offering an interesting
perspective on Matthew 6:3 “Let not thy right hand know what thy left hand
doeth”). Later, I had many other meals with Indian troops and got quite used
to handling rice, curries and other dishes using only my fingers with the help,
in the case of runny food, of pieces of chapatti, the pancake-like unleavened
bread which usually was served with a meal. We were given spoons to eat
the later courses of spicy, milky puddings. Moslems are forbidden wine so
we drank water and glasses of sweet, spicy tea. We were all garlanded with
flowers and there was much talk in Urdu in which I played a negligible part.
Among other things it was explained to the Naik that I was new to India and
didn’t speak their language, which I thought was obvious. Everything ended
very amicably at about 11 o’clock. Earlier in the day, the B.O.R.s had been
given a talking to, and things were much easier afterwards. I never saw these
two officers again as they flew off to the U.K. on the next day’s trooping flight.
Three civilian employees of the P&T. were attached to my unit to carry
out telephone instrument and switchboard maintenance and look after the
civil carrier telephone system, while I was responsible for the telephone lines
round the airfield. Two of these men only spoke Tamil but the other knew a
few words of Urdu and English and was very willing once he understood what
was wanted. Much of our conversation was by signs and drawings on paper.
One of the others, named Gopal, earned Rs.40 (£3) per month and would
cheerfully walk miles round the airfield during the heat of the day to check
a faulty phone. Sometimes there was only a trivial fault which he put right,
and even after missing a meal on this long journey he was quite cheerful and
happy when he returned.
It was quite pleasant being on detachment and left to my own devices but
I was often harassed by telephone calls from Major Dando who landed me
with difficult problems at times. He had a very inconvenient habit of ringing
me up when I was having my evening tub before changing for dinner in the
Mess and was very demanding of my spare time. Fortunately, I had no duties
in connection with the R.A.F. administration and only had to look after my
own men for rations and pay, sending in necessary returns as required. As I
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had no vehicles I had no maintenance and record problems either. One job
Major Dando gave me was very onerous. I was sent a list of radio frequencies
and times at which an Army wireless station somewhere in South India was
sending out experimental transmissions and was required to monitor these
transmissions and report signal strengths at Arkonam. The transmissions
were being sent over several days at intervals of a few hours, the important
ones being overnight, so I borrowed a very fine aircraft communications receiver from the R.A.F., installed accumulator batteries in my room and tried
to receive at least some of the signals. Despite several sleepless nights I failed
to intercept a single transmission and sent in a NIL return. Some time later I
was told that the experiment had been cancelled and by some oversight I had
not been informed. I kept the set for some time however, as it was interesting
to play with during the evenings.
*

* *

*

*

A day or two before Christmas, George Lister and I took a walk south of
the domestic area for about a mile over rice fields to the Cooum River from
which our water supply came. The river bed was nearly dry but the supply
came from concrete structures sunk deeply into it. The rice fields were also
nearly dry but we had to walk along the low earth bunds which separated
them. On the banks of the river were some attractive low trees with feathery
leaves so we took a large branch back to the Mess for a Christmas tree. Placed
in a sand bucket at the entrance and lit by a small electric light it looked fine.
Christmas was a great day. We were garlanded by our bearers and each
given a lime fruit which seemed to be the traditional local offering. Later,
the usual Christmas football match between Officers and Other Ranks was
played, the rules and numbers of players being rather elastic. The game was
interrupted by a bullock-cart which was driven across the pitch by a group of
officers. George attempted to ride on the bullock but was neatly tossed off,
much to his surprise. Some of the officers travelled back to their rooms after
the match on a 15 cwt truck, and I have never seen a more overloaded vehicle.
George was fooling about and climbing on the roof of the cab, disappeared
through the observation hatch on top, landing head first between the three or
so officers sitting there. How the driver managed to steer the truck beats me.
It was customary for the officers and senior N.C.O.s to serve Christmas
dinner to the Other Ranks and before this happened we all adjourned to the
Sergeants Mess for a drink. I was given a half-tumbler of neat whisky which
I sipped and then left on the floor under my chair when we went to serve
dinner. On return I was glad to see that the glass was empty! We served
dinner to the men, taking care that our own men got special attention with
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free cigarettes and drinks. A visiting Group Captain was very surprised to see
a Flying Officer wearing eight stripes on his sleeves as he served out meals!
We had a good dinner later and spent the rest of the day lazing about.
Boxing Day was scorchingly hot and George and I went for a walk through
the local village of Perumchchi, a squalid mud village, to the great fascination
of the villagers as few Europeans ever went there. The people were very
poor as were most of the South Indian villagers. Their water supply for all
purposes was the neighbouring tank or lake, and there was no sanitation. As
we travelled to work each day along the road we used to see villagers squatting
out in the fields at discrete distances from each other.
We had very little contact with the local people, and there was not much
scope for shopping apart from visiting fruit-sellers and traders. I was able
to buy a cotton tablecloth which I used as a bedspread and now serves as a
dust cover on my printers. I also bought a durrie, a coarse cotton mat for
my room. These were so cheap that I bought a fresh one nearly every time
I moved stations as they never got cleaned. I was able to get chocolates and
sweets from the Mess and bought a book on Military Urdu from a visiting
trader on February the 15th, 1946, which I still have.
I got hold of the address of a Madras bookshop (Higginbotham’s, I seem
to recall) and wrote to them for a list of inexpensive books on Hinduism and
South India. They sent me a list and I ordered one or two by post, rashly
sending a Rs.5 note to cover the cost. Needless to say I never heard from
them again and didn’t get a chance to follow it up as I soon moved away from
the area.
Just after Christmas I had another problem. The R.A.F. brought charges
against L/Cpl Galpin on account of some wild behaviour in the Airmens Mess
on Christmas Day. The charge sheets were delivered to me by a very supercilious R.A.F. Warrant Officer who expressed his opinion that the charges were
too serious for me to deal with. I had no one to turn to for advice so spent a
few evenings studying Army Regulations on such matters and eventually decided to deal with the case myself. I rather doubted whether in fact I actually
had the full powers of a Detachment Commander and I expect I broke all the
rules, but after formally parading the culprit in my office and listening to the
evidence, I gave Galpin a good dressing-down and marked the charge sheets
“Admonished”. I sent copies to the R.A.F. Warrant Officer and heard no more
about the matter although I expect I provoked some harsh comments from
him.
*

*

* *

*

The day after New Year’s Day, I called on George who had a room in a
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nearby block to mine and found he was under close arrest and confined to
his quarters with an officer custodian. He was on a Court Martial charge
after an incident the previous night at the Sergeants Mess, the full details of
which I never heard but it was said to have involved an indecent assault on an
N.C.O. at a drunken party. He tended to behave erratically but I had always
found him very well mannered and politely behaved and was very surprised
at this charge. After a preliminary hearing he resumed his normal duties
for a time, but was required to go to a Services Hospital near Madras for a
psychiatric examination. He asked me to go with him for moral support and
as his appointment was on a Saturday, I was able to take time off and go. He
drove an R.A.F. 15cwt truck and we set off along the road to Madras through
Sriperumbudur where we stopped for refreshment.
The only likely building had a sign saying “Brahmins’ Coffee House” and
was near a temple. We went inside and sat on a wooden form at a bare wooden
table with a few locals in robes, presumably Brahmins. They made no objections, so, using signs we asked for drinks and were served with brass beakers,
half-filled with “coffee” and standing in shallow brass dishes containing more
“coffee”. This arrangement was new to us so we watched the others and saw
that they topped up their beakers from the dishes from time to time. The
liquid was quite hot so we supposed it was a method of preventing scalded
fingers! We reached the hospital and I waited in the truck while George went
inside for his examination. This took some time and he came out very shaken.
He had been locked for a time in a small room containing a chair, table and
bed, all firmly bolted to the floor. On the table were an enamel plate and a
wooden spoon; he felt he was being put away. After a time he was interviewed
and questioned before being told to report back in the evening to collect a
report to take to the Station M.O. at Arkonam.
To pass the time we went into Madras and visited Moors’ Market, a most
fascinating bazaar area. Amongst other things I bought a small second-hand
pocket watch with a thick glass (made by the West End Watch Company,
Bombay), which gave me very good service. Up till then I had been using a
lady’s wrist watch which Margaret had lent me before I left home. At the
market, I also bought two small beans which each contained twelve miniature
elephants carved from ivory. These cost me one rupee each.
We called back at the hospital compound in the evening to collect George’s
report. He didn’t want to go back as he was in a very nervous state and was
very concerned that they might keep him locked up. I persuaded him that it
would be better to face up to it as it might be some sort of test of his morale.
In the event he went in and after a short wait he was given his report and
we drove back to Arkonam. Very soon after this he was posted away to a
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Services Hospital at Bangalore to await his court-martial.
Before he went to see the psychiatrist he gave me a book entitled “Clinical
Aspects of Psycho-analysis” asking me to keep it as he didn’t want it found
amongst his kit if he had to go in for treatment. This book was a professional
monograph and consisted of a number of case histories, making rather dreary
reading. I kept it for many years and it finally went to a Frodsham book-sale.
When George left Arkonam, the job of Signal Officer was taken over by a new
arrival, Flt.Lt. Dennis Watt, who was a more conventional officer, and with
whom I was soon on very good terms.
*

* *

*

*

The 2nd of January was made memorable by the arrival of a badly-needed
vehicle for the use of my Detachment. It was rather old and battered but gave
us good service. The driver who came with the truck from St.Thomas’ Mount,
was a surly little Punjabi Mohammedan named Suba Khan, who would drive
his truck anywhere, on roads, or cross country, regardless of comfort or the
vehicle’s springs.
I had seen on the signal diagrams in my office that there was an emergency
landing ground about nine miles west of Arkonam near a place called Vedal,
and we were supposed to have a telephone line to it. With my new transport
I was able to go and visit the site. We found it to be remote from any
habitation, a deserted dirt-runway with one small brick building - no sign of
a telephone - apart from a row of poles leading away towards Arkonam. Any
wires had long gone. There was a tendency for some of the villagers to steal
copper wire and many of the long airline routes were wired with galvanised
iron wire to discourage this, as well as for economy. In hilly country, some of
these long spans of galvanised-iron wire, which could be up to 1500 feet long
were most impressive.
One of the Indian line parties, under my direction, was erecting a poled
telephone line through the domestic site, planning to put one of the poles in
a hole dug near the end of the block of rooms where I lived. The work took
several days and the holes were dug first. On returning from the Mess after
dinner one night, I took a short cut through the jungly ground in this area.
I fell into this post-hole in the dark and badly sprained my right thumb - it’s
never been the same since! The annoying thing was that I had planned the
route.
My bearer, Anthony, found himself in trouble early in January. He started
to collect second helpings of food for me on his own account and the Mess
staff caught him eating it himself in a corner. He had apparently been doing
this for some time. As he had been getting more and more unsatisfactory, I
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replaced him with another Madrassi called Lazarus, a Christian like Anthony
but a much nicer individual, very cheerful, speaking English fairly well, and
very efficient in his work. He lived with his wife and family in a nearby
village. Early in 1946 there was a severe smallpox epidemic in South India
during which he lost most of his children. At this time, on the advice of the
Station M.O., most of us went for a further vaccination even though we had
been fairly recently vaccinated when we came to India.
At this time, as the weather became hotter, a regular R.A.F. team was
organised to destroy the pariah dogs which abound everywhere in India. They
would drive round all the runways and taxi-tracks in an open truck carrying
a number of airmen armed with shotguns. They disposed of any stray dogs
they encountered in an effort to reduce risks to aircraft on landing and the
chances of disease, many of these semi-wild dogs carrying rabies. As many as
fourteen were said to be accounted for on one patrol. These scavenging pyedogs were common all over the country and some were revolting specimens,
diseased and mangy, while others looked like ordinary mongrels.
Despite the heavy rain there had been in November the monsoon had
been poor and by January many of the large tanks and streams had dried
up. Fields of rice dried out in the hot sun and the crops were very poor. The
villagers had to lift water from deep wells for domestic use and to irrigate fields
near the villages but conditions of drought and famine appeared. Conditions
were very bad farther south and Lord Wavell arrived at Arkonam in a silvercoloured Dakota to pay an official inspection of the worst hit areas of South
India. One day I drove across the bed of a tank which was quite dry and
parched but normally irrigated many square miles of ricefields. The rice crop
was usually harvested and threshed on the bare ground. The sheaves were
spread on the ground and bullocks driven over them to tread out the grain.
The straw was removed and the residue winnowed by throwing it into the air
with flat baskets for the wind to blow away the chaff.
In a hot country like India, disease is endemic in some areas and tends
to appear in times of famine. Bubonic plague is an example; the first signs
being a “rat-fall”, the appearance of dead rats in the streets of villages. Such
an outbreak occurred in the area of Chittoor about 45 miles to the west of
Arkonam in the early part of 1946.
The R.A.F. were at this time setting up a chain of “Gee” navigational
radar stations over India, to provide easier aircraft navigation by providing a
country-wide signal grid. I had orders from Major Dando to make a ground
survey, and estimate quantities of stores needed to build an airline route from
Arkonam to a high point near Chittoor where one of these “Gee” stations was
to be built. The site was in some rather rocky hills just south of Chittoor and
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he sent me a rather inadequate large scale map of the site which was known
as Chases’ Hill; I was also loaned a truck and two Punjabi drivers for the day.
We had to pass through Arkonam which was generally out of bounds to
us, although I had to drive there from time to time on duty. On one occasion
I saw what I thought was a European in native garb sweeping the streets, but
on closer examination, thought he must be a half-caste or albino with almost
blonde hair; most unusual. Farther on, the road led us into the dead end of
a courtyard of a large temple and we had to reverse out. Our map was very
sketchy and the road seemed to end at the village of Ponnai. However, by
taking to the wide, dried-up river bed of the Poini River for about a mile we
were able to get on a track near the village of Narasingarayanpet which took
us to the Chittoor road not far from our target. When we reached a point on
the road north of Chases’ Hill, I got the truck off the road and after telling
the two drivers to wait there, I set off to walk the two or three miles over the
hills to the summit. The country was quite deserted and barren, the hills and
ridges trackless and covered with rocks and scrub, but I could see where the
highest ground was. I had not gone very far when one of the drivers came
running after me and said he wanted to come with me. They had had an
animated discussion and must have decided I needed an escort!
As I didn’t know what I was going to meet on this journey, I was carrying
a revolver and six rounds of ammunition. I felt this was rather melodramatic
so kept it out of sight as we normally never carried arms. We climbed over a
series of very rocky hills trying to keep to the ridges where there were fewer
thorny bushes and eventually reached the summit plateau known as Chases’
Hill Pillar, at a height of about 1000 feet. We saw no snakes or other animals;
everywhere was barren. On the summit, to my surprise, the land was being
cleared and levelled by a working party of the West African Pioneer Battalion
under the direction of an English captain. We had a chat and I saw that the
work was in its early stages. I found that they had needed to make or improve
a jeep track up the hill from the west - (it wasn’t on my map), and he lent me
his jeep and driver to get back to my truck on the road, down a very steep
and circuitous route which my truck would never have managed. The Punjabi
driver, dozing in his cab, was very surprised to see us arrive back in style and
the two men had a long and excited conversation about it.
I then had to go into Chittoor to visit the Post Office to enquire about
telephone lines, so keeping a sharp look out for dead rats, we drove into this
small town. The Post Office turned out to be a small single story building and
after finding the postmaster, I learnt that there was no telephone system in
the area at all! On returning to Arkonam, I sent the truck and its drivers back
to St.Thomas’ Mount as they were keen to do and refused offers of food and
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Figure 8.1: This picture was only taken for show as I never wore a holster
and ammo pouch at any other time.
overnight accommodation. Over the next few days I worked out the details for
a poled route over the 45 miles or so required and sent them to Major Dando.
I never heard anything more about it, and often wondered why they needed
lines anyway when a radio link would have been much more economical.
Except as a quick and temporary expedient, wooden telegraph poles were
little used in India as they suffered from the attentions of termites. We used
them for our field cable lines on the airfields however. The usual permanent
poles were of eight-feet long, tapered sections of riveted, galvanised, steel
sheet, which fitted into each other to give the desired height. Long distance
routes using metal poles were connected with galvanised iron wire weighing
from 150 to 600 pounds per mile. In hilly country the poles could be as
much as 500 yards apart, the cable sagging over 60 feet between them, a most
impressive sight.
*

* *

*

*

Dennis Watts and I sometimes went for short outings before it got dark
to see some of the nearby villages. There was one away to the east which had
a large, impressive and highly coloured image of a Hindu god near a small
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temple, and Dennis drove me out there in a signals truck on one occasion. He
decided to take a short cut across a dried up river bed several hundred yards
across (this was the River Kallar near the village of Attur), but we had only
travelled a short distance before getting stuck in the sand. We struggled for a
long time trying to drive out of the dry sand but only got more deeply stuck
and it was getting darker all the time. Finally, we took a drawer out of the
signals truck fittings and broke it up to make boards for digging out and to
put under the wheels and after much labour managed to reverse on to firmer
ground. We were both exhausted and resolved to keep off sandy river beds in
future.
Dennis organised a few outings for anyone who was interested and on
Sunday morning, the 3rd of February 1946, we took a party to Conjeeveram,
about twelve miles by truck to see the famous temples. It was a hot sunny
day and we visited the two largest temples, the Ekambaraswaram Temple
and the Varadarajaswami Temple. Both were very complex and interesting.
Conjeeveram, formerly called Kanchi, was the ancient city of the Pallava
kings and some of the temples date from the 7th or 8th century. The Chinese
Buddhist pilgrim, Hsuan Tsang, visited Conjeeveram in A.D. 640 and wrote
an account of the region. Conjeeveram is an important Hindu religious site
and one of the seven holy cities of India. In early days there were many
Buddhist monasteries but these are gone, some of the sites being taken over
by the numerous present day temples. There are said to be over a hundred
shrines, the larger temples dating from the sixteenth century.
We first visited the largest, the Ekambaraswaram Temple, devoted to Siva,
the principal shrine being the Siva Lingam in a surviving possibly 8th century
building. In front of the complex is a large granite pavilion where the image
of the god is rested on its annual tour of the town. The pillars of this pavilion
are carved with floral and geometrical designs and traders have a few stalls
in the corners where images and temple offerings are sold. I bought a plaster
image of Lakshmi, goddess of wealth and beauty for 5 annas (about 2 pence)
and a soapstone effigy of Ganesh, the elephant-headed god of wisdom and
success for about the same amount. A wide range of effigies was available
including all ten avatars of Vishnu. From the pavilion an avenue led up to
the main gateway with its tower or gopuram, 188 feet high, all ten stories of
it covered with sculpted figures. It is said to bear the marks of cannon balls
fired during the wars with the French in the 18th century.
Here we had to remove our shoes and walk round in our stockinged feet
but we were allowed to enter the outer courtyard which had a large central
tank. Some of the stones in the high outer wall were carved with small
images of Buddha, showing them to be the relics of a much older building
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destroyed for its stones. Passing through a labyrinth of pillars on a marriage
shrine platform, we entered an inner courtyard containing the main temple
building as well as a number of smaller shrines. The marriage shrine was an
open pavilion with a large dais sculptured with scenes from Hindu mythology,
where marriage ceremonies were performed. The smaller shrines were small
shelters with gods and images just inside their doors. A shrine of Ganesh had
a crudely carved, three-feet high stone image, well anointed with oil and dabs
of vermilion on the head in the Sivite manner. Another shrine was a symbolic
stone version of the Siva Lingam, the custom being to offer it coconuts by
breaking them on the top and allowing the milk to run over it.
Two trees, a mango and a fig, had been grown round each other in another
part of the courtyard, and they were surrounded by “snakestones”, which we
thought was to do with a fertility ritual. Outside the main temple, a large
stone bull had just been completed to supplement or replace an ancient one
which was quite black from anointments of oil and butter. We were not allowed
inside the main inner temple which was guarded by two large, fierce-looking
warriors carved from wood and painted and dressed in cotton garments. We
gave a priest some money and he let us look into the temple doorway while he
held an oil lamp near the Siva Lingam many yards away in the unlit temple.
The news had gone round and on our way out of the courtyards we were
pestered by Brahmins, holy-men, and beggars, all crying out for money.
Our next visit was to the Varadarajaswami Temple, a smaller complex,
dedicated to Vishnu. This was a more attractive and cleaner place than the
last one. The priests here wore the Vishnuvite forehead markings and had
two sub-castes with a great deal of rivalry, and apparently, great trouble is
taken to decide precedence and who shall carry out ceremonies. Litigation
in the Courts was said to have taken place over a dispute as to the precise
caste-mark the image of Vishnu should wear on its forehead. These marks are
made with a white clay crayon, and a red powder mixed with ghee.
The entrance was under another gopuram with the usual crowd of beggars
and here we left our shoes. A beautifully carved granite pavilion of 100
columns stood in the courtyard, an excellent example of Vijayanagan work of
the 16th century. At each corner hung carved swinging chains cut out of single
pieces of granite, and the faces of the pillars were covered with carvings in
relief of Hindu mythological scenes. One showed an Indian horseman attacking
a Portuguese musketeer, an early contemporary record. Several panels had
been defaced but the majority were intact. A feature in all Hindu temples are
the sculptures of small erotic scenes, often high up near the roof, well above
eye level, and there were a number on these pillars.
We were not allowed to see the image of Vishnu in the temple, even from
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the doorway, as, according to the priests, it was his time for sleeping. This
lump of stone is treated with great respect like a king, being “fed” at regular
intervals, allowed to “sleep”, and regularly washed. Each year he is carried
round the streets in a juggernaut car to see the people and the fields. The
Brahmins, and many Hindus for that matter, have all their hair shaved off
except for a long lock at the back. This is said to serve as a hand-grip at their
funeral ceremonies when their skulls are split to allow their souls to escape.
When I was visiting the deserted landing ground at Vedal, I passed a Hindu
cremation ceremony at the roadside, the first I had seen. A large funeral
pyre was surrounded by priests and people in bright clothes. There are no
Hindu burial grounds, the cremations taking place wherever required, and no
monuments are to be seen. I once saw, at a roadside, a small pile of stones
with an iron trident standing upright in it. This was said to be the site of
cremation of a sadhu or holy-man, a religious mendicant who must have been
a follower of Siva as the trident is one of his symbols.
After this interesting day out, we planned another outing to Sholingur,
a large village about sixteen miles to the west. It was in an area of steep
rocky hills on one of which a temple was built. This was our objective and we
started to climb to it. It was a pilgrimage site approached by over a thousand
stone steps, all of which had the red paint mark of Vishnu in the centre of
the riser. At intervals, small shelters gave welcome rest and shade as there
was a very hot sun. Here and there on the ascent were stone models of a pair
of the soles of bare feet side by side, and the bushes at the side of the steps
contained small pieces of coloured cloth wrapped around small stones. We
couldn’t find any explanation for these customs. The last hundred or so steps
were cut in the solid rock and led steeply up to a gopuram where we had to
remove our shoes. The peak was so small that the courtyard walls fell away
almost sheer on some sides, and the temple itself nearly filled the courtyard.
Some of the more active airmen in our party had raced to the top and rather
upset the priests by trying to get in the temple, so we were not allowed even
in the doorway of the shrine despite offering money.
A long brass flagpole carrying small bells, and a few carved stone lotus
flowers were all that could be seen except for the view which was spectacular,
mountains and valleys, villages and tanks. One priest brought a garland of
flowers and put it over my head indicating that it had come from the image of
Vishnu itself. Everyone was greatly amused but I felt he merited a small cash
reward! To our surprise he had a little English and told us that the god was
a thousand years old and had been living in an old temple near the bottom of
the hill before he came to the summit. We might look in this temple as it was
no longer used. Each year, he was carried in procession down to the village of
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Sholingur where he was feasted. He said the gopuram was 400 years old. It
was very weather-beaten and many of the plaster figures had disintegrated.
On our way down to the road we visited the old deserted temple, a solidlybuilt, stone building which looked very old. It was very dark inside with bats
in a corner and a few lizards on the walls, but gave us a good idea of the
inside of a Hindu temple. A wide stone porch with carved pillars opened into
a tall room with pillared aisles and a floor of beaten earth. There were no
windows. The shrine itself was a wide stone shelf, about three feet from the
ground, where the image of Vishnu had stood. It stood in a recess, on the
walls of which several very lifelike lizards were carved. They seemed to be
alive in the dim light from the doorway. Several small rooms led off to the
sides of the shrine but were in a ruinous condition and too dark to explore,
quite possibly harbouring snakes.
*

* *

*

*

Some days later, as I was being driven along a remote taxi-track on the east
of the airfield by Suba Khan, we were suddenly faced with a Dakota aircraft
taxiing towards us. Without hesitation, he drove off to the side over some
very rough ground, a very uncomfortable ride! Life was very hectic at times!
One day, I was called to the telephone exchange because it had suddenly lost
a lot of lines, and found that a fifty four pair telephone cable nearby had been
cut by a bulldozer. The repair had to be effected by civilian P&T personnel
at this time so I had to bring a repair man from Madras which took nearly a
day.
In the evening, after dinner, Dennis Watts and I realised that the lines to
the R.A.F transmitting aerials ran through this cable, and emergency measures were called for, even though the transmitters were in little use at this
time. We had alternative lines in field cable erected by my linesmen so we
tried to put them to use. We helped ourselves to a jeep and drove up and
down the roads between Flying Control and the transmitting aerials time after time in an attempt to sort out the connections. The wires from the poles
were led down to wooden boxes near their bases and it was quite exciting, unscrewing and opening these in the dark as we didn’t know what we would find
inside. Fortunately, there were no snakes, only plenty of lizards which startled
us as they darted out. Unfortunately, the cables were obscurely labelled and
after hours of this very tiring and fruitless activity, we had to give up, quite
exhausted, at about three-thirty in the morning. Fortunately the transmitters had not been required overnight and the P&T repair-man appeared next
morning and normality was restored in a few hours.
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The road from H.Q. to the transmitting aerials was about three miles
long and ran south alongside the Arkonam to Chingleput railway line, a one
metre gauge, single-track line. It passed the side road to our living quarters
and farther on there was a track to the right over a level-crossing, leading to
the transmitting aerials. This was the scene of the fatal accident in which
Captain Ashwin was involved when, he carelessly drove right across here into
the path of a train. Alongside the railway was a telephone airline route on
poles belonging to the railway, and it was only when I got a letter from the
P&T asking whether we still required this route as they wanted to dismantle
it, that I found out that our linesmen had been naughty in using some miles
of these wires to save running field cable to the transmitters! I needed to
speak to the local P&T official at Arkonam once, but there seemed to be no
telephone link to Arkonam. I went to look for him and found him up a pole
in the railway siding, speaking on a portable phone to Bangalore. He used to
ring me up in this manner at times, even though he had no fixed telephone
himself.
I was on friendly terms with the Punjabis and sometimes went to see their
line parties at work. One day, while I was watching them at work, one of
the men gave me a violent push to one side and then did a war-dance on
the place where I had been standing. Apparently, he had seen a small snake
crawl under the instep of my boot and reacted quickly, and rather excessively,
I thought, as I would have liked to have seen the snake before it was mangled.
Once, I organised a “Tea-Party” with them, and took along Dennis Watts as
he had never experienced one of these events. We had a meal for which I had
paid them, and tried on Phnjabi puggrees for a photograph, to their great
amusement. They didn’t have one big enough to fit my head properly! The
puggrees were wound on conical, pointed hats called kullas.
In February, Transport Command was involved in flying food supplies
into Burma to relieve famine; some aircrews from Arkonam took part in, this
operation which called for some low-flying in a mountainous region to drop
sacks of rice in famine areas. During the weeks taken for this operation, one
of the Dakotas crashed into a mountainside with the total loss of the crew
and the despatching party.
*

* *

*

*

In the early months of 1946 there was much resentment among R.A.F.
servicemen who went on strike at some airfields in India, Ceylon and at Singapore, in protest at the slowness of release from the Service after the war.
Even under normal conditions there was always unrest and political agitation
in India, but now matters came to a head. Early in February there was a
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Figure 8.2: Flt.Lt. Dennis Watt, R.A.F. and myself wearing Punjabi pagris
on a visit to the Indian Signalmen of my Section.
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mutiny of Indian Navy ratings at Bombay, who, stirred up by Nationalist
agitators, came on the streets in support of Congress demonstrations. The
mutiny was put down by British troops but there was serious rioting in Bombay and other cities. In Bombay, the riots were quelled by the Police assisted
by the Army using armoured cars. About sixty people were killed in Bombay
alone and banks, shops and grain warehouses were set on fire. At St.Thomas’
Mount, Poona and other airfields, the R.I.A.F. airmen went on strike for a
time for political reasons. We had no trouble at Arkonam but in Madras,
rioters caused much damage and the Army assisted the Police in breaking
up the mobs. Between Arkonam and Madras a train was stopped by a mob
who sat on the lines. They ransacked and burnt the carriages, injuring many
people. We were not too much affected apart from some sabotage of the P&T
telephone lines.
One effect of these disturbances was that I received orders to parade all
my signalmen and read out the relevant Army Regulations with regard to
disaffection and mutinous behaviour with their consequent penalties and punishments. They took it all very stolidly and there was no reaction. I expect
that the military authorities had remembered the Mutiny of 1857 and were
worried. The Army authorities in the 109 (Bangalore) Area also decided that
all officers should have arms so I was issued with a Smith and Wesson 0.38”
calibre revolver despite already having my Webley. In its wisdom, the Army
didn’t issue any ammunition to go with this new revolver, so I now had just
enough cartridges to load both weapons once!
Rumours arose concerning the ending of the Air Trooping Scheme and the
closure of the airfield and it became obvious that changes were on the way. My
bearer, Lazarus, wanted to move away so I took on another Madrassi servant,
a Hindu named Krishna. He didn’t speak such good English as Lazarus, but
we could understand one another and he proved quite satisfactory in his work.
I was able to write a true letter of recommendation for Lazarus as he had been
a good bearer and I had been pleased with his work.
By this time I was becoming very familiar with our communication network
in South India and the place names on the diagrams were not so strange to me.
The names of these places had quite a ring to them and tripped off the tongue
easily. For example:- Bobbili, Begumpet, Cocanada, Hakimpet, Tadepallegudem, Trichinopoly, Masulipatam, Negapatam, Ulunderpet and Vizagapatam
to name a few. I never had any occasion or opportunity to learn any of the
South Indian languages or their attractive scripts, but I had acquired a little
Urdu and could generally get along with my long-suffering Punjabis but I’m
sure they found it hard to understand me. Probably the local languages of
Tamil and Telugu were as strange to them as they were to me, but some of
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them knew a few English words and most of them could write their names
in Roman script on an acquittance roll for their pay. The few who couldn’t
write, e.g., the Sweepers and Cooks, gave a thumbprint instead.
*

* *

*

*

Changes now began to take place in Army Signals organisation and I
was ordered to take over the small Air Trooping Signal Section belonging to
Madras Signals, a quite independent unit with which we had never been involved. Quartermaster Sergeant H.Tayler of Madras Signals and our Company
Quartermaster Sergeant from No.3 Company at St.Thomas’ Mount, arrived
at Arkonam and we organised a check of their stores and equipment so I could
officially take over this new Section. This taking over and the filling in the
various army forms was completed on Tuesday, the 19th of February, but
only a few days later I got instructions to hand this section back to L/Sgt.
D.S.C.Park, who had been in charge of it before. So, I had hardly any chance
to get involved with it. Obviously, things were in a state of flux! This handing
over didn’t take long as all the equipment and stores had been checked only
a few days before, so, by the end of the week conditions were much the same
as before.
The last Dakota took off from the airfield at about 09.15 on the morning
of Monday, the 25th of February after a farewell ceremony, and it looked as
though the closing-down rumours were correct after all, especially as some
of my R.A.F. friends were being posted away. On Friday, the 1st of March,
I received a teleprinter signal instructing me to hand over the Detachment
and all stores to L/Sgt.D.S.C.Park and return to St.Thomas’ Mount prior to
moving to Bombay. No.5 Indian Air Formation Signals had responsibilities
over parts of India covered by 225 Group R.A.F. airfields and this included
the Bombay area, so although I would be part of the same Regiment, I would
now be in No.2 Company which had its headquarters at Bombay.
It involved quite a lot of work to check our stores and installations and
brief L/Sgt. Park about our commitments, but it was completed in two days
and I was able to settle my own affairs, pay my bills and pack my belongings
so I could move on the following Monday. Although I was not sorry to leave
Arkonam which was short on amenities, I was going to miss the Punjabi
linesmen and my R.A.F. friends. It was a rare thing to meet people again at
other stations, although I did come across the odd one from time to time.
As an excuse for a truck ride on my move to St.Thomas’ Mount I decided
to return some surplus accumulator batteries. I found that four of my R.A.F.
friends were keen to get a lift to Madras as the airfield was closing down and
they were moving. When we had loaded all our kit and the accumulators, it
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was obvious that the 15 cwt truck was overloaded so I had the accumulators
taken off again. So much for my excuse! The truck was piled with all our kit
and I chose to ride in the back in the fresh air while one of the R.A.F. officers
shared the cab with Pir Khan. After our farewells, we left at about two o’clock
after lunch on Monday, the 4th of March, and travelled to Sriperumbudur
along very dusty roads. I could see in the distance the temple towers of
Conjeeveram away to the south over the palms as we turned off to the east
on the Madras road.
An interesting feature of these Indian roads was that besides milestones,
they also had furlong markers, perhaps a relic of early British colonial days.
The trees at the roadsides were numbered in white paint, a precaution against
firewood collectors from the villages. Wood was the main fuel in these parts
and you saw women and children scouring the countryside for twigs and
branches for their cooking fires.
We looked for somewhere to get a drink to wash the dust from our throats
when we reached Sriperumbudur, and as I couldn’t persuade the others to
try the temple “coffee shop”, we bought some coconuts from a wayside seller.
They were complete large green nuts and the seller neatly chopped off the tops
so we could drink the delicious milk inside. When we had finished, we threw
away the nuts; it seemed quite ridiculous to throw away a large coconut as we
would throw away an apple core at home. However, they were not wasted as
there was an immediate scramble for them by a small crowd of village boys,
who wanted to eat the coconut contents. At places near the villages there
were toddy shops or stalls selling toddy or palm-wine, said to be a potent
brew, but we didn’t fancy trying it. It is made by fermenting the sap from
palm trees, men climbing to the tops and cutting into them so that the sap
could be collected in cups.
As we carried on through Sriberumbudur, we stopped to have another look
at the Juggernaut car with its elaborate wood carvings. As there had been
much rioting in Madras a few weeks previously, I was rather apprehensive
and even Pir Khan muttered something about “Congress wallahs”. However,
when we reached Madras everything was normal apart from there being more
rubbish in the streets. I dropped my passengers at the railway station and
continued to St.Thomas’ Mount arriving in time late afternoon. I called to
see Major Dando and found that my movement order was for Wednesday, the
6th of March, so I found a room for a few days. This was a rather better one
than those at Arkonam, having an adjoining “ablution” room with a shower
and a “thunderbox”. Outside the block of rooms sat a young girl sweeper who
attended to this receptacle every time it had been used. I managed to get
hold of Saba, my original bearer, and arranged for him to look after me again.
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Next day, a fellow officer was going into Madras on business and I was
offered a ride with him passing old Fort St.George and returning along Marine
Drive to have a look at the ocean and the surfboats. I still didn’t get a
chance to visit the cathedral of St.Thome, where the remains of St.Thomas
are alleged to be; it is said that one of his fingers is exposed to view in a
box. His martyrdom took place on the 21st of December, A.D.68 according
to tradition.
The next day, Wednesday, the 6th of March, I left Madras by train at 10.30
pm. sleeping well and only waking as the train reached Guntakal the next
morning, oblivious to having passed through Arkonam again in the night.
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Chapter 9

Posted to Poona
One of the perquisites of railway travel for officers in India was the use of
Form E. On this there were two rates; when travelling on temporary duty one
could claim 1½ 1st Class fares as Subsistence Allowance, while if travel was
on permanent posting, 2½ 1st Class fares were given. When you consider that
with a Travel Warrant one only paid half a 1st Class fare in the first place,
it was a profitable exercise. The only snag was the complicated claim form
which had to be filled in after the journey. I had filled one in after my journey
to Arkonam but the Indian Army Accountants at Meerut had sent it back
as wrongly completed and after several more tries and rejections I gave it up
and forgot about it. This form pursued me round the country and was only
cleared after I had got help from an expert much later on. Once I had learned
the drill, however, I had no more trouble and it was a useful source of extra
cash, as I moved from place to place.
Thursday, the 7th of March, was very hot and the train journey over
hundreds of miles of the Deccan plateau was tiring. I lifted the louvered
shutters on the sunny side of the train and drew up the wire mesh screens
on the shady side; this gave a draught of hot dusty air and soon everything
was covered with a gritty layer. The country was very dry and arid, patches
of scrubby bushes and fantastic boulder hills broken only by the occasional
village and patch of cultivation. The usual procedure of telegraphing ahead
for meals was carried out but the train only waited for 15 to 30 minutes
at stations while passengers had a meal. After another night on the train, I
reached Poona just about dawn and was ready for my breakfast at Kalyan, the
next stop. In the late morning we reached Bombay and I rang for transport
to No.1 Company Headquarters.
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Bombay Station swarmed with licensed coolie porters dressed in dingy
red shorts and shirts worn outside, with their nominal charge of “One Anna”
printed boldly across the front in black. They also wore red turbans and had
numbered brass armbands; it was advisable to note these numbers when you
engaged porters for your luggage. You also had to be careful how many you
engaged, as odd ones, carrying a small parcel or bag for you, expected the
same reward as ones carrying a heavy steel trunk or bed roll. They always
got paid much more than their nominal fee, and if you were changing trains
it was a good idea not to pay them until your connecting train came in and
your luggage was loaded on board; otherwise you would need to engage more
of them to load your gear! They always seemed to have stick-like arms and
legs and I always had qualms to see one carrying my heavy steel trunk on his
head supported by such spindly thin bare-footed legs.
From the station I was taken by truck to the south end of Bombay Island
where Company Headquarters was sited at Colaba and here I met the Company Commander, Major Rowe. He took me to lunch at the R.A.F. Base
H.Q. Mess in the summer palace of the Maharajah of Kutch on Malabar Hill,
about four miles to the north of Colaba, a lavish building overlooking the
Arabian Sea. Here, among others, I met the R.A.F. Chief Signals Officer.
After lunch we went back to the Company Office where I was briefed about
my new job which was to be in Poona (now known as Pune) where I was
to take over 234 Indian Line Section. On the 5th of March, I had reached
the rank of full Lieutenant after six months as a 2nd Lieutenant. Captain
Roberts, the Second-in-Command, booked me a reservation on the “Deccan
Queen”, leaving Bombay at 5.20 pm. and I was on my travels again.
The journey by train up through the hills of the Western Ghats in the
evening sunshine was splendid. Deep valleys, steep razor-like ridges and barren mountain-sides. It was a very relaxing journey as I had a compartment to
myself and also managed to get a tray of tea and cakes. After nightfall, there
were bush fires to be seen in some of the gorges and mountainsides. When I
reached Poona, I was met by a Havildar with a truck and taken to the Poona
airfield near Yeravda where I found the Mess Secretary of No.10 Squadron,
R.A.F. and arranged for a room. As at Arkonam, the rooms were in concretefloored blocks but with the advantage of ablution and latrine rooms at one
end of each block. My room was only a few doors away from one of these
places which was very convenient. The first thing I noticed was the dried skin
of a large cobra hanging up on a verandah!
Our Officers Quarters occupied a group of ten blocks about a mile or so
south of the runways with a conveniently placed Mess nearby. This building
was on a raised concrete platform approached by a flight of concrete steps be168

tween flower beds filled with luxurious Canna lilies. On one occasion, someone
had killed a large “Rat-snake” several yards long and thick in proportion, and
laid it out full length on the Mess verandah at the top of the steps so that
people bounding up the steps would be surprised and hopefully jump off into
the flower beds! Not far from the Mess was a large emergency water-tank,
sunk into the ground, which harboured many noisy frogs, usually at their
noisiest in the evenings. It was said that a Squadron Leader ended up in this
tank during the Christmas festivities. About three-quarters of a mile west
was the Yeravda Jail with a clock which struck the hours on a particularly
mournful-sounding bell, and I would lie in bed at night listening to this and
counting the hours late at night.
I engaged a Bearer named Francis who proved to be very satisfactory and
dealt with my daily laundry and other arrangements. He spoke fair English
and often used the phrase - “You want it I get it” - if I asked him about
anything. I sent him to the Poona bazaar once to buy me a brass jug called
a lota which I wanted for an ornament, but instead of the plain brass article
he bought me a plated one which was not as attractive although he thought
it a superior one such as a sahib might like.
Our quarters were about four miles from Poona city, over the Mula River
and past the railway station. The streets to the north of the railway line were
laid out in an open manner with wide tree-lined roads and some gardens. It
was here that the Poona Club was situated. Beyond the station was the Indian
city with narrow built-up houses and shops, some with jutting balconies of
carved wood. There was a good bookshop which I visited frequently and
bought a number of books from while I was at Poona. There were several
coffee shops which served a refreshing cup of iced coffee in tall glasses, the
waiter pouring it into the glass from a height so as to produce a foaming head.
Having settled in my room, I then had to take over the No.234 Indian
Line Section which was under the control of Lt Pat.E.Williams who was being
posted to Bangalore after he had handed over to me. This process took nearly
a week owing to the size and complexity of the Section. Pat took it all in a
very easy-going manner and we paid several visits to the Poona Club with
his friends to use the open-air swimming pool and laze on the terrace in the
afternoons. We were not members but just gate-crashed in a confident manner
and got away with it although I think there was at least one paid-up officer
member in our party sometimes! Pat Williams seemed always short of money
and we made several trips into the Indian city where a merchant or baniya was
always prepared to cash cheques for a British officer for a small commission.
The usual charge was about one percent of the total amount.
I took advantage of this method of getting money myself as there were no
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Figure 9.1: Sahib Off Duty!
Relaxing outside my room on Poona Airfield
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other ways of cashing a cheque at these airfields and there were no banks. It
always worried me that any nondescript merchant would accept your cheque
for one hundred rupees (about £7.50), made out for say Rs.100 As.14 to
include his commission. What happened to the cheques, and how many hands
they passed through was a mystery, but the system always worked. On one of
my subsequent visits to this merchant for money after Pat had left the area,
it transpired that one of Pat’s cheques had been returned by the bank and
the merchant was anxious to trace his whereabouts! The matter was solved
after some correspondence.
An Army unit had a scale of personnel and stores laid down in what was
known as a War Establishment and this was the basis for handing/taking over
a particular unit, everything having to be checked and accounted for on the
W.E. list. There had been only a relatively few items in the Arkonam Detachment but the Poona Section was much larger and had a number of vehicles.
There were about 63 Indians, mostly Dogras, including a Jemadar, eleven
N.C.O.s, Drivers, Signalmen and eight Non-Combatants who were known as
Followers. These included a Cook, Barber, Water-carrier, Boot-maker, and
several Sweepers. Not all of these men were at Poona, a sizable detachment
with a British Corporal operated at the airfield at Hakimpet near Secunderabad, another detachment was at Bombay Company Headquarters, and
a third detachment was at Sambre, near the town of Belgaum, in charge of
L/Hav.Jagan Nath, where they had a very easy time away from supervision.
I never saw any of these men but was in touch by telephone, teleprinter and
mail, receiving regular reports and returns. I was also in contact with an Air
Trooping Signal Section, a small independent unit at the nearby Air Trooping
Transit Camp. This was made up of nine B.O.R.s and twelve Punjabi Muslims. Among them were switchboard operators and a teleprinter mechanic.
The Dogras were Hindus from the region of Jammu and Kashmir, and
there were two main castes, all of my Signalmen claiming to be Brahmans. In
the Army caste distinctions were minimised and they made no bones about
sharing their food with me when out in the field. The Dogras were a hardy and
martial race, and I found them good soldiers despite a tendency to squabble
between themselves. A lot of them were overdue for leave and restless and
once I had to put two men in the guardroom overnight for fighting. After a
while, I was able to send 17 men at a time on leave and send others on release
from the Army in batches of three or four as their periods of service expired.
This had a good effect and eliminated the bad elements in the Section, greatly
reducing the number of written applications which used to roll in.
I was responsible for the maintenance of six teleprinters operating at Flying
Control on meteorological and signal networks over India and managed to get
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Figure 9.2: 234 Indian Line Section, H.Q. Personnel, Poona, July 1946.
a teleprinter mechanic, Sigmn. Moores, who had worked for me at times at
Arkonam, posted to the Air Trooping Signal Section to save having to bring
a man up from Bombay on the train when we had a problem. Apart from
these teleprinters, our work was with the R.A.F., Army, and Post & Telegraph
Department in connection with the Station telephone exchange, and involved
line installation and the recovery of disused routes and poles.
To begin with, my big problem was the paperwork. Pat Williams had filled
a large cupboard with files, in many cases a single letter being filed in one
cover and it was quite difficult to trace any letter you wanted. I spent much
time in applying Occam’s Razor to this mass of files, much to the distaste of
my Section Havildar who was a born bureaucrat. We ended up with about
thirty files and some sort of order in each one.
The Section Office consisted of two rooms, an outer one where Havildar
Prem Chand, the senior Indian N.C.O. operated, and an inner one where I
had my desk. This room had one window and led directly into the outer
room without a door. The whole place was very poky and bare of comforts.
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Apart from my desk and chair the room only had only a large cupboard for
files, and the bare concrete floor was uncarpeted. We had no typewriter, all
correspondence being conducted in longhand with indelible pencil and carbon
copies. At times I was able to get the loan of an ancient typewriter from an
Indian Air Force officer who lived in a room near mine, and the nominal rolls
were typed on this machine.
The Indian Signalmen were quartered near the extreme westerly boundary
of the Group Domestic site where they occupied four bashas, one being the
Section Stores with a resident Storekeeper to keep an eye on things. A few
hundred yards away to the south-east was the Cookhouse and Followers’ quarters in an earth-floored basha which also served as a messroom. I inspected
all these places weekly and held a parade of the Section vehicles from time to
time in order to see that they were being properly maintained and all M.T.
tool kits were as they should be. Many tools were very worn and I found it
very difficult to get replacements through the usual channels.
These parades were held on Saturday mornings and the drivers would let
down the tailboards of the trucks and lay out their M.T. tools for checking,
together with the tool lists and other vehicle documents. On one occasion, at
the approach of the hot weather, a large “dust-devil” approached the parade
ground and moved rapidly across the area, removing all the papers from the
tailboard of one truck and taking them high into the air, while we all scattered
out of the way. The drivers had to chase across the countryside to rescue their
documents as the “dust-devil” subsided. These “dust-devils” were a feature of
the area as the hot weather increased, seemingly appearing out of nowhere
and increasing in intensity before finally collapsing. The powerful vortex of
rising air carried dust, grit and any other loose objects upwards in a strong
blast of hot air and was to be avoided for comfort’s sake!
I also held a weekly parade for the Section except for those on duty, and
while it was not really a drill parade they had to turn out at times with rifles
and be inspected. Our rifles were normally held in the Station Armoury and
only drawn out for these parades. I managed to get a few photographs of
the men on these parades, one which was taken near the I.O.R.s quarters
shows the Section H.Q. Personnel, a slight blur in the foreground showing the
Section kitten which would not sit still!
Shortly after taking over the Section, the senior Havildar, Prem Chand
invited me on an evening outing to a pleasure-ground near Poona known as
Hollywood City. This was a large fairground partly inside a building and
part open-air, gaudy with bright coloured lights and very noisy. It was very
crowded and obviously a popular night spot; I think I must have been the only
European present. Part of the complex was a concert hall where our party
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Figure 9.3: A parade of Signalmen of H.Q.Section at Poona.
adjourned to see a musical and dancing performance. Prem Chand had a crush
on one of the performers, an Indian lady who sang and danced, so we had to
sit near the front so as to get the full treatment! It became rather tedious after
a while. A small Indian band sat at one side of the stage while a succession of
ladies in magnificent saris danced and sang to their accompaniment. Most of
the dancing was with hands and arms and a peculiar sideways neck movement
holding the head vertical. Bare feet with metal anklets and bells also came
into the performance. Prem Chand had brought presents of a coconut and a
bottle of orange squash to give to his chosen lady; unfortunately, the bottle of
squash, which he had put under his seat got broken so he had to be content
with giving her a coconut only and seemed very put out.
I was given some money from Company H.Q. from a leisure fund for Indian troops, and they decided they would like some books to read. Jemadar
Maheshru Singh and I went down to Poona bazaar and found an Indian bookseller. The Jemadar chose a number of books in Urdu and Hindi script which
he assured me the men would enjoy. I never found out what they were about
except that some were “romances” but they got well used. I found that the
Army H.Q. in Poona also had some facilities for the welfare of Indian troops
and could supply a regular free newspaper called Jawan as well as vernacular
magazines, so we took advantage of this service, sending a truck down regularly to get supplies. Sometimes I went also and collected copies of Jawan in
English, Roman-Urdu, Urdu, Hindi, Marathi, Gurmukhi, Tamil and Telegu!
At the time, I was learning Urdu but found the script too difficult, especially
as printed in the newspapers. The title “Jawan” means “Soldier” but has a
more heroic ring about it than the usual word sipahi (sepoy). The Army Wel174

fare also supplied us with a wind-up portable gramophone, a supply of needles
and a regular change of Indian records which were very popular being about
the only entertainment available. The driver who collected the weekly newspapers also changed the records when everyone wanted a change. Towards
the end of my stay at Poona the gramophone was stolen from our storeroom
one night despite the presence of the Storeman, so I had to call for a Court of
Inquiry into its loss by independent officers from Bombay. I never found out
the outcome as I had left Poona before the Court was convened.
There was often a rowdy drinking group of R.A.F. officers in the Mess in
the evenings and I never went back there after dinner, spending the time in
my room reading or writing. At first, I found that the singing and din from
the Mess which went on until a late hour was a nuisance, and became heartily
sick of hearing one particularly popular record played on the radiogram at
full volume night after night. It was called “Rum and Coca-Cola” or at least
that was the constant refrain! So I changed rooms and moved to a vacant end
room of a block on the eastern edge of the site which was very peaceful. The
neighbours were quiet although after a time a pair of House Mynahs made
a nest on the top of the wall in one corner where it joined the roof. Every
morning I was awakened by them screeching as they started to feed their
chicks. They resented me being there in bed and always made a noise when
Francis brought me chhota haziri in the early mornings. One bird would face
into the room and swear at us in its own way. These House Mynahs were
not the same species as the well known talking Hill Mynahs, but were large
brown birds with yellow beaks, eye-patches and legs, black and white wings
and tails. The word mynah is the Urdu for starling and these birds behave
like our starlings and are even noisier.
From my room I only had to go round the end of the block and could
then walk over a wide expanse of rough empty ground, cut by several deep
gullies or nullahs which were quite dry except in the monsoons. This expanse
of open ground extended almost two miles without break before it ended at
the Tata Factory. I spent much time walking over it as it had a number of
interesting features, being rich in termite hills, lizards and occasional snakes.
Several pye-dogs lived in the area but they were very wary after being shot at
and were difficult to approach. I tried to stalk one once but never got within
a hundred yards of it. Usually, I wore a bush shirt and shorts but on one
occasion I took a walk one afternoon over this open ground without a shirt
and although I was not away for more than an hour, my shoulders were quite
badly burned, large blisters soon coming up and I had a few uncomfortable
days until it healed and the skin peeled off in large sheets. I never actively
sun-bathed as some did, lying out in time sun on their camp beds, but I
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was often out in the sun most of the day wearing my uniform hat and never
suffered any other burn problems. My knees became quite brown though!
So-called Tree Rats, a kind of squirrel, were very common around our area
and sometimes came into our rooms looking for food. I found one dead in my
room one day, and its bushy tail looked so attractive that I got my bearer to
cut it off with a razor blade as a souvenir. I think I later sent it home in a
letter to Margaret! On one occasion as I lay in bed in the early morning with
my cup of tea, Francis having gone for my hot water for shaving leaving the
door open, a large mangy and revolting pye dog walked in, saw me, calmly
turned and walked out much to my relief!
There was a Station Cinema on the Domestic Site not far away which I
went to sometimes in the evening. It was a very basic cinema with no frills
but quite good value at one rupee (7½ pence) for an evening’s entertainment.
One week the film “The Way Ahead”, a wartime classic of the time was to be
shown, and I thought I would take the Jemadar to see it with me as a treat.
He was not a particularly bright man and his English was not very good but
I thought that even if he didn’t understand the dialogue he might enjoy the
film. However, when we got there I found that there had been a change of film
and they were showing “Michael Strogof”, a highly dramatic and lurid epic
about a Russian officer captured by the Mongol Hordes invading Russia. I
found the American dialogue hard to follow but the Jemadar seemed to enjoy
the action thoroughly. We got some funny looks from the airmen as I don’t
suppose an Indian officer had ever been seen in the cinema before.
Insects were plentiful especially at night and I would sit in my room at
my desk with the window open and a reading lamp on, watching the moths,
beetles and other creatures that flew in attracted by the light. Sometimes, a
large mantis would fly in and perch on the desk, preying on moths and other
insects that dropped nearby. There were always small geckos or wall-lizards
which would appear in the pool of light from the lamp and snap up odd
morsels. Just outside the verandah on the bare ground between the blocks of
rooms was a termite colony. This looked like a small volcano about six inches
high and eighteen inches across with a central irregular hole around which
crowds of termites swarmed at night. They were guarded by soldiers with
formidable jaws who stood at the edges of the hole to keep other creatures at
bay.
On my trips into Poona on Saturday afternoons I found some good bookshops and bought a number of books at different times so I was not short
of reading matter. Among the books I bought were a chemistry textbook
(Holmyard) and one about the Mongols called “Batu Khan” on the 27th of
March, for Rs.9/6/0 (70 pence). On the 12th of May I bought a fascinating
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book about Sivaji for Rs.2/8/0 (18p) and later, a Bible for Rs.6/8/0 (48p) on
the 5th of June, and the complete works of Edgar Allan Poe for Rs.15 (£1.12)
and a copy of the Koran Rs.4/0/0 (30 pence), on the 15th of June. I still
have these books except for the chemistry textbook which was thrown out.
I usually got a lift into Poona on an R.A.F. truck but sometimes shared a
taxi with other officers. As a rule I walked back over the Yeravda Bridge and
past the Deccan College. I never visited the famous Connaught Boat Club
situated near the confluence of the Murtha and Mula Rivers above the weir
as this was a rather up-stage establishment for the “society people”.
*

* *

*

*

The R.A.F., pursuing their policy of installing a network of navigational
radar stations (“G” Chain), were building one in the Western Ghats at the
top of the hill-fort of Purandhar, a prominent feature at 4675 feet above sea
level. This very steep hill was crowned with the crumbling remains of stone
fortifications dating back to early Mogul times. The radar station was in
two parts, the main building being in the lower fort and the transmitters on
the summit of the fort, about 800 feet higher up. We were required to run
telephone lines between the two, which involved taking field cables up some
precipitous cliffs and over the old ramparts of the upper fort.
Access to even the lower fort and the R.A.F. site was difficult, the only
way up from the village of Purandhar on the plain was by a narrow dirt road
which zig-zagged to and fro (“hither and yon” as Prem Chand used to say)
up the very steep rocky hillside for about two miles. The only vehicles that
could use this road were 4-wheel drive jeeps which carried people and stores
up several times a day. It was said that through the heavy wear that these
jeeps were subjected to, it was necessary to put about half a gallon of oil in
the engine after each journey. It was quite a hair raising trip, perched in a
jeep with steep drops from the road and numerous hairpin bends round which
we ground in low gear.
I had several trips out to Purandhar with my signalmen and quite enjoyed
these outings. The journey from Poona airfield was about 30 miles by road,
starting with a steep but good road from Poona up Diva Ghat to a fairly level
plateau. The road across here to Sasvad was rather rough going and then we
were advised to drive across the river through a shallow ford well away from
the town and avoid using the town bridge owing to local tendency to stone
any vehicles crossing it. My drivers and signalmen always enjoyed this river
crossing, and a small group of locals usually gathered to watch, no doubt in
the hope of seeing us get stuck. Even after several weeks of monsoon rain
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Figure 9.4: Linesmen working under difficulties.
the river here was said to be fordable on a stony bottom, although the Mula
River at Poona was in full flood.
Sasvad had some big temples with burning ghats near the river, and also
a large fort-like citadel which I would have liked to explore. (The natives,
however, were supposed not to be friendly!) From Sasvad to Purandhar,
the road was gently uphill through small Mahratta villages and just past
Purandhar the road ended at a small cleared area at the base of the hill.
Having transported our equipment and ourselves to the Lower Fort terrace in
several jeep loads, we had to carry cables and wooden poles up to the foot of
the cliffs and haul them up on ropes so we could build our telephone lines out
clear of the bastion walls down a sheer drop of several hundred feet. It was
tiring work and I had a slight mishap when I slipped and fell into a clump of
spiny Euphorbia. As I was wearing shorts, it was quite a painful experience!
Of course, I took the opportunity to explore the whole of the hilltop which
was covered in places with the ruins of mosques and other buildings, mostly
just heaps of stone, but the gateways and bastions on the north side were still
standing although the battlements had gone. Another prominent hill to the
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east was Vazirgarh, also an old fortified stronghold, but too far away for me
to visit. Both sites have great natural defences and have been in use since the
fourteenth century. South west and south of Poona are a number of impressive
and historically important hill-forts in the Mahratta country, and there are
many stories connected with them during the early 17th century when the
Mahrattas were in revolt against the Great Moguls. The most important
forts are:- Sinhgarh, Torna, Rajgarh, Purandhar and Pratapgarh.
During this work I had a meal of curry and chapattis with the signalmen
who had brought prepared dixies of food which they heated over a wood
fire on the hillside. I was invited to join them and we had a very good hot
curry dinner sitting on the ground round the fire. Eating curry with your
fingers is not difficult with the help of pieces of chapatti! They all seemed
to enjoy the outing despite the hard work and wanted to come again on the
next expedition. I told them about the treasure supposedly buried under the
Shendi Bastion and we had a good look around the cliffs on which it stands.
There was a deep dark crevice into which one could crawl but was probably
a lurking place for snakes so we didn’t venture to explore.
On a later occasion I invited Mr.Conceisio, the local P&T telephone manager, to come with us to Purandhar and fitted him up with a camp chair in
the back of our truck. He was a rather stout pompous man, very full of his
own importance and rarely left his office in Poona where I often had to call
on him to smooth out problems with his employees on the airfield. In the
manner of Indian bureaucrats he usually kept me waiting in the outer office
until he could find time to see me but we got on fairly well. I think he was
of Portuguese/Indian origin. The weather was hot and the roads very dusty
but he seemed to enjoy the ordeal of 30 miles in the back of the truck and the
jeep ride. He brought his camera and took some photos of Purandhar and the
working party. Coming back, I let him sit in the cab with the driver and I
took the camp chair for a change. On the way down Diva Ghat, we ran over
a large snake, several yards long, which seemed to be asleep across the road.
The earliest mention of Purandhar was in the reign of the first Bahmani
king, Sultan Alau-d Din I (1347-58), a fierce, bigoted Muslim who obtained
possession of almost the whole of the Maharashtra from the Purandhar Range
to the Cauvery River in Mysore. Purandhar was fortified in 1350 with a single
path leading to the summit. The fort was well supplied with water from
catchment areas that filled up during the monsoons. When the Bahmani
kingdom broke up in 1512, the fort came into the possession of the Nizam
Shahi kings of Ahmadnagar. During their early rule, Purandhar was among
the forts reserved by the Government and never entrusted to Jagirdars or
estate-holders. However, when Sultan Bahadur Nizam Shah granted Poona
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to Maloji, grandfather of Sivaji in 1597, this fort passed into his hands. Sivaji
was born in Poona on the 16th of April 1627, and the same year the Moguls
took the fort from the son of Maloji, Shahaji, during the reign of the emperor
Jahangir. It was held by the forces of the Sultans of Bijapur until it was
recaptured by Sivaji by trickery in 1646.
An attempt to recapture Purandhar by the Bijapur army was defeated
by the treacherous murder of its leader, Afzul Khan, by Sivaji himself and
a surprise ambush of the leaderless Bijapur army. After this episode, the
Mahrattas under Sivaji’s leadershiyr held the fort until forced to surrender
to the superior forces sent by the emperor, Aurangzeb in 1665. This army
was lead by the Rajput, Raja Jai Singh, and the Afghan, Dilir Khan, both
formidable adversaries. Sivaji was coerced into a visit to the court of Aurangzeb at Agra, but after a while realising he was in a trap, contrived to
escape. In the ensuing Mahratta revolt, he recaptured Purandhar again in
1670 and it was held from after his death in 1680 until Aurangzeb took it
again in 1705 from Tarabhai, the widow of Rajaram, Sivaji’s son. With the
coming into power of the Peshwas of Poona, after the descendants of Sivaji,
Purandhar was the usual stronghold to which they retreated in times of strife.
It was surrendered to the British in 1818.
Looking to the south-west from the Officers Mess car park, one could see
in the distance a range of rocky hills with steep, north-facing scarps rising
above the ten mile long Khadadwasla Lake which lies in a westerly-trending
valley. On the summits of these hills were a number of forts, rich in history,
dating to the time of the Moguls and Sivaji. These forts commanded the
passes through the mountains to Bijapur and were originally held by Muslim
commanders. Conditions at one fort, Torna, were very bleak and during the
monsoon in 1646, the Commander finally lost patience with all the rain and
isolation, and marched his garrison down to the comfort of of the plains until
the weather got better! Sivaji took advantage of this move and occupied the
fort with a band of hillmen, seizing the arsenal and treasury. With the help
of these supplies of arms for his followers, and the money for bribery, and
using delaying tactics in dealing with the Bijapur authorities who demanded
an explanation of his action, Sivaji not only fortified another site at Rajgarh,
but bribed his way into possession of the important fort of Sinhgarh, eleven
miles south-west of Poona. Shortly after this he also occupied Purandhar by
trickery so that within a year, while the Bijapur authorities were still arguing
about his action at Torna, he had control of a chain of strong forts dominating
the approaches to his own lands at Poona.
Much later, after his submission to the Mogul Emperor, Aurangzeb, in
1665, many of these forts were taken over by the Moguls, but within a few
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Figure 9.5: Party of linesmen on the road at Deva Ghat during one of our
trips to Purandhar.
years, Sivaji regained control of most of them. Finally, Purandhar and Singharh were soon the only forts near Poona remaining in Mogul hands and
the Mahrattas proceeded to recapture these. The first attack was on the
formidable fort of Sinhgarh where steep basalt cliffs tower to 1400 feet above
Khadadwasla Lake. The walls of the fort were built at the top of fifty-feet
high, sheer, rocky cliffs, and the stronghold was manned by a about a thousand Muslim troops led by a renowned captain, Udai Baun. Sivaji, urged on
by his mother, planned an attack on this fort which was led by one of his best
captains, Tanaji. The assault was made up the sheer rock face, a rope being
carried up by a trained hill-iguana of large size to enable the attackers to
reach the summit. In the ensuing fighting, Tanaji was killed but the garrison
was taken by surprise, the fort captured and fires lit as a signal to Sivaji in
Poona.
Seeing these rugged hills with their forts I was always keen to visit them
but never had the opportunity, especially as I could not get any maps of the
wild area where they were, or the transport needed to travel there. The only
occasion that I managed to get a few days leave I spent it the Poona area. I
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had my meals in the Mess and went out for local walks, on my own, especially
to a rugged hilly area to the north of the airfield. After passing through a
cultivated region beyond the runways, I came to rougher country, which rose
to a series of flat topped hills, some of which I climbed. From here, I had
a grand view across the airfield and Poona towards the Western Ghats with
its hillforts. The rocky ground was covered with low thorny scrub between
boulders, and there were plenty of lizards, some being quite large iguanas
which stood quite still and I didn’t notice them until I got close when they
moved off at great speed, often giving me quite a start! There were also a
few bare trees which could be heard “singing” as I approached them owing to
large numbers of Cicada-like insects swarming in them, a most unusual effect.
Some of the lower growing bushes and plants were infested with large green
and brown grasshoppers which took off with a loud whirr of wings as I passed
by. Although this two day break was short I enjoyed it but was glad to get
back to routine next day.
I managed to get hold of a supply of 9mm ammunition and a Sten gun from
the R.A.F., so was able to organise some weapon training with my N.C.O.s
and Signalmen. After a short training session with empty magazines, I took
them on a morning’s firing at targets on the R.A.F. firing range. Here at a
distance of about 15 yards, they blazed off all the ammunition in single shots
and short bursts and thoroughly enjoyed themselves. I was glad that it all
went off without mishaps or accidents as the Sten was a crude and lethal
weapon. I had to supervise them individually, ensuring that each man held
the gun correctly, taking care to keep the fingers of his left hand well clear of
the bolt mechanism which could easily remove the finger tips of a carelessly
placed hand.
At about this time I got a request from Company H.Q. in Bombay to pay
a visit to a British Signalman who was in an isolation hospital at Poona, so I
went to see if I could do anything for him. He had suffered a near fatal attack
of smallpox, having been an objector to vaccination for some reason of his
own, but had by then recovered. I was allowed to visit him for a short time in
a private ward. The poor fellow was very badly disfigured by smallpox scars
and in a very low and depressed state. He was waiting for hospital clearance
before being sent back to the U.K. on compassionate release but was very
conscious of his terrible facial appearance and dreaded meeting people. There
was nothing I could get for him that he wasn’t able to get at the hospital and
I came away full of sympathy for him. I never saw him again as he was very
soon flown home.
*

* *
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*

Apart from the Camp Cinema which I visited from time to time, there was
little opportunity for public entertainment so the rare concert or play was
well attended. Once, a touring E.N.S.A. (Entertainments National Service
Association) group put on a good play which was very amusing; it concerned
the rivalry between an American G.I. and a British sailor for the affections of
a girl but even though the plot was trivial, the dialogue was very funny. The
R.A.F. also put on a show called “Airscrewy”, and Eddie Holgate, one of my
friends, took part. It was made up of a number of sketches and musical pieces
and was very enjoyable, especially as all the performers were well known to
us and there was a lot of leg-pulling.
The shows were put on in the Camp Cinema which had a stage and did
not show films every night. One night, as we walked back over the waste
ground from the cinema, there was a disturbance in a group of airmen ahead
of us. When we got near, we found that someone had trodden on a snake in
the dark. It was fortunate that he had not been bitten, as when it had been
stamped to death, it turned out to be a Banded Krait, one of a group of small
snakes regarded as being as venomous as cobras. This specimen was only a
few feet long with wide bands of yellow and black along its length.
As I wore a complete change of K.D. shorts and bush shirt each day, with
a pair of K.D. slacks and long-sleeved jacket at night, and all these garments
(with underwear and socks) were washed daily by the dhobi, they had to be
replaced as they became shabby. There was an Officers’ Shop at Command
H.Q. in Poona and I was able to buy khaki drill by the yard, stockings and
socks, underwear, towels and sheets at advantageous prices. I had my shorts,
slacks, jackets and shirts made by an Indian tailor or darzi who worked in a
room near our quarters, supplying him with the cloth and being measured.
The completed garments were always ready in a day or two. I thought I might
look smart in an outfit of olive-green drill as worn by some Indian Army units,
so I bought a length of material and had a jacket and a pair of slacks made
from it. Unfortunately, the tailor cut the jacket on the tight side, and although
it looked very good, it wasn’t the most comfortable wear on a hot night. The
cloth belts for these drill jackets had an interchangeable brass buckle which
my bearer polished for me daily. In the same block of rooms where the tailor
operated was one occupied by a shoemaker or mochi, who made me a pair
of very comfortable leather shoes with crepe soles. In army slang, these were
known as “brothel-creepers”. He also made me a pair of open-toed sandals
or chapplis. These were a regular army issue to the Indian troops under the
Storeman’s designation as “Chapplis, Frontier pattern”, and were worn usually
off duty. The shoemaker would only require an outline drawing of one’s foot
on a piece of paper in order to make a shoe, so I wrote to Margaret for such
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Figure 9.6: Camp Entertainment: “Of course when I was at Poonah - ”
a pattern and had a pair of shoes made for her. I don’t think she allowed
enough room round her feet when she drew the outlines because the finished
shoes were too tight and she didn’t wear them. We were allowed to send a
limited number of duty-free parcels home by Forces Mail; after wrapping them
in paper the parcels had to be sewn up in calico with a Customs Declaration
pasted on before sending away. Knowing the food rationing problems at home,
I sent some large tins of clarified butter and tinned “Spam” to Frodsham and
Farnworth when I could get them and I think they all arrived safely.
The Station Officer’s Mess Committee invited the Nursing Sisters from
the Poona Military Hospital to a reception and we were all prevailed upon to
entertain them. The Mess Secretary approached us all to help out so I found
myself trying to be sociable in a group of R.A.F. officers and Army Nurses.
We had to treat them to drinks and I found this difficult as I didn’t drink and
was quite unfamiliar with the names of the cocktails I was asked to get from
the bar. I had never heard of a “John Collins” or any of the other exotic things
they wanted. As soon as I could extract myself from the throng, I made my
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Figure 9.7: I bought some olive-green drill from the Officers Shop and had it
made into a jacket and slacks by a local tailor. He made it fit too snugly for
comfort and consequently because of this I only wore it on special occasions.
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escape and went back to my room for a quiet read!
*

* *

*

*

Due to the shrinking commitments of our telephone services which were
increasingly being taken over by the civilian Posts & Telegraph Department,
we were busily engaged in the recovery of many miles of poled field cable
routes round airfields. My detachments at Sambre and Hakimpet were doing
the same, and were selling off the wooden poles locally and salvaging the field
cable. I had one group of Signalmen always employed on this work on the
airfield and went out to direct operations from time to time. It was slow work
to dig out the wooden poles and I speeded it up by using one of our larger
trucks to pull them over with a rope. It was probably rather naughty to use a
truck for this but as the poles were usually only 15 feet long and were rather
rotten at the base after being in the ground for many years, it worked very
well and saved the men a lot of labour.
As we were recovering so much cable we soon ran out of steel cable drums
so I took a working party to the Poona Army Dump to get a supply. We
loaded a truck with them and at the same time the driver, on his own account
“acquired” some scrap M.T. tools, spanners, pliers, etc. for his mates. This
was a bit of a racket really, for if the drivers had tool deficiencies through
whatever reason, they were supposed to pay for them by stoppages of pay,
but if they could produce a tool that was considered unserviceable they could
get it replaced by a new one. I only had to sign for the cable drums, and did
not know about these tools until much later!
By this time the weather was getting very hot and the dump closed down at
noon as metal became too hot to handle after being in the sun until then. I had
much trouble with the civilian telephone engineer who worked on the airfield
during this transitional period and we had arguments about who should do
what until I went to see his boss, Mr.Conceisio, in his Poona office. It was
eventually decided that they would be responsible for phones, and we would
look after the supply of lines, but this was always a source of friction when it
came to practice.
*

* *

*

*

On Sunday mornings, I would attend at a nearby hut which was used as
a chapel, for a short service held by the R.A.F. Padre, a Methodist Minister.
He had a close association with the Poona Methodist Church and organised
a weekly truck to take a party from the airfield to the Sunday evening service
at this church. I went regularly to this service which was normally quite short
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and followed by tea and biscuits and some social event before the truck took
us back to the camp. A “spelling-bee” was a popular item and I won a quite
undeserved reputation for correct spelling on one occasion when I was the
only person able to spell “saccharine”! One of my R.A.F. officer friends gave
a talk on “Radioactivity” and borrowed my chemistry textbook to refresh his
memory on the subject.
One Saturday, the R.A.F. Padre and I had an outing to visit the Ramabai
Mukti mission station at Kedgaon, about 35 miles to the east of Poona. He got
hold of a station waggon and with one or two others we made a reconnaissance
trip with the idea of taking a party of airmen to the mission at a later date.
The site was in the open level country between the Poona-Dhond road and
railway line, and covered 114 acres with its buildings, farm and gardens.
Ramabai was a high-caste Indian lady who became a Christian and after being
widowed, became involved in the relief of poor Hindu widows, blind girls and
unwanted girl children. The mission was staffed by Indian and international
missionaries, one of whom was Miss Craddock, the sister of Mrs.Snell whose
husband was in charge of the Frodsham branch of the National Children’s
Home. There were several other missionaries including several from the U.S.A.
They made us very welcome and showed us round the mission compounds.
Although basic and without frills, everywhere was very neat and tidy. The
small girls in one compound were very lively and surrounded us in a brighteyed, cheerful group. They liked to be picked up and held up high in the air
so we had to do this for them. I was very impressed by their fragility and it
was no effort at all to pick up and swing in the air the thin skinny bodies of
these tiny girls who felt like dolls.
Another compound was reserved for older blind girls, and we were told
that a major problem was to ensure that it was kept free from snakes for
the safety of the residents. We did not see any of these blind girls and we
were not allowed into the compounds for widows and older residents. After
some refreshments, we returned to Poona, and not long afterwards, the Padre
organised another visit with a truckload of airmen and others. I joined this
party and this time we had a more extended tour of the site, going round the
farming area and visiting the missionary cemetery across the railway lines.
The weather had been threatening for some time and on the way back to the
Mission, a severe thunderstorm broke accompanied by torrential rain. On one
of the railway lines was a large, empty, steel waggon into which we all climbed
rapidly to wait for the end of the downpour. The ground was soon flooded and
lightning was striking the railway lines and surrounding fields. We started to
debate how safe we were in a steel truck on steel rails and people started to
get more and more nervous.
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One group thought that the truck would act as a Faraday Cage and we
would be quite safe; a view I shared. Others suggested that as lightening was
an oscillatory discharge, it could jump from the steel roof to our heads in
taking the path of least resistance. As the storm went on, everyone became
more nervous and finally most of them made a dash through the rain for the
Mission. A few of us waited until the rain had lessened a little and then ran
for it, so we never found out which theory was correct! We all got very wet
in going the relatively short distance, but once inside were able to dry off by
a stove in the kitchen.
The more extensively soaked earlier group were wrapped in blankets while
their clothes were drying and sat round with cups of tea having a sing song.
On the whole, it was a very interesting day out! (Years later, Miss Craddock
was on leave at Frodsham and came to see us. The Mission was still flourishing
but she said that, since Indian independence, they were having a lot of trouble
with the Poona bureaucrats when they wanted anything done.)
The long road between Poona and Kedgaon was quite busy with bullock
cart traffic. The road was wide enough to allow two vehicles to pass but
had a decided camber so as to drain off the monsoon rains. There was an
earthen “hard shoulder” on each side before the ground fell away into drainage
ditches. Although metalled, the constant traffic of the iron-rimmed wheels of
the bullock-carts, which normally travelled in the middle of the road, had
worn two broad, shallow ruts. Once in these grooves, the carts travelled as
though on a railway, the drivers often dozing off while the patient bullocks
plodded on their way. Driving a truck on these roads was tedious, as one was
continually meeting or passing carts which could not give way quickly and
needed to be hooted at. A story circulated in the Mess that, at night, it was
possible to turn a cart round quietly at a suitable junction, and send it back
the way it had come without wakening the driver, and if a series of carts was
involved, the bullocks would all turn after each other, all the drivers being
fast asleep!
During May, I was able to taste my first mango as they became plentiful
and cheap. At about this time also we were bothered by “mango-flies”, small
black flies which did not bite but had a very irritating habit of hovering just
in front of one’s eyes, seemingly attracted by the moisture. They were very
persistent and the only way to discourage them was to smoke. I bought a
pipe and started to smoke it when they were troublesome and found this
quite effective. I never smoked cigarettes and was never a serious pipe smoker
but kept up the practice until after I got home to the U.K. until Margaret
stopped me!
Eddie Holgate had moved to another R.A.F. station but came to visit his
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friends at Poona, and at the same time Pat Williams came for several days
on leave from Bangalore. There was a room shortage so they stayed with me,
moving in with two charpoys and their gear. They also hired two bicycles
so they could get into town and back at odd hours, so my room was rather
full. They were out most of the days at the Poona Club and elsewhere, but
spent the evenings drinking in the Mess, coming in well after midnight, rather
“tiddly”, on several nights and waking me up. As you might expect, they
came in speaking in exaggerated whispers and knocking things over in their
attempts not to wake me up. I pretended to be asleep as I knew that once we
got talking, we would be at it for a long time.
Towards the end of June, the weather, which had been getting hotter and
more oppressive became changeable and we started to get dust storms and
some heavy rain. The rain quickly dried up in the hot sun and made things
very humid and uncomfortable. It was very interesting to see the surrounding
bare earth near my quarters rapidly take on a covering of green as plants
started to grow. This was accompanied by a sudden increase in the insect
population, with many flying moths and beetles crowding round my reading
lamp at night. It was as though everything was waking up after sleeping
during the hot weather.
*

* *

*

*

At the beginning of July 1946, I received orders to hand over 234 Indian
Line Section at Poona to a new Indian officer and then move to Bombay, where
I was to be based at Company H.Q. I had enjoyed a great deal of independence
at Poona with only a small degree of contact with H.Q. at Bombay, and now
was to come into closer contact with my superiors on a daily basis. The Indian
officer duly arrived and turned out to be a fairly newly commissioned young
Sikh, 2/Lt. Jagbir Singh. As he was taking over my room he stayed with me
during the week necessary to introduce him our work and check stores and
equipment. He was quite easy to get on with and spoke very good English, so
we managed very well. I had not worked with Sikhs before so it was a good
chance to learn about them. All Sikhs have the name “Singh” which means
“Lion-hearted”, or “Lion”, and are usually referred to by their first names.
They wear their hair long, wound into a bun which is fastened with a ribbon
and covered by a turban, and in the Army they wind their beards around
a cord which is then tucked behind their ears. It was interesting to watch
Jagbir wind his turban round his head every morning; I sometimes held the
end of this long length of cloth while he rotated towards me, winding it round
his head in tight folds.
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Sikhs have five ritual symbols known as the five “K”s; Kesha, or uncut
hair, Khanga, a small steel comb set in the hair, Kara, a steel bracelet on the
wrist - a rudimentary war-quoit or discus, Kirpan, a sword or small dagger,
and Khachha, short underpants for modesty. All these things have a religious
significance. Sikhism as a distinct creed dates back to the 15th century when
Guru Nanak, the founder, set up a new religious group, an offshoot from
Hinduism. At first it was a sect of quiet mystics proclaiming the unity of
God in a similar manner to Islam, but later after much persecution from the
Moguls, it became a fierce military order, by the time of the Emperor Jahangir.
The Granth Sahib or Adi Granth, the Sikh sacred text, was compiled in 1604
by the fifth Guru, Arjun, who was later executed by the Moguls. The tenth
and last Guru, Govind Singh who was murdered in 1708, is regarded as the
real founder of the Sikh military power which he organised to oppose the
Moguls. Once initiated, the members of the Sikh brotherhood were known as
the Khalsa or “Pure”; this is referred to in the common Sikh greeting of “Sat
Shri Akhal !”
Jagbir was very intrigued with a crossword puzzle in a Sunday paper, and
had obviously never seen one before. He became very excited at the prospect
of winning a prize of Rs.100 or so, and rapidly completed the simple puzzle.
I had to show him that his chances were very slim, as not only would there
be vast numbers of entries but as there were lots of alternative answers, the
chance of getting the correct solution was remote.
When the handing over process was completed, I packed my gear and
moved by train to Bombay, arriving at Bombay Central to be picked up by a
truck and taken to the H.Q. of No.1 Company 5 Indian Air Formation Signals
at Colaba Point, where I had been on the 8th of March. Major Rowe had left
and been replaced by a Sikh, Major Gurbachan Singh with Captain Ali Khan
as his second-in-command. I was to replace Lt. John Handy, who, as well as
being O/C.273Ind Tele Op Section was Company Imprest Account Holder for
pay. And so having first arrived in Bombay in October 1945, I found myself
back there again.
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Chapter 10

Back to Bombay
I arrived in Bombay on Thursday, the 11th of July 1946, during the monsoon
period and after the slightly cooler climate of the Deccan plateau at an altitude of about 2,000 feet I found it a drastic change to hot and very humid
conditions. I found this very trying, despite ceiling fans in the rooms and lots
of cool drinks, and it took me some weeks to get used to it. I would have
a “cold” bath at midday but on dressing again my bush shirt would soon be
wet with the perspiration brought on with the effort of towelling. The climate
was very enervating and not conducive to any effort, physical or mental.
Together with the other officers of the Company H.Q. I was quartered in
the R.A.F. Officer’s Mess in the Adelphi Hotel on the west side of Bombay,
close to Church Gate railway station and not far from Back Bay and the
Arabian Sea. The whole building was occupied and run by R.A.F. personnel,
the mess-rooms being on the ground floor and entered from the hotel foyer
and reception. In the foyer were a flight of stairs and two lifts which I found
indispensable as my rooms were on the fourth floor! Here I had a large living
room and a bathroom on the south-east corner of the building. On the east,
a sizeable covered balcony opened from the living room and was equipped
with two easy chairs and cushions. The balcony was fitted with two venetian
blinds so I could shade it if necessary.
In my living room there were two windows, a wide one which was almost
always left open, opening on to the balcony, and another in the south wall
which faced the adjacent multi-story office block of the B.B. & C.I. Railway
Offices, and gave me a good view to the west of the Church Gate railway
station. The floors were of terrazzo with no mats or floor coverings. The
living room was furnished with a divan bed (without a headboard), a table
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and lamp, a chair, a cane easy chair, and a roomy wardrobe with shelves and
space to hang clothes. There was a slight problem with the metal reading
lamp which gave a smart shock unless carefully operated! In one corner of the
room was a large built-in cupboard but as this was mostly filled with residual
equipment and books left by previous occupants, it was not much use for
storage and my tin trunk and camp kit had to sit on the floor in a corner of
the room. The windows were fitted with rather dingy brown curtains, badly
in need of washing.
The Adelphi Hotel was in an area well supplied with trees and from my
balcony I looked out to the east over masses of greenery and coconut palms,
only broken by the roofs and upper stories of houses. To the east and on the
same block of land as the hotel was a rather large and modern Parsi temple.
(At times I could hear chanting from the worshippers but otherwise it was
a very quiet and dignified structure). I didn’t have a bearer at Bombay, the
Indian messwaiters attended us at meals and I looked after my own clothes
and bed-making, giving my laundry to the dhobi when he called at my rooms
each day. The rooms were very quiet as the hotel was solidly built of reinforced
concrete, and I never heard anything of my neighbours above, below, or at
the sides. Altogether much more palatial and comfortable than any of the
previous places I had been living in! Despite being on the fourth floor the
room was explored by streams of ants which crossed the floor in lines searching
for food. Usually, I only had some fruit, but found that if I had something
like a Mars bar on a shelf in my wardrobe it would be eaten piecemeal by ants
if I left it there for any length of time. On the landings I saw an occasional
cockroach but I never was aware of any in my rooms.
We commuted twice daily in a station wagon to the Company H.Q. in the
barrack area at Colaba, a distance of about 2½ miles. Sometimes we made a
detour to drop off C.Q.M.S. Blackmann who lived with his Chinese wife in a
flat near the Taj Mahal Hotel. At the Colaba barracks we had the Company
Office, Quartermaster’s Stores, quarters and messrooms for the British and
Indian troops, cooking facilities, vehicle park and a small parade ground. The
office buildings were the usual single-story concrete structures with raised and
covered verandahs opening on to small patches of grass and hedges, while the
men were in the usual bashas with extra sheets of matting on the upper parts
of the walls to keep them cooler in the hot weather. In very hot conditions the
matting could be sprinkled with water to cool down the interior of the huts.
It was known as “khas-khas tatti” and was sometimes put up on buildings in
the city, such as banks, in very hot weather.
The Company Commander, Second-in Command and I had three adjacent
rooms next to the Company Office where the office staff worked. We were in
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Figure 10.1: At ease on my private balcony at the Adelphi Hotel.

touch by a system of field telephones which we operated by hand ringers. One
ring was for the C.O., two for the Second-in-Command, three for myself, four
for the Company Office and five for the Quartermaster-Sergeant. It was easy
to lose count of the rings and once, when trying to ring the Q.M.S., I gave six
rings by mistake - he answered in imitation of an Indian servant “Chowkidar
here, Sahib!”. (i.e. Night-watchman). Cooking was carried on out in the open
or under a lean-to using a method of burning oil/water drips in an iron tray
under the dixies or kettles, or what were called “degchies”, to hold the food.
To do this a drip of waste oil fell down a sloping sheet-iron channel into the
tray while water was also dripped on to the sheet from a holed drum. The
resulting splatter of oil droplets ignited and burnt steadily when the flows
were correctly adjusted.
There were other Army units in the Colaba area but there never seemed to
be large numbers of men or vehicles about. The buildings were scattered on
either side of the road that led down to the Point. In the area were numbers
of trees and wild banana plants, the latter being frequently cut down for use
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as decoration at the bashas when the troops had parties. On the west side
of the peninsula there had been an ambitious project to reclaim a large area
of land behind a broad concrete wall. Only part of this had been carried out
at this time and much of it was still sea. The sea-wall at Back Bay was to
continue to Colaba but there was still a large uncompleted section. It was a
pleasant walk southwards round Back Bay to where Marine Drive ended and
the completed sea-wall continued some way towards Colaba Point. Along here
there was no beach, the wall rising from deep water, but the water was clear
and you could see shoals of pipefish swimming along. Marine Drive itself was
a dual carriageway of concrete with a central “grass” reservation.
One day I walked to the southern end of Colaba Point where there was a
lighthouse. At the end of the road by the Point was an old English cemetery,
very neglected and overgrown, but full of stone memorials, mostly of the 19th
century, commemorating men, women and children, the casualties of malaria,
cholera, plague and other maladies among the English garrison. Many of
these memorials were to young adults and small children, poignant reminders
of the unhealthy conditions under which the European families lived in the old
Bombay cantonment. Farther up the peninsula past the barracks and on the
east side, was the beach where the fishermen landed their catch, running their
boats on to the beach and selling the freshly-caught fish on the spot. Buyers
dashed off with their purchases to cook them as the fish rapidly deteriorated in
the heat. We had a fish course from time to time in the Mess at the Adelphi;
it was usually one called a pomfret rather like a large plaice and was very
tasty.
I took over 273 Indian Tele Op Section from John Handy on the 16th of
July and he showed me round in detail before he left on posting. He took me
to the Bombay Army Pay Office to meet the Paymaster who was to supply me
with money as I was now responsible for pay and allowances for the Company
H.Q. as well as the Sections at Colaba. The Paymaster was an Indian Captain
and I got to know him quite well as I visited him regularly to collect money.
He was a Muslim and often tried to draw me into religious discussions and
arguments about Christianity, asking awkward questions which were difficult
to answer. I always collected paper money in small denomination notes of
Rs.1,2,5 or 10. These were stapled together in bundles of brand-new notes.
I never received any used notes from him. At the same time that I collected
the money, I also collected and paid for the Officer’s beer and spirit rations,
as everyone was entitled to a monthly ration which was eagerly taken up. As
I didn’t drink there were always willing people to relieve me of my ration. I
was lumbered once with a box of a dozen cans of lager when someone changed
their mind, but after trying a few cans I gave the rest away to visitors.
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Figure 10.2: Personnel of No.1 Company Headquarters, 273 Tele.Op. Section
and others at Colaba Barracks at the farewell to C/O Major Gurbachan Singh.

The officer commanding 5 Indian Air Formation Signals at this time, was
Lt.Col. Grey, with his H.Q. at Bangalore, and he toured regularly to visit his
outlying Companies at Madras and Bombay. (No.1 Company was at Bombay,
No.2 was at Bangalore and No.3 at Madras.) He had an uncanny knack of
turning up at Bombay just as I collected the liquor ration, and would call
in my office and appropriate a bottle of whisky from my supplies before I
could distribute them (without paying, of course!). During the time I was at
Bombay I had to treat him to a number of bottles in this way when I was
unable to distribute the ration before he arrived. A story circulated to the
effect that if he ever went missing on the railways, a reward notice would be
posted saying - “Answers to the call Whisky!”.
Major Gurbachan Singh, our Company C.O. was a reserved man and we
saw nothing of him outside office hours and when travelling to and from the
Adelphi Hotel. He had a knowledge of botany and on one occasion while we
were waiting for our driver, discoursed on the dispersal of seeds in connection
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with the exploding fruits of some large plants of Impatiens which grew by our
office verandah. In contrast, Capt.Ali Khan, the Second-in Command, was
very friendly, although he tended to be rather pompous. He was an enthusiast
about Napoleon regarding him as a Military genius, and had a bust of him in
his room. He was very well spoken and I never saw him flustered or annoyed
by anything. When out with him in our station waggon and the driver was
driving too fast in the congested streets he would gently reprimand him, saying
in a quiet voice “Ahiste, ahiste chalo”. (Slowly, go slowly).
Company Quartermaster Sergeant Blackmann was an efficient Regular
soldier, wise in the ways of the Army. He was friendly and once gave me a
large folder of a correspondence course on “Political Science” which I tried to
read but found it very boring and stiff with political jargon so I deposited it
in the junk cupboard in my room for the attention of the next occupant. The
senior Viceroy’s Commissioned Officer was Subedar Arthur, a very chubby,
cheerful man who was responsible for the Indian troops generally. I took a
photo of him on a motor-bike and he insisted I should take it at an angle so as
to give the impression that he was riding up a hill. I have an idea that he was
an Anglo-Indian with some European blood but I never found out for certain.
He spoke excellent English and was an able officer who was very useful to me
in dealing with the Indian Sections.
Subedar Arthur was the cause of much correspondence I had to deal with
involving the Army Pay Office at Meerut. He had been on leave at some time,
and while travelling by train using an Army travel warrant he had been made
to pay an excess fare for a dog he had with him. He maintained that as a
V.C.O. he was entitled to a warrant for the dog. Many letters passed between
the Company Office (i.e. me) and Meerut quoting chapter and verse of the
Army Act (India) as to the rights of his case. I don’t remember that the matter
was ever settled but it caused me a lot of trouble and much correspondence
with the “babus” at Meerut who were very exact and fussy about details and
queried any slight detail in the best bureaucratic manner. I was advised to
develop an illegible signature on my letters to Meerut so as to make it harder
for them to trace the originator of the letters they received.
It was posted in Company Daily Orders that any B.O.R.s having Income
Tax queries were to report to me as an expert, and I was faced with several
awkward problems on a subject about which I knew nothing. Very embarrassing! The Company Imprest Accounts were kept using a double-entry system
of book-keeping which was quite new to me and I made many mistakes before
I got the hang of it; my account book with lots of corrections was not as neat
as John Handy’s work!
The weather at the end of July and beginning of August was very wet at
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times and on one occasion over six inches of rain fell in about the same number
of hours. From my room I could see the platforms at Church Gate station just
above the flooded tracks and no trains could run until the floods had gone
down. The water drained fairly quickly but we drove to work through flooded
streets with some difficulty. We passed a number of drowned cats and dogs
which were already being fed on by crows and other birds; we tend to forget
the important part played by scavengers in clearing away carrion.
Church Gate station was very busy, thousands of commuters travelling into
the city every day to work in offices, banks and shops, and as we travelled back
to the Adelphi for our midday meal we could see crowds of coolies coming from
the station area carrying brass tiffin-carriers on their heads, taking lunches to
the office workers at their places of work. A small group of coolies attached to
the Adelphi Hotel usually lounged about in the courtyard below my window,
and one day when I leaned out of the window I accidentally dropped my pipe
which fell on the concrete courtyard without breaking. One of the men got
up and walking across, picked it up and smoked it! Needless to say, I didn’t
bother to go down to retrieve it! A trick of the officers in the hotel was to race
in the lifts to see who could get to the ground floor first. The lifts travelled at
slightly different speeds depending on how many passengers they carried and
there was a lot of cheating in which we all joined. It was sometimes quicker
down the stairs!
*

* *

*

*

As the weather got drier and hotter it was quite an eerie sight to walk round
the streets at night as we did on our way to the air-conditioned comfort of
the cinema. In some parts of the city the pavements were lined with shrouded
figures, like so many corpses, where men were sleeping out in the open. The
basement rooms where they normally slept had their windows wide open and
you could see only a few men sleeping in the rows of charpoys amid a hot fug
which hit you as you walked past outside. As soon as disturbances and rioting
took place at the beginning of September, these shrouded forms disappeared
and the streets in this part of the city were completely deserted at night.
I was always fascinated by the heavy burdens placed on carts and lorries;
one day travelling to Colaba after lunch, we passed a cart laden with heavy
iron bars and pulled by some sweating coolies. Its narrow wheels were fitted
with iron rims which had gone through the surface of the road and pulled
out large lumps of tarmac thus making the wheels no longer round, while the
poor men struggling with it were only succeeding in pulling up more of the
road in their efforts to make progress.
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It was always interesting to walk round Bombay although my walks were
usually confined to the western and southern parts of the city. Areas north of
Crawford Market were not so salubrious and certain areas were out of bounds
to the troops. It was a pleasant walk along Marine Drive to Chowpati and
Malabar Hill and the Hanging Gardens, where, on the hill, a beautifully kept
topiary garden gave fine views of Back Bay. The gardens were built over the
large city reservoir which gave no indication of its presence. Down the hill on
Chowpati beach, Hindu religious ceremonies took place and groups of people
were often to be seen carrying out rituals and making offerings. Such offerings
were also made on the east side of the island near Apollo Bunder, a better
class area near the Taj Mahal Hotel; on several occasions I saw neatly dressed
men throw a few marigold garlands into the sea and perhaps break a coconut
on the sea wall and throw the pieces into the harbour as some kind of offering.
Near Chowpati, on Malabar Hill, were the Parsi Towers of Silence in a walled
enclosure. Here the bodies of their dead were exposed on the towers to be
eaten by the attendant vultures. The Parsis believe that both fire and earth
are sacred and must not be used to dispose of bodies. I did see one funeral
procession near Chowpati with a white-swathed body on a litter but whether
it was a Hindu or a Parsi funeral I couldn’t tell as it was in the distance.
Just east of the Adelphi Hotel area were four large open spaces, grasscovered and fringed with coconut palms. They extended over a mile from
north to south and were generally a few hundred yards across. The area was
known generally as the Maidan and was much used for recreation, cricket and
other games as well as for promenading. To the east of the Maidan the city
became busy with shops, banks and much activity. I walked around here quite
a lot and once had my photograph taken in a studio in Hornby Road, with
dubious results! It was virtually impossible to buy film for my own camera
but a large Kodak shop had plenty of 8mm Kodachrome cine film. This was
rather frustrating especially as the only cine camera that I was able to find on
sale was a very second-hand one with a projector and screen at an exorbitant
price. I have always been rather glad that I didn’t buy it! As monochrome
film was almost impossible to find I tried to make it go further by masking
off half of the camera so as to get twice as many pictures on a roll. By this
means I was able to get 16 pictures size 2¼ x 1 85 inches instead of 8 pictures
size 3¼ x 2¼ inches! My camera was a Kodak Brownie box camera which my
father had bought me in 1938, and which cost 12 shillings and sixpence, being
a superior model with portrait attachment - a small subsidiary lens! Despite
wartime shortages, Margaret was able to send me film at times, and it was
sometimes possible to get surplus R.A.F. aerial camera film from a airfield
photographic club, although this was rather thick and very contrasty film cut
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down from large sheets.
One Sunday a trip by launch to Elephanta Island was available but I was
not able to join it for some reason and although it turned out to be a long and
hot day I was sorry that I couldn’t have gone. Elephanta Island or Gharapuri
is about six miles east of Bombay across the harbour. Elephanta Island is
famous for its great rock-cut temple of Siva dating from the 7th-8th century
A.D. This temple which is entirely cut out of solid rock is about 120 feet
square with rows of carved columns and a Siva-linga shrine in the centre,
while the recessed back wall is carved with a colossal three headed sculpture
of Siva as Mahadeva. This stands about eighteen feet high from its chest
to the top of its high curving crowned head. To either side are full length
figures of guardians, each about thirteen feet high, cut out of the rock with
the temple.
*

* *

*

*

273 Indian Tele Op Section for which I was responsible had a detachment
at Baroda where there was a small R.A.F. landing ground and I was required
to pay them a visit of inspection to check on their facilities and problems.
There were only a few Indian Signalmen in charge of a Lance Naik and they
had very light duties as the airfield was being run down. I travelled on the
Frontier Mail from Bombay Victoria Terminus in the evening of August 18th.
I travelled on “Form E”, but as I was only going on temporary duty I was only
able to claim 1½ First Class fares as expenses, but paid ½ First Class fare of
Rs.16 As.7 (£1.22) thus making a “profit” of one First Class fare i.e. £2.44!
After a pleasant journey of about 230 miles I reached Baroda rather late at
night and after trying in vain to get in touch with the airfield by phone, decided
to settle down for the night in the first-class waiting-room at the station. This
room contained several long cane-chairs of the type with extended arms that
you could stretch out and put up your legs, so I settled down to wait for
morning. I dozed off for a short time only to be awakened by a number of
bites on my neck from bed-bugs which had crawled out of cracks in the chair.
While I was getting rid of these, an Indian driver appeared to say that he had
a truck going to the airfield, so I collected my kit and got on board. This was
rather a job as it was full of Indian soldiers with their wives and children going
to a camp near the airfield. However, they were very matey and crowded up to
make room for me and my kit; I sat on the end of a bench at the back next to
an Indian lady with a small child on her knee. This infant had enormous dark
eyes which it kept on me during the journey to the airfield. They dropped me
off near the Officers Mess which was by this stage in total darkness and after
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Figure 10.3: A “snake-charmer” outside the Adelphi Hotel.
He has a mongoose and a harmless snake from a basket.
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hunting about without finding anyone, I decided to look for a place to spend
the rest of the night.
A few hundred yards away over a rough grassy area was a row of empty
rooms, a few of which contained charpoys, although the rooms lacked doors or
windows and were very run down. I set up my mosquito net and bedroll on a
charpoy in the most promising room (it was very dark at the time and I only
had matches to see with), and settled down. I slept well and was awakened
by the sound of trucks and activity at the Mess; my room looked terrible in
the bright sunshine! I found a place to wash and shave and went over to the
Mess and had breakfast. Here, I found out that a tiger had been seen crossing
the runway a few days before, and it wasn’t considered a very good thing to
sleep in the deserted quarters as I had done!
After breakfast I inspected my Detachment, a pleasant and well run group
of Hindu Signalmen who didn’t seem to be overworked and had everything
they needed. I spent a long morning with them and after tiffin at the Mess
was taken back to Baroda station in a truck for the return journey. I didn’t
get a chance to see much of Baroda on this flying visit. Although I had no
seat reservation, I was able to get a berth in a First-Class compartment which
I thought I might have to myself, but before the train left, a seemingly very
important Hindu Holy-man with his chela or disciple took over one of the
remaining berths. He was a middle-aged man with a great dignity of bearing,
dressed in voluminous robes of a dingy reddish-brown colour. His attendant
disciple was similarly dressed and carried their possessions in a number of
bundles wrapped up in the same coloured cloth. The presence of this eminent
man who was obviously well known (except to me), caused a crowd to gather
on the platform, and a succession of people crawled into the compartment in
succession to kiss his feet and bring offerings of food and garlands, which were
collected by the disciple. I found it quite fascinating. They ignored me after
preliminary bows and smiles on both sides, and there was little conversation
even by the worshippers. After the train moved off, this scene was repeated
at the next station so the man was obviously of some importance in the area,
although I never found out who he was. We reached Bombay during the
evening and I got transport back to the Adelphi.
A few days later I had some severe toothache and paid a visit to the R.A.F.
dentist in Bombay. The trouble was caused by the upper, back, left molar
which was just level with the gum; it was not decayed as it had barely come
through the gum. He decided to extract it and gave me an injection. The
next thing I remember was lying on the floor while he gave me a restorative
of sal volatile! The tooth was extracted, the dentist having to cut away the
gum to get at it, and it bled copiously. I was advised to bite on a cotton-wool
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wad until it stopped, but it didn’t and next morning I found my face glued
to the pillow by dried blood. I went back to the dentist who prescribed an
astringent to be used with the cotton-wool wad, and this did the trick after
another day’s treatment.
We discovered that it was possible to hire the private use of our stationwagon and driver at the weekends on repayment, and made good use of this
facility to have outings to the sea-shore at Juhu Beach, ten or twelve miles to
the north of the Adelphi Hotel. Our driver, Lance Naik Ananda, was a very
pleasant and capable young man who didn’t mind waiting while we bathed in
the sea for a few hours. Juhu Beach was a sandy beach, several miles long,
backed by coconut palms with only a few houses among them. There was an
old R.A.F. holiday camp consisting of a few run-down huts, usually empty
but sometimes with a few airmen about, and to the north, a small settlement
of the Theosophical Society, which seemed deserted. The whole area was very
quiet, the only access being a narrow sandy road running north-south behind
the palms; beyond this to the east was a wide expanse of overgrown marshy
ground which was quite impassable. A small aircraft landing ground had been
built there in the past but had become unusable at this time.
The beach was fully exposed to the west and during the south-west monsoon period between June and October, rough seas and heavy surf made
bathing very exciting at times. On one occasion, when I went there with
Captain Ali Khan, torrential rain fell while we were in the sea which was very
rough and I was caught up in a big breaking wave which scrubbed me on
the sandy bottom in a very rough manner knocking the breath out of me. It
also dislodged the wax in my ears making me quite deaf. The deafness lasted
for two days until I went to consult the R.A.F. M.O. who syringed my ears.
They were quite painful for several days afterwards. Usually, the weather was
much calmer and we could laze about in the sun, floating in the warm sea on
large inner tubes until the waves threw us up on the beach. There was also a
small boat made from wooden boards with a canvas bottom which we could
borrow from the R.A.F. camp as well as the aircraft inner tubes. There were
no facilities for food or drinks apart from the supplies we took with us. Some
time later, I paid a visit to the Bombay Museum (Prince of Wales Museum),
near the Taj Mahal hotel and was horrified to see their exhibits of large, fiercelooking fish, bristling with sharp teeth that had been caught along the coast.
After that, I never went into the sea too far when bathing! I heard that the
crew of the R.A.F. rescue launch at Bombay used to swim in the open sea
some distance off shore, despite the risk from sharks. The museum had some
prize specimens that had been caught in Bombay harbour. Another item of
interest to me, in a case near the entrance to the museum, was a fine exhibit
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Figure 10.4: Lance Naik Ananda with the Company station-wagon. We paid
for the use of this vehicle and driver when we used it for our outings off duty.
of the Asiatic lion, a rare creature from Gujarat State. Only a few hundred
of these animals exist today in the Gir Forest National Park where they are
protected.
*

* *

*

*

In August, Major Gurbachan Singh, our Company Commander left us,
and was replaced by Captain Ali Khan who was promoted to Major. His
place was taken by Captain Satindra Pal Singh Bedi, a slightly built young
Sikh, new to the unit. He was very pleasant and efficient and came from
a wealthy land-owning family. After some time with us, his wedding took
place in a large house in the north of Bombay and his fellow officers were
all invited. The wedding ceremonies took place over three days and we were
invited twice, once to see part of the ceremony and later to partake of a meal
with all the guests. At the start of the ceremony, the groom arrived, richly
dressed and looking very imposing, riding on a white horse, and accompanied
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Figure 10.5: “At Ease”: Juhu beach, New Year’s Day 1947.
Embarkation Officer Medical Officer Myself
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by a band of two or three musicians playing brass instruments with gusto. I
couldn’t recognise any of the tunes. The groom then was taken indoors to a
room where he met his bride, also splendidly dressed and veiled. They sat on
a long cushion on the floor facing a priest who read from an ornate copy of
the Granth Sahib lying open on a richly embroidered bolster between them.
After some readings and prayers they got to their feet and walked round the
book before sitting down again. The groom then was allowed to see his bride
for the first time, the marriage having been arranged by their families. The
next day we were invited to see the presents and join in a meal. The presents
were very impressive, especially the masses of gold jewellery and ornaments
for the bride as both families were obviously very wealthy. There were large
rosettes and garlands made by pinning Rs.100 notes together which must have
amounted to a considerable sum of money. The whole display was guarded by
two Sikh soldiers armed with rifles and bayonets. The meal was very good and
we ate at a number of long tables like an ordinary wedding reception, seated
amongst the family and friends. I sat between two Sikh ladies, only one of
whom could speak some English, so it was not a very relaxing experience, the
conversation being rather restricted in scope.
After seeing all this wealth on show it was quite a shock to return to the
everyday world of Bombay where you couldn’t go far without seeing beggars,
cripples, lepers and other unfortunates. Despite giving them money, one soon
realised that it was impossible to cope with this problem and it had to be
shrugged off. India is a land of tremendous contrasts between great wealth
and extravagant show and absolute grinding poverty and starvation. Almost
opposite the Adelphi Hotel, on a small patch of waste ground with a few
small trees and bushes, there lived a small beggar family, a man and woman
with two or three children. They would sit on the pavement and beg for
small change, then cook some food and carry out their lives on that small
patch of ground. The woman would get some water in a pot and wash their
clothes from time to time, but most of the time they just idled about. It
was said that if a beggar could get five annas a day he would be able to buy
enough rice and food to keep him satisfied, and having got his five annas,
would not even attempt to get any more. Such a life style is difficult for us to
comprehend. The street beggars normally congregated in the area between
Victoria Terminus and the Taj Mahal hotel as this was the principal shopping
area and more visitors were to be seen. When riots and disturbances started
later on in September, these groups of beggars disappeared completely and it
was much less disturbing to walk these streets.
A feature of life in the Indian Army was the regular succession of religious
holidays for the different faiths; Muslim, Hindu, Sikh and Christian festivals
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came up regularly and we had to plan our work accordingly. Such feasts as
the Annunciation (25th March) and the Assumption (15th August) meant
a day off for those men who professed to be Roman Catholics, for example.
However, this did not usually include officers. An important Muslim feast
was held at the end of the fasting month of Ramadan. This ninth month
of the Muslim year is a period of fasting during the hours of daylight, the
decisive time being when it is not possible to distinguish between a white
thread and a black. The feast is known as Id ul-Fitr. In 1946 it took place
on the 29th of August. The officers were all invited to this feast and we were
all garlanded and given a good meal. The next day, the 30th of August was a
Hindu feast, Ganesh Chathurti, the birthday of Ganesh, the elephant-headed
god, and there was a great crowd at Chowpati for the ritual immersion of
images of Ganesh in the sea. This festival continued for some days and this
year, police and troops were needed to protect the Hindu worshippers from
Muslim rioters.
As the weather became hotter in the summer of 1946, there was a great deal
of unrest in India, trouble being stirred up by political agitators and religious
fanatics. There was serious Hindu-Muslim rioting in Calcutta, where it was
reported on the 19th of August that over 3000 people had been killed, after
three days of riots. This was provoked by the Muslim League in protest over
the British plan for a new constitution for India. The Muslims wanted their
own state of Pakistan and the Hindus wanted to keep the country intact.
Telephone, postal and telegraph services were suspended and food supplies
ran low. Two battalions of British troops with armoured cars and tanks were
called in, and opened fire on gangs in the city. Bodies were piled in the streets
and it was reported that 10,000 casualties with knife wounds were treated in
hospitals. The Hindus seem to have suffered most at the hands of the Muslims
who were the more aggressive.
On the 24th of August, Wavell, the Viceroy, appointed Nehru to be the
head of a provisional government and his cabinet was sworn in on the 2nd of
September. Slogans and posters appeared everywhere in Bombay, “Jai Hind”
and “Pakistan Zindabad” being the most common, and within a short time
the rioting and disorder became widespread in the city. Troops were called
out “in aid of the civil power” and had to open fire on mobs. The most visible
effect to us was the disappearance of the crowds of street beggars and the
sleepers on the pavements at night time. A man was intercepted by the police
as he carried a steel trunk on his head from Bombay Victoria Terminus, and
it was found to be full of swords and large knives, obviously destined for some
fanatical group!
We were not involved in these Army commitments although we supplied
206

some message facilities. The Bombay police were only armed with stout canes
or lathis in normal circumstances but were now issued with rifles and bayonets. We were given a talk on the methods of dealing with rioting mobs and
issued with Army Form 908, which, in case of need, had to be signed by a
magistrate who could authorise opening fire on a threatening mob. In “Aid
to the Civil Power”, the platoon of men with an officer in charge had to be
accompanied by an Indian magistrate who could authorise the troops to open
fire if the mob did not disperse when ordered. Fire had to be effective, and
not over the heads of the crowd as this was said to only enrage them. The
aim had to be at the leading villains so that the effect could be seen by those
behind; any ring leaders or agitators were to be prime targets, but agitators
usually kept near the back and soon made off when trouble was experienced.
As soon as the mob had broken and dispersed, any wounded had to be given
immediate attention. The political or religious rioters were usually accompanied by crowds of hooligans or gundas, who took every opportunity to break
into shops and houses and loot them. We were confined to the Adelphi when
not on duty at this time, and found this very irksome after a while.
*

* *

*

*

Major Ali Khan asked me to go with him for company to a cinema one
night so we arranged to be picked up by a taxi outside the Adelphi Hotel for
safety’s sake. Being rather nervous of encountering knife-wielding gundas, I
decided to carry a loaded revolver with me. I didn’t want it to look obvious
and so carried it in the trouser pocket of my K.D.slacks, and as it was heavy, it
was uncomfortable into the bargain. As the revolver had no safety catch and
I didn’t fancy shooting myself accidentally in the leg, I wrapped a number of
turns of cotton thread round the trigger guard to prevent accidental operation
of the trigger. In case of need the thread could be snapped quite readily.
Together with the six rounds in the revolver I put six more loose rounds in
my left-hand trouser pocket in case I needed to reload! (These twelve rounds
were all that I had). The taxi was rather an old one with a soft back seat
into which we sank, and owing to the angle of the seat, the rounds came out
of my trouser pocket and went down the back! When Ali Khan got out at
the cinema, I had to scrabble about and recover them without letting him
know what the fuss was about. I can’t remember what film we saw but there
were very few patrons and we were able to get good seats. After the show, we
went out to deserted streets with no sign of a taxi or of any other vehicle for
that matter. We made our way back to the Adelphi Hotel on foot, crossing
the large unlit open space of the Oval and its belts of gloomy palm trees, and
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although we kept a wary eye open, we didn’t see a single person or car during
our walk. Quite an interesting and eerie experience in such a large city.
In a few weeks time the worst of the rioting was over and things settled
down to normal. I received an invitation to a “tea-party” with the Indian
Signalmen and Subedar Arthur on the 24th of September, but this was just
a social occasion after the day’s work, and I don’t recall it had any other
significance. I sometimes went out with a group of friends from the Adelphi
Hotel for a meal at one of several Chinese restaurants in the Church Gate
area, where we tried all the Chinese delicacies including bird’s nest soup and
shark’s fin soup, neither of which we repeated! On one occasion, we ordered
pickled fish for six of us and were served with an enormous whole fish, much
more than we could eat. Another restaurant we patronised was Gourdon’s,
famed for its steaks which were cooked in the restaurant near the tables. They
were usually much too underdone for my taste and rather chewy. In the same
area of the city was the skeleton framework of a large block of uncompleted
flats which had been standing derelict for years owing to structural defects
which rendered them unsafe. They looked odd surrounded by completed and
fully occupied blocks in a nice thoroughfare.
We resumed our trips to the sea coast at Juhu when things had quietened
down and as we travelled there on Sunday mornings we passed a Roman
Catholic church north of the racecourse, and this always seemed packed out,
a large crowd of worshippers standing outside the west door and the interior
packed with a standing congregation. The racecourse was often crowded too!
We also found a very fine open-air swimming pool to which we could get
admission and this was very pleasant, the water being naturally quite warm.
This was near Cumbala Hill, possibly at Breach Candy, and was only open to
Europeans.
Havildar Mohammed Khan sent me an invitation to lunch with the Despatch
Riders on Tuesday, the 5th of November. I had been involved in training some
of them to drive jeeps, in order to increase their skills and possibly up-grade
them, and this had been an interesting experience in the Bombay traffic. They
were very good on motor bikes but took some time to get used to the slower
acceleration of the jeeps, and the need for slower gear changes.
*

