KIRKUK DAYS
1
KIRKUK DAYS


10

KIRKUK DAYS

I’d only been back at Abadan a month or so, when it was announced that my Sector Ops Room at Shaibah was to get a full complement of personnel, and I was to go back there as CO. It was nice to be re-joining Castle, though he was soon going to be moved. In the event, I went first, after only a fortnight or so. There was another change of plan. I was to move up to Kirkuk to be CO of No. 3 Sector Ops Room there. It is 200 miles north of Baghdad and within 100 miles of Mosul and the Turkish frontier. In many ways there were similarities to Abadan, except the climate which was drier and cooler. It was another oil company area – in this case the Iraq Petroleum Company. The main difference was that it had no refineries. The oil was pumped straight from the oilfields across the Iraq/Syrian desert to the Mediterranean at Tripoli and Haifa – the pipeline my desert bus had followed for part of its journey. Their headquarters were four or five miles out of Kirkuk – a mini township of oil company personnel. Most of the wives and families had been evacuated, so there were a few empty bungalows and I was allocated one of these as CO. The only snag was that it was unfurnished, and I tended to rattle around it with only my camp bed and a few other bits and pieces the RAF provided, but I’d got my own bathroom suite, and electricity. Most of the unit personnel were in tents, though the working areas were brick – built like my bungalow. The other officers were sharing bungalows.

No 3 SOR was a full working unit, so I had my own transport section of lorries, 15 cwt’s and a staff car and jeep. The oil company had its own swimming pool, and tennis courts which they were letting us share, so I’d really found a plum posting. Unfortunately the swimming pool was soon to close for the winter season. To compensate I set about organising a unit hockey team, as there were Indian Army units and Ghurka units, and hockey was their game. The available pitch was flattened dried mud. This suited the Indians, but not our people who were used to slow grass pitches. While at Abadan I’d acquired a few small areas of persistent prickly heat, but the different atmosphere up there quickly cleared them up completely.

As a result of my trying to arrange some hockey against one of the Indian units, they invited me around for a meal – curry, of course, and very hot. Another guest was the CO of the Ghurka unit, who was an interesting chap. Their main job there was to guard the main stores depot in the area. It contains everything for the military, food, tyres, vehicle spares, tents, armaments and so on. Apparently the Kurdish tribesmen from the nearby mountains made it a regular target for thieving. The Ghurkas even slept in their tents with their rifles in bed with them. Even that was not enough. A Kurd got into one of the tents, tickled our Ghurka with a feather, to move him off his rifle, and grabbed it. The Ghurka tried to grab the thief, but he was half-naked, with his body covered with grease, and so slipped away. From then on, the Ghurkas slept with their rifles chained to their wrists.

Only a week or so later, my Signals Officer was visiting some of his men in an outlying unit. Foolishly he took an Army nurse (he’d met at the Military Hospital, 20 miles away) along for a very scenic ride through the mountains. The road went over a very narrow bridge, which [image: image1.png]


had been blocked by a boulder. He got out of the jeep to move it, and some Kurds hiding under the bridge, grabbed him and the nurse. When he didn’t return, I took out a couple of others to see if he had broken down. We came across the empty jeep, so I went along to the nearest village and spoke to the Headman, through my interpreter. He said there were some bad men locally, and he expected they would want a ransom to release our couple. He was shifty, and I wasn’t prepared to negotiate by saying what we’d be prepared to pay. So I returned to the Unit and rang the Ghurka Officer to see if he had any advice. He had. He set off for the village with two lorry loads of his Ghurkas, armed. Apparently his threats to the village Headman, produced our missing two within a quarter of an hour, and without a penny being handed over. 
Apparently even the local Iraqi police regarded the Kurdish Sulemaniya area as being a no-go area. Nevertheless I had done one or two trips in the mountains with my Adjutant, F/O Greenwood, without any trouble. On one occasion we had to cross a small river in a ferry. There was just room for the car to drive up a couple of planks and reverse out the same way on the opposite bank – and we had to do it all again on our return. Surprisingly the ferryman spoke quite reasonable English, and his fares were not at all extortionate. In fact, the few odd people we saw waved and seemed friendly enough. Greenwood was a lovely chap and we became quite good friends. He had been a racing driver of some repute before the war, and also tested out new models for some big firm. But he was a quiet, sensible type – not at all my idea of a racing driver. The mountains in which we were driving certainly didn’t call for taking risks or going at speed – no end of twists and turns and sometimes little streams to drive through. These mountains only rose to 3,000ft, but about 30 miles beyond they rose to 10,000ft. We took it in turns to drive – I let him have first go at the ferry! It was full moonlight by the time we got back, and seemed as if we were the sole inhabitants of this mountainous world. Lovely! There were lots of little streams trickling through the rocks to feed the bigger river, such a wonderful change from the months of the parched desert.

