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BACK TO EGYPT

Normally the hottest spell lasted until the end of September, but this year in September, we got a series of minor dust-storms from about 10.00am until dusk, followed by a major one for a couple of days. Unpleasant, but it did bring the temperature down by about 10( Fahrenheit, for we were not into Centigrade in those days. I was even able to plan my first game of tennis since Teheran, Then, to my surprise, a posting to Egypt came through. Get there as quickly as possible I was told! It took the best part of a week, as I scrounged flights from airfield to airfield. It might have been quicker if I had left my luggage to follow me, but that was too risky, and I had got rather a lot! On arrival, I was accommodated in a tent at the transit centre. At HQ in Cairo I learned that I was posted as a Fighter Controller to No 22 SOR, which was at Heliopolis, just down the road. It was still in tents, though it was on an established base. All the shops, cinemas, theatres, sports facilities etc of the Cairo area would be on my doorstep. Too good to be true – and it was, to quite an extent!

I was working shifts, so sometimes I was free for a game of tennis with the pro at the local sporting club, and I was roped in for games of hockey. Other times I could nip into Cairo in the evening for a spot of entertainment, but all too soon I was sent off on a course. We were still getting attention from German aircraft based in Crete and Greece, though chiefly at night. But now we had some proper night fighters to control, with advanced equipment – a short-range radar of their own – something not available down on the Gulf. The course was to bring me up to date on the latest techniques.

Before the course started I’d run into a couple of army majors (Doyle and Wood) whom I’d got to know quite well when I was at Ismailia. They were regular officers who had been stationed in Egypt well before war broke out. They had married a couple of Sicilian sisters, and by now had teenage daughters – the families living in their own flats in Cairo. Doyle’s daughter José, had been a schoolgirl doing her prep in the evenings, when I knew them in Ismailia. Now she was a fairly attractive seventeen-year-old. She was allowed to come out with me to the cinema and/or dancing. She was so full of fun and youthful enthusiasm that she made an excellent companion. Nearing my 27th birthday I often felt like her uncle. She danced beautifully and I felt I would be much better prepared when I got back to England, for Deirdre who was having all that practice with Canadian officers.

Once again this episode was much too brief. The course was a very concentrated one and we often didn’t finish until 9.00pm or 10.00pm – even later when we went on visits to other units. Two days before the course began I’d had my second hockey match, or some of it. Just before half time, I’d taken a bad fall in a tackle, twisted my ankle and badly grazed my leg on the gritty surface.

The next day I couldn’t walk. They x-rayed it at the local hospital found no bones broken, and strapped the ankle up. Transport was laid on from and to Heliopolis to the lectures on the far side of Cairo and I could just about hobble my way round. Before the course ended I was just about able to walk again, but no more tennis, hockey, or outings with José for yet another week or two.

Then, as life was returning to normal, I was told to go back on the next course, just about to start, but as an instructor. One of the instructors had gone down sick. It was quite a bombshell. I felt completely inadequate and was dreadfully nervous at the start. The blind leading the blind! However, the course was fresh in my mind, and I had taken fairly full course notes. Each night I used them to prepare the next day’s lectures, and in no time I regained my confidence in myself. Apparently I made a good job of it as my ‘pupils’ were enthusiastic, and I received ample praise from the people in charge. On the other hand, I wasn’t asked to do the next course! By then I was back at 22 SOR Heliopolis, and the CO had been posted away. As the next officer in seniority, I had to take over. So rather than putting the results of the course into practice, I was spending a lot of my time on administrative work, and not much on fighter controlling.

Incidentally, reverting to the course I was on, the chap running it was a S/Leader Cottrell, whom I had known back at Port Said, which may have had something to do with why he picked on me to help him out when he suddenly became an instructor short. Odd how I kept on bumping into people I’d met at earlier locations, for I now met up with F/Lt Elliott, the chap who had accompanied me on that leave when we went to Luxor and Aswan. He had managed to get a spot more leave and had headed for Cairo for a start. Having met me he decided to spend the rest of his leave there. But I had to fit in seeing him with my work, which was pretty onerous now the CO (S/Leader Rees) had been posted off to India. Still it was great to have that brief time together again.