* *

*

*

Round about this time I was surprised to come across Flt.Lt. George
Lister again. He appeared in the foyer of the Adelphi Hotel, talking to another
R.A.F. officer accompanied by a pretty W.R.N. girl. I was just going out to
Juhu Beach with some R.A.F. friends at the time so was only able to have a
few words with him. I found later that he had been put in the apartment next
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to mine on the west, and when he found out where I was I saw more of him.
He had been stationed at Jiwani, a landing-ground and flying-boat base south
of Baluchistan, on the coast of the Arabian Sea. He had brought with him
a Persian bearer called Sekidad, a rather small, quiet youth, well-mannered,
and a very good servant. He took up his quarters on George’s balcony in the
daytime, sleeping somewhere on the ground floor at night. George’s R.A.F.
friend and his lady companion had moved in with George for a few days but
the Mess Secretary soon put a stop to that and they went off, presumably on
their posting, and were not seen again.
George had a most beautiful Persian carpet which had been given him
by the Khan of Kalat, the local ruler who had supplied a detachment of a
Camel Corps at Jiwani R.A.F. station. This was the last airfield west of
Karachi before the Middle East and was sited on a sandy plateau on the
Persian border. The place was apparently a very happy station with plenty
of sporting activities, shooting and swimming. The tact and good sense of
Sekidad was shown on one occasion at the Adelphi, when after a bottle of
whisky had gone from George’s desk overnight, Sekidad placed a tumbler of
water and a bottle of aspirins on George’s bedside table! Actually, the whisky
had been a present to someone and George had delivered it during the evening.
For some time there was a mix up over George’s posting as the post of Signals
Officer at Bombay was already occupied by a Squadron Leader who was well
settled in, but eventually after some weeks, things were sorted out and George
was posted to Bangalore, shortly before I left for Delhi.
We went out for a few meals with other friends and I showed him some of
Bombay. One day we were looking with some amusement at a hideous piece of
Indian furniture in a shop window in a side street. It was a low wooden settee,
seemingly made of cotton bobbins and painted in garish colours, mainly reds
and yellows. As we looked at this, a young Indian approached us and must
have thought that we were admiring it, for he said shyly that he had designed
and made it. We didn’t know what to say!
I had bought a number of H.M.V. 12 inch gramophone records of popular
classical music and played them in my room. I owned no gramophone so
must have been able to borrow a clockwork one from somewhere but cannot
recall where. The 78 rpm records had to be played using a fresh needle each
time, so I bought a tin of steel needles. I brought the records home but they
became slightly warped on the voyage through being tightly packed in my
steel trunk! The records were all made at Dum Dum, Calcutta and were not
very good recordings by modern standards. They were:- Ravel’s “Bolero”, the
Ritual Fire Dance from “El Amor brujo” by De Falla, Mussorgsky’s “Night
on the Bare Mountain’, “Anitra’s Dance”, “In the Hall of the Mountain King‘
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from the “Peer Gynt” suite by Grieg, and Fritz Kreisler playing “Humoresque”
and “Andante Cantabile” on the violin. When I was in Delhi in 1947, I also
bought a number of 8 inch records of Indian popular music which appealed
to me at the time.
In December 1946 I bought a small AC/DC radio set in a Bombay shop,
and found that in the early mornings I was able to receive the BBC programme
from London on the short-wave band. Before about 5.30 or 6 a.m. the signal
was good but as the sun rose in the sky the signal faded and was lost in
background noise. The radio was made by the Raymond Radio Company
of Great Britain and was a very sensitive and powerful little set. It cost me
about Rs.325 (about £24), including sales tax, which was quite a considerable
outlay for me in those days. In Bombay, sales tax was added at the rate of
10 percent of the purchase price, on everything one bought on the lines of
present-day VAT, and was bitterly resented by everyone. The salesman in the
radio shop tried to get me to buy a wireless licence but after an argument
about the radio being for “Forces Welfare” he compromised but said he would
have to pass my name on to the authorities. Needless to say, I heard no more
about it.
Early in December, one of our Company vehicles was involved in an unfortunate and sad accident. While travelling along a road about 40 miles
north-east of Baroda airfield near Godhra, the driver ran into a group of
peasants who were walking along the roadside and one man was fatally injured. The Police took up the case, but the Army had to hold a Court of
Inquiry. As the vehicle and driver were part of the Baroda Section, I was involved in this inquiry, the other members of the Court being Captain Satindra
Pal Singh Bedi and Subedar Arthur. We left Bombay early on the mornings
of Monday, the 9th of December by train from Victoria terminus and arrived
before midday at Godhra, from where we were taken by car to the courtroom
for the Court of Inquiry. As I was the only person not fluent in Urdu and the
records of the proceedings had to be in English, I took on the job of secretary
and wrote everything down as it was translated for our official report. Apart
from the driver and his companion, the Police were represented as well as witnesses from the group of peasants and the victim’s family so there was much
to record. Quite a large group of people squatted on the ground outside the
courthouse waiting to be called and presumably giving moral support to the
family. They were all very quiet and subdued, and very patient, sitting out
in the hot sun for hours until called. None of them could write and after their
statements and replies had been translated back to them and approved by
them, they verified the documents with their thumb prints. It was a long and
involved business to interview everyone concerned, get statements, translate
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them, and write them down, and it was many hours before we could finish
and travel back to Bombay in the evening. After completing the report of
proceedings, we submitted it to the Army Area authorities who dealt with it
and took the necessary action. I never heard the outcome as I was posted to
Delhi in less than a month from this time.
George Lister had made the acquaintance of an Englishman who lived
with his wife and baby son in a flat on the third floor of an apartment block,
south of Church Street, about 15 minutes walk away from the Adelphi Hotel.
I was invited round with him to meet them on several occasions and found
them very pleasant and friendly people. Mike and Pat Wilson had lived in
India for many years and he claimed to have been in the Army, but was rather
vague about it so I never found out the truth about this. On one of our visits,
we found they were entertaining a German visitor who seemed to have some
fame as a monumental sculptor and appeared to have a great deal of ability
judging by the albums of photographs of his work that he showed us. Most
of it had a “modernistic” flavour but he had also produced some impressive
figure sculptures for civic monuments. Mike produced the first Biro pen that
I had ever seen and although it seemed quite a novelty at the time, I was not
too impressed as it tended to leave messy ink blotches on the paper. He got
one for George who was prepared to pay an exorbitant price for it. (The Biro
had gone on sale in Europe for the first time during November at a price of
55/- or about £2.25).
One weekend, Mike took George and me to see an important cricket match
at the Brabourne Stadium, but I have no recollection of who was playing or
what the importance of the game was! In return, George and I organised a
trip to Juhu Beach for the family and we had a pleasant outing to the seaside
and a swim in the warm sea. Pat Wilson complained of toothache and asked
me whether I thought that the R.A.F. Dental Officer who was a friend of mine,
would attend to her as she didn’t fancy visiting a native dentist. I found this
request rather embarrassing but mentioned it to him. He wasn’t too keen but
arranged an appointment for her which I passed on. He later told me that
she hadn’t turned up and the matter was never mentioned again. I began to
realise that they were an unreliable pair and confirmed this later.
On Saturday, the 14th of December, the officers of No.1 Company were
invited to watch the ceremony of Trooping the Colour to mark the centenary
of the 2nd Battalion of the Royal Sikh Regiment. We all went along and saw
a most impressive spectacle with ranks of tall bearded Sikhs. The Army C.in
C., Field Marshal Auchinleck, was there to inspect the parade and take the
General Salute. It was a novel experience and a far cry from the easier-going
and less formal life style in the Indian Air Formation Signals!
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One evening, George and I were at the Wilson’s flat and as I was feeling
tired, I left at about 10 o’clock to return to the Adelphi. As I came out of
the apartment block into the courtyard I met two men who were having an
argument with a woman who was trying to enter. She came to me and said
she needed to visit a British officer who was staying there but the two men
were preventing her from going in. They said she was a bad lot! I told them I
would test her story and took her up to the Wilson’s flat where Mike said that
he knew the officer she named, and that he was sharing a flat with another
British officer. The young woman, who was quite good looking and wore a
rich sari, was somewhat distressed but calmed down when we said we would
help her. She declared that she was a Persian Princess staying in Bombay
and who were we to argue with that? We took her to her friend’s flat and
roused the inmates. Everyone started to have a long conversation, so I went
off to the Adelphi and left them to sort it out.
When I saw George later next day he was suffering from a hangover and
feeling sorry for himself. Apparently, the two officers had taken him out as
well as the young woman and they had all gone to a club where they met some
other friends and he had finally ended up having drinks in the wardroom of
a ship in the harbour and didn’t know how he had got home! We always
referred to this episode as the Mystery of the Persian Princess, although I
very much doubt that she really was! We both eventually realised that the
Wilsons were rogues, but not before I had loaned Mike Rs.100 (£7.50) and
George had let them have some Air Force blankets when Pat was supposed
to be ill. I never got my money back but George went round and repossessed
his blankets just before he was being posted away from Bombay.
*

* *

*

*

Our Company Commander, Major Ali Khan, was posted to another Unit
in December and the Company organised a farewell party at Colaba after
work on Friday, the 20th of December 1946, when he was garlanded and
feasted. I was sorry to see him go as he was a pleasant and friendly Company
Commander and we got on well together. His place was filled by Captain
G.D.Meiklejohn, a career officer, recently arrived from the U.K. He was a
very keen and efficient C.O. after the fairly easy-going Ali Khan, and soon
introduced some changes into the running of his headquarters. Being new
to India, he was anxious to learn Urdu, especially as he was now in charge
of an Indian Army Unit and expected to spend some considerable time in
the country, so he started to take regular lessons. The usual method was
to engage a native teacher or munshi for so many lessons a week, but very
few short-service officers bothered to do this unless they were very keen. It
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was not easy to settle to study in the Indian climate, although I did manage
to learn some of the everyday language, and also worked my way through a
complete course of Pelmanism while I was at Bombay. The Army offered a
pay increase to those who passed the Elementary Urdu Examination which
was held monthly by the G.H.Q. Board of Examiners. I had rather a good
English-Urdu dictionary which I had bought when I was at Arkonam and I
sold it to Captain Meiklejohn to help him with his studies. Many a time I’ve
wished I’d kept it!
Early in January 1947, I was given a posting to No.1 Indian Air Formation
Signals at Delhi, and a new officer arrived to take over my work. His name
was Lieutenant Thomas but I didn’t get to know him very well as I was very
busy for some days putting him in the picture at Company H.Q., introducing
him to all the people I had to deal with for pay and other matters, as well
as signing over to him the imprest accounts and clearing up correspondence.
I also transferred the stores and vehicles of 273 Ind Tele Op Section that
were in my charge. All this took some days to accomplish; I was able to
spent some time in showing him round the facilities of Bombay, including the
swimming pool! Among other things at this time I managed to return to the
quartermaster’s stores a lot of surplus army issue equipment for which I had
no further use, including my second revolver. I still kept one revolver and my
original twelve rounds of ammunition which I had never had occasion to use.
At about the same time as Lt. Thomas arrived, another young officer, a
Sikh, joined the Company, although I was not involved with him. The two
newcomers spent much spare time together and just before I left Bombay,
they both went to the swimming pool at Breach Candy. This proved rather
embarrassing for them as when they got there they found it was for Europeans
only and the Sikh officer was not allowed in. At this time there was still a
strong demarcation between Europeans, Anglo-Indians and Indians, except in
the Army where we mixed freely and the chief distinctions were only those of
rank.
My movement-order came on the 4th of January 1947 and I had a day to
settle my bills and pack before leaving Bombay on the Frontier Mail at about
6 o’clock on Sunday evening, the 5th of January, bound for Delhi.
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Chapter 11

Despatched to Delhi
Someone once said, when speaking of the Frontier Mail, which leaves Victoria
Terminus at Bombay at about 6.30 each evening and takes about 24 hours to
reach Delhi, that, without ostentatious haste it covers the distance with the
resolution of a mechanical bullock-cart. It is certainly a steady journey with
the usual stops for meals and refreshments at selected stations. When it did
stop at stations there was much of interest to see. There always seemed to be
crowds of people living on the platforms waiting for trains, eating, washing
and begging, although there were not as many beggars as had besieged the
troop trains. As well as these people there were sellers of tea (dispensed in
glass tumblers) and sugary cakes, which they carried in glass cases attached to
shoulder straps. They called out “Gharam cha-a-a!” (Hot tea!). Another call
was:- “Hindu pani pine wala!” (Hindu drinking-water!). Others sold curry and
rice served on leaves, or betel nut chews known as pan, which consisted of a
pasty mixture containing lime wrapped in a leaf of the betel plant. Continuous
use of this mixture had the property of turning the teeth black and the saliva
red, with unpleasant effects on the paving. There were also sellers of bidi,
or Indian cigarettes. These, selling for about one anna for 10 or 15, were
made by rolling a pinch of tobacco in a piece of the leaf and rolling it up
into a narrow cone. They were smoked through a clenched fist, the bidi being
inserted between the knuckles and the smoke drawn out by the thumb. I
have frequently seen normal cigarettes smoked in the same manner by our
signalmen. Bidi had a characteristic pungent aroma which was immediately
noticeable within some yards of a smoker.
I think it was on this journey to Delhi that the train stopped for the usual
half-hour at a station where I had booked a meal. I had to cross the line
215

Figure 11.1: Monkeys climbing on the train at Muttra in search of scraps.
to the refreshment room where I sat by myself and was served with a very
tough and rubbery boiled chicken. Just as I finished the meal, the train guard
appeared to tell me to hurry as the train was waiting to depart. As soon as I
had got on the train, he signalled the driver and we were off. I seemed to be
the only European on that train, and was certainly the only person having a
meal at that station, so felt rather important to have a train waiting for me!
When the train stopped at Muttra, (now known as Mathura), several
groups of monkeys came to the train looking for food and I took a photo
of two of them climbing on a carriage. I reached the main railway station
at Delhi in the early evening and telephoned for transport to Palam airfield
(now known as Indira Gandhi International Airport), about eight miles to the
south-east. There was a small airfield to the south of New Delhi at Willington
but here the runways were short and large aircraft could not land here during
the hot weather as lift was insufficient, and it was chiefly used by the Delhi
Flying Club.
When I reached Palam, I was given a room on the ground floor in one
of the large concrete blocks of the Officers quarters. There were a number
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Figure 11.2: The Officers Quarters at Palam airfield, in which each block was
of individual rooms on two floors with a central ablution and toilet room.
of these large, two-story blocks, each having many rooms, and with a large
shower/latrine room in the middle of each floor. All the rooms opened on to
covered verandas designed to keep the sun off the rooms in the hot weather.
A short distance to the north-east was the Officers Mess, a roomy, single-story
building, the dining room having a lofty ceiling. It had a verandah in front
and opened on to a grassy lawn, well equipped with cane easy chairs, where
we spent many a pleasant evening after dinner. The lawn had to be watered
regularly to keep it green.
Farther away to the north was Flying Control and the aircraft aprons
where passengers alighted, and close by was the Air Transit Restaurant which
catered for people passing through the airfield. Our quarters were simple
back-to-back concrete rooms, each having one door and one window opening
on to a covered verandah. The rooms were furnished in the usual spartan
manner with a charpoy, wardrobe, table and chair. I made my room more
comfortable by putting down a numda, a Kashmiri felt rug, and a dhurrie, a
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cotton mat, which I carried round with me on my travels. The room had a
large ceiling fan with a speed control, and something I had not seen in India
before - a small fireplace! The need for this was soon apparent as it became
quite chilly in the evenings. Although the temperature never fell below the
middle forties Fahrenheit, I felt it cold, especially as I had just come from the
warmth of Bombay. Although Palam was only at an altitude of 720 feet, the
climatic difference between here and the west coast was very marked. I even
wore my serge battledress for the first time in India and continued to do so
until the weather became warmer.
Some of the other officers also complained of the evening chill so a few
of us set out to look for firewood. Just to the south-west of our quarters,
but still inside the airfield perimeter, was an area of rough ground which was
crossed by a poled telephone line. As this was no longer in use, the cable had
been recovered leaving the bare poles, so we set our sights on making good
use of the nearest pole for firewood. As a few of us were busily rocking this
small pole to uproot it, a rather agitated and indignant bearer came rushing
up to protest. We were apparently standing on a small flat area of ground
that the Muslim bearers had cleared of stones in order to use the site to say
their prayers, which they did five times a day. He declared it was his “church”!
By this time we had the pole down so apologised for our ignorance and left
him to tidy up, while we carried the pole back and got our bearers to chop it
up into suitable small pieces for fires. We had nice warm fires in our rooms
in the evenings for some time. It wasn’t long before the weather warmed up
and we did not need this extra warmth in the evenings.
To start with, I did not have a bearer of my own and shared one with one
of my nearby neighbours, Lt. Ashfield, who employed a very efficient bearer
named Tara Chand, a rather plump, short man with a pleasant manner who
spoke reasonable English. For a time he looked after me as well as Ashfield
Sahib in a very competent manner until I was able to get my own bearer.
Although not so good, this man, Ram Lal, was quite satisfactory and looked
after me all the time I was at Palam, dealing with the dhobi, waiting on me
at meals, looking after my room and clothes and arranging for a barber to
come and cut my hair when necessary.
The headquarters, offices and barracks of No.1 Indian Air Formation Signals were situated about a mile or so to the north of the living site, almost
on the southern fringe of the Delhi Cantonment, which occupied about five
square miles of Army barracks, offices, hospitals and parade grounds. Permanent military stations in India or cantonments were usually sited well outside
the large towns and were usually self contained with shops, married quarters
and often a small Indian bazaar. During the cold weather we travelled to work
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after breakfast by stationwagon, returning for a midday meal before returning to the headquarters for a further period of work until tea-time. When the
hot weather came, the routine was changed and we started very early in the
morning, returning about midday and spending the rest of the day in trying
to keep cool!
I shared an office with the Adjutant, Captain Charles Tuck, and as it was
a fair-sized room there was plenty of space for our two desks and some filing
cupboards. A door from this room communicated with the next one which
was occupied by the C.O., Lt.Col. F.W.Mullholland. He had a large office in
which he sat most of the day in an elaborate air-gunner’s seat salvaged from
a large bomber. In this seat it was possible to swing completely round and
move up and down by the use of levers. It was quite comfortable as I found
out when I tried it once in his absence!
To begin with, I was given a number of jobs of a nominal nature, and got
the impression that there was a lack of anything definite planned for me to do.
For a short time I was M.T. Officer but the duties were nominal as the small
amount of transport we had was very well organised and run by the N.C.O.s.
I was also supposed to be Lines Officer, dealing with airfield communications
at sites in R.A.F. 227 Group which covered North-west and Northern India,
although my line diagrams included such airfields as Chittagong which was
really in R.A.F. 228 Group. I must confess that apart from keeping the
teleprinter and telephone line diagrams up-to-date, I have no recollections of
doing very much work of any practical importance in this job! Of course,
at this time, the whole R.A.F. and Army systems were being run down and
most line communications were being, or had been, transferred to the Indian
Civil Post and Telegraph Department, and our responsibilities were greatly
reduced. Another duty I was given was that of H.Q. Security Officer which
was also very undemanding and has left no impression in my memory.
The daily routine started with a Work Parade held by the C.O. and then
everyone was dismissed to their duties. I spent much time in the office where
there was the usual Army paper warfare, interrupted during the mid-morning
and afternoon by a visit from the cha-walla with his brass tea-urn and his
glasses of tea (not cups!). Indian cha-wallas always poured their tea into the
glass from a great height so as to produce a foaming top. He also carried a
large brass box of sugary cakes to accompany the tea. I took my regular turn
of duty as Orderly Officer with the others, when, for the day, I had to be always
on call, inspect the messrooms and barracks and deal with any problems that
arose. The unit contained about two dozen B.O.R.s, and similar groups of
Sikhs and Madrassis, and were a very well disciplined crowd.
Apart from my near neighbour, Lt.Ashfield, I became friendly with another
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young officer from the Unit, Lt.Jones, who had a room in an adjacent block.
He was in charge of 289 T.E.Section which was made up entirely of Madrassis,
and later, on the 18th of March, I took over this section from him before he
was posted elsewhere. We had also a number of R.A.F. officer friends who we
used to go about with when we were off duty. We would often go into New
Delhi on a Saturday afternoon, hitching a lift on a truck. Usually we visited
Connaught Circus which had a number of good shops and one favourite cafe
where we invariably called for cups of coffee and the special meringues for
which it was famous. There was one fascinating shop which dealt in ivory
carvings of great complexity and beauty, and other works of art, and we
often went in to admire the chess sets and carved tusks, beautiful but very
costly. There was also a very good bookshop. After a leisurely browse round
the shops we would catch a truck back to Palam for the evening meal. On
the way through what was then called Parliament Street in New Delhi, we
passed the Jantar Mantar group of observatory structures built in the 1720’s
by Maharajah Jai Singh, a Hindu prince in the court of a Mogul Emperor.
The Jantar Mantar consists of a number of complicated astronomical structures built of masonry, plastered over with lime mortar and painted a brownorange colour. Jai Singh was the governor of Delhi and ruler of Jaipur State
in the reign of the Mogul Emperor Mohammed Shah, and not only was he
wealthy and influential, but he was a mathematical genius. He was asked to
reform the Indian calendar and in 1710 he set about designing and constructing suitable instruments to measure the positions of heavenly bodies. To check
on his results at Delhi, he built another similar observatory at Jaipur and a
possible three others at other cities of which there is no trace today. In 1734,
Jai Singh produced a record of all his observations and star tables. Accuracy
of naked eye observation was obtained by building the instruments on a large
scale, and the present day remains are most impressive, despite wear and tear
and damage.
Although we stopped to look at these structures, I never had a chance to
examine them in any detail. On the east side of the road, just outside the
airfield was a small squalid village which we passed every day on our journey
to work. It was called Mehrum Nagar and occupied about one third of the
inside of a rectangular Mogul Fort, badly ruined but with good sections of
battlemented walls and at least one large gateway which was walled up with
rough masonry. There was also a small white-washed mosque with three
domes and two minarets, but the village was such a maze of narrow streets
between mud brick houses that we never got to it. We were always the centre
of much interest when we walked into the village. There was an open-fronted
hut which served as a shop with an outside counter, where I was amused to see
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Figure 11.3: Making pancakes of cattle dung to dry in the sun for use as fuel.
packets of English cigarettes of dubious age on sale. Outside the wall on the
east side of the village was a stretch of open ground which was usually covered
with pancakes of cattle dung drying in the sun, and I often saw women from
the village making these flat pancakes by hand and spreading it out to dry in
the sun. In some cases, the cakes were initially plastered on the wall of a hut
to dry before being peeled off and spread out on the ground.
Cow dung was the chief fuel of the village for cooking and heating, as the
few trees in the area were protected and were usually numbered with paint. A
few thin cattle from the village roamed about living on the sparse vegetation
and small thorny shrubs, and young children followed them round to collect
the dung. I once saw one young girl collecting dung from a cow before it had
reached the ground!
*

* *

*

*

During the cooler weather in January it was very pleasant and I often took
a walk over the rough ground to the east. I explored a small deserted and
ruined Mogul settlement named Muradabad Pahari, about two miles to the
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east of the airfield. Most of it was completely ruined but there were several
domed buildings, perhaps part of a mosque, remaining. The most interesting
feature was the remains of a baoli or step-well which lay to the west of the
site. It was quite dry and dilapidated but a very unusual structure which I
had never seen before. These wells are sometimes called jumping-wells and I
later saw one in use on the outskirts of Delhi. While I was exploring this site
on one occasion, a local herdsman with some goats, came along to see what
a solitary sahib was up to, but only kept an eye on me from a safe distance!
Farther away from this site, towards the road were several large, shallow pits
where material had been dug out for road making or repairing, and I examined
the exposed rock faces in these extensive pits, which were perhaps up to ten
feet deep. At one point in the volcanic rock I found some fine quartz crystals
and broke a large one off for a souvenir.
I managed to interest Lt.Jones into exploring the surrounding countryside
and on Sunday, the 19th of January, we had a walk of about six miles away to
the east of the airfield, over rather rough trackless country to visit the Kutb
Minar. It was a nice sunny day but we needed to wear our warm clothes.
0n our way we came across a friendly man with two camels which turned
their noses up at us. (In my Signals Tropical notebook it states that “animals
bought or hired from native owners may be very nervous with Europeans at
first. The fact is they dislike the smell, but they will get over it in time so
don’t take it as a personal affront” - I suppose the reverse is also true!).
We could see the Minar in the distance; it is 238 feet high, so we made
our way towards it and eventually came to a road near the small town of
Mahrauli, having passed over the mounds of earth covering the remains of
the city wall of the original earlier Hindu city of Delhi known as Lal Kot.
We came to the large Mogul tomb of Adham Khan on the west side of the
road as we approached Mahrauli and stopped to examine it. Adham Khan
was one of the nobles at the court of the emperor Akbar, who, when the
young emperor was in his late teens, committed a number of crimes, finally
assassinating the Prime Minister in the palace where he was working. He then
attacked Akbar who knocked him to the ground and had him thrown from
the battlements. This took place in May, 1562. The tomb of Adham Khan
was built by his mother; in later years it was used as a travellers rest house,
and then as a police-station for a time before being preserved as a monument.
From the roof we had a good view of the Kutb Minar standing in a complex
of other buildings and courtyards. We started by climbing to the top so as to
get a view of the surrounding area. There are 378 steps, the width of which
decreases towards the top to such an extent that there is barely room for two
people to pass in the uppermost section, due to its height and steep taper.
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Figure 11.4: A friendly camel driver with his animals in the rough country to
the east of Palam airfield. They obviously didn’t like my smell!

