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CROSSING AFRICA

 On the third day we arrived off the port of Takoradi in the Gold Coast. We were to steam up and down during the night, and the first six Hurricanes were to take off early next morning. The flight deck was far too short for a normal Hurricane to take off, so the next day the Furious sailed at near maximum speed into wind. In reality this meant that the aircraft, while stationary on the deck, were already moving at 30 mph plus the speed of the light wind into which we were headed. I was pleased not to be one of the first guinea pigs and could stand and watch. Each plane was moved to the centre of the deck in turn (meaning that each successive aircraft appeared to have a few less yards for take off). Then, with ship’s crew hanging on to the wings and tail, the pilot revved his engine as far as he dared until the signal came to go. Then quickly he opened the throttle to maximum as the plane started to roll. The flight deck came to an end all too quickly, and the plane sank in the air alarmingly, until the gathering speed enabled the pilot to climb to a satisfactory height, and make for the shore. Just in case, we had a destroyer following along on either side to pick up any pilot whose aircraft had sagged too far and down into the sea. Luckily this only proved necessary in one case (after I had left) and the pilot, minus aircraft, was satisfactorily retrieved. My turn came the second day, and I was fifth of the six. I think it would be ridiculous to say that any one of us did not have butterflies in his stomach as our turn came, and yet it was thrilling in its way. A bit like modern bungee jumping, I should think. My turn came, and the plane sank as usual as I reached the end of the deck. I possibly sank to 30 feet above the water, though it looked nearer, but then slowly, all too slowly, I could feel I was gaining height at last.

I headed for the shore, some 20 miles away, but still just visible through the heat haze, but the chap ahead of me was too far off to see. The port of Takoradi was a good landmark, and then I could see the airfield beyond – a much more civilised one than I had been expecting, carved out of a clearing in the all-pervading jungle. That morning, on board, I had been finishing letters to Deirdre and Mother, while they fitted the wings to our six planes. I’d arranged with one of the ship’s officers to take them back to England on their return journey – a quicker and safer way of ensuring that they got there. It was almost dusk by the time I touched down on the runway, so the chap following me (No.6) only just made it in daylight. To our surprise the officers mess was a lovely modern building – it had been built as a hotel and requisitioned by the RAF. It had lovely spacious rooms, and wide verandas all round. No blackout on the Gold Coast, so we could sit drinking on the veranda after dark, which came quite early, and very suddenly, compared with England. It had been very hot and humid when we arrived and the temperature stayed warm into the night. At dinner there were oranges, bananas, melons and pineapples (no longer seen in England). We had black boys as waiters, dressed in white gowns and with red fezzes on their heads. All through the otherwise quiet night was the ceaseless noise of the cicadas. The Gold Coast is a malarial area, as was all central Africa, so that night we had our first experience of sleeping under mosquito nets, which makes it rather stuffy.

We were to stay there the next day, while they fitted our extra petrol tanks, and checked over our planes and engines. It gave us a chance to meet the pilot and the navigator of the Blenheim aircraft, which was to act as Mother, or shepherd, for our six Hurricanes all the way to our destination in Egypt. The Blenheim was a twin-engined light bomber which was getting near the end of its useful service in the RAF. The big snag was that it was slow, so we would all have to cruise at about 140 mph – a bit infuriating for Hurricanes. The radios in our Hurricanes had a limited range, so although we could communicate with the Blenheim, only he had the range to communicate with the previous and the next airfields. We were given a set of maps to cover our journey, but it was highly unlikely that they would be any use to us, over featureless central Africa, if we lost touch with our Blenheim and became lost. So he led and we followed, everyone trying to keep everyone else in sight. It meant a pretty loose formation, as a tight formation would be a great strain for four to five hours on end. We learnt that some of the airfields we were to use were no more than a patch of cleared scrub, with a hut at one side housing a couple of airmen (to operate the radio) and a Shell Petroleum representative with a large stock of 4 or 6 gallon cans. He, and the two airmen, would refuel our aircraft from their cans using a large funnel fitted with a filter. They would have a truck, and there would be a windsock to give us an indication of the wind. The Blenheim would land first, while we circled overhead and watched carefully how the landing progressed. The hard part would be judging how far the ground was below you, as there were no buildings and sometimes no trees to help any height estimation (and there would be no ambulance or fire tender). We were to get away in good time in the morning and fly 400 miles along the coast, landing at Lagos, the capital of Nigeria. We were given our individual call sign, basically a code word followed by numbers one to six and the Blenheim was code word Mother. End of briefing.