Just as his leave had ended and we’d said au revoir, I bumped into another F/Lt I’d known in Teheran. He was with a nurse from Anne’s hospital unit, who were at present about 40 miles away, awaiting instructions for the unit to move to their next location (India being the present guess). The nurse told Anne of our meeting and Anne scrounged a lift into Cairo to see me. Just that one brief meeting, as their unit was on their way three or four days later. It seemed as though all roads passed through Cairo. Wait there and you would see all your old friends. Instead of seeing them I should have been using my spare time to nip into Cairo to do some Christmas shopping, as it was now the end of October. How to fit a quart into a pint pot, though somehow it all worked out in the end – ma’aleesh, as they said in Egypt.

While I may have given the impression that I was living in a comfortable mess again, this was not, in fact, the case. I was only in the mess at Heliopolis while I had had my ankle strapped up and was being ferried backwards and forwards while I was on the course. At 22 SOR we were still living in tents. In fact I record that it was not until I’d been there a month that I managed to secure a chest of drawers, and no longer had to live out of a suitcase. But we were used to such conditions, and that was why we received a monetary hard-living allowance in such circumstances.

On the other hand, now I was Acting CO of 22 SOR, I again had a staff car for my use – a Ford saloon-de-luxe. And, after the disruption caused by my move from Abadan, my mail from Deirdre and home had caught up and I was now receiving mail direct – sometimes only a week after it had been posted.  

At this stage I seemed to be up to my eyes in work, but did manage to get a swim in, one day. The water was still quite warm, a month before Christmas, and I got roped in for another hockey match, resulting in a bash on the shin and a bad one on my big toe (we only wore gym shoes). On top of that, we started on a course of anti-typhus injections. It would have been more use up in Teheran, but they hadn’t any vaccine at that time. Anyway, I reacted to the first injection and was feeling very sorry for myself. Hobbling from my bad toe and sore shin, headaches, sore throat and much more from my injection, and too busy to take time off sick. Still, in another week I was OK again and trying to persuade José, after a month’s absence, that it was no reflection on her company. Then the next day, Ted Elliott turned up again – this time en route to another unit, with promotion to S/Leader. So I had to switch duties with another officer to enable me to get out to a celebratory dinner with him.

A day or two later I had to visit (in my car) one of my sub-units about twenty miles south of Cairo, with my Signals Officer. On our way back we made an unauthorised detour to do a bit of sightseeing. The purpose was to visit the pyramids at Sakkara. These are not the well-known ones on the western fringe of Cairo, Cheops, Chephren and a small one, alongside the Sphinx. The Sakkara ones are about 10 medium size ones 10-20 miles south of Cairo, the best known of which is the Step Pyramid, because its sides go up in steps rather than smoothly. We were pressed for time if we were to see much of what there was to see. So we decided to dispense with a guide. The trouble with guides was that they had a set spiel and were not adaptable to the individual’s own requirements – a quick dash round, on this occasion. Luckily someone back at base had lent us a booklet about the area the previous evening, with a plan of what was where, which proved a great help.

The Step Pyramid, our starting point, was said to be among the oldest buildings (monuments) in the world, at around 3,200 years BC. Then we went into the pyramid of King Dunas, of the 5th dynasty (whereas the Step was the earlier 4th dynasty). Dunas’ Pyramid was meant also to serve as his tomb, and there were lots of coloured wall engravings both in his own tomb and those of his family. Near the Step Pyramid there were also some beautiful fluted columns some 4,500 years old – all that remained of some temple.

Then we descended into the tombs of the Apis Bulls. Apparently this bull worship lasted about 600 years until the conquest of Egypt by King Cambyses from Persia (for the bulls he substituted cats), Anyway there were in all about 25 bull tombs, each one in its own vast hall, in this huge underground labyrinth. The passages were a minimum of 15ft wide and anything from 15 to 30 ft high. The bulls were entombed in sarcophagi in alcoves leading off. The sarcophagi were about 12ft by 8ft by 8ft, and the sides 2ft thick, all in polished black marble. The chap who excavated this lot about 100 years ago had found the site engulfed in sand. As he excavated each sarcophagus he found they had been opened and rifled in Roman times. His reward came with the 25th and last, where the lid had become jammed. In the end he had to smash the end off, and found it contained the undisturbed mummy of a huge black bull, surrounded by all its funerary vessels, trappings and jewellery.