It was built in five stages, the four lower ones having balconies, each with
a rather low stone balustrade; the flat top has a higher iron railing around
it. It is said to be impossible to reach the ground by jumping from the top
on account of the steep outward slope of the walls and the presence of the
balconies, and this has apparently been proved as the Minar is said to be a
favourite place for suicides. We were told the story of an unfortunate Delhi
taxicab driver who got into serious trouble with the police after taking one
young lady to the Minar. She apparently gave him some gold jewellery to
cover his fare and then threw herself off the top. He was the prime suspect
when the case was investigated.
On returning to ground level, we noticed a number of glass plates cemented
across stones at points around the building. These were to monitor the effects
of earthquakes on the structure and I saw that several of the plates were
cracked, some having a marked gap between the broken ends. It had been
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damaged by earthquakes, the upper two stages having been replaced after
such an event by Firoz Shah (1351-1388) and there have been a number of
other repairs since then. Even so the Minar is no longer quite perpendicular.
Firoz Shah also built a small pavilion on the top which was later replaced by
another in the late 18th century by an English engineer, but in 1848 this was
removed and now stands in a nearby garden.
From the Minar could be seen the lowest stage of an even more grandiose
monument built by another Sultan of Delhi, the megalomaniac Ala-ud-Din
(1296-1316), who planned it to be twice as high as the Kutb Minar, but
died before it passed the first stage. He also started work to extend and
enlarge the nearby mosque but only the Alai Darwaza, an imposing gateway
was built. The Kutb Minar and the adjoining Kuwwat-ul-Islam mosque were
built over the years 1199-1230 by Kutb-ud-Din Aibak, a native of Turkestan,
who conquered Delhi in 1193 and became the first of the Sultans of Delhi.
These Moslem rulers were religious fanatics and the history of the Sultans of
Delhi is a terrible account of cruelty, treachery and the complete disregard
for human life, especially where the Hindus were concerned. The Kutb Minar
itself, is built in five stages, the lower three in a hard reddish-brown stone, with
vertical fluting and having horizontal bands carved with Koranic quotations
in Arabic script. The fourth stage is built in smooth marble and the fifth
stage is in red-brown stone with decorative marble patterning. The cornice
under the balconies on the three lower sections is heavily carved with the
“stalactite” types of decoration, which, like the fluting, is a feature of Persian
architecture.
We walked through the Alai Darwaza into the courtyard of the Kuwwatul-Islam mosque which was built in 1198. This was the first mosque to be
built in India and stands on the site of an earlier Hindu temple which was
destroyed for its stones. The colonnade around the courtyard of the mosque
is made of columns from a destroyed Jain temple and an Arabic inscription
on the east wall states that 27 temples were destroyed to provide stone for
building the mosque. Local Hindu masons were employed on the work and the
Arabic texts carved on the stones are interlaced with floral designs, animal
and human figures being forbidden by Islam. An interesting feature is that,
as these masons had no knowledge of the arch, the doorways are built up with
overlapping courses of stone in order to give a similar effect. In the centre of
the mosque courtyard stands the famous Iron Pillar which was made in the
5th century during the reign of the Gupta king Chandra Varman. A most
remarkable feat of early technology, this wrought iron column, 24 feet high
and said to weigh 65 tons, remains rust-free after all this time. The slightly
tapering cylindrical pillar has a series of decorative mouldings at the top and
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bears some engraved lines in Sanscrit describing the king’s victories. It is set
in a low stone plinth on which people stand with their backs to the pillar
and try to clasp their hands behind it. If you can do this, it is said to be a
sign that you are legitimate! When we were there, numbers of Indian families
were visiting the area, the womenfolk brightly dressed in beautiful saris, and
several family groups were trying out this exercise.
On the far side of the mosque looms the 87 feet high first stage of the
proposed giant minar of Ala-ud-Din surrounded by lawns and trees, which we
did not visit. The last monument we looked at was the tomb of the Sultan
Altamsh 1211-1236, in one corner of the mosque area. This is one of the
earliest Moslem tombs in India and is extremely well preserved. It is a roofless
stone building, the interior being intricately carved from top to bottom with
crisp Koranic inscriptions and geometrical patterns in red-brown stone. We
noticed that nobody seemed to want to go inside the doorway to look at the
interior, and on inspection we found out why this was so; on one of the arches
was a large nest of wild bees and there were many buzzing about inside the
building! The Indian wild bees are very dangerous and wise people keep well
away from them. I was content with a photograph from a safe distance.
We were both quite tired by the time we got back to Palam, but had
enjoyed the outing, so much so that Lt.Jones went again the following Sunday
with a few friends who became interested; I think he was more interested in
seeing the young Indian girls than in the architecture! As I was on duty as
Orderly Officer I wasn’t able to accompany him. Although I knew a little
about Indian history, these local outings aroused my interest and I bought
some books on Indian history and archaeology in the Delhi bookshop. Having
read these I wanted to see other historic places round Delhi and resolved to
do so as soon as I could. The “cold” weather was the best time for this.
*

* *

*

*

As another room had become vacant nearer to the Mess and on the north
and shadier side of a block, I moved into it. My neighbours were R.A.F. officers
but I didn’t see very much of them. My bearer, Ram Lal, also appreciated the
move as he did not have so far to walk, so everyone was happy. On the 22nd
of January l947, the U.K. fresh meat ration was reduced from 1s.2d. to 1/per week and the ration of corned beef and other tinned meat increased from
2d. to 4d. per week to compensate. This was due to the food shortage in
Europe where large numbers of people in occupied countries had to be fed by
the Allied Military Powers. I had managed to send some large tins of butter
home after sewing them in calico parcels, as we were allowed to send a few
duty-free parcels from time to time, but we were not really aware of the food
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Figure 11.5: Lt.Jones in the doorway of the tomb of Iltutmish to the west of
the Ktb mosque.
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shortages in England at that time. We had always fed very well, breakfast,
lunch and a fixed-time dinner in the Mess every night.
On Mondays we had a formal “Dining-in” night which was in the nature of
a compulsory parade. We sat around a long U-shaped table with the Station
Commander (the Mess President), and the senior officers on the top table.
The remaining officers sat at the sides of the two arms of the U, with the
Junior Officer, nominated as Vice President, sitting at the end of one arm
facing the top table. Our bearers supplied us with the various courses of the
dinner and after the sweet course and coffee had been served, decanters of
port wine were passed round the tables, always to the left. If you wanted a
refill you had to wait for the decanter to pass round the table again before
getting more wine. After filling our glasses we waited for the Mess President
to knock on the table with a knife handle and call out “Mr. Vice!”. At this
signal, the Vice President would push back his chair and standing up, would
announce “Gentlemen! The King-Emperor!”. We would then all rise, say “The
King Emperor!” and drink the Loyal Toast. After a short interval the Mess
President would say “Gentlemen!, You may smoke!”, which was the signal for
general conversation, smoking for those interested, and some light-hearted
joking. Cigarettes and baskets of fruit and nuts were available along the
tables.
I remember one occasion when a remarkable animal was passed along the
table; it was made from a banana with matchstick legs and a head made from
a snapdragon flower from the table decorations. An attached note proclaimed
it to be an “Antirhinoceros”! In April, the King, Queen and Princesses sailed
on a warship for an official visit to South Africa. Just before the Loyal Toast
on a “Dining-In” night at this time, a note was passed along the table to the
Vice President. The message read:- “Add to the Toast - And a safe passage for
the Royal Family!”. The Vice President, an Irish Flying Officer, was unsure
whether this was a leg-pull or a genuine request from the top table, so when
he rose to propose the Toast, he added the extra words in a fairly quiet voice
to be on the safe side. Immediately, there was a roar of laughter from all at
our end of the table as the message sounded like:- “and Saint Patrick for Old
Ireland!”. The Top Table was not amused, although they couldn’t have heard
what he said. After another short interval, the Mess President and a few of
the senior officers would leave the Mess, a signal for a further relaxation of
discipline, tables being pushed together to crack nuts, and other high jinks.
As it got more rowdy the quieter elements made their escape.
The only way to avoid the “Dining-In” night was to have the duty of Orderly Officer, when one was officially excused attendance. On these occasions
it was the custom to go over to the Air Transit Restaurant and have a meal
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there. This was much more peaceful and relaxing and quite enjoyable. When
I did this one Monday evening later in the year, I was surprised to see George
Lister in a small group at another table in the restaurant. I went over to see
him and found that he was acting as an R.A.F. adviser to a small group of
Army officers who were passing through Palam. One of these was a General
(possibly Slim of Burma). This was the only time I met a General during the
time I was in the Army, and George introduced me to him. After a short chat,
I left them to their meal and that was the last time I came across George.
After our Mess dinners, we would sit in cane chairs out on the grass in
front of the Mess and have drinks and lots of conversation on all sorts of topics
until it was time for bed. The serious drinkers never left the bar and became
noisier as the evening went on; our usual drinks were fairly innocuous, nimupani (lemonade), narangi-pani (orangeade), tomato juice and a liqueur which
was very popular, creme-de-menthe frappe! This was cold and refreshing,
a small glass lasting a long time. We were attended by mess servants and
signed chits for our drinks, the costs of which went on our monthly mess bills.
I remember these lazy evenings in the warm Indian night with great pleasure.
*

* *

*

*

On our frequent Saturday trips into New Delhi, we sometimes got a tonga,
a small, horse-drawn, two-wheeled cab which would just hold two of us, and
travel along some of the long, straight roads to a point from which we could
have an interesting walk. One walk was quite a long way, along Kingsway from
the Secretariat Buildings to the War Memorial Arch built to commemorate the
Indian Army dead of the First World War and on to the Irwin Ampitheatre.
This Central Vista area with its lawns and side canals was laid out on a
grand scale as a processional route. It is now renamed Rajpath. Just past
the stadium was the old city of Sher Shah, a capable Afghan adventurer who
defeated Humayun, the king of Delhi at that time, and who then reigned for
about five years before he was killed in 1545; a length of the old wall and a
fine gate are the best remaining parts of his city.
Just to the east of the Sher Shah Gate is the site of the ancient, if not
mythological, Indraprastha, the capital of the Pandavas in the great war of
the Mahabharata. It is probable that the impressive 16th century Moslem
fort known as Purana Kila stands on the site of the ancient citadel. The
fort is entered through an impressive gateway and the interior of the fort is
full of interest so we spent a long time examining it. The chief feature is
the beautiful mosque of Sher Shah built with different coloured stones, and
the other important building is the Sher Mandal, also built by Sher Shah.
This is a two-story, octagonal stone building which was used as a library by
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Humayun after the death of Sher Shah, when he regained power. One day
in January 1556, Humayun heard the muezzin making the call for prayer and
hurrying down the steep stone stairs, fell and was fatally injured. The stairs
certainly are not ones to hurry down! Inside the fort are also several temples
and the ruins of the royal baths. Humayun was the son of Babur, king of
Kabul, who invaded India in 1525 and rapidly took over Delhi and Agra. He
was the father of Akbar, the first of the line of Mogul Emperors who reigned
until 1857. Akbar was born in 1542 after the defeat of Humayun by Sher
Shah, and while his father was a hunted refugee. The whole area in this part
of Delhi is rich in relics of early Moslem and Mogul buildings, tombs, mosques
and other buildings.
When the new city of Delhi was laid out in the 1920s by Sir Edwin Lutyens,
care was taken to preserve existing old buildings, some of which sit awkwardly
in their modern surroundings. For example, on the south boulevard of the
Central Vista, not far from the War Memorial Arch, is a small ancient mosque,
set at an angle to the regular lines of the roadways and canals. New Delhi is
laid out on geometrical lines, an entirely alien and incongruous style for an
Indian city. The whole area for miles to the south-east of the Memorial Arch
is littered with small mosques and small domed tombs as far as the grand
tomb of Humayun which is set in a large walled garden.
On one of our visits to this part of Delhi we came across a fine baoli or
step-well in good condition. It was still full of water and as we were looking
at it, some young men came up and offered to jump into the well for a few
rupees. Step-wells have a vertical, masonry-lined shaft perhaps 4 or 5 feet
across and up to 50 feet deep, built into one end of the terraced, rectangular
tank, and it is a recognised sport for enthusiasts to jump down these shafts
for reward. The bottom of the shaft ends in a fair depth of water and arched
openings enable spectators to see the diver on his way down and let him out
from the bottom into the main tank. This activity gives rise to the alternative
name of diving-well and must go way back into Mogul times as a spectacular
sport. The secret seems to be to jump up in the air and aim to land in the
centre of the open top of the well, as any lateral movement would result in
the jumper crashing into the masonry sides of the long narrow shaft on the
way down. It looked a very hazardous feat, and the water looked very soupy,
but our volunteers were quite keen to jump for a few coins. It looked so
dangerous that we were concerned that someone would get hurt, so didn’t
encourage them to try it.
In the case of the previous Old City of Delhi, Shahjahanabad, with its
original east-west main street known as Chandni Chauk, and the maze of
bazaars, narrow streets and alleyways leading from it, was not considered a
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Figure 11.6: A Harvard training aircraft at Palam airfield.
healthy place for British troops to visit and was generally out of bounds. There
was considerable political and religious unrest in India in 1947, especially in
the cities and in many places painted slogans such as “Quit India!”, “Jai Hind!”
and “Pakistan Zindabad!”, etc. could be seen. On the 20th of February, Lord
Louis Mountbatten was appointed Viceroy to deal with the move towards
Indian independence but this didn’t have any noticeable effect as far as I
could see. We did travel through the Old City at times, however, but only on a
direct route through the Delhi Gate and along Elgin Road to the main railway
station. Elgin Road passed between the Red Fort and the large mosque, the
Jama Masjid, both built in the 17th century during the reign of the emperor
Shahjahan. Elgin Road runs through a wide maidan or grassy open space
with scattered trees which extends for about three-quarters of a mile and
separates these buildings. Perhaps the Emperor didn’t want the common
people building their houses up against the walls of his fort!
One of our regular evening diversions was a visit to the Camp Cinema, a
large hut on the northern side of the airfield. This operated several nights a
week with a change of film every night; the entrance charge was Re.1. We
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didn’t know what the film was going to be until we got there, so, in this
way, I saw lots of films, many of which I would never have bothered to see
at home. They were a mixed bag, comedy, war, horror, thrillers, epics and
musicals. Usually, I travelled with a crowd of others in the back of a truck
but sometimes rode pillion on a motor bike with Captain Frankel who liked
to travel independently.
On one memorable occasion I drove a truckload of Airmen and Signalmen
to the cinema and brought them back. There was a 15 cwt truck standing
conveniently near the Mess but when it was time to go there was no driver for
it. I offered to drive and soon found that, although I was not familiar with
the model, I was able to drive it and managed to get there safely. However,
the pedals in the footwell of the truck were rather cramped owing to the
wheel arch coming in farther than I had been used to, so on the final return
approach to the living quarters I had some slight difficulty in finding the
footbrake. As we seemed to be approaching a crosswall by the rooms at a
brisk speed, everyone started shouting out, for the truck showed no signs of
stopping. Along the ground outside the rooms on our right was a row of large,
unglazed earthenware water pots or chattis, and I was unable to avoid running
them down. I must have smashed about four of them. I found the footbrake
not a moment too soon and we stopped rather abruptly. The pile of bodies
in the back were not amused and some rude words could be heard. I slipped
away quietly before everyone could get out and see who the driver was!
*

* *

*

*

I think that news of my interest in Indian history and local outings must
have got round for I soon found myself given the job of Education Officer
for the B.O.R.s and got involved in a number of interesting schemes. One of
the duties that this job entailed was to conduct discussion sessions based on
the pamphlets issued by the Army Bureau of Current Affairs (ABCA). The
Army issued a regular series of pamphlets on diverse topics of the moment and
these were supposed to serve as the basis for officers to lead group discussions
on a weekly basis. There was no set programme and I was responsible for
deciding the topic to be discussed at each session. This was not at all my cup
of tea and many of the signalmen were not really interested, but fortunately
there were some who were more garrulous and these could be drawn into an
argument so I usually managed to get a discussion going. As a last resort, I
would give them an impromptu talk on some subject like the Atom Bomb, or
ask them what they wanted to do on release from the Army, which provoked
some response.
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I was much more interested in organising outings, and while the weather
was reasonably cool, took a party one Sunday morning on a very interesting
excursion to see the deserted city of Tughlakabad, the fourth of the ancient
cities of Delhi, which lies about 12 miles south-east of New Delhi and five
miles east of the Kutb Minar. We started from Palam in the early morning
and as quite a large group of men wanted to come, I organised one of our
larger trucks with a Sikh driver; instead of going to New Delhi and south-east
from there, I planned a southerly route along a country road which brought
us to the small town of Mahrauli from the south. Here we had a spot of
trouble. The narrow main street was crowded with people and the wayside
shops obtruded into the thoroughfare with piles of goods, rickety temporary
counters and projecting awnings on light poles. As we reached a particularly
narrow part of this street, the side of the truck caught one such awning and
brought it down, demolishing the stall below. Other shopkeepers in our path
hurriedly pulled in their awnings as we approached as we didn’t stop to inspect
the damage. When we reached a wider part of the street, I thought I ought
to go back and do something about the wrecked shop but the Sikh driver
insisted that it wouldn’t be safe for me so we carried on out of town and left
the shopkeepers to sort out the mess. I decided to return to Palam by another
route!
Less than a mile to the north of Mahrauli was a road junction in a wide
expanse of open country and as there were no road signs I wasn’t sure which
road to take. I took a chance and we drove on to the east. After travelling
a short distance along this road I saw two men standing some distance away
on the rough country to the left; I walked over to them and asked in my
best Urdu for directions to Tughlakabad. They didn’t understand anything I
said and I couldn’t understand them either. However, by repeating the word
“Tughlakabad” in as many variations as I could think of, and pointing along
the road, I eventually made them understand and they eagerly agreed with
me that we were on the right road. Some Indians tend to waggle their heads
from side to side when they mean “yes”, which is rather disconcerting when
we are used to a nod!
Eventually we reached Tughlakabad, the road running under the massive
ruined walls of the fortified town on our left, and drove along until we came
to a ridge across our path which connected the town wall to a subsidiary fort,
Adilabad, on our right. This ridge was formerly an artificial bund which held
back the waters of an extensive lake creating an additional defence for the
town on the south-east side. We stopped on the ridge and walked along it
to the fort. From 1944 to 1945 much conservation work had been carried
out here, masses of fallen stones had been cleared away and trenches dug to
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investigate the interior.
We were able to walk through an arched outer gateway and up a wide
ramp to the entrance of the fort, where, apart from the jumbled heaps of
stones, the remains of ancient buildings, there was not much to see. After
a look around, we drove back down the road about half a mile to a point
where a narrow stone causeway led out across the old lake bed to a large
tomb inside a fortified enclosure. This was the resting place of Tughlak Shah,
the builder of the city. Leaving the driver with the truck we walked over
the causeway into the fortified tomb, and here, standing on the sandstone
ramparts overlooking the surrounding wide expanse of the former lake bed,
now cultivated land, I gave the party a short talk on the history of the site.
Tughlakabad was founded by Tughlak Shah or Ghiyas-ud-Din Tughlak, an
adventurer of Turkish descent who seized the Delhi Sultanate after killing the
existing ruler in 1321. He founded the city as his new capital in the same
year, and as it is said to have been completed by 1325, only four years later
(some records say two years!), this was a most remarkable feat even with the
plentiful labour available, as the city covers some 300 acres (about the same
as the City of London), and is enclosed by great walls, 30 to 50 feet high.
For the building of the city, the Sultan commandeered all available labour
including the men of a well-known Moslem saint, Shaikk Nizam-ud-Din, who
was building a mosque only six miles away. As a result, the saint cursed the
Sultan and foretold that he would never enjoy his new capital. This turned
out to be the case!
Before the city was completed, Tughlak Shah went campaigning in Bengal,
leaving his eldest son, Muhammad bin Tughlak, to complete the building
work. After a victorious campaign, Tughlak Shah was returning to his new
capital when his son Muhammad asked him to enjoy some festivities before
entering the new city. Muhammad had a special pavilion built from which
his father could watch the ceremony. This included an elephant parade and
fight which was so managed as to push over the pavilion, causing the deaths
of both the Sultan and his younger son Mahmud, either in the “accident” or
in the “rescue” attempts. Tughlak Shah and his son were both buried the
same night in the fortified tomb which he had already prepared near his city,
and Muhammad-bin-Tughlak became the new ruler in 1325 and reigned for
another 26 years with a tyranny as bad as any in Indian history.
A few years later, Muhammad took offence at some insults and criticisms
offered by the inhabitants of the city and decided to destroy it. He founded a
new capital at Daulatabad in the Deccan, about 630 miles away to the south,
and ordered the population to leave Tughlakabad within three days on pain
of death, and move to the new site. This was reckoned to involve a journey of
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forty days. The few people who remained in the city for whatever reason were
summarily killed and the site was abandoned and was never repopulated.
Walking back along the causeway and across the road, we climbed a steep
ramp to a ruined gateway in the city walls and passed through into the palace
area. Here was a wide space of rough ground covered with piles of stones from
destroyed buildings, some of which had been of large size. None of this area
has ever been properly explored. The whole city, in fact, is at present a vast
waste of ruins inside the crumbling city walls, with only a small Gujar village
built around the remains of the ancient mosque. There was far too much to
explore in time time available so I decided to just look inside the citadel area
which was walled off from the rest of the city and had even stronger defences.
Some of the walls of the citadel still remained, in some cases to a height of
90 feet, and I led the way inside through another large gateway. As we were
looking around, a small boy appeared from nowhere and came to see what
we were doing. He followed us round through the masses of crumbling ruins
(there were only low walls and rubble).
I knew that there was an underground passage leading from an inner room
which was designed as an escape route for the Sultan as a last resort if the
city, palace and citadel were captured by an enemy, so I asked the boy about
this. He understood immediately. “Ae! Nichi-wallah!” (underneath-thing)
was his reply and he led us through the ruins to a secluded corner in a small
room near the city wall. Here, in what must have been a most secret inner
apartment was a rectangular hole in the paving, still with clear-cut ledges
round the top where a stone flag must have fitted to conceal it. A flight of
stone steps led down into the blackness.
As I had some slight worries that this underground passage might harbour
the odd cobra, I had come prepared with a tourniquet and a clean, new razor
blade with some idea of a desperate treatment for snakebite; fortunately, this
extreme remedy wasn’t needed, much to my relief! I led the way down the
steps into a narrow and very low tunnel, so low that I had to crouch down
to pass along it. A gleam of daylight came from the far end about 15 yards
away. The passageway was fairly clear of debris and I emerged on the broken
ground just below the outer wall of the city. At one time, the exit must have
been concealed, if not buried, in the rocks and scrub of the steep slope at this
point, but now it was laid bare. The passage was closed by two thick stone
door leaves, still intact, and beautifully pivoted into the solid masonry of the
tunnel.
I scrambled out and was followed by the rest of the party and the small
boy who seemed pleased with a few coins I gave him for his help. Alas, for
Romance!, history does not record the flight of any Sultan with his officials
234

and harem to the boat which was no doubt kept in readiness on the lake below.
Our driver was surprised to see us emerge and took us back to Palam by a
route which avoided going back through Mahrauli and its irate stallholders!
This little jaunt wetted everyone’s appetite for more, so I became more
ambitious and started to plan a weekend visit to Agra to see the many famous
monuments in that region. There were so many places of interest that I had
to restrict myself to visiting the most accessible ones in the limited time
that we had available but wanted to make the most of such opportunities for
serendipitous sightseeing.
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Chapter 12

Serendipitous Sightseeing
When my sightseeing plans were complete, I organised a party of twelve
B.O.R.s who were sufficiently interested to come to Agra with me for a weekend to see the sights. We set off by train from Delhi after work on Friday, the
21st of February. After a journey of about 120 miles, we reached Agra and
made our way to a kind of Forces Hostel (rather like a Y.M.C.A.), which had
been recommended to me. We had good rooms here and spent the rest of the
evening in a large common room which we had to ourselves. Here, I narrowly
beat one of the men in a game of chess. My win was by luck rather than any
skill on my part as I was never a good chess player. Next morning, I secured
a native guide who knew Agra and the surrounding area, and we set off for
the Taj Mahal. The hostel was to the south of Agra city and we soon reached
the Taj on the south bank of the Jumna river. The Taj complex is entered
through an imposing gateway fronting on to a wide open space.
It is said that when the monument was completed, this area was full of
bamboo and timber scaffolding, and the emperor being impatient to see the
finished monument asked his minister how long it would take to remove it all.
He was told that it would take at least a year, but not having the patience to
wait so long, the emperor declared that the populace could dismantle it and
take away anything they wanted. The result was that the area was cleared
in one day! Many of the nearby houses are supposed to have been built from
this material. We climbed stairs to the roof of the gateway, from where there
is a splendid view of the Taj set in its formal garden. Walking along the
paths by the side of the water-filled channels and fountains we reached the
high marble platform which forms the base of the Taj itself, and here, we had
to either take off our shoes, or put on large canvas overshoes. This was both
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Figure 12.1: The entrance gateway to the Taj gardens.
to protect the marble flooring from wear and also to respect the fact that it
was a Muslim holy site where shoes must not be worn.
We entered the main domed building in the centre of which are two marble cenotaphs to Mumtaz Mahal and Shah Jahan. The tomb was originally
designed by Shah Jahan for his favourite wife and so her cenotaph is placed
centrally on the floor of the building. Times had changed when Shah Jahan
died and his memorial was squeezed in to the left of that of his wife; of course,
his is raised on a higher base! Both cenotaphs and their bases are of marble,
richly inlaid with coloured stones in floral patterns. The floor is also of inlaid
marble, the whole central area being enclosed by a screen of inlaid and fretted
marble. Apart from the passageway around this screen which allows one to
see the beautiful stone inlay, there is another passage around the building in
the thickness of the walls. This connects small rooms under each of the four
corners of the structure and is lit by windows to the outside. I was interested to see that the small panes of these windows were sheets of mica. It
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was also interesting to see the differing qualities of the coloured stone inlay
work (pietra dura); this is said to be due to the differences in quality of the
craftsmen, those from Italy being much more skilful than the locally trained
workers. From time to time, a muezzin gave a loud call which resonated
throughout the dome in a most impressive manner. Descending a flight of
marble steps we entered the burial chamber on a lower floor which contains
the marble tombs, arranged as before under the two cenotaphs on the main
floor. This room has walls of polished marble and the two marble monuments
are inlaid with black stone inscriptions in the Persian script. That of Mumtaz
Mahal gives the 99 names of God, the date 1040 A.H. (A.D. 1630), and at
number of religious quotations. Six, inches away to the west is the tomb of
Shah Jahan. This is also inlaid in black stone with religious quotations and
the date of his death 1076 A.H. (A.D. 1666).
At the time of our visit, access to the four minars at the corners of the Taj
platform was regulated; a different one could be climbed each day, presumably
to even out the wear on the marble stairs. On this visit, I was able to climb
to the top of the minar at the north-east corner. The low marble balconies at
several stages of the minars do not inspire confidence from the safety aspect,
especially when wearing canvas overshoes, but the view from the top at 130
feet is worth the climb. At each side of the marble Taj platform is a sandstone
and marble building inside the boundary wall. The one on the west is a mosque
which has room according to a local guidebook “for 550 men to pray, including
a number of women”! The building on the east side, is practically a mirror
image of the mosque but is known as the Jamat Khana or rest-house. The
Taj dome is surmounted by a large brass finial bearing a crescent and on the
floor of the courtyard outside the rest-house is inlaid a stone outline of this
to give an impressive indication of its size.
It is surprising that I remember these sights with great vividness but
cannot recall what our party did for food and drink during the two days we
spent in the Agra area. We certainly had breakfast and dinner at our hostel
but must have had some refreshments during our rather long excursions over
two busy days but I haven’t the slightest recollection of this!
On this visit I bought a locally printed guide book which describes in a
quaint manner the story behind the building of the monument. Here is an
extract:The Emperor, in the year 1629 A.D. was going to the Deccan
to fight with the Lodis, when he camped at Burhanpur, a favourite
resort of Shah Jehan. The Begum was in camp, enjoying a game of
chess. As the game proceeded, the Begum, who was in the family
way, fancied that she heard the child cry in her womb. This being
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Figure 12.2: The Taj Mahal on a “busy” day. I was sitting on the marble seat
at the side of the central pool in the gardens.
a bad omen for the mother the Begum became very anxious for
her life and was horrified at the thought of death.
The Emperor ordered the most eminent physicians to diagnose
her case and apply the best remedies. The Emperor was very sad
and the physicians were trying their best when the Begum told her
husband that she felt her health fail; and her heart was sinking.
She told the Emperor that she had no hope of life left and feared
the worst to happen any instant.
The Emperor, who was touched with those words, tried to
console the dying queen, as best as he could, but she was not to be
moved by the most touching little speech that the Emperor made
to her. She, after thanking the Lord for the countless blessings
that He had bestowed upon the husband and wife during their
earthly career, asked two boons from the Emperor. The Emperor
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Shah Jehan who loved his wife dearly, promised solemnly to fulfil
the two boons, which were, first, that he should not marry a second
time as God had already blessed him with four boys and six girls.
This was said with a view to avoid the arrival of first claimants
to the throne, in case the second wife brought forth any children.
Her second wish was that her tomb should be built of such a
pattern and style that its equal may not be found in the world.
He vowed before his wife to fulfil the two boons and the dying
queen, having achieved her objects breathed her last. (In actual
fact, Shah Jahan had two children by an earlier consort and eight
sons and six daughters by Mumtaz Mahal between 1613 and 1631.)
Even from the time of Shah Jahan the Taj has needed some repair at times to
cure leaks and replace missing stones, and during the 1940’s work was started
on tackling the many problems connected with the building. Decayed mortar
was replaced and at one time the main dome was hidden by a mass of timber
scaffolding. This was removed by 1945 when the American Army floodlit the
structure to celebrate “VE Day”.
*