So we decided to spend the rest of the daylight bathing down on the beach. Palm trees and forest came right down to the sandy beach and rocks. The Atlantic rollers were immense and crashed down on the beach followed by a big undertow. We had no bathing costumes so were lucky none of us got badly grazed. The sea was warm and very exhilarating, so an hour or two went very quickly. We dried off in the sun, having no towels, but in the knowledge that the stickiness of the salt on our skins would only last until we could shower back at the mess.

Next morning, as arranged, we set off for Lagos. Already the atmosphere was hot, steamy and hazy. Below us, there was not a lot to look at, mainly jungle coming down to a narrow beach and the sea. Not many villages, and even the capital, Port Harcourt, looked less impressive than Takoradi. We had to get used to the new feel and handling of our planes with their extra petrol tanks under the wing, which created more drag. As we were flying at only 10,000ft it was still hot in spite of having our canopies pulled back, so we were only wearing our khaki shorts and shirts. Instead of our leather helmets, but as protection against sunstroke, we were wearing our topees, which had no earflaps, of course. So we had stuffed cotton wool in our ears to drown out some of the engine noise. It worked to some extent, though as a result, we tended to be semi-deaf for 3 or 4 hours after landing. After some four hours flying we reached Lagos, quite a large port and city, though buildings of no more than one or two stories, generally. The airport was fairly civilised by local standards. We all made respectable landings, with little hindrance from our overload tanks. We were to be put up for the night at the city’s best hotel, The Grand. Sounded good but it was a dump and not a patch on the mess at Tankoradi. In the afternoon, in spite of the heat, we had a little wander round. What surprised us most, was the complete lack of urgency in the population, nobody seemed to have anything to do which required immediate action. Many just sat or lay on the ground. The old women particularly didn’t even bother to brush away the swarms of flies that settled round their eyes, and mouths, and nobody bothered to brush them off their infants. There was hardly any motorised traffic, chiefly old buses and taxis, and it seemed that their driving lessons had only covered the use of the motor horn, The women and even some men, carried everything balanced on their heads, however big or small. We were quickly learning that it was a completely different culture from anything we’d come across before.

In the evening we had been invited to dine at the Ikoi Club – the main gathering place for foreigners, mainly British. It also served as the clubhouse for the local golf course. The fairways were mostly scrub, with patches of rough grass and weeds, which had been cut to about two inches. The greens were grassless sand, bound, I think with oil and then rolled and watered. The members were very friendly and free with the drinks, and the meal not too bad, spotless napkins, and tablecloths and plated cutlery, and dozens of servants looking after your needs, and dressed similarly to those in the mess at Takoradi. There was a nice looking dance floor, but the next dance was in a fortnight’s time. We didn’t stay late, anyway, as we had to be up at 5.00am the next morning to go to the airport, as they wanted us to be airborne before it became hot. This plan had a bit of a set back, as climbing up through the clouds to our intended flying height of 10,000ft, we lost one of our Hurricanes. So we all turned back in the hope that he had had the sense to return to the airport. Luckily this was exactly what he had done, as it was only about 20 miles away. So we set off again to do the 600 miles or so to Kano, the capital of the Northern Province and of the Hausa tribe, who were Moslems – sort of Arabs of the sub-Saharan region. Not such black skins as the Southerners, and with more pride in themselves. The airport was a rough landing strip with a few huts around its entrance. We had seen little of the countryside on our way up there as the visibility had been poor, haze and thin cloud, and Sahara dust even at that height, and a lot higher at times. We couldn’t see anything ahead, only immediately below us. What there was appeared to be mainly forest. The only time we could pinpoint our position was when we crossed above the wide Niger River. Because of the trouble at the start we had been sitting in our cockpits for nearly six hours, by the time we landed at Kano, and had learned the hard way that the cockpit hadn’t been designed for more than two hours occupation at a time.

