
  
    CHAPTER 1: WESTERN DESERT, 1942


    


    We had been extraordinarily lucky — of all the reinforcements that left New Zealand, by arriving in the Middle East just too late for the 1941 battles round Sidi Rezegh, we had enjoyed the longest spell the Second New Zealand Division had seen before going into action. Jeff Henry, Rex Johns and I managed to stay together when we were drafted to our battalion. We had not met before we became soldiers, but six weeks of rubbing hammocks aboard ship accelerates intimacy. In the battalion, Jeff and I found ourselves in the signals platoon. Rex, with George Hint, Jim Lacey and Snowy Vince from the same draft, went to the carriers.


    The signals were commanded by Lieutenant Bruce (the ‘Boss’). He was a tall man, slightly grey, mustached, and older than most junior officers. Jeff had been an enthusiastic radio amateur at home, so the signals was his natural choice. I became a signaller because I could ride a motor bike and they wanted a despatch rider. The other Don-R, Kenny Jones, was a survivor of the previous campaign. As there was no motor bike at that time, Kenny and I became Sergeant Porteous’s constant headache, neither of us knowing anything of signal work and both badly wanting to ride bikes. We determinedly resisted all efforts to make signallers of us in case we lost the riding jobs when motor cycles became available again! As a veteran Don-R, Kenny had some standing and was allowed some liberty in this respect. I had none, and nor was I allowed any. Sergeant Porteous was too wise in the ways of soldiers to allow slackness, so until I showed a little enthusiasm I found myself allotted all the menial tasks and less enjoyable fatigues. Thereafter I trod a delicate line, never being good enough to be a blessing, never bad enough to be more than a minor curse. Our relations improved.


    Just before leaving Syria, an old side-valve BSA had come on to the signals establishment. To our huge delight, Kenny and I were issued with crash helmets and .38 revolvers and given charge of this battered warrior. The vehicle’s age and infirmities became only too apparent on the long hurried drive back to the arena where Rommel’s Africa Korps were on the march again. Here was I, riding a bike in the desert as part of an infantry battalion. ‘Up the blue’ they called it in Maadi — a dream I had dreamed with innocent impetuosity from the time I had first donned khaki.


    At that moment my more mundane task was that of shepherding the Boss, who was suffering from a vicious attack of dysentery. Every halt saw him leap from his vehicle and stumble away from the convoy, fingers working frantically at his belt as he went. As often as not he would be left when the trucks restarted, and I would pick him up on the bike. His discomfort, as he bounced about on the bare mudguard while I overtook the convoy again, can easily be imagined.


    After twelve hours of almost continuous travel, part of which we seemed to spend running around in circles, we arrived at a half completed fortified area, well out in the desert near El Alamein, south-east of Baggush. Battalion headquarters went to ground in a large dug-out, the signals office being set up near by in a deep circular trench that was a dugout in the making. It had no roof but offered good protection. Lines were run out to the companies and the exchange was manned. At dusk the enemy started raiding the road, passing over us on the way. There must have been a light showing, for suddenly an aircraft dived and bombed. With the first stick he hit a ten-ton diesel Albion loaded with ammunition, parked in a hollow below battalion headquarters. I had ridden past it on the bike a little previously and had noticed the driver and his mate bedding down against one wheel. No trace of them was found. With the blazing truck as a beacon we got little peace for some time. Rex was wounded in the legs, Snowy Vince killed, and the adjutant and a clerk at our battalion were also hit.


    Next day the rest of our division moved into the area and we met some of the boys who told us of the wild fight and ride out of Mingar Qaim. We dug positions and worked hard on communications. The slit trenches made by those working on fortifications had been universally used as latrines. Most of us found that out too late, when we dived for cover at the start of the previous night’s raid. It was loathsome — flies and stinking filth.


    The days continued with shellfire and wild rumours; once it was an Italian flying column in the vicinity and then a German one hanging on our wire. The full moon brought raids at night, and during the day our formations of Marylands and Bostons were busy. It was hard to get a clear picture of what was happening. Kenny and I were riding or sleeping all the time and the BSA started to disintegrate under the treatment. I came a terrible slam one day and slid a couple of chains down the side of a wadi, tearing the muffler and exhaust pipe clean off at the head and leaving them in a crumpled mess halfway down. After that night, riding was fiendish: three feet of barking flame streamed out just beside my right shin. Company headquarters used to curse our too obvious arrival when we went forward with messages. “Shut that noise and dowse that bloody glare.” One night Kenny was shot at by one of our own Bren light machine guns and although not hit, came off and the bike slithered over a small escarpment. We dragged it up with a broken frame and cracked sump. With obvious relief, Mr Bruce wrote it off as unsalvageable.