* *

*

*

We next visited Agra Fort, about a mile and a half to the west, where the
river Jumna makes a wide bend on its journey from the north. The fort is on
the west bank of this bend. The walls, which are a mile and a half round, are
seventy feet high with a lower outer wall and a wide, deep moat outside this.
The fort was built largely by Akbar over a period of nine years from 1566.
We entered through the Amar Singh Gate at the south end of the fort.
This gate is named after a Maharaja of Jodhpur who was executed by Shah
Jahan. Nearby, outside the walls, is a monument in stone of a horse’s head;
our guide told us it was to commemorate a Rajput noble who escaped from
the Mogul guards by jumping his horse over the walls. A short passage leads
to the impressive inner gate through the 70 feet high walls and once inside
these, we entered a complex of stone buildings known as the Jahangiri Mahal.
This palace of Jahangir contains a number of rooms and courts that were built
for his Hindu mother, Jodh Bai, purely Hindu in style with much elaborately
carved stonework. The rooms were formerly decorated with great magnificence but now show only a few remaining traces of the painted and gilded
floral decorations. As we moved from room to room our guide kept repeating
that when the Jats plundered the fort in the 18th century they “looted and
scraped” the gold from the walls, but when I questioned whether it had been
worth the trouble, we didn’t hear this phrase again.
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Figure 12.3: The south-west walls of Agra fort near the Amar Singh gate.
The fort, built by Akbar, has walls 70 feet high and 1½ miles around.
Part of this palace, known as the Khas Mahal, was remodelled and extended by Shah Jahan using a great deal of marble instead of the red sandstone of the older work. Just outside this building is a large marble bath sunk
into the paving. Built into its sides were alcoves or seats, presumably to allow
a number of people to have a social bath in the fresh air; the waste water could
flow from the bath through drain and our guide led us down a flight of steep
steps near the fort wall to show how it supplied a smaller underground bath
which was the sole water supply for the captives held in the prisons beneath
the terrace. (I suppose that to drink second-hand bathwater was the ultimate
insult!).
Lighting a candle, our guide led us along a number of dark underground
passages until we reached a circular, domed chamber deep under the fortress.
He called this the “Hanging Place” and a stout wooden beam with an iron
hook was still to be seen. Apparently, there had been a deep pit in the centre
of this chamber which led down to a passage connecting with the river, and
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Figure 12.4: A group that I took to Agra for a few days on an “educational”
trip. Our guide is at the front. We sat on the black stone slab from which the
emperor could watch events in the moat (presumably he sat on cushions!)
the bodies of victims were disposed of in this manner. The pit had been closed
by masonry for the sake of safety at some time in the past. The chamber had
a foul, musty smell, and many bats hung on the walls and domed roof, and
as our voices and candle light disturbed them, there was much squeaking and
some of them flew round us while we were there. Altogether, it was a most
unpleasant and evil place and we were all glad to get out into the daylight
again. Near the Jahangiri Mahal I had a look into a great stone bowl standing
in the garden. This is known as “Jahangir’s Bath” as a Persian inscription
round the top mentions him by name, but as it is five feet deep it doesn’t give
the impression of being a practical bath and its purpose is unknown.
Walking through the palace areas we came to the Throne terrace overlooking the river Jumna at the eastern side of the fort. Here is the Diwan-i-Khas,
or Hall of Private Audience, built by Shah Jahan in 1636-7 as a place where
he could receive ambassadors and dignitaries in private state. It is an attrac243

tive marble building with a covered verandah of three arches, raised above
terrace level on a marble platform. In front of it is the Throne Terrace on
which stand the black stone throne of Jahangir and the marble throne of Shah
Jahan. Low railings of fretted, white marble edge the terrace which overlooks
the open space below the wall, so that the emperor, sitting on his throne,
could watch elephant fights taking place below the walls. We had a photograph taken sitting on the black throne with our guide. Some of the marble
slabs at the edge of the terrace were almost blank, with lines of marking-out
and only a few holes pierced through them for cutting the frets. At the time
I thought that they had been left unfinished from Mogul times but it seems
more likely that they were being made to replace damaged slabs and repairs
were still going on. During the Jat attack on Agra, a cannon ball struck the
black throne, scarring its surface, and ricochetted off to embed itself in one of
the arches of the Diwan-i-Khas, where the damage can still be seen.
Away to the north side of the terrace was a building known as the Shish
Mahal, or Palace of Mirrors, which contained a dressing room and a bath
room, the bath being the usual marble tank set in the floor in the centre of
the room. The room walls were covered with small irregular pieces of glass
mirrors set into the plaster so that by lamp light it must have sparkled with
light. The glass is greenish in colour and very uneven. An interesting feature
of this room was the presence of slightly sunken panels in the walls behind
which were hollow resonant cavities. (One was broken open so I was able to
see the way it was constructed). While the queen was bathing, it was said
that her slave girls would beat on these panels rhythmically so she could enjoy
a musical bathe!
At the other side of the Throne Terrace and past the Diwan-i-Khas is the
site of the Saman Burj or Jasmine Tower, at the north end of the palaces.
This is a beautiful pavilion of inlaid marble built by Jahangir for his queen,
Nur Jahan. It gets its name from the jasmine flowers inlaid in the marble in
pietra dura. The pavilion faces the Taj Mahal across the wide bend of the
river Jumna and our guide showed us how, by standing in a certain place, it
was possible to see a perfect reflection of that building in the polished stone
centre of a floral inlay. A very attractive effect. (Some years later, an Indian
colleague of my brother Norman at Manchester University told him how the
Mogul emperor at Delhi had a polished emerald through which he was able
to see the Taj Mahal at Agra. At a distance of over 100 miles this seems most
unlikely, and I wonder whether it was a garbled version of a story about the
reflection at Agra Fort).
When Shah Jahan was deposed and imprisoned by his son Aurangzeb, he
spent his last seven years here and died in this pavilion, looking across to his
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wife’s tomb in the Taj Mahal. A short distance away, stairs lead down to
underground rooms which we did not explore, only having time to go down
one flight which took us to the Takhana or Royal Latrine, a small underground
room fitted with a perforated marble slab seat which was set across a deep
shaft, washed at the base by the waters of the river.
Our next visit was to the magnificent Diwan-i-Am or Hall of Public Audience which built in red sandstone by Akbar and later embellished by Shah
Jahan with his usual marble work. As with the Diwan-i-Khas, it is built on a
raised platform with rows of arches and carved pillars, but everything is on a
bigger scale. The royal seat or diwan is set into the inner face of the building
in an open-fronted room, raised well above the paved platform. In the side
walls of this room there are pierced marble screens to enable the ladies of the
court to see and hear all the proceedings in privacy. A small raised platform
on the pavement of the building was provided for the vizier or prime-minister
to stand on, so he could hand petitions and documents up to the emperor,
and pass on his orders to the public. A daily public audience was held here
when people could see the emperor, make petitions and get rulings on matters
of justice and law, presumably after the payment of suitable fees and bribes.
By this time we were all getting rather weary so contented ourselves with
only a fleeting glimpse of the beautiful Moti Masjid or Pearl Mosque which lay
some distance to the north of here. It was built by Shah Jahan over a period
of seven years. It has three domes and a series of pierced marble screens
between the prayer places for men and women. We also had a quick look
inside the Nagina Masjid, the Gem Mosque, which is a small private mosque
of Shah Jahan and his ladies. This is a small, three-domed building, walled
in on three sides to form a private and secluded courtyard.
On our way out of the fort we went into a showroom and shop where lots of
souvenirs were on sale, inlaid marble, stone boxes, models and photographs.
The stone inlay work in marble was done in a similar manner to that in the
local monuments by local workers and some pieces were very fine. It was here
that I bought an inlaid piece of marble, a black marble box inlaid with an
outline of the Taj in mother-of-pearl, and a photograph of the building. It
had been a very full day and we had seen lots of interesting sights but I was
glad to get back to our hostel for a meal and a good rest. Before parting with
our guide whom I had found very satisfactory and who spoke good English, I
arranged for him to supply some transport for next morning so that we could
have an expedition to the deserted city of Fatehpur Sikri which lies about 24
miles to the west of Agra.
*

*

* *
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Next morning, Sunday, the 23rd of February, we boarded a rather decrepit
bus which our guide had arranged to take us to Fatehpur Sikri. It had no glass
in the side windows but these were fitted with thin iron bars to stop anyone
climbing out, and behind the driver’s compartment was a small section with
a bench seat for the “better class” passengers. The “common herd” travelled
in the rear body of the bus. As there were no windows it was very dusty,
especially towards the back of the bus so some of us travelled as “better class”
passengers. The driver had an unusual method of fuel economy; he put his
foot down hard and drove the bus up to its maximum speed of perhaps 40
m.p.h. and switched off the engine and put the gear into neutral. Then he
coasted along until the bus had almost stopped when he re-started the engine
and repeated this procedure for the rest of the journey. He wouldn’t change
this method despite my arguments so we had an uneven and weary journey.
The road ran fairly straight and eventually took us through the Agra Gate
through the extensive walls of the deserted city of Fatehpur Sikri. We stopped
just inside the gateway and some of our party climbed up to the top of the
gatehouse. Most of the interior of the city seemed to be wasteland as the
buildings of the inhabitants of the place had been far from substantial and
had crumbled away. However, the palace area with its solid stone buildings
was extremely well preserved. There is also a small inhabited village to the
south of the area of the palace and the great mosque.
Leaving our bus on the road near the palace we set out to explore. We were
able to wander freely wherever we wished as the area was almost deserted,
only a few other visitors being seen. There was a wealth of fine red sandstone
buildings which our guide explained to us, and although not as magnificent as
those in Agra Fort, they were very interesting as they all dated from the same
period of Akbar’s reign, all work on the city ceasing in about 1586. We were
shown buildings said to be stables for elephants and camels, and a vast series
of palaces and courtyards set out in a spacious manner. Most were solidly
built and functional but some were elaborately carved and it was possible to
see Hindu influence in the apartments built for Akbar’s Hindu wife, Jodh Bai.
As I did not have a plan of the site, I found it difficult to keep track of where
everywhere was! Some buildings were very memorable though, and these we
looked at in some detail.
One particularly interesting building was the Diwan-i-Khas, or Hall of
Private Audience, where Akbar would meet officials and dignitaries. It is a
square building which looks as though it is of two stories from the outside,
as it has two rows of windows. Internally, however, it is a square hall open
up to the roof. A single pillar in the centre of the hall rises to about half the
height of the building. The capital of this pillar is made up of many tiers of
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Figure 12.5: The Panch Mahal in Akbar’s abandoned city of Fatehpur Sikri.
In the distance on the right is the top of the Buland Darwaza, the great
gateway leading into the mosque.
corbels, all elaborately carved, spreading outwards as they rise so as to form a
large circular floor on the upper surface. From this floor four galleries cross the
open space between it and the corners of the hall, where they are carried along
the inner faces of the walls all round. The galleries and the central platform
have low stone railings along their sides. By means of this arrangement, the
emperor was able to meet his visitors without actually mingling with them,
although he could receive documents and petitions passed across the bridges.
Outside this building was a small open-sided, but roofed structure called the
Astrologer’s Seat. (Akbar was said to consult his astrologer daily having taken
an interest in the beliefs of his Hindu subjects).
There is also a larger Diwan-i-Am, or Hall of Public Audience, as at Agra
Fort, but much simpler in style. It takes the form of a large cloistered courtyard with an elevated verandah where judgements were delivered and petitions
could be received. It has a number of pierced sandstone screens to allow the
ladies of the court to observe the proceedings privately. In the nearby Pachisi
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Figure 12.6: The Astrologer’s throne in the palace at Fatehpur Sikri.
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courtyard is a low stone throne on which the players would sit to enjoy the
game of Pachisi (a game reminiscent of Ludo) using 16 slave girls and servants,
dressed in appropriately coloured clothing, as pieces on a board marked out
in the paving.
Moving towards the Great Mosque, we next visited the Panch Mahal,
which is a building of five floors, the uppermost being an airy pavilion which
would catch the breeze in hot weather. It was built purely for pleasure. In
the palace which lies near the stables towards the Great Mosque, the walls are
pierced with elegant stone screens cut from the red sandstone. This was the
palace of Jodh Bai, the Hindu wife of Akbar. Not far from here we entered the
complex of the Jami Masjid or Great Mosque, through the Badshahi Darwaza,
the south gateway, through which Akbar and his court came. The interior
consists of a vast cloistered courtyard lined with numerous domed cells and
containing two tombs, the most important being the tomb of Shaikh Salim
Chisti, the famous Moslem saint, which occupies a prominent position on the
north side. This tomb was originally built in red sandstone but was rebuilt
in marble by Jahangir and Shah Jahan at a later time. As it was regarded
as a very holy place we had to take off our shoes to enter the rather small
building which has a rather elaborately carved marble exterior with pierced
marble screens in the sides. Through the porch is a perambulatory around a
central chamber enclosing the saint’s cenotaph. This is covered with a rich
inlay of ebony and mother-of-pearl which, I thought, could do with a bit
of restoration as some of the inlay seemed very loose. Akbar attributed his
success in producing a son (Jahangir) to the influence of this saint, and this
is why he founded the city here. As a result, women who are desirous of a son
come here to pray and when we visited the site, the marble screens around the
tomb were festooned with pieces of cloth which had been tied on as offerings
to the saint to obtain his good favour.
After looking round, we left the mosque through the great Buland Darwaza, built to commemorate Akbar’s conquests in 1575. Rising above a high
series of steps, it stands 175 feet above the ground at their foot. It is difficult to photograph as it is at the end of the ridge and the ground below
it falls away steeply to the local village and it is not easy to get a complete
view of this imposing gate which is said to be the highest in India. Outside
the mosque walls is a diving tank of unattractive, murky water, into which
enthusiasts will leap from the walls for a few coins reward. We watched two
or three youths perform this feat and rewarded them when they came out
dripping with dirty water.
We rejoined our bus and had a dusty, and weary journey back to Agra
where we collected our kit and caught the Delhi train in the late afternoon.
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While waiting in the train at Agra station, I bought two carved wooden
elephants from a boy, bargaining through the carriage window. He assured
me that they were made of sandalwood - “Smell Sahib!” - and they did smell
of sandalwood for a short time - until the spot of oil he had rubbed on them
had evaporated! We returned to Palam with many pleasant memories of a
most interesting few days but had to get down to work again on the Monday
morning.
*

* *

*

*

Although we were rather detached from affairs in the world except for the
occasional newspaper in the Mess, the political life of India came to our notice
at times. In London it had been decided that the British would quit India by
June 1948. So, at least, we should get back home by then, and this was in
our minds, even though it seemed an age away. The Army were releasing men
according to their Release Group numbers, men who had been in the Services
longest being released first. My Release Group number was 54c. There was
no fixed timetable and men were released according to circumstances at the
time so we never knew how much more time we still had to serve. An amusing
incident took place at this time. I was on duty as an orderly officer and visited
the B.O.R.s quarters one evening on my tour of inspection, to find most of
the Signalmen huddled around a table and very absorbed in some matter.
On investigation, I found that on the table they had arranged a large circle
of pieces of paper with letters and numbers on them, and had an upturned
tumbler in the centre. A number of the men each had a forefinger on the
tumbler which was moving about over the table under their combined forces.
One man with a paper and pencil was recording the letters and numbers to
which the glass moved. They told me that they were consulting the “spirits”
in order to find out when their release numbers would come up, and were very
serious about it!
The Adjutant, Charles Tuck, was sent back to the U.K. by air for a short
leave towards the end of February, his place being filled by Major Barnett,
Indian Signals, and so I had to get used to sharing an office with a fresh
officer. (Charles had left on LIAP leave; whilst the war continued, the Army
had operated a scheme whereby any man who had served overseas for four
years was repatriated. This was known as PYTHON leave, a reference to
the Army eating its own tail. Towards the end of 1945, a new scheme was
introduced named Leave In Addition to Python. Under LIAP, anyone who
would have served overseas three years, before being demobilised, was to be
given a short home leave). When Charles came back from leave, he told an
amusing story about his journey home. Apparently the aircraft stopped at
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a French airfield overnight and with a few of the aircrew he visited a nearby
small town. As they walked in the streets, he passed what he thought was
a friendly remark in his best French to a young lady walking past, only to
receive a wallop from her handbag which knocked him over. He couldn’t think
what he’d said wrong!
When he heard of our jaunt to Agra he decided he would like to go, so as
soon as we could arrange it, we both went for another a weekend visit. We
left Delhi on the evening train on Friday, the 14th of March, and arriving at
Agra, sought accommodation in a pleasant small hotel, the Empress Hotel, a
single-story building with a shady verandah, set in a quiet part of the city.
On the Saturday morning we hired a tonga to take us to the Taj Mahal. As
Charles wanted to travel back to Delhi fairly early on the Sunday, we decided
to concentrate on seeing the Taj and Agra Fort and not bother with a trip
to Fatehpur Sikri. We had a leisurely look round all the Taj buildings and
gardens, climbing to the top of the south-east minar which was the one open
to visitors that day. It was nice not to have a lot of others to look after and
we both found the day very enjoyable. From the Taj we travelled in a tonga
to Agra Fort and I showed Charles round all the buildings that the guide had
shown me on my previous visit. Near the Khas Mahal I came across some
Indian guides, among whom was the very man who had helped me on my
last visit. I borrowed a candle stump from him and took Charles down to the
underground prisons and the “Hanging Place” with its bats and foul smell. He
was suitably impressed. I gave the guide back his candle with a small tip when
we came out into the sweet fresh air again. The weather was getting hotter
now and we were glad to get back to the shade of our hotel for a rest and a
meal, but in the evening we went back to the Taj to see what it was like in the
moonlight. It was most impressive in the gentle light, the dome seeming to
float in space, and as we walked around between the rows of bushes along the
paths, the sparks of fireflies flashed in the branches or flew through the air.
There were some visitors walking round, but it was very quiet and peaceful,
in fact, even during our earlier visit there were very few people about. We
didn’t enter the building itself but just walked round the entire site. After a
leisurely morning on the Sunday, we caught an early train back to Delhi.
*

* *

*

*

Towards the end of February, Lord Louis Mountbatten had been appointed
Viceroy of India to replace Lord Wavell who held the position at that time.
The turmoil between the Hindu Congress faction and the Muslim League
about the future of the country led to violence and at the beginning of March,
rioting in the Phnjab led to nearly 300 deaths. The problem was to decide
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how the country should be ruled, and whether it should be divided between
the Hindu and Muslim groups. We were not involved at this time, the chief
danger areas being in the large cities where there were mixed religions. There
were always some political or religious demonstrations going on in Delhi and
the Old City was out of bounds to troops, although we passed through it by
road on our way to the station. One protest that was reported in the press was
rather amusing. Hundreds of sadhus and Hindu mendicants congregated in
New Delhi (“The All-India Association of Fakirs and Holy Men”), and blocked
the streets around the Secretariat in a peaceful protest about the killing of
cows (for food). The authorities dealt with this problem by bringing in the
Army who loaded the peaceful protesters on to trucks and drove them off over
50 miles away and unloaded them. The streets were clear for a week or so
before the sadhus made their leisurely way back, and the process was repeated
until they got fed up with the protest.
Lt. Jones was posted away from Palam and I took over his section on the
18th of March. This was No.289 Terminal Equipment Section made up of
Madrassi Signalmen with a Sikh Naik who was the truck driver. It was a very
small and non-operational section and my duties were minimal. They had a
store-room for their equipment which had to be checked in the taking-over
procedure when we found that there was some duplication of equipment, so I
took charge of a spare set of drawing instruments and some set squares to use
in my office. These came home with me when I left India. The section was
much reduced from what it had been and when I handed it over in turn to Lt.
Chandler in May, it had been renumbered as No.4 Terminal Equipment Section, probably on account of the Army re-organisation consequent on changes
to do with transfer of power. Apart from looking after the small number of
men, I can’t remember having much to do with this section.
On Saturday, the 22nd of March, the new Viceroy of India, Lord Louis
Mountbatten arrived at Palam in his York aircraft and was met by Lord
Wavell, the out-going Viceroy. Lord Louis wore his white naval uniform and
was accompanied by his wife, Edwina, and their daughter. Nehru and other
Indian government big-wigs were there to greet him, and we were able to watch
the proceedings from a distance. After inspection of a guard-of-honour, they
all set off in a stream of big cars for New Delhi and left us in peace. Next
day, the ceremony was repeated in reverse as Wavell was seen off in the York
aircraft that Lord Louis arrived in. On this occasion, Lord Louis had changed
from his naval uniform and was dressed in a suit. Photographs were taken
by an R.A.F. photographer and I was also able to take a few pictures of the
departure of the York aircraft myself from an upper floor of our block.
By the end of March, political disturbances intensified, with general Hindu
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Figure 12.7: Some men of the Terminal Equipment Section at Palam airfield.
The Section was mainly made up up of Madrassis with a few Sikhs.

versus Muslim violence over much of Northern India. In Bombay, 147 people
were reported dead, with uncounted numbers in country areas. The Sikhs
were also involved and parts of the city of Amritsa were burnt. By the 6th
of April, over a thousand deaths had taken place and troops were called in
to restore order. I was involved in an interesting duty at about this time; I
was made a member of a Court of Inquiry ordered by the Army to investigate
the loss of a considerable quantity of firewood (lakri) from railway wagons
in some sidings near Delhi. Firewood was an important commodity, being
used for cooking and heating by everyone, and these were military supplies.
The firewood was usually in the form of trunks, branches and roots of trees
and was brought in by rail from some distant source. When the cargo was
weighed it had been found to be seriously underweight, so the loss had to be
investigated.
The Court of Inquiry was held in the Red Fort, Delhi, and lasted for about
a week or so. During the intervals between sittings and at lunch times, I had
good opportunities to take a look round the Mogul buildings in this impressive
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Figure 12.8: Lord Wavell departing from Palam airfield in the Viceroy’s York
aircraft following the arrival of Viscount Mountbatten to take over as Viceroy.
fort. I travelled daily to the Red Fort, being picked up by an Army engineering
officer who was based in Delhi Cantonment, the large military area to the
north of Palam. On our way to the Red Fort we picked up an Indian officer
who was another member of the court. For transport, the engineering officer
had a most unusual vehicle, a brand-new mobile laboratory, the interior of
which was equipped with a complete set of apparatus and chemicals for the
testing of lubricants and fuels, all in new and unused condition. There was
a chemical balance and analytical weights, drawers of chemicals, standard
equipment for the measurement of viscosity and flash-point and much more.
The inquiry was tedious as we had to interview lots of people concerned
with the problem, only some of them speaking understandable English. It
was a slow process as there had to be a translation of every sentence into
English. I undertook the recording and wrote down the proceedings as they
took place. I was involved in some of the questioning but as it had to be
translated or explained to the witnesses, this was tedious. The engineering
officer was the President of the Court and his knowledge of Urdu was less
reliable than mine so we had to rely on the Indian officer and a translator.
It was obvious from the start that it was a plain case of theft as the weight
of wood missing was considerable, but it was not possible to lay the blame
on any one individual, and in fact, the evidence seemed to point to the local
population as the culprits. However, the Court had to work its way through
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all the evidence and take statements from numbers of railway staff, clerks
and chowkidars, and finally reached the amazing conclusion that the missing
weight in the consignment was due to the evaporative loss of water as the
wood dried out! Considering that there had been no rain since the monsoon
of the previous year, this seemed a very remarkable conclusion to me, but the
Court was anxious to reach a verdict which did not lay the blame on anyone,
so this was the decision. Typical Indian bureaucracy! My manuscript report
of the Court was taken away and I never heard any more about the matter.
*

* *

*

*

For me, it was much more interesting to have a look around the inside of
the Red Fort, and although I did not have a plan and access was restricted,
I was able to see some of the more important buildings. The gateways into
the fort were impressive. Designed for the passage of elephants, they were
quite high, as an average elephant stands about 10 feet at the shoulder and
with a covered howdah its total height would be about 16 feet. Elephants can
crouch down to get a back load under a doorway, but only to the extent of
about one foot. The main gates were protected by outflanking barbicans so
that they could only be approached from the side. These were built by the
emperor Aurangzeb, much to the annoyance of his father, Shah Jahan who
complained that they spoilt his outlook from the palace.
Inside the fort was a complex of buildings old and new, with the usual
Diwan-i-Am and Diwan-i-Khas of Mogul palaces. The latter was a beautiful
marble building with carved and stone-inlaid marble pillars, and was the
original site of the fabulous Peacock Throne which has been estimated to
be worth twelve million pounds at present values. After the decline of the
Mogul empire, this bejewelled masterpiece was looted by Nadir Shah, the
king of Persia, in 1739. The Moguls originally came from hot, arid regions of
central Asia, where their public assemblies were held in large airy tents, so,
when they built in stone their buildings were open-sided, and shady. They
also delighted in flowing water in fountains, cascades and channels, and I was
interested to see wide marble channels which had been used for water in some
of the palace buildings in the fort. According to Jahangir’s journal, 32 pairs
of bullocks were permanently at work raising water from wells to keep the
fountains playing in one garden near Agra.
I was able to have a look in the Moti Masjid, an exquisite small mosque
in simple style, built by Aurangzeb, but did not get a chance to explore the
baths and other buildings nearby. Looking over the east wall of the fort, I
saw, over a wide dry moat, the detached fortress of Salimgarh. This was once
used as a prison but seemed deserted when I was there. The Red Fort was
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built by Shah Jahan in 1648 as a palace citadel in his city of Shahjahanabad
(Old Delhi). The city walls had a circuit of four and a half miles but much
has now been destroyed: we drove through the surviving Delhi Gate in the
walls on our way to the railway station, passing along Elgin Road in front of
the Red Fort. Elgin road runs across the Maidan, a wide open area of grass
and trees which was cleared of city houses after the Mutiny in 1857.
On the west side of the Maidan, opposite the south-west corner of the Red
Fort, is the Jama Masjid, said to be the biggest mosque in India. It stands
on the highest part of the city and has three large marble domes, inset with
strips of black stone. Another of Shah Jahan’s masterpieces, it is a striking
building. Unfortunately, owing to the unsettled state of the city, and the lack
of opportunity, I wasn’t able to visit the Jama Masjid and only saw it from
a distance. For the same reason I wasn’t able to visit the city, itself, through
which an important street, Chandni Chowk, runs east-west.
Chandni Chowk is famed for its bazaars where you can buy almost anything under the sun. The street was laid out in such a direction that the
emperor could see along it while he was sitting on his throne in the Diwan,
and this was the view that was spoiled when a barbican was built before the
Lahore Gate of the fort.
*

* *

*

*

We kept hearing of severe weather in the U.K. Heavy snowfalls blocking
trains and a consequent fuel crisis. Also much hard frosty weather. This was
difficult to appreciate as we were beginning to experience the onset of the hot
weather, and changing our routine to suit. Our bearers would tidy our rooms
and close the doors and windows after we had gone out in the morning. We
started very early in the morning and returned about midday for a meal; after
this we would resort to our rooms which were still full of cool morning air, and
retire to our charpoys for a few hours sleep until wakened by our bearers with
afternoon tea in the late afternoon. By this time the rooms were warming up
and it wasn’t until darkness fell that it was as cool outside as inside, and we
could leave the windows open for the rest of the night. I usually slept on top
of a sheet, with only a towel over my stomach to prevent it being chilled by
the ceiling fan overhead.
We took salt tablets with our meals and I drank several quarts of water
a day from my thermos flask which my bearer kept replenished as quickly as
I emptied it. A water bowser was filled by the R.A.F. and salt added, after
which it was driven round the airfield for a time to mix it up. It then stood in
a shady spot so that anyone could get drinking water as needed. If a certain
amount of salt was not taken, the results were severe cramps, which I am
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glad to say I avoided. It was usual to see saucers of salt tablets on the tables
at meals as well as Mepacrine tablets for those people who were on regular
dosage on account of flying operations in Burma and other malarial places.
When it got really hot, I would have four or five showers a day, finding
this very refreshing; the water was never cold from the mains and it never
needed warming up for a shower. Late on one very hot afternoon when I came
out of a shower cubicle, there was a revolting-looking dog lying on the floor
nearby in the shower room with its eyes closed. It must have come in after me
as the room had no doors. We were always concerned about rabies in stray
dogs, or even in pet ones, as there was no cure for hydrophobia if you were
bitten. Wearing only a towel, I felt rather vulnerable so retreated into the
cubicle and closed the door. I had picked up a dustbin lid which I dropped
over the door about a yard away from the dog, making a tremendous clatter.
The poor creature was so far gone that it took not the slightest notice, so I
escaped to my room and got the R.A.F. to deal with it. I felt very sorry for
the poor creature but was not prepared to risk a bite and the possible nasty
consequences. Stray dogs were usually shot as they were a great danger to
aircraft on the runways.
When we went into New Delhi at this time, some of the buildings including
the banks were covered outside with sheets of matting known as khas-khas
tatti which were drenched with water by coolies from time to time in an effort
to keep the interior at a bearable temperature. In the colonnaded and shady
arcades of the shops in Connaught Circus, street sellers congregated and I
remember one small boy trying to sell one-stringed fiddles simply made from
a stick and a small unglazed earthenware bowl with a membrane across the
top, the thin string being wound to critical tightness to produce an appalling
high-pitched screech. He was playing this unpleasant instrument to us and
trying for a sale when the string snapped with a loud crack. We had to laugh
at this and he also burst out in a rueful laugh as he saw the funny side of it.
I never saw anyone buy one of these noxious toys!
It was very hot after the mornings in New Delhi and we did not go there
quite as often as formerly. When the capital was moved here from Calcutta
in 1911, the original idea was that the entire government should move to the
cooler heights of Simla at 7000 feet each April and return in October after the
hot weather was over. However, this proved to be impracticable and everyone
had to sweat it out at New Delhi.
One day, the R.A.F. were burning masses of old documents on a bonfire
not far from my office, and among the material being destroyed were large
numbers of sheets of the 1:1M map of India which they used for aircraft
navigation. I was able to salvage a number of these, covering all of south and
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central India and some northern areas. As I wanted to take these home with
me I typed a short note to certify that they were obsolete and redundant, and
got Lt.Col. Mullholland to sign it for me. On returning home, I cut them
up and bound them into a book which I still have. I was engaged in much
clearance of old files and documents myself at this time, and while doing this
I acquired some letters written by Indian Signalmen and others in the form
of applications for various favours and the solution of personal problems.
I had already received some of these myself when I was a Section Commander at Poona. I had one by post from the mother of one of my drivers
(A6940. Sigmn.Rajmal); it was written in Urdu which I was unable to read
and I had to get a translation from my Havildar, Prem Chand. It had been
written by a professional letter-writer, endorsed as genuine by the local village
“zaildar”, and “signed“ with the thumb-print of the originator who was obviously illiterate. Apparently, the family had arranged a marriage for Rajmal,
and having made an outlay of 1000 rupees on the ceremony they wanted to
make sure that he could get leave from the Army to take part. This petition
had to be submitted to the Company Commander at Bombay through the
“usual channels” and I cannot now recall whether Rajmal got his leave or not.
Anyway, I acquired the original document from files that I was clearing out
when I left Poona. Some of these petitions were quite pathetic and were considered sympathetically but others were of a frivolous nature and no further
action was taken.
During the hot dry weather we were not too much troubled by insects, but
there was no shortage of large black ants which raced about on the concrete
verandahs with their abdomens held up in the air. I don’t remember any
coming into my room but as I never kept any foodstuffs in it, there was nothing
to attract them. On the rough, coarse-grass covered ground around, these ants
had runs radiating from their underground nests and in some places there
were well-defined tracks worn bare of vegetation by the passage of streams of
foraging ants. One such nest was under the concrete of a covered verandah
leading to the Mess and was dealt with by the staff by pouring in a mixture
of DDT and paraffin oil. The ants worked valiantly to clean their nest, large
numbers of workers carrying crumbs of contaminated soil in their jaws and
dropping it about a foot or so away to form a circular ridge. Many of them
succumbed to the DDT in the process and their bodies were carried out and
dumped with the contaminated soil. By the next day, the nest had been wiped
out, but there was no shortage of others away from the buildings.
*