At Kano we were housed for the night at the Guest House, part of a chain for use by visiting officials in government service. It was only a glorified hut, with large verandas, half a dozen bedrooms and a combined dining room/lounge. Again well supplied with servants, we were expected to take a siesta from lunch to 4.00 or 5.00pm, and were asked if we had any laundry for attention. We realised that we had been in the same shorts, pants and shirts and stockings that we were wearing when we left the Furious and that it was high time they were washed. However, we would have nothing to wear until we got them back, and parted with them with anxiety. However, they were washed, dried and ironed within a couple of hours. Being nearer the Sahara the air is drier up there, and out in the sun a wet garment dries in about half an hour. We were longing to be able to buy our full khaki uniform etc, but that would have to wait until our arrival in Egypt – we’d no lockers in the Hurricanes to store it even if we’d bought it at Takoradi or Lagos.

Kano was the main centre of the Northern Province, a city of some 100-150,000 inhabitants at a very wild guess. It was surrounded by big mud-brick walls, some 12 miles in circumference, with entrance gates. Motorised transport seemed to be non-existent. We were in the land of camels, donkeys and horses. The camels were the pack animals, and wealthier citizens rode rather fine horses, somewhat of the polo pony type. The menfolk wore long white galabias, and most of the women wore similar garments in black – not many gaudy colours up here, or they may have worn them under the black? As I have said the air up here was drier and the heat less oppressive, and there was just a little more of an air of purpose, in the way people moved around. When they returned our washing the ‘boys’ at the Guest House, which was just outside the city walls, advised us to go straight away into town through the nearest gate and head for the Maidan, the local Trafalgar Square, minus Nelson and the fountains. Apparently it was the local ruler’s birthday and there were to be celebrations in the square. Intrigued we all set off and found it wasn’t too far on foot. Along the way we came across another facet of local life, leprosy. Sitting by the wayside were quite a few lepers begging. They were in various stages of the disease, missing limbs or part of them, toes, fingers, and even noses. We were told it wasn’t a contagious disease but none of us had any desire to put it to the test. We passed a number of bushmen from the interior carrying their bows and arrows. We also passed a tree, loaded to its limit with pelicans. The odd ostriches were wandering around looking unconcerned. There were numerous vultures – a protected species as they are the scavengers of Africa, and very necessary by the general state of things.

By the time we got to the Maidan the crowds were quite thick, intermingled with horsemen. The Maidan doubles up as the local polo ground, which was apparently the main local sport. This afternoon/evening a dais had been erected at one end of the ground, on which sat the Emir, the big chief locally, with power of life or death over his subjects, but nominally subject to the British. At the other end of the ground was a melee of horsemen. Every so often about ten of these would separate themselves out from the rest. Riding line abreast they would race their horses towards the Emir, standing up in their saddles firing their rifles into the air. Just short of the Emir they would brake hard, their horses rising on their haunches while the riders fired off a volley. We watched this happen two or three times and then we had to head off for our dinner at the Guest House. The recruiting slogan for the Navy was “Join the Navy and see the world”. We were rapidly coming to the conclusion that this applied equally to the RAF. Somewhat to our surprise we found the Guest House had electric light, as it seemed rather isolated. The ‘boys’ also served us with a very reasonable meal with beer, and that night it was even cool enough for us to sleep with a single blanket under our mosquito nets.

 As usual we were roused at 5.00am aiming to be airborne by 6.00am if possible. Today we had 1,000 miles ahead of us, divided into two legs. The first was to Maiduguri, 300 miles away and just inside the eastern border of Nigeria. Most uninteresting country to fly over – sort of desert, with scrub and bushes and mainly treeless. A few clusters of villages of one storey mud houses, similar to the houses in Kano. Heading in to, or out of the villages would be visible tracks which quickly seemed to peter out into the wilderness. Maiduguri was the usual village, but larger. The airfield was hardly distinguishable from its surroundings, except for its couple of huts and a windsock. There we landed to refuel, but no other amenities were on offer except a drink of water.