When I visited the tombs some of the huge passageways and alcoves had been shut off. Until the war was over they were acting as a storage place for many of the priceless treasures from the Cairo Museum, which was closed for the duration of the war. Nearly all its exhibits were hidden away here or in another series of caves at Helwan; so that here was something of world repute that I was NOT able to see.

A day or two later I booked a seat at the Cairo Opera House to hear the Cairo Symphony Orchestra in aid of the RAF Benevolent Fund. The concert included two piano concertos excellently played by a young Jewish girl, Prina Salzman. The star cellist turned out to be Flying Officer Peverett from my unit, and about half of the musicians were RAF. To my surprise I met there a couple of Greek youths I had known when in Port Said. They recognised me, but I couldn’t place their faces – little wonder, as they were in RAF uniform, having joined up since I first met them.

Another day I went in the car with my Signals Officer to visit some of my/his sub-units. The trip took us through an area of Cairo little known to most servicemen or visitors – the City of the Dead. At this time it was still the custom of any family, with any pretensions to importance, to own another ‘house’ in the City of the Dead as a sort of mausoleum to their departed ancestors. Many of these ‘houses’ were mere facades or shells. Others, of the more wealthy were semi-developed beyond their facades with a central garden and maybe a fountain. On certain special days their owners would visit them to commune with the spirits of their forebears, or so they imagined. It was occupying quite a vast area – normally uncomfortably quiet and without traffic – only the murmur of it in the distance. Just occasionally one might see a gardener or sweeper, otherwise not a soul. We stopped there a short time just to peer into some of these ‘houses’, but then we were only too pleased to move on back into civilisation. Incidentally I believe many of the ‘houses’ have lately succumbed to the housing shortage in Cairo and are now ‘houses of the living’. By contrast we then passed through the garden suburb of Maadi.  The garden suburb to out-garden all others. Tree lined avenues with lawns. Spacious houses in large gardens amid flowerbeds, flowering trees and bushes. Plenty of gardeners in evidence – the paid sort. A bit more like a tropical English garden suburb, but oozing much greater wealth. It was more English/French than Egyptian, reflecting the time when Egypt was an English/French condominium.

After that our trip took us by the Toura Caves, still not far south of Cairo. This was the place where all the ordinary stone was quarried for the building of the pyramids – i.e. not the granite, alabaster etc, which were used for titivating and embellishing the main structures. There were dozens of these caves, some of them hundreds of yards long. The caves were in both sides of the long valley. In them you could still see the marks made by the cutting tools, and the slots chipped out for the insertion of the wooden wedges. The wedges were then soaked in water, which  swelled and caused splits in the rock. All this as it was when the pyramids were finished, and quarrying there ceased, some four thousand years ago. Most of the stones of which the pyramids are built, were three-foot cubes.

Life was getting pleasant. I was sometimes on a night shift as a fighter controller. The stint finished about 7.00am, then breakfast and to bed. I never slept very well by day and generally rose at lunchtime. So I was able to get into the Heliopolis sports club for games of tennis, with the pro, more often than not. I felt I had done well if he only beat me 6-1, 6-1. Even that was quite exhausting. I was also able to slip down into Cairo often, in my staff car to do my Christmas shopping. I’d been far too busy to buy things in time to have got them to England in time for Christmas Day. The last day for posting was something like the last day of September. However, better late then never. I was also able to buy some silk stockings for Deirdre and my sister Joan, which I could slip into airmail letters, a pair at a time, to give them something to be going on with until my parcels arrived.

It was now the beginning of December. I managed to get along to an American Forces music concert. There was everything, from classical, military band, jazz, and blues. Quite a pleasant mixture and enjoyable. I was getting a bit presumptuous. I booked to see the play The Man Who Came to Dinner being put on by ENSA, with a reputedly good cast. It was due in three days time. I also booked to see a recently released film Spitfire with Leslie Howard in the lead – due two days after the play. It was all about the development of the Spitfire aircraft.