    It was a most confused period lasting some ten days. The rifle companies sat behind minefields and there were odd skirmishes with a few prisoners taken. At battalion headquarters we were shelled frequently and unpleasantly, but without great intensity. A tank battle started up outside our wire and banged away viciously all one afternoon. The carriers, which were out patrolling, dodged in and out on the fringes of the fighting. Sergeant Porteous and I laid a wire and a phone out to an observation post on the minefield gap and watched our 25-pounder shells bursting into the melee. Things became a bit warm and I got a rifle and a couple of bandoliers of ammunition and sat resting in a hole with Jeff while the artillery pounded away forward of our line. Other portions of the division were actively engaged. There was a terrific din going on north-east of us where one of the brigades was well and truly in contact with the Hun.


    Then suddenly the battalion moved out. Trucks came in quickly to pick us up; it was a hectic scramble, and some of the signals were nearly left behind as they retrieved wires and phones at the last minute. There was a raid just as we left, and we hurriedly debussed, scattering in the sand. Just as Mr Bruce and I hit the ground there came a yell from the truck. We turned and looked back, the Boss grabbing my arm and roaring with laughter in spite of the bursting bombs. Somehow Shorty Smith had caught his bayonet when tumbling over the side of the tray and hung suspended, his feet just touching the ground.


    He was running like mad, stirring up a cloud of sand. As he said when we released him, “Six inches lower and I’d have got some purchase and towed away the blasted truck and all.”


    The battalion moved ten miles back and we settled down for a few days and dug slit trenches, rested and cleaned weapons. A flock of letters caught up with us and we sat reading and yarning with the sound of artillery in the distance. We had the luxury issue of a gallon of water each to wash with. There were some high altitude air raids without a great deal of damage. We heard that the armoured battle was fairly decisive, with heavy losses on both sides. Apparently it was enough to give Rommel pause.


    At this time, Kenny and I found an old side-valve Norton. The motor went, and although there appeared to be no gears, with the help of a transport fitter we played around with the selector shaft until she would function on bottom and third.


    Late one afternoon the battalion retraced its route back to the area we had left. We had a nasty raid while the trucks were bunched in the minefield gap, but miraculously there were no casualties. Back on the escarpment in the old hole we set up the exchange and laid lines. I had a bad night riding that damned Norton. The throttle jammed wide open out at one of the companies and I came in controlling the motor on the spark and air. I was nearly home when the head cracked, finishing her off completely. I went to bed very dispirited and frustrated, but slept well through all raids and shellfire and woke feeling much better. Our artillery pounded steadily all day and some very heavy stuff went over.


    We didn’t know what the position was at the other fronts but we received no serious attention. We couldn’t make out the strategy of moving out and moving back at all, until the Boss explained it as a “tactical exercise in stopping an unlimited number of holes with a limited supply of plugs.”


    Once more afoot, Kenny and I helped the linesmen and acted as runners when needed. I went out with Corporal Hinds to collect some cable left on our last move. We had a hard job finding it as the Seventh Armoured Division had fought over the area during our absence. We discovered what Peanut Hinds thought was our cable being reeled in by another battalion, but Peanut did not make an issue of it. We went on to visit a group of the intelligence section in an observation post by the minefield gap. They were a bit worked up as the Hun had picked up their position and was ranging on them and had also cut the wire. We gave them our blessing and thankfully left them to it, repairing the line on our way back.


    Coming back over the ridge we had the nasty sight of accurate shelling of our transport, which was parked under the reverse slope of the escarpment. While watching we saw the other forward battalion of the brigade start to move back in its transport vehicles. The shellfire abruptly shifted from our trucks and gave the other battalion a very dirty time until they were clear of the minefield and properly dispersed.


    We were woken at midnight that night to pack up all gear, expecting to move early. B Echelon, comprised of non-fighting but essential vehicles and men, did move; then the show was cancelled and they returned to cook breakfast. At noon the move took place. We travelled twelve to fifteen miles and stopped, for no known reason, for no known time, and apparently in no known locality. Mr Bruce disappeared towards battalion headquarters, stopping frequently as he went. He was still suffering terribly from dysentery. He returned in the late afternoon and told us to dig and brew. A squadron of our fighters with shark jaws painted on their noses went over at dusk — a cheering sight. After a nice quiet night we moved again. Everyone was anxiously looking ahead, half expecting to see that cursed escarpment loom up, but we turned east and knew with relief that it wouldn’t happen. The battalion travelled east for two days, in places through some very soft going. The three-tonners with four wheel drive took a lot of stopping, but we had some dual-wheel two-ton Fords at that time and they were awful in soft sand. It was slow going and hard work. To our surprise and joy we came out at Amiriya, pitched tents, and drank beer.


    

  