On take off we quickly crossed the border into French Equatorial Africa, the province of Chad, over which the next 600 of our 700 mile leg would be flown. The information was that the French there had sided with Vichy, and would consequently be unfriendly if encountered. Luckily we were not disturbed though there was very little sign of any human presence at all on the ground below. The first half, anyway, was over the swamps of the southern end of Lake Chad – a largely uncharted area at that time, and probably still is. It was a tedious and increasingly uncomfortable flight, as the small cockpit provided little room to move or change positions. Eventually we were over the border and landing at El Geneina in western Sudan, a sort of British protectorate under the RAF and the Army, supplemented by British [image: image1.png]Overnight accommodation
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political officers in Khartoum. Here at El Geneina was one Pilot Officer, three or four airmen and the ubiquitous representative of Shell Petroleum with his stack of petrol cans, transported there by camels. There was no mess, a skimpy sort of meal, all out of tins, was served by one of the airmen, who then took us over to our sleeping quarters. They consisted of three or four circular small huts, the walls 3 ft high and then rising to a point about 10 feet above the ground. The door was about 3ft square and no windows. The beds were wooden frames with strips of leather across, on which were straw paliasses, and the usual mosquito nets. The beds looked uninviting but were surprisingly comfortable (I think we were very tired). For the only time on the trip there was no electricity, just oil lamps. The night was hot, but not oppressive as the air was desert air – very dry. Before retiring to our beds for the night the Pilot Officer had entertained us with his pet monkey which did a number of tricks. He was very good at catching locusts and eating them, plus anything else it could cram down, but we could feel the food in the pouches in its neck, stored there to properly eat in due course and at its leisure.

We were woken at 5.00am the next morning as usual. Outside it was still fairly dark, inside it was pitch black in our windowless hut. Groped for the light switch and then realised it was non existent, so groped for the matches to light our lanterns. We were airborne by six. The air was clearer of the Sahara dust and visibility was better. Shortly we flew over a range of mountains rising up to 10,000 feet above the desert floor. They looked bare as if sand-blasted, no sign of any water or vegetation in the deep gullies – grim. Just after crossing them, and after 200 miles of flying we landed to refuel at El Fasher, even more featureless than any of our previous landing strips. The refuelling was necessary, as the next leg was to Khartoum, 700 miles away. I had to get my windscreen wiped as it was smeared with oil – a very slight oil leak behind the propeller was diagnosed – not life threatening, I was told - they had no repair facilities there anyway! On the next longer leg it got worse, not necessarily because the leak had got worse, but that it had much longer to do it. We had crossed over into the Sudan earlier in the day and the ground below us was still scrub though it contained other features. We passed over two or three extinct volcanoes, their craters full of sand, and it became hillier, with rocky outcrops. Gradually the scrub gave way to sandy desert, criss-crossed by dry river-beds.  As we neared Khartoum we had our first sight of real rivers with water in, for Khartoum the capital of Sudan lies at the point where the Blue Nile from Abyssinia (now Ethiopia) joins the White Nile from the Lake Victoria region of east Africa. I couldn’t see a lot looking forward through my oily windscreen, so it was decided that I would land more or less simultaneously with another Hurricane. It became more or less a formation-flying landing, and really worked rather well, sort of using the other pilot’s eyes and judgement as to when to touch down.