How presumptuous of me! I never saw either. Two nights later I was awakened in the middle of the night telling me to be ready to move off at 5.45am for the Sector Ops Room at Mersah Matruh. Nobody could tell me if it was a short-term move or more permanent. So the rest of the night I was packing all my stuff and my bedding roll. Not too difficult to achieve by 5.45am as I’d not yet found anywhere to put a lot of my stuff and it was still in suitcases. Transport came at 5.45am and carried all my baggage, and me, to the railway station, for the long and boring ride to Alexandria. The line runs along the border between the cultivated area of the Nile Delta and the Western Desert, so the scenery was flat, uninteresting and monotonous. No breakfast, no buffet car, and I was ravenous by the time I reached Alexandria. There a 15cwt truck picked me up, and I was able to divert to a roughish eating place, before the long bumpy journey over the desert to Mersah Matruh. Some of the journey was within sight of the distant Mediterranean. I hadn’t seen it for quite some time, but at that stage of the journey it did nothing to raise my spirits. My only consolation was that I had got the whole of my luggage with me.

It was dark by the time I reached the mess at Mersah Matruh, but I received a very friendly welcome, and they put on a special meal for me, as they had all eaten. I learned that their CO had been rushed off at short notice to conferences at MAAF (Mediterranean Allied Air Forces Command) which had now become superior to Headquarters Middle East in Cairo. The conferences were in Malta and Sicily. The CO would only be away about a fortnight. After deputising for him for those two weeks, I would return to Heliopolis. So I need not have brought all my precious luggage after all, and would have to cart it all back at the end of my short stay. They told me they were putting me in the COs tent during my stay, and it wasn’t long before I asked to be taken there to catch up on some sleep. They had already taken all my kit there.

I slept like a log until I was wakened with a cup of tea about 7.00am. I have rarely been more surprised than the view, which met my eyes through the doorway and window of the tent. The tent was on the top of a 300ft escarpment, as was the rest of the unit. The sun was shining and I was looking out on the dazzling blue Mediterranean. Between the tent and the sea was a long shallow lagoon with a few trees at either end, and an outlet to the sea at the western end where there were the shattered remains of the little fishing hamlet, or port. The sides and bottom of the lagoon were whitish limestone, as the result of which the water in the lagoon was a series of pastel shades of green, blue, and intermediate colours. Beyond it the white line of breakers and then the deeper blue of the sea. This was the jewel in Mersah Matruh’s otherwise drab crown. I loved to sit just looking at it, as the colours changed with the time of day. Just the picture for a holiday brochure!

The airfield, and a squadron of Hurricanes, was just down the ‘road’. The CO’s car was at my disposal and my new ‘empire’ extended as far west as Sidi Barrani and the Egyptian/ Cyreneican border. The main (only) artery was the coast road, badly ravaged by the Alamein battle two months or so previously; and the previous shuffling to and fro of earlier campaigns [image: image1.png]Exploding rain-exposed mines
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of the war. Mostly it looked like a giant scrap yard. Burnt out tanks and artillery; lorries, trucks of every description burnt, broken, upside down. The easily salvageable had long been removed and repaired. They had been brought back into service, whether of British, American, German or Italian origin. Several areas were marked with a few wooden posts joined with barbed wire or string to signify their existence and signs saying ‘minefields’ to indicate that they hadn’t yet been cleared (and might never be for many years). The abandoned trenches and dugouts filling up again with sand, which in time will cover everything and it will look like desert everywhere again. 

The war had passed the area over for the last time, as far as the land was concerned. The only remaining threat was from the Luftwaffe, still the opposite side of the Mediterranean in Italy, Yugoslavia, Albania, Greece and Crete. Their targets were mainly shipping, and any RAF bases we were using to protect the shipping. Their fighters mostly hadn’t the range to be very effective, so it was mainly their bombers, unescorted that attacked our shipping. After kicking the Germans out of North Africa we were now crowding as many merchant ships as possible through the Mediterranean and Suez Canal to supply India in the war with the Japs. This saved the long haul around South Africa and meant the ships could make more trips. They were routed as near the North African coast as possible to come under the protection of our shore based fighters e.g. the Hurricane squadron at Mersah Matruh and those at places like Tobruk, Cyrene, Benghasi and Tripoli.