For a change, news from the war zones was getting better – November 1942. Montgomery was slowly pushing Rommel’s Army back in the Western Desert, and the German advance in Russia had ground to a complete halt around Stalingrad. But the most heartening bit was that we and the Americans had opened a new front, with landings on the north west African coast, with the ultimate objective of trapping Rommel’s armies in a pincer movement from the west to join up with Montgomery’s lot in the Western Desert. If successful, we’d gain control over the whole southern shore of the Mediterranean, and then in Churchill’s words, the whole underbelly of southern Europe would be open for our attacks.

I took another long trip into the mountains (about 200 miles) in a more north-easterly direction. This time it was mostly on an old trading route, and the tracks were easier and less precipitous. We nearly secured our dinner too. We saw two gazelle in the distance, lost sight of them round a hill, only to come up on them standing on a rise less than 100 yards away. I stopped the car and my passenger took aim with his rifle. They disappeared in a flash, but my passenger, who is a good shot, rarely had had a better chance, so it was most disappointing.

Some days later I got a message to report to some important chap down at the RAF HQ. As I flew down there, about 75 miles north of Baghdad, I could see a golden dome catching the sunlight away to my left. I thought I would divert on my return to get a closer look, but by the time I returned the sun was getting low in the sky, and I was anxious to be back before it got dark, so any plans were thwarted. The chief thing to me, that I learned while down at Habbanijah, was that I was likely to be going to the Cairo area within the next few weeks for a fortnight’s refresher course. This was mainly to learn about some new, more advanced radar equipment, some new techniques for using the equipment, and a general standardising of our work. The SORs had grown up higgledy-piggledy and there was a need to standardise our methods so that personnel could move freely between them without the need to become acquainted with the different methods of use that had grown up.

However, after this trip to Egypt, I was lucky enough to get another chance to fly to my golden dome. Apparently it was at Samarra, one of the holiest Islamic sites in Iraq. Indeed, there was not one dome, but two. One was covered in blue tiles and the other in gold leaf. Additionally there were numerous minarets. All most impressive from the air, but probably more so from the ground. We had flown over much barren, rocky ground, but it was all very close to the River Tigris. Admittedly it was the dry season and some shallows were showing in the river, but again after Palestine, I was struck by how little effort the Iraqis had made to cultivate the land near the banks of the river.

The area south of the domes rammed this thought home. In more ancient times there had been a vast city here. Walls, and houses etc. had collapsed and become part buried, but the street plans were plain to see. Wide avenues, with connecting smaller ones, big squares, circles, all to a very geometric plan, but the amazing thing was that it extended for 25 miles along the banks of the Tigris. I’ve never found out much about it. It was at one time called Eski-Baghdad, and at others Samarra. Probably its heyday was 1,000 to 1,500 years ago, but the site probably existed another 1,000 years before that. It looked to be an archaeologists’ dream site – indeed there were several newer zigzag trenches visible where they had probably started exploratory work, and halted because of the war (?). I have only been reminded about it through reading the letters that are the basis of these accounts. I must do a bit of research one of these days.

I hadn’t been back at my unit a week, before I received instructions to report for my course to a base camp near Cairo within 48 hours. The evening the instructions arrived I had just been playing in a hockey match with near disastrous results. Half way through I had received a tremendous blow on my ankle from somebody’s stick, and had to retire from the game. By now, it was hugely swollen and I was barely able to hobble round. I wondered if a bone had been broken. I decided to try and make it to Cairo and better facilities for getting it x-rayed. I was able to get my own unit transport to the nearest station (Kirkuk) for the train to Baghdad, and arranged for Habbaniya to send transport to meet me there and convey me to their flying base from which my plane to Cairo would leave. A most uncomfortable journey, but then we made speedy arrangements at the RAF hospital in Cairo for my x-ray. A bone had been broken, but what they called a hairline fracture, so they strapped it up instead of putting me in plaster, which would really have cramped my style.

The course was intensive. We had to get up at 6.00am daily. On lucky days we finished between 5.00pm and 6.00pm. On bad days when we had to go to other units to see equipment in action, it could be midnight, or once 2.00am, before we got back to bed. Luckily I had known or met two or three of the instructors before, and they did their best to lay on transport for me daily. Over the fortnight walking became more and more possible – but it was 6 weeks before I was back to normal again. A chap, Stephenson, whom I’d known at Abadan, was on the course, and generally we teamed up together (useful for me to have one serviceable pair of legs, if only by proxy). We managed to see an ENSA concert at the Opera House (but definitely not of operatic material). We also went there to see Maid of the Mountains by the Cairo Amateur Operatic Society – the accent was on the ‘amateur’ but not only that, it didn’t start until 9.15pm, or end until 1.30am.

