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TEHERAN – FIRST VISIT

Then all of a sudden the move to Teheran was ordered again, and we were off as quickly as possible – none of us as sorry as we would have been had the move come a few weeks earlier. Our chief regret was that we had to leave our Christmas dinner behind; twelve turkeys we had bought eight weeks before, and which the cookhouse had been fattening up from our scraps. There was no way we could take them with us, so we sold them on to the unit occupying our earlier quarters.
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One reason we couldn’t contemplate taking them, even killed, was that we were unlikely to have fixed cooking facilities for some time. We would be reverting to mobile field kitchens – for want of a better name. This title represented a 40 gallon (or smaller 2 or 4 gallon ones more often), oil drum with small holes punctured in its sides. It was half filled with sand, which was then soaked in paraffin or derv. A match was then thrown in and it burned ‘fairly’ evenly until all the fuel was exhausted. Water or stew would cook in pots or cans, on it, but it was quite unsuitable to use as an oven for roasting turkeys.
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Our journey to Teheran was probably the best part of 1,000 miles, all over gravel roads, our speed limited to that of our 3 ton lorries. First we had to go south to Khanaquin, where we turned east to enter Persia. Our first stop was at Tak-I-Bustan, a sort of gorge where the sheer walls were carved in the figures of Xerxes and two other Emperors of the Sassanid period – about the time of Alexander the Great. From there the road was rising and falling over various ranges of small mountains, with steep pulls over series of s-bends. Very wild and rugged, and all the time getting colder. The next stop was the transit camp (tented) at Kermanshah, a mountain town. We didn’t sleep very well because of the cold. 
But that cold paled into insignificance at our next night stop – the tented transit camp at Hamadan, about 8,000 feet above sea level, at the top of the [image: image3.png]


steepest of the passes we had to negotiate. Here we were told that the temperatures were expected to drop to -20( that night. Before leaving our vehicles we were to open the radiator caps and drain every drop of water, and then close the taps (this was before the days of antifreeze). Next morning we were to start the engines, warm up the engine block and then gradually fill up the radiators with water, while keeping the engines running – closing the taps the night before was in case they became frozen solid during the night and then couldn’t be closed. None of us got much sleep that night, as there was no heating for the tents. Luckily it didn’t snow, so there was no hazard like that to stop us getting away as quickly as possible after breakfast. 
I remember we made a stop at Qum, where the dome of the Mosque was covered in gold leaf, but whether it was to feed or for a night stop I can’t remember. By now we were on the fairly flat plateau on which Teheran stands, albeit the whole lot is at a height of about 4,000 feet. Immediately behind lies a range of mountains averaging 10,000 feet and separating it from the Caspian Sea. At the eastern end of this range, about 35 miles east of Teheran, is the conical shaped Demavend, which is nearly 20,000 feet high.

Our target was a large flat, almost featureless airfield (without runways) by the name of Mehrabad, six or seven miles west of Teheran. If you were to go there today it is Teheran International Airport, and I’m sure I wouldn’t recognise it, or know which bit of it was the airfield of which I was to become the CO. At least, when we arrived, it wasn’t deserted, as it might have been had we got there on our original date. But three or four weeks before, a Rhodesian squadron of Hurricanes had arrived and settled in – to a tented camp, and the tents had a covering of an inch or two of snow.

There were a few buildings there, but inspection revealed why the Rhodesians were not using them instead of tents. Most of the floor space of each was covered with a brick built octagonal plinth about three feet high standing on eight arches. We later learnt that they had once been for Persian Army other ranks. Apparently they built fires in the arches. When the fires burned out after about an hour, the men then slept on the now warmed brick plinth – eight of them, feet to the middle. We didn’t try to copy them – with nothing suitable to burn, and would probably been asphyxiated before we’d learned all the tricks of the operation. We pulled the plinths down later and made the huts usable. But that was some time ahead. For the moment we had to do as the Rhodesians were doing, and sleep in unheated tents. 
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The one and only usable building, the Rhodesians had turned into the mess; sections for officers, NCOs and other ranks. Being the nice crowd Rhodesians usually are, they did their best to make us welcome and to share their mess with us, and help our cooks out until they got organised. They also introduced us to their method of space heating in the mess. They may well not have invented it, but whoever did was a bit of a genius. Again, it was based on the 40-gallon oil drum. There were always plenty of empty ones around as all the aviation fuel arrived in them. In this case it called for quite a bit of work from the tinsmith or his amateur equivalent. Two 2-gallon tins, one, holding water and the other holding derv, both had taps fitted. These dripped, roughly alternately into a metal channel which led to a tray in the base of the 40-gallon drum, where some petrol had first been lit. For some reason the water in the mixture resulted in a much fiercer burn than plain fuel. In fact the drums positively glowed, and were highly dangerous to touch. If you sat too near to one you came out in a sweat, too far away and you froze; so it wasn’t a very efficient heating method, but was highly appreciated in sub-zero temperatures.

As I have mentioned, our suppliers, the NAAFI, had cut our liquor ration to a ridiculously low amount, but the Rhodesians had already got the answer for us. They could get any amount of beer in bottles from a local brewery, but it was a bit of a cold drink in such circumstances. The answer was a local distillery, which bottled both vodka and a variety of red vermouth, and mixed together they made a very warming drink. Christmas was upon us almost as soon as we arrived, so the drink situation almost made up for the missing turkeys. The Rhodesians let us have what they could spare of their beef and Christmas puddings, and life suddenly looked a lot better than when we arrived. They were such a lovely lot, those Rhodesians! One of their Hurricane pilots, B Flight Commander, was a Flight Lieutenant Ian Smith, who was later to become the man in charge of Rhodesia; until a Labour Government under Harold Wilson handed the colony over to the blacks, who were not yet equipped to run the country. Slightly reserved and serious on first acquaintance, he improved immensely on getting to know him better. I always felt that fate didn’t deal him the cards he deserved.

So, for the first week or so at Teheran, we were being looked after by the Rhodesians. It was a reversal of roles, as our unit was meant to be the base unit, and the squadron ‘our lodgers’. So as quickly as possible we had to take over from them and assume control of the airfield. They had been, and were, so co-operative that it all went smoothly, with never a difficulty over demarcation lines. Luckily, further snow held off, and occasionally day temperatures rose above zero, so that ground was beginning to show up through the snow, where the sun had done a bit of melting. Of course we had been back in our RAF blue – chiefly battle dress – since we were at Kirkuk, though we had worn khaki drill in the daytime when we first got there.

Then we reached the end of 1942 and started on 1943. It was now over two years since I had left England. My love for Deirdre and hers for me, had strengthened in spite of distance and a most erratic postal system. Letters could arrive in a fortnight, or even three months or more. Ask a question in a letter in the worst conditions and the reply came back in six months time. Letters didn’t arrive in the order you posted them. One received on the first of April, say, and written on the 2nd March, could well be received before one written the previous Christmas Day. Quite a few never arrived, but in spite of all this we were corresponding more frequently than two years before. We were exploring one another’s feelings and attitudes, and finding more and more that we were suited to one another. Long before now we had decided on marriage at the earliest opportunity, and our letters showed how increasingly this was being regarded as a fait accompli.

When we got together, wherever that would be, we would waste no time on an engagement, but leap straight into marriage just as quickly as it could be arranged. Deirdre would miss out on an engagement ring – or would she? She’d been meeting my mother and sister Joan on a few occasions during my absence. So I asked Deirdre if she’d like to contact my sister and arrange to meet her for the purpose of choosing a ring – either for her birthday present on April 11th, or if she preferred it, an engagement ring. Would her parents accept my letter proposal? (Though I expected Deirdre would say ‘yes’ to it whatever anyone else said.) Deirdre was delighted with the proposal for an engagement ring by correspondence course, and both our families seemed very happy at the prospect. So at last Deirdre would have evidence on her finger of our commitment to one another. What odd procedures the war brought about!

But back to Teheran where I was trying to get my unit settled in. I was planing how we could use those old Persian barrack blocks as a Sector Operations Room, siting the radar equipment nearby, which we had been told was new, up to date stuff, which would be arriving shortly. We had been there three weeks when I received a message from HQ to the effect that our radar equipment had been diverted to the Western Desert, where Montgomery had pushed Rommel’s force back over the Egyptian border into Libya, and was advancing on Benghasi. My unit therefore, was to pick up sticks and move, as a unit, to Habbaniya temporarily. It was my job to make all this sound reasonable to my personnel, to maintain their morale. In fact, what did the trick was that (a) they were still No 3 SOR, so it would have very little effect on their friendships or their mail, and (b) had they remained in Teheran there was little hope of better living conditions for a month or two. By going to Habbaniya they would be back in a reasonable climate, with cinemas, NAAFI canteens etc. So we packed up the lorries and other vehicles, said goodbye to our friendly Rhodesians, and went back on the road by which we had come.

Back through Qum, Hamadan, Kermanshah, Tak-I Bustan to Khanaquin, where we left our outward route and headed for Baghdad and Habbaniya. I decided to take longer over the journey. Once or twice before, we had arrived in the dark and, being mid-winter, the daylight was all too short. Also, it gave the men an hour or so to look around the places we were stopping at – not that there was a lot to see. Luckily the weather was not as severe as it had been coming out. At our different stops I managed to buy Deirdre a couple of Persian black lambskins – she’d have needed 50 or more for a coat, but I thought she could use two for gloves, or collar/cuff decorations for a coat. I also bought her a wooden cigarette box, decorated by hand with Persian miniatures/paintings, and a silver bracelet with little bone/ivory panels again decorated with miniatures, and the whole hand made. I could have bought some lovely hand made carpets in Hamadan, which were fantastic bargains, but I could see no possible way of getting them to England, unfortunately.