Khartoum was a large town, and seemed to have a large Army presence, but the RAF facilities, two or three miles out to the north seemed to be of fairly modest proportions. However, we got an adequate meal and were so tired we were in bed by 9.00pm to be ready for our 5.00am call. Unfortunately we got off to a poor start for our 700 mile long leg to Wadi Halfa. After we had been airborne ¾ hour one of our Hurricanes was experiencing engine trouble and we all had to return. Luckily it didn’t seem any too serious to the mechanic who examined it and we were off again within an hour, but still things seemed unwilling to settle down. The wind had got up during our delay and was blowing a lot of sand about and some of it stuck to my oily windscreen, so my forward vision was pretty well nil. It was decided with our ‘Mother’ Blenheim that I’d carry on, and adopt the same landing procedure as at Khartoum. I was happy with that, but after an hour’s flying my engine began to sound a bit rough. Was it rough enough to complain to ‘Mother’. I decided to press on, and then wondered whether I had made the wrong decision. We’d come to where the Nile makes an enormous U-bend, so we left it and continued north to pick it up again in 200/250 miles. This took us across the Arabian desert, and most inhospitable it looked. Huge sand hills, deep rocky gullies and just nowhere for a forced landing, but we were nearing the point where Wadi Halfa was little further ahead than Khartoum was behind, so I decided to carry on and say nothing, I hoped it was one of my lucky days! The engine still didn’t sound quite right, and it put the wind up me when it gave a rough cough or two, but then it seemed to sound a little less unhealthy, and the Nile came back in sight. At least I could do a forced landing in that if there was no suitable level ground. Then, quite quickly, Wadi Halfa came into sight. My landing there was a bit bouncy, but I was glad to be down any old way. The airfield was quite well fitted out, and soon a couple of mechanics descended on the plane and set to work. They were aiming to seal the oil leak from behind the propeller, as well as check the engine. We left them, as our transport had arrived to take us the six miles to the hotel where we were to spend the night. I’d developed a stomach-ache during the latter part of the flight – anxiety, or being unable to go to the toilet, when I felt the urge? Anyway the six mile journey in the [image: image2.png]Superior overnight accommodation
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old 15cwt truck was one of the bumpiest I’d ever experienced and didn’t help the stomach-ache, but the sight of the hotel did. Set in greenery with lawns and views along the Nile, all the [image: image3.png]eluccas on Sweet Water Canal
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rooms and bedrooms had wide verandas and the latter had en-suite bathrooms, luxuriously fitted out compared with anything we had seen previously. Masses of servants, excellent food and a wide selection of drinks, soft or otherwise. My stomach-ache soon disappeared as we cleaned ourselves up with a bath. Then, to add to our joy, we were told we wouldn’t be able to leave till at least 9.30am as the repairs to my plane couldn’t be completed earlier, even if all went smoothly. Thus a comparatively long lie-in in the morning, followed by a leisurely breakfast, was the prospect. First, we were enjoying a fiery red sunset with camels silhouetted on the skyline. On the Nile below were the feluccas, with their big single sails, idly floating by, and a soft windless, warm evening. January was when the local climate was at its pleasantest – a climate where the locals had not seen a drop of rain the last 30 years.