* *

*

*

Early in May, I was approached by some of the B.O.R.s who asked if I, in
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my capacity as Education Officer, could arrange for driving lessons for a small
number of them who were keen to learn. I thought this was a good idea and
mentioned it to the C.O. He approved, so I got the job of organising classes.
They had to be held on Sunday mornings as we worked during the rest of
the week and the weather was getting very hot in the afternoons. I was the
instructor, and to begin with had three or four interested learners to teach.
None of them had any previous knowledge of driving so I had to start with
first principles. To be on the safe side, I started with an introduction on the
concrete runways of a deserted airfield at Gurgaon, about eight miles away
from Palam to the south-west.
We used a 3-ton truck from my Section and had to be accompanied by
the Sikh driver who was responsible for his vehicle. The learners took it
in turns to drive on the runway where I taught them starting-off, stopping,
how to change gear, (double-declutching!), steering and reversing. Those not
involved rode in the back of the truck with the driver and probably found it
extremely boring! After a number of training sessions at Gurgaon with plenty
of room to manoeuvre and turn round, (free of obstacles), we progressed to
driving in parts of New Delhi which were not likely to be badly congested.
This fitted in with my interests as I was able to visit historical sites that I
had not been to before.
The roads of New Delhi are laid out in geometrical fashion, long straight
avenues radiating from circular junctions, which made it ideal for driver training. There were no traffic lights, pedestrian crossings or difficult junctions and
the streets were very quiet with hardly any traffic in the area we used. One
Sunday morning we drove to the far south-east of the city to visit the tomb
of Humayun near the river Jumna. The men took it in turns to drive and we
got there and back without problems.
I wanted to see this important monument and as we had the whole area to
ourselves it was a most interesting visit. Humayun, who died in 1556 was the
father of Akbar, and consequently is buried in a very beautiful and imposing
tomb. It stands in a large square enclosure containing lawns and trees and
stands on a large, arcaded, stone platform in the centre. The impressive tomb
building is of sandstone and marble and has a large marble dome. On the
roof around the great dome are domed pavilions which were originally used
as a madrasa, or Islamic college. After the exterior with its marble inlay work
and carved texts, the interior was disappointingly bare. The whole plan is
perfectly symmetrical in layout with stone-lined water channels running away
from the centres of the base platform. The whole area round the tomb is a
complex of Mogul monuments as it appears to have been a favoured spot for
burials, being near to the shrine of the Moslem saint, Nizam-ud-din, who was
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involved with the quarrel with Ghiyas-ud-din Tughlak in 1321. The latter
took exception to being cursed by the sheikh and vowed vengeance on his
return from a campaign in Bengal, but Nizam-ud-din’s reply was “Dilhi dur
ast!”, meaning, “It’s a long way to Delhi”, and sure enough, when Ghiyas
was one day’s march from Delhi on his return journey, he was killed in an
“accident” planned by his son.
On the way back to Palam we drove past the tomb of Safdar Jung, the
Wazir of the emperor, Ahmad Shah, who lived in the mid 18th century. This
monument lies near the Willington airfield and must be quite a landmark for
the pilots of the New Delhi Flying Club who use it. Safdar Jung’s tomb is
a rather inelegant building built of unattractive looking, poor quality stone,
and has a bulbous dome typical of the very latest Mogul style. Even so, it
was quite a landmark which we often saw from a distance in our travels round
New Delhi. Unfortunately, we did not have time to stop to visit Safdar Jung’s
tomb and had to be content with a distant view.
On another Sunday morning, I took my class for a drive through the Civil
Lines which lie to the north of Old Delhi. We crossed the Grand Trunk
Road which was formerly the military highway to the north-west of India,
and drove along the Ridge. This was the base for the British Army through
the hot weather of the dreadful summer of 1857, as they planned the assault
on the mutineers in the Old City. There were many sites of historical interest
hereabouts, but we lacked the time and local information to look for them in
detail. On our return journey we drove past the very attractive Birla Hindu
Temple which lay on the west side of the road leading south towards the
Viceregal Estate on the west side of New Delhi. I would have liked to have
gone inside but, owing to the unsettled conditions at that time, decided we
had better not venture any more serendipitous sightseeing.
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Chapter 13

Journey’s End
Early in May 1947 it began to look as though I might get my release from
the Army sometime during the next month, so I took steps to dispose of my
surplus webbing, equipment, revolver and ammunition. I had acquired two
large tin trunks during my travels so decided to dispose of one and send the
other home in advance. (With all my kit I had needed three coolie porters to
carry it when I moved by train). In order to comply with the regulations for
sending luggage in advance, the trunk had to be crated, so I got one of the
Sikh carpenters to do this. He made me a strong skeleton crate which was
painted black with my forwarding address in white letters, and, after filling
in the necessary forms, it was sent away. I was allowed a certain maximum
weight and my trunk in its crate was not much inside this limit. It actually
weighed 1 maund 24 seers or about 132lb. When it arrived at Frodsham well
after my return home, I found that the crate had been made from a very
heavy teak-like hardwood so, it was no wonder that it was so heavy! A new
officer, Lt. Chandler, arrived at H.Q. and took over my Terminal Equipment
Section which was now numbered as No.4.T.E. Section. It really began to
look as though I should soon be going home!
During May 1947, the chief political factions in India were still arguing
over the future of the country and as they failed to reach agreement, strife
between the rival Hindu and Moslem communities became increasingly bitter,
serious rioting breaking out over many areas of north India. The rival parties
were the Indian National Congress Party, led by Jawaharlal Nehru, which
wanted a united country under Hindu control, and the Moslem League, led
by Mohammed Ali Jinnah, which wanted an independent Moslem state to be
known as Pakistan. The rival slogans - “Jai Hind!” and “Pakistan Zindabad!”
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were painted all over the place. It was obvious that there was no chance of a
compromise, and so the British Parliament agreed on the 23rd of May, to a
proposal by Louis Mountbatten suggesting partition of the country between
the rival groups. This was put to the Indian politicians who argued over it
for several weeks before accepting on the 15th of June.
During this time, we seemed to live on an island of tranquillity and life
carried on as normal at Palam. I don’t recall any restriction of our movements,
at any rate away from the city. There was much bloodshed and some villages
were burnt away to our north; we saw columns of smoke in that direction, and
one of my R.A.F. friends flew daily sorties in a small aircraft to observe and
direct Army and Police forces to points where gangs could be seen roaming
about looking for trouble. There were many rumours and horror stories of
course, but it all seemed to be a world away from Palam airfield.
We did not seem to have any security problems at Palam as the political
and religious disturbances did not concern us and I do not recall any great
amount of hostility from the local population. I certainly didn’t feel any need
to retain my revolver and the twelve rounds of ammunition that I had carried
around with me for so long.
Early in June I was told that I would definitely be leaving on Class A
release during the month and my movement order came on Tuesday, the 17th
of June. I was to travel with Temporary Captain Frankel, a rather snooty
officer whom I didn’t know very well, to the Homeward Bound Transit Depot
at Deolali. There was quite a lot of form-filling and documentation but all
went well and we departed from Delhi Junction on the morning of Thursday,
the 19th of June. I had to go into New Delhi during the earlier part of the week
in order to transfer my bank account to the U.K. and in my meeting with the
Indian bank manager he asked whether I had any goods to sell before going
home. He offered to buy anything useful from me, so I considered selling him
my radio set and discussed this with him. Unfortunately, it suddenly went on
the blink and I couldn’t in all fairness let him have it; I brought it home and
got it repaired for our own use.
I had to have an up-to-date certificate of vaccination before I could depart
and fortunately this operation had been done earlier that year. (When I had
had inoculations in Bombay the previous year, the R.A.F. doctor who had
carried it out, used the same needle which he left in my arm while he changed
syringes to give me Tet-Tox and T.A.B. doses. I was not too happy about
this!)
We said farewell to Delhi on the Thursday and arrived at Deolali next
day after an uneventful journey. Here we were accommodated in tents on
concrete standings with a Messroom in a hut nearby; conditions were much
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more basic than I had been used to and as we had no duties, life was extremely
boring and increasingly frustrating as we waited day after day for news of
embarkation. All we were required to do was to examine the camp notice
board at regular intervals to look for posting instructions. There was a bazaar
in Deolali Cantonment not very far from the camp and this was our only source
of interest as we whiled away the time. Frankel and I would walk over to the
bazaar and bargain with the Indian merchants for small objects. I bought a
dressing gown in a light, silky, golden-brown material ornamented with a kind
of spider web pattern, and my friend acquired a brass sculpture of a bullock
cart, amongst other things.
I was rather short of money as my bank account had been transferred
home, and I was having to manage on the cash I carried with me. This was
rather difficult as I didn’t know just how long it would be before leaving India.
It was also very frustrating as there were some very interesting Buddhist rockcut caves near Nasik, one of the Hindu holy cities, less than eight miles away.
Some of these elaborately carved rock caves are over 2000 years old, and I
would liked to have seen them if I could have afforded to spend money on a
taxi. Also, we hadn’t to go far from the camp in case a sudden movement
order came up. I had collected samples of bank-notes to take home with me,
the denominations being Rs.10, 5, 2 and 1, but as I was so hard up at the
time, it was necessary for me to spend the 10 and 5 rupee notes, and so I only
managed to keep the two of lower value.
There was an expression in the Army, Doolalli or Doolalli Tap, describing
an unbalanced state of mind, which originated from Deolali. When timeexpired soldiers were sent here, there were often long, frustrating delays, when
the effects of the climate and boredom led to some odd behaviour, causing
some of them to become “doolalli”, and I can quite understand that!
*

* *

*

*

One morning, we received our movement order and began to prepare for it
only to be told after a few hours that it had been cancelled owing to trouble
in Bombay, where rioters were stoning trains and squatting on the lines to
stop them so they could be looted. Some days later things got better and
we got another order to move, finally leaving Deolali on Sunday, the 29th of
June, 1947. We travelled in trucks to the railway station, running the gauntlet
of numbers of beggars and children intent on extracting our last few coins.
The train journey turned out peaceful and we travelled slowly through the
miserable suburbs of Bombay with its squalid shanties and smells along the
line which I had travelled several times before. At the docks, we embarked on
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Figure 13.1: Loading my kit at Bombay for the homeward voyage.
the “Empire Deben”, which we were told had been captured from the Germans
in a Norwegian fjord where she had been in use as a base for U-boat crews.
The ship was a single-screw vessel which had been fitted out as a troopship, with each large cabin holding perhaps ten or twelve officers. We each
had a double bunk, the lower one being used for our hand luggage while we
slept in the top one. The passengers were several hundred officers, mostly
R.A.F but some Army, a few of the senior ranks accompanied by their wives.
There were also a number of Nursing Sisters who had finished their tours of
duty. As soon as they settled on board, several groups settled down in the
small staterooms to play bridge which seemed to absorb them so much that
they never appeared on deck all day.
Our bulky kit, not wanted on the voyage, arrived on board next morning,
the bed rolls and trunks lifted aboard in cargo nets by the ship’s cranes and
being dumped in the hold. The dockside handling was done by bare-footed,
wiry coolies of the dock labour force. Several larger ships were in the dock
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nearby, including the S.S. President Polk, a large American cargo ship, and
the liner, S.S. Alcantara, which was another troopship. Some small local craft
with lateen sails were supplying coal to other ships, and there was much to
watch during the two days before we sailed. This took place on the evening
of Tuesday, the 1st of July, just before it got dark. A tug took us out of the
dock and we sailed off to the west, losing sight of land just as it got dark.
It was the season of the south-west monsoon and as we sailed into a very
strong headwind, the sea was fairly rough from the start, but next morning
when I went on deck first thing it was very stormy and not all the breakfast
places were filled. I had always considered myself a good sailor but it was
rather frightening to see the rough seas tossing the ship about, and it was
quite difficult to walk about on the decks. The ship was pitching so much
as she drove into a head sea that the stern was rising and falling ten feet or
more and when I stood there it was like being in a non-stop lift. It was quite
alarming to look along the length of the ship and see the bow go up in the air
and then bury itself in a large sea, but as time went on I got used to it and
it was quite exciting. Even in these rough conditions I saw a few sea birds
skimming the waves.
We had the occasional wave across our portholes in the cabin as the ship
wallowed, and as the stern of the vessel came out of the water the propeller
raced in the air before plunging back again; this caused much vibration and
the constant noisy working of the steering engine operating the rudder made
it very unpleasant to stand at the stern. After a few days of this, the noise
and vibration increased due to the breaking off of one of the four propeller
blades due to the storm. With only three blades left, each about ten feet long,
you can imagine the vibration as the screw came out of the water!
Things became worse after the loss of the propeller blade as speed was
reduced and the ship seemed to pitch more violently. On the third morning
there were very few people in the mess room for breakfast and although I was
not very hungry I managed my breakfast with no trouble. However, when I
went on deck afterwards I was not very well and had to abandon my breakfast
over the side. I didn’t feel at all well for the rest of the day, missing all meals
and just having a few cups of tea. That was the only time in my life that I was
seasick. As the weather was warm I was still wearing khaki drill clothing and
spent the rest of the day just lying about in a sheltered place on the deck in
the fresh air. By next day I was ready for a light breakfast and regular meals
despite the rough seas and had no further problems in this respect. Some of
us walked round the decks a number of times for exercise each day, although
this needed some care owing to the violent motion of the ship, but there was
one poor lady (one of the Nursing Officers) who spent the greater part of the
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voyage lying on a deck chair and obviously feeling very poorly.
As we sailed westwards the weather improved and after five days from
Bombay we reached Aden where we took a pilot on board who took us into
the anchorage. We spent a day here while some stores were loaded and a
diver went down to examine the damaged propeller. Some of the officers went
ashore and took a taxi to visit Crater, the shopping and commercial quarter
of the town, which was some distance from the port area. I didn’t join them
as I was trying to conserve my remaining money, so I stayed on board like
most of the others.
Aden was an important bunkering station and we watched with interest as
a cargo ship anchored nearby was being coaled by gangs of Arabs. They were
carrying bags of coal in an endless procession from a lighter and dumping them
in the ship’s bunkers; it seemed a very dirty and noisy operation. Apparently,
it was decided that no repairs could be made to our ship until we reached Port
Said at the northern end of the Suez Canal, so we sailed in the evening for the
Red Sea. By sea, it is about 1300 miles from Aden to Suez at the southern
end of the Canal and this was the month of July when the climate here is very
hot and sticky. (The summer temperature at Aden averages about 90°F)
The ship could only travel at reduced speed even though the sea was
calmer, so it was not a very pleasant passage as we moved slowly through the
Red Sea. The most pleasant part of the day was the evening when we would
sit on deck watching the red disc of the Sun disappear below the horizon, and
chatting until bedtime. Some nights I slept on deck in a blanket as the cabin
was very hot and stuffy; I chose a sheltered spot and slept well, waking in the
early morning before anyone was about on the decks. The only drawback to
sleeping on deck was that smuts from the ship’s funnel would settle on my
face if the wind changed! The Red Sea was generally calm with light winds
and the smoke trails from other ships could frequently be seen vanishing over
the horizon as we were following the shipping lanes.
The ship’s crew had been mustered in Liverpool and were very young and
inexperienced; the bosun complained to us that some of them didn’t even
have knives to use in their work. As it got hotter, he got them to put up
canvas awnings over part of the after deck to give us shade from the sun,
and it was laughable to watch this handful of young men struggling with
ropes and canvas while the bosun got more and more annoyed with them. In
the evenings they had a kind of skiffle group and we would watch them as
they made a kind of music from various improvised instruments including a
broomstick, empty oil drum and a rope which made a good imitation of a
double bass.
One day, after spending some hours sitting on a life-raft at the side of
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Figure 13.2: Coaling a ship the hard way at Aden.
the ship with my feet on the rails, wearing chapplis with no stockings, I
got rather severe sunburn on both ankles. This caused me excruciating pain
when I stood up, and my ankles soon swelled up to a large size. I found that
I couldn’t stand still without a great deal of pain, but if I walked about it
was just bearable, so for several days I had to get up from where I was lying
on the deck, walk smartly to wherever I wanted to go and lie down again.
Very inconvenient! I couldn’t approach the M.O. for treatment as we had
been given an official warning about the dangers of sunburn as some people
had suffered severe blistering through sun-bathing without shirts and it was
severely frowned on. I found that going for cups of tea during the day was
quite an ordeal as I had to stand at the service counter to get them. After a
few days the pain eased, the swelling decreased and large lumps of skin began
to flake off. I always wore stockings after this experience!
As we travelled through the Red Sea we passed quite close to some rocky
islands rising steeply from the sea and quite barren; a white-painted lighthouse stood on one of the larger rocks but there was no sign of life there.
267

Later, we sailed along the coast of Arabia as the shipping lanes pass near the
coast near Jidda, and we were able to see the long stretch of barren-looking
coast from some distance.
When we reached Suez, we anchored not far from the Canal entrance and
spent a day there while another inspection was made of the propeller. A
number of officials came on board and while the accommodation ladder was
down the side of the ship, one or two members of the crew went for a swim
in the sea, but later, when they had returned, and while we were standing
looking over the rail, a large shark rose silently from under the ship and swam
away leisurely. By the evening, we had a large headlight fixed in the bow and
with a canal pilot on board we entered the Canal under our own power.
After watching the monotonous sandy banks slip past for some time I slept
all night to awaken as we approached Port Said in the morning. We passed a
felluca, and farther on we passed the S.S. Alcantara, homeward-bound, laden
with troops. She had made much better time than we had from Bombay.
Bum-boats swarmed around her as the Egyptian dealers tried to sell their
products to the home-going troops, and some came to us when we moored for
a short time before being towed into a side basin for our repairs. Here we had
another underwater inspection by a diver. All the divers we had seen were
dressed in the traditional diving gear with copper helmet and air-line as this
was before the days of scuba gear.
I was interested to see that our ship carried a spare propeller blade which
was bolted on to the deck near the bows. Perhaps this meant that loss of
a blade was a common occurrence on this ship! A hole was drilled through
this spare blade to take a shackle and it was lowered by the ship’s crane on
to a steel pontoon, on which it was carried under the stern of the ship where
divers worked on the propeller. The stump of the broken blade was brought
on deck and it was possible to see how a small, old crack near the root had
spread across the blade, obviously due to the heavy punishment it had been
given by the rough seas.
During the time we were moored at Port Said we were able to go ashore,
so I changed some of my dwindling sterling currency into Egyptian money to
pay for drinks and other items ashore. The Egyptian money was indescribably
filthy, the dirty paper notes having been folded up small so many times that
they were a mass of creases, had corners missing, and were held together with
stamp edging. The coins were no better being tarnished and dirt-engrained.
Once ashore, we were pestered by beggars, street-traders, and others and I
found the town squalid and uninspiring and so only went ashore a few times. A
few of us had coffee and cakes in street cafes and there was a plentiful supply
of cheap Turkish Delight which was very popular on the ship. The ship’s
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Figure 13.3: The spare blade for the ship’s propeller which was carried on
the “Empire Deben” bolted to the deck. After drilling, a shackle was attached
so it could be lifted over the side and lowered on to a pontoon for fitting by
divers. The old blade had broken off about a foot from the base.
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barber laid in a stock of this delicacy and sold it back to us on the voyage
home at inflated prices! (I think I must have picked up some nasty microbe
at Port Said as I was rather ill after I had been home some time). Egyptian
nationalist feeling was growing at this time and it was not considered advisable
to go about alone, but we never came across any unpleasantness from the local
Arab population; all they wanted was our money! We must have spent about
a week at Port Said before repairs were completed, and as the Canal was quite
busy there was plenty to see each day. A group of Polish officers with their
families were embarked from a landing craft and joined us for the rest of the
voyage home, and one day, a large French liner moored near us for some time
before passing southwards down the Canal at night; she was carrying French
troops bound for Indo-China where a war was going on.
At last we were ready for sea and were towed out into the Canal, passing
a large American ship, the Colorado Springs Victory, which was crowded
with Germans, but whether soldiers or prisoners going home we never knew.
Passing the western breakwater into the Mediterranean we set off westwards
on the voyage home. Even with the new propeller blade we were not able to
make good speed, as, owing to the damage caused by the rough seas to the
shaft bearings our speed had to be kept down. In this way we limped home,
getting more and more impatient with the journey. It was very frustrating.
The actual passage through the Mediterranean was pleasant as the seas were
calm now, the weather dry and warm, and it was pleasant to stand in the
bow of the ship and watch the dolphins at play in front of us, two or three
often being there and keeping pace with our speed and leading us through the
water.
I had taken to smoking a pipe when I was at Poona but was never a
very serious smoker; a one-ounce tin of tobacco lasting me for many weeks.
I would buy Balkan Sobranie or Four-square tobacco which was sold in one
ounce, round tins with different coloured squares on the lid to identify the
blend. On the ship however, the canteen did not sell these brands and I
bought a four-ounce tin of Navy Cut and a box of Swan Vestas for the sum
of 2/6d (12½ pence)!
We approached Gibraltar in rather foggy conditions and could only see
the outline of the Rock looming out of the murk. The sea was calm as we
entered the Atlantic but it remained hazy along the south-west coast of Spain.
We got a distant view of Cape St. Vincent before losing sight of land until
we sailed past the north-west corner of Spain and were able to see Cape
Finisterre at a distance before losing sight of land before reaching England.
As we approached the South Coast, everyone became eager to see land and
we spent much of our time looking out for it. It was cooler now and we had all
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gone back to wearing our battledress uniforms which felt very uncomfortable
after wearing tropical kit for so long.
There were warnings about Custom inspections and prohibited articles,
and a war of nerves ensued; many war souvenirs ended up over the side as
some people had hoarded weaponry which they knew would land them in
trouble if found. I had made a list of the contents of my case and bags to
present to the Customs Inspectors, and hoped that I wouldn’t have to pay any
purchase taxes or custom dues on any of the things I was bringing home as I
had very little spare money on me. At last, on the morning of Wednesday, the
30th July, we sighted the distant coast of Dorset on our port side and before
long, the Isle of Wight with the Needles came into view; we picked up a pilot
who took us into Southampton docks. On the way, passing the Needles, we
saw a small steamer apparently aground and derelict on the rocks not far from
the lighthouse.
After entering Southampton docks, and mooring at a quay, we spent an
interminable time waiting while officials came aboard and all the formalities
were dealt with. I think we must have had a final meal but can’t remember
anything about it as it was much too exciting getting home and I was impatient to be off. Eventually, we went ashore carrying our hand luggage, our
hold baggage being already unloaded and dumped in the long Customs shed
ready for us to collect. Some officers were asked to open and unpack their
cases for inspection but I was more fortunate; when a Customs officer came to
look at my pile, I gave him the list of contents and he looked at me strangely
but marked my goods with his chalk without a close inspection and I was
through Customs and on my way to the nearby waiting special train. I had
quite a long wait before everyone had been dealt with and the train moved
off. There were some accounts of people having to pay taxes on goods they
had brought home with them and there was a good deal of grumbling about
this, but we were ashore and everyone was feeling happy.
I was very impressed by the lush green of the countryside after the drab
browns of the arid Indian landscape and could hardly keep my eyes off the
fields and woods we passed on our way to Aldershot in the train. It didn’t
stop until we reached the station at Aldershot, from where we were taken in
trucks to the barracks. After spending the night there, we passed through
a process of documentation and form-filling before being issued with civilian
clothing, the so-called demob suit. A long room with a central row of counters
gave us the choice of a utility suit with waistcoat and trousers, a shirt, tie,
shoes and socks, and a trilby hat. We had to make our own choice and try to
get something that would fit from the piles of clothing available. There was
a somewhat limited choice and it was not easy to get what we wanted. The
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Figure 13.4: Looking out for the first sight of England. We were back in
battledress again as the weather was cooler.
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clothes were then wrapped up in a brown paper parcel, and looking like a
party of refugees, we were taken by truck to the station with all our luggage.
The whole process was very smoothly done as I suppose they had had plenty
of practice by this time.
As to the journey to London, I can’t remember any details of our route
except that we passed the old Brooklands motor-racing circuit looking rather
derelict. Having reached Victoria, we split up, taking taxis to our respective
homeward-bound stations. I needed to change to get a train for Frodsham
which I reached in the late afternoon, and walked home, leaving my heavy kit
at the station to collect later. In the course of time my heavy steel trunk in
its wooden skeleton crate arrived safely with all its contents intact. Unfortunately, my 12” gramophone records were slightly warped after being packed
tightly and subjected to some heat in transit. I could still play them however
when I eventually got hold of a record player.
I was on 77 days leave from the first of August and was not officially
released from the Army until the 17th of October, but had to re-establish my
job with I.C.I. long before then. My homecoming was marred to some extent
by illness. After a short time I was very ill with what was probably Hepatitis
“A”, although my local G.P., Dr.Earlam only diagnosed it as “Jaundice”. I
probably picked this up in Egypt where the standards of hygiene in the street
cafes left a lot to be desired. As I could not take any fats, I lived on a diet
of dry toast, Marmite and tomatoes, but eventually recovered enough for us
to be able to go on holiday to Lynmouth and Ilfracombe. Home at long last!
Journey’s End.
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Figure 13.5: Landfall. Our first sight of the Isle of Wight.
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Aftermath
On the 15th of August, 1947, the transfer of power from Britain to India took
place and was followed by terrible acts of violence and mass movements of
refugees on a scale that dwarfed anything that had taken place before. The
age-old antagonism between the Hindu, Sikh and Moslem communities came
to the fore and with the splitting of the sub-continent into India and Pakistan
there were vast transfers of populations between them.
A friend of mine who served there at this time as an officer in a Ghurka
unit told me about some of the horrors that took place in Delhi where his unit
were helping with aid to the civil powers. A great many people were killed in
the Old City and crowds of Moslem refugees sought sanctuary in the old fort
of Purana Kila, where they could be given military protection. In the Indian
Army all groups had managed to get along peacefully, each group with its
own religious festivals without obvious friction as far as I observed.
I often wondered what had happened to the Indian Signalmen that I had
worked with and whether the Indian Air Formation Signals still existed.

275

276

Envoi
Jack returned from India in 1947 to resume his career at ICI, from which he
took early retirement in 1977 at the age of 57. This provided time and space
for him to pursue his wide range of interests and to develop his polymath
approach to all things archaeological and geological. He died in 2010 but these
recollections and reminiscences compiled from his papers will, it is hoped, stand
as a memorial to his life and work, his journeys and his resting places.
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