Arriving at Habbaniya, I learned that we were unlikely to be there for more than two or three weeks, so the unit would have no duties there. They wanted me to work with GSO 3 or some such administrator to learn something of the administrative side of the RAF, something which had never been touched on in our rushed pilot training. All I really learned was what a cushy job those administrators had. One of my perks was my quarters – a sitting room with chairs, table, bookcase etc, a bedroom with chairs, wardrobe and beautifully sprung bed, and a full bathroom suite with hot and cold running water. All this, and a servant to look after me (an Iraqi, of course). There was even a lawn and flowers outside, where I could sit in the sun, which was warm enough in the middle of the day.

Of course, I still had the welfare of my unit to look after. With the amenities of the Station available, I decided that it was their physical health that most needed looking after, so I organised hockey games, five days a week. Most had never played it before, but they came on fast, and I even organised a couple of matches for the best of them, against other teams – and they even won their second match. Predictably, our stay there lasted nearly six weeks. My training even included a session as Officer-under-Instruction at a court-martial, which I found very interesting. I had never even seen the inside of a civilian court. It wasn’t until many years later that I had that experience when I was called to give (banking) evidence in the Law Courts in London.

While I was on this job I took the opportunity to start some enquiries about my rank. I’d been an acting Squadron Leader – paid – for over a year, and before that an acting Flight Lieutenant. Would I revert to Flying Officer if I lost my present job? A signal to Air Ministry in London brought forth the reply that I had been a substantive (ie full) F/Lt since 2nd June last year and that it had been published in the London Gazette on 28th August 1942. Someone might have told me! I gathered that I would probably become a substantive S/Leader in about 9 months if I continued to hold acting – paid – rank. None of this made a lot of difference. The chief thing, was the pay I was receiving, which was enabling me to build up savings for life after the war. I was doing quite well in this respect, as lately I hadn’t had many opportunities to live it up. One point, in passing, I was now paying more than twice as much in income tax, as my total bank salary was, when the war had started.

I hadn’t been able to use my wireless set since I left Kirkuk – no electricity. So now I got it going again. At Kirkuk I’d used the BBC overseas service for their news bulletins, of which I made a précis as I listened. I then got it typed out as a sort of daily newssheet for the unit personnel. It was their only source of news, as I was the only one with a radio. So we had been a bit short on news since we left Kirkuk, though we had safely assumed there was still a war on. At Habbaniya there were other sources of news, including an English newssheet, so I didn’t resume my service yet.

We had a glorious concert one night, 25 musicians, all Polish. The music was part classical, part traditional, with some singing and dancing. The quality of it was superb! What a change from the usual ENSA concerts we got out there. Tenth rate comedians, who wouldn’t earn a living in a free market. Lots of smut and tired old jokes. We’d all enjoy something risqué, as long as it had some quality about it. The females were generally so long in the tooth; that is, if they still had any, and would frisk around like teenagers. We never got any plays, quality singers or instrumentalists – even of jazz. Places where there was plenty of choice got all the best. Out here, where we had nothing else, all they sent was the rubbish nobody else would want. They wondered why we grumbled, and I am not speaking just for myself. I suppose it is a matter of money, basically. The best artistes go where the pay is best.

We had had deluges of rain during the past few days, and it turned cold with it – all day – not like the night frosts we had before. It seemed to have had an effect on the jackals. There seemed to be a small pack of them that had set up residence outside, and they made a horrible howling/whining noise at night. I’d even seen them in daylight running past, only 20 yards from my door. Whether mating time, or what caused it, I do not know, but they didn’t usually come so close.

Greenwood arrived back from his course in the Cairo area, which was a great help to me, as my administrative job was making it difficult for me to keep my unit occupied, when there was no real job for them temporarily. I also enjoyed his company, so it served a double purpose, but he had hardly arrived back, when he was posted to a unit somewhere in Egypt. However, the unit’s stay at Habbaniya was about to come to a sudden halt (late Feb 1943). Of all places, we were off to Teheran again. We’d be wearing that road out. The idea was to use us as a base unit there for the time being, not as a sector ops room. Apparently an extra squadron of Hurricanes was about to arrive there. They had been very heavily engaged in Montgomery’s advance in the Western Desert, with losses of pilots and aircraft. This move to Teheran was to rest them, and give them the chance to regain full strength in pilots and aircraft, and get welded into a unit again.

Just before I was due to leave, I met Devenish and Greenhorn again. They were on their way from Teheran to join a different squadron in the Western Desert. They told me they had had a devilish cold spell up there since we had left 30( of frost on one occasion. They’d even been able to borrow some skis and get in a bit of skiing. Meanwhile in Habbaniya we’d been enduring a particularly wet spell, with lots of mud everywhere.
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