We rattled our way back to the airfield by 9.30am the next morning and my plane was ready. The plugs had oiled up badly and had been replaced by new ones, and they felt fairly confident they had cured the oil leak. Immediately after getting airborne we were crossing from the Sudan into Egypt. Shortly after that we passed over what is now the vast Lake Nasser, but was then merely a wider stretch of the river. Then, with the benefit of my now clear windscreen, I could see all the temples of ancient Egypt as we flew over Aswan, Luxor, the Valley of the Kings and other famous sites. Not until later would I learn the names of the various places though. Villages and small towns were becoming more and more frequent, though the fertile strip of the Nile through the desert was rarely as much as five miles wide. We passed three or four groups of three pyramids. I think the last were the step pyramids of Sakkara. We did not see the most famous ones at Giza, along with the Sphinx because we turned east before we reached Cairo, over the Shaquia Desert to the head of the Red Sea and Port Suez. Then we turned north to follow the Suez Canal to Lake Timsah and Ismailia, and a few miles further on to land at Abu Sueir. We had flown 750 miles that day and had reached the immediate end of our journey across central Africa. The auxiliary petrol tanks beneath our wings had passed the test with flying colours, and all six of us, and our Mother Blenheim, had made it on schedule, as had the first six to leave the Furious.
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Abu Sueir was a maintenance unit, not an aerodrome, and had no accommodation for us. We were to leave our Hurricanes there, where they would be overhauled and their overload petrol tanks replaced by the eight machine guns, The Squadrons around the Middle East who were below strength in aircraft would send their pilots to collect them. We were no longer part of the set-up, and were sent to nearby Ismailia RAF station as a pilots’ pool until some more squadrons ran short of pilots. This was not quite what we had expected. Although nothing definite had been said about our likely fate, we’d somehow got the idea that we’d go to the squadrons along with our planes, or that we’d go back to our squadrons in the UK, probably the latter. Therefore it all felt rather an anti-climax. There were 40 Hurricane pilots out of a job, about to be dumped at RAF Station Ismailia, until someone needed us. Our presence rather over-stretched the officers and sergeants messes at Ismailia, so we were hardly the flavour of the month with the resident population of the messes. They did their best to find temporary jobs for us, but in many cases it was just window dressing. I acted as assistant to the mess secretary for a time, as he had extra work feeding 40 extra mouths. All of us had too much time on our hands. Ismailia was a pretty scruffy native town, but there was quite a large European element living in the better section of it. They were mainly of French or Greek origin and had their own French club and Greek club. For the most of us, mainly military personnel, there was the United Services club as a social centre. It had the most facilities, with tennis, squash and sailing.  We spent a lot of our abundant spare time down there, situated on the shore of Lake Timsah (through part of which ran the Suez Canal). Most afternoons we were down there swimming or sailing the 14ft and 17ft Bordeaux dinghies. Luckily I’d done a bit of sailing before, when I was at Wells in Norfolk before the war. It was good fun, though the wind was rarely strong and tended to die away at about 5.00pm. Not unusual to have to row back a couple of miles if caught that way. Also it was easy to get stuck on submerged sandbanks, which nobody had bothered to mark, but it was all good fun. January was the ideal time to be there, with shade temperatures in the upper seventies – compared with 100( plus in high summer.
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In the evenings we still wore our English blue uniforms, but khaki shorts and shirts by day. We each had only one suit of blue which had been brought from Takoradi in the Blenheim, and the one pair of khaki shorts and shirt we’d flown in. So an early priority was to get kitted out by the unit tailors (Arabs) with a full complement of khaki, including long trousers, tunic, bush shirts etc, which we would wear full time when it got hotter. Our other blue uniform we’d left on the Furious to be transferred to another ship which would be heading for Egypt via South Africa. After dinner in the evenings we would go to one of the three clubs for drinks, or to one of the three open-air cinemas, with films either in English, or with English sub-titles. There was no blackout anywhere in Egypt, which made open-air cinemas a possibility and how much nicer they were in the balmy evenings. The third evening alternative was to stay in the mess, have a drink or two, and an early night to bed. We used the three alternatives in about equal proportions. It sounds a lovely life and it was at first – particularly comparing it with what we had left behind in England/Northern Ireland. The mess charges were a bit steep for humble Pilot Officers, and were denominated in piasters, the local currency. So also was our local pay and allowances. We had to open accounts with local banks for receipt of the latter – mine was Barclays DC&O.

We had flown off the Furious on January 8th and had arrived at Ismailia on the 15th. Mother and Deirdre might by now have received the letters I sent from Gibraltar, and might soon get those I had sent back with the Furious from Takoradi, but I was told at the mess that letters from Ismailia might take about six weeks. I couldn’t keep them waiting that long to know I was safely in Ismailia. In the end I found a pilot who had to fly to Cairo and back the same day, and I scrounged a lift so that I could visit the Marconi office and send a cable to the UK. Even this might take 2-6 days, and was expensive, but it must be the right thing to do. If it worked OK they would have a definite address for letters. The latter was an important point. Now that I was not rushing across Africa, and even had time on my hands, I was missing Deirdre immensely. It was slowly becoming clear that I was abroad to work an overseas tour, and that might be 3 or 4 years if the war lasted that long. It was important that Deirdre would be waiting for me when I eventually got back to the UK, and letter writing was to be the only link meanwhile. Even now I had got weeks to wait before I could hear from her. In the meantime I must write regularly and not await a reply to each letter. I wrote, keeping the letters flowing and hoped she would be doing the same, and learn to put up with the erratic postal system, about which everyone stationed out there was perpetually grumbling. A letter could easily take 6 weeks in transit, and many took longer at that stage of the war.
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