We also went to see a couple of films, which we thoroughly enjoyed, mainly for the wrong reasons. The cinema was air-conditioned, the seats like armchairs, and the film didn’t break down about a dozen times. There were no intervals during which the film had to be rewound before the next reel could be inserted into the sole projector; the sound was clear, and there were no hunks of film missing – oh, and no mosquitoes or other insect life!

One morning Stephenson and I were invited to the house of Bob, one of the Instructors, whose name I have forgotten. He had been in Cairo in the regular RAF before the war and had married an Italian girl (whose sister was married to an Army Major and temporarily staying with them). It was a lovely evening, seeing a slice of family life again, the two children going off with Auntie to have their baths, and then being tucked up in bed with goodnight kisses etc. Such a change from the all-male environment we had lived in for so long.

The course was extended by 5 or 6 days, but even so went all too quickly. The only snag was shortage of sleep from burning the candle at both ends. Anyway, we made the best of our trip to avail ourselves of luxuries we’d been missing for so long. I could even still buy, at a price, silk stockings to send to Deirdre and my sister, which had long been unavailable in the UK. But now the course was over with a bump, I was to discover. I’d been lucky over my return journey. My leg was nearly recovered and I managed a 1,000 miles by air, 75 by road, and 200 by rail, all in less than 24 hours. Greenwood met me at the station in my staff car, and told me orders had come through the previous day to be ready to move the unit (No.3 SOR) lock, stock and barrel to Teheran in 36 hours time. The good lad had even packed all my clothing and bits and pieces in case my return was delayed. Where was I going to make up all those hours of sleep I’d lost on the course!

That was quickly solved. I was woken up in the middle of the night to take a phone call from HQ with instructions that the move was to be held in abeyance. We were not to re-establish our unit at Kirkuk but still hand over our ‘premises’ to another unit (Army) which would arrive next day. In effect this meant giving up our lovely quarters and going back to live in tents – and the first frost forecast for the following night. Back to lanterns etc. I had to share a tent with Greenwood (no bother that), but in effect we were going to bed about 9.00pm as there was no mess to go to and nothing much there to drink, if there had been a mess. We were down to four tots of either gin or whisky per week and two bottles of beer per month, and back in Cairo you could get as much of anything you wanted in bars. Worse was to come. The rainy season was just about to begin, and the ground on which our tents stood periodically became a mud bath. Even the ingredients to make a warming cup of tea, cocoa or coffee were getting increasingly scarce.

I was luckier than most. First, I had a two-day trip down to the land of comparative plenty - Air HQ at Habbaniya. It was largely to put me in the picture about the postponed move to Teheran. At this time the German siege of Stalingrad was at its height. The Russians thought their defences might collapse in another fortnight or so. If they did, my unit might go further north than Teheran to take part in the defence of the oilfields and refineries at Baku (in the Caucasus, and on the shores of the Caspian Sea), which were now Russia’s only source of oil in Europe. However, the Russians were reluctant to have us there if they could possibly hang on to Stalingrad. On the whole this was old news, but it gave me a nice break from tented life.

The second two-day trip was to pick up some equipment spares from a depot near Mosul, about 150 miles north. We thought we might as well get well equipped with spares while we were hanging about, as they might not be available at Teheran or wherever. The trip was made quite interesting by dint of my usual diversions to see anything of likely interest. The route lay through Erbil, anyway, which some say is the oldest continuously occupied town on earth. Unfortunately it was just like any other old Arab town – the interesting part probably lay under several later layers of civilisation.

The much more interesting place was on the way back from Mosul. It was Nineveh. I think it was the chief city and a palace in Nebukhanezzer’s time. Some of it, including the palace, had been extensively excavated, the chief finds being the library. Thousands and thousands of ‘books’ of bricks stamped with cuneiform characters in which they ‘wrote’ in those days. They told the stories of their wars, with inventories of all the valuables and slaves they captured etc. etc. The bricks were baked once they had been written on. The walls of the Palace were of mud-brick, too, so the general impression of the site was of mud holes and mud piles. The archaeologists had been thwarted in further excavation of the palace site because the present very holy mosque stood on top of it. As usual the difficulty in finding out information about these sites was that the archaeologists had packed in for the duration of the war; the tourists had done the same, and so there were no guides. On the other hand there were no entrance fees either, and nobody preventing access.

By the time I got back they had had heavier rain, and it was getting farcical. As you walked your shoes/boots picked up more and more mud until your feet were too heavy for walking and you had to pull some of it off – with your hands, if nothing else was handy. The roads were highly dangerous too. The oil company had bound the beaten mud surfaces with oil, to prevent the dust clouds that traffic caused, but in such rain, the oil prevented the water seeping through and left a film of water of varying thickness. This could cause vehicles to dance about as if on an ice rink. The safest way was to keep your speed down to 5 or 10 mph, but even this was not a 100 per cent cure. It was too annoying to grumble about, you just had to accept it and laugh at one another’s antics.
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