The officers in the mess were about the friendliest I ever came across, Just as well, as I needed all the co-operation I could get, to find out what my duties were for such a short stay. Luckily I didn’t have to do much fighter controlling. Most of my time was taken up by my duties as Acting CO. In this I had the help of an excellent Adjutant. Truth to tell he nearly did the job for me, but the ultimate responsibility was mine, so I had to understand what we were doing and why.


I’d only been there three days when something cropped up which neither the Adjutant nor I had ever envisaged having to tackle. About breakfast time the most almighty thunderstorm broke over our heads. We had nearly seven inches of rain over the next two and a half hours – in the Western Desert that was probably a normal total in a two or three year spell. On our site on the escarpment there was no serious flooding, but we were to discover that our airfield was not as flat as it looked and was in a sloping saucer shaped depression. The Hurricanes parked on lower ground were up to their wings, and more, in water. Only the top 200 yards of the runway was anything like dry, and the bottom end in five or six feet of water. All our aircraft were temporarily grounded, if that is the word for it. By chance, the first aircraft scheduled to visit us was a Walrus – an amphibious plane. He circled for ages trying to decide whether the water was deep enough to land on it. In the end he landed on his wheels on the little bit of runway that was showing and let the plane gradually become waterborne as he ran out of dry land.
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What all of us had forgotten is that petrol is lighter than water. All our petrol for the Hurricanes and our vehicles was in forty-gallon drums for the planes and two or four-gallon cans for the vehicles – normally just stacked up in the fuel dump. They floated and followed the flow of water as the airfield drained. The next two or three days were spent in rounding them all up again – some a mile or more away – and restacking them in the fuel dump. It was tough work handling the forty-gallon ones onto our lorries, as the sand/ground was still waterlogged. 

The storm was very nearly the death of one officer. He’d come on duty just as the storm broke, and soon realised he had left his reading glasses behind. He’d struggled on during the storm rather than get a soaking by going back to his tent to get them, but decided to make a dash back as soon as the storm seemed to be finishing. His tent was like most of them, dug in rather than erected on flat ground. So that the area covered by tent canvas was a hole 18 inches or so deep in which the beds were placed, and the hard sand base had duckboards, between the beds, so that your feet didn’t get sandy before getting into bed. The officer hurriedly pulled back his tent flap, and stepped onto the duckboard, not realising in his hurry that it was floating on 18 inches of water. As a result the other end of the duckboard sprang into the air, hit him on the head and knocked him unconscious. Luckily he fell on his bed, and only just avoided drowning as a result. He was only just regaining consciousness, when someone came looking to find him, 30 minutes later, because he had not returned to duty.


Apart from the storm, we mostly had bright blue skies and pleasantly hot weather all the time I was at Mersah Matruh. In fact December and January are usually the best time of the year to be there – it would make a good winter holiday resort in peacetime. But I was not to be there long. I’d only been there twelve days when we got a signal, telling us that the CO would be returning the following day from his conferences, and I was to return to 22 SOR at Heliopolis the following day. I might have got a lift by air as far as Alexandria, but it was only a small plane and couldn’t cope with all the kit I had brought. So it was a three hundred-mile trip back to Cairo in a three-ton lorry – not at all comfortable for much of the journey, as the roads were in such a bad state. But back I was, with all my precious kit.

The first chap I met at 22 SOR was F/Lt Stephenson. He’d arrived to join the unit in my absence, and very pleased I was, to see him again. The unit was awash with the rumour that we were to be transferred lock, stock and barrel to either Tripoli (the one in Syria) or Aleppo up by the Turkish border. My Adjutant hadn’t heard anything officially, though he had received a hint that the unit should be ready to move if required. It was now a week before Christmas, so we were keeping our fingers crossed that it wouldn’t be over Christmas or New Year, as it would be nice to spend it on the fringes of civilisation for a change.
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