
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Our Name Wasn’t Written

— A Malta Memoir (1936 – 1943)

by

Caroline Vernon;

with Dorothy Norry; and

Michael Vernon






Edited by

David
Vernon






Smashwords
Edition, May 2011



First Edition, May 1990

Second Edition, April 1992






Copyright:
Dorothy Norry, Michael J Vernon and David Vernon






Discover other
books (even printed ones) by David Vernon at

http://www.davidvernon.net
















Smashwords Edition, License
Notes

This ebook is licensed for your
personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given
away to other people. If you would like to share this book with
another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or
it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the hard
work of these authors and the editor.











Table of
contents

Preface to
the third edition

Foreword

Introduction

1936 — Catch
next week’s boat’

1936-1937 — Settling
in

1938 – 1939 — After
Munich

1939 – 1940 —
War

1940 — Difficult
times

1940 – 1941
— Even more difficult times

1941 – 1942 — Tempers
flare

1942 — What to
eat?

Malta Memory by John E
Vernon

1942 — Where to
live?

1942 —
Surviving

1942 — Flight to
Egypt

1942 — Egypt

1942 — All at
sea

1943 —
Landfall

Epilogue

Appendix I

Appendix
II

Appendix
III

Appendix
IV

Appendix V

References —
annotated

Further reading —
annotated

General reading —
annotated

Acknowledgments







Preface to the
third edition

 In
1993 my father and co-author of this book died. With his death many
memories died with him. There is so much more I’d like to ask him
about his life. I have sons of my own now; sons that he never knew,
and I try to explain to them some of the horrors that the World War
2 generation experienced. They listen patiently, but I’m not sure
that they understand just how war alters the lens, through which
those who lived through it, view the world. With my father no
longer alive to tell them, his written words will have to do.

Life histories
tell us so much about ourselves as well as those who write them.
The echoes of World War 2 will be heard for many generations
yet.

Our Name
Wasn’t Written is a fascinating personal account of one
family’s struggle on ‘the most bombed country on earth’, Malta,
during World War 2 from 1936 to 1943.

While this
book is in many of the major libraries around the world,
republishing it as an e-book will make it available to many more
people. Perhaps in one small way, the story of the Vernon family
encourage us all to work for peace and ensure that war never visits
us again.

David
Vernon

Stringybark,

Canberra, Australia, May 2011







Foreword

 My mother, Caroline, died on 7 May
1988, at the age of seventy-nine. Her death came after twenty-eight
years of widowhood, the final two years finding her paralysed after
a severe stroke. As I thought about her I found it hard to believe
that one person could have spent so much of their life fighting so
many battles, great and small. It was no wonder that the shy and
timid girl she once had been evolved into the strong-willed and
determined person she became.

My thoughts
turned to our years in Malta and long-suppressed memories involving
my parents, both now dead, began to surface. I deeply regretted
that their grandchildren did not know their story. I cast around
trying to find some way to correct this, but it was difficult. One
day, however, while sorting through some family papers, I turned up
a small black notebook, which my mother had compiled from memory a
few years earlier at my husband Roy's suggestion. I knew then what
I would do. I would put it in order and type a copy for my own
children, for each of my three brothers, and for their children. It
would be not only a family history but also a tribute to our
parents, whose courage, in extreme adversity, had never been
acknowledged.

And so I began
the task. Apart from the notebook I had a few closely-written pages
in my mother's handwriting, torn from a pad, and three books on the
subject by Francis Gerard, Stewart Perowne and Joseph Attard. I
also, of course, had my own memories. Tears would inevitably start
as I sorted and typed the first few drafts but, eventually, I
managed to send a copy to my brother Mike for comment. His
enthusiasm and encouragement, along with that of his family,
spurred me on. Being the eldest children in the family, Mike and I
could remember many of the events recorded by Caroline, either
through having experienced them alongside her or having heard of
them first-hand from our parents.

We continued
the work together and decided to add our own childhood
recollections, even managing to gather a few from our brother
David, who had been very young at the time. We also decided that,
although it was essentially our mother's story, we would include a
piece written by our father, which we had found amongst his papers,
entitled Malta Memory. It describes the day we were directly
attacked by the Luftwaffe. Our father typed this text, still in its
original form, almost fifty years ago. It had been a terrifying
experience yet our mother had written little about it. We suspect
now that, like our father, she had experienced many similar, if not
worse, situations almost on a daily basis. But for us young
children, to be singled out by dive-bombers was something
startlingly new.

I wrote to
Charles Jellison, the American author of Besieged. The World War
II Ordeal of Malta. 1940-42, about this event as it receives a
mention in his book, and sent him a copy of Malta Memory. He
replied:

To his dying day, of
course, Field Marshal Kesselring insisted that the bombing of St
Andrew's (sic) was not intentional. One has to wonder, however.

To our
surprise, our research and wider reading revealed that our family's
experiences had been closely interwoven with world history.
Personalities such as Churchill, Montgomery, Hitler, Mussolini,
Rommel and Kesselring were on the sidelines and some significant
battles of World War II provided the background. Not only had we
been caught up in the Siege of Malta; we were right alongside the
Battle for Egypt. We had landed in the Sahara Desert in the midst
of preparations for the Battle of El Alamein and were in Cairo on
the night of 23 October 1942, when Montgomery commanded the biggest
artillery barrage in military history not many miles away.

We later
sailed miraculously unscathed through the U-boat peril in the South
Atlantic; and when we arrived at last in Essex, in southern
England, it was not long before we found that we were living in
'Doodlebug Alley', the name given to the fixed routes taken by the
flying bombs the Germans began firing at London and the southern
counties in 1944. Our great-uncle, with whom we were living at the
time, produced tomatoes commercially in glass greenhouses. Most of
the greenhouses were destroyed when a doodlebug landed at Tylers
Cross, not far from the house; another landed just across the
valley in the village of Nazeing, and many more rattled overhead.
In the first ten weeks from mid-June 1944, 5,500 people were killed
and 16,000 seriously injured in this small part of England. The
list of casualties was censored at the time, and no more than three
death notices of those killed by enemy action in the same postal
district were permitted to be published in any newspaper on any one
day.

As these facts
began to come together like a jigsaw I wondered whether our parents
had been aware of all this drama surrounding us at the time, or of
its significance. Perhaps it had all been just the story of a
family at war.

By May 1990,
Mike and I concluded that we had enough background material and
that it was time to publish, the work having taken nearly two
years. This had included much travelling between Melbourne,
Canberra and Sydney for me and, best of all, a trip to Malta for
Mike and his wife Jan. We were keen to print by 11 June 1990, the
fiftieth anniversary of the first bombs on Malta. As fifteen
Italian bombers flew over the Island that early June morning in
1940, dropping their bombs on the Dockyard in Grand Harbour, we
discovered that we could scarcely have been moved to a more
dangerous place than Admiralty House, situated in the Dockyard
itself.

The book was
published. We sent copies to our two younger brothers and presented
copies to particular individuals and institutions around the world
who might have an interest in the story. We were thrilled to
receive their comments. The National War Museum in Malta GC thought
our book “really wonderful”; the Imperial War Museum, London,
described it as “a fascinating and very readable account of British
family life in Malta during the siege”; the Royal Naval Museum in
Portsmouth viewed it as “a poignant addition to our library
collection”; and the Australian War Memorial in Canberra said “it
will be made available to the many researchers who visit us.” Added
to this, much to our surprise, the Australian National Library, the
State Library of New South Wales, and a number of booksellers
ordered copies.

Laddie Lucas
CBE DSO DFC, one of the first Spitfire pilots in Malta and
Commanding Officer of 249 Squadron, wrote to us:

It makes an arresting
story and, of course, because I was there for much of that awful
time it is the more interesting for me. I must say the thought of
reading those cyphers, bringing up a family and, with it, enduring
all that bombing makes one realise what a challenge it must have
been. You must be proud, as a family, to know that this remarkable
story is now on the record and, even beyond that, is being updated.
The truth is that the more authoritative material - particularly
first-hand copy - there is on the record, the better it is for the
Malta story. So few people know what the place was like in those
hard-pressed days. So this narrative of your mother's makes a
valuable addition to the Island history.

All the work
began to feel worthwhile, and the anguish and helplessness that I
had experienced at the particular circumstances of both my parents'
deaths began to ease.

Mike and I
were somewhat surprised by the low-key reaction of some
Australians, but the response of relatives and friends born in
Britain and other countries was heartening. Many of them had lived
though World War II themselves, yet had little inkling of what we
had experienced in Malta. Looking back, we think that this was
because the nation was still at war when we returned to Britain.
Our parents did not talk much about the immediate past as they had
signed papers before they left Malta agreeing to say nothing about
the conditions, the hunger, or the effects of the bombing. They
still had much to overcome: we were still all being bombed; we were
still all short of food; and our family, like many others, no
longer had a home of its own. It took several more years before
life became normal for any of us.

I sent a copy
of the memoir to our mother's long-time friend and colleague, Etty
Black, who had also lived through the siege and then stayed on in
Malta for a while after we returned to Britain. She wrote to say,
"We all went through some very terrifying times," and went on to
describe the terrible day the attack was launched on HMS
Illustrious whilst it was in Grand Harbour. She recalled her
experiences at the age of ninety, and these are included as
Appendix III of this edition.

Mike and I
continued our reading and research, and the scope of the story
continued to expand to quite unexpected proportions. In my naivety,
I had imagined that our story was ours alone. It was with some
astonishment that Mike and I discovered the many and varied books
about this dramatic episode in World War II. As we sought more
information on this key battle we became intrigued by the facts we
kept uncovering in newly-published books; by information we
discovered in other books dealing with those traumatic years; and
by the stories of people we met who had some connection with Malta.
Our memories were stirred further and we recalled other events in
our childhood. One of Mike's recollections shows that he and his
friend Barry Webb witnessed the finale to the ‘World's First
Skyjack’ the day they watched an Italian Cant seaplane land
offshore with someone waving a white object in surrender. We
discovered that David's recollection of watching two prisoners
being marched along a road at St George's Barracks shows that he
witnessed the finale to one of the most glorious failures of naval
warfare - the Italian E-boat attack on Grand Harbour. So much more
information has been gleaned that we have gained a new perspective
and have decided to produce this second edition for the family.

As children in
Malta in 1942, for instance, we thought it was great fun not to
have to attend school but instead to swim and fish or roam through
the surrounding countryside searching for things to eat. Now,
looking back, I see that we were caught up in one of history's
great sieges, and that we were at the mercy of Hitler and his
cohorts, on the brink of invasion, obliteration, or both.

It was not
until I read The Turn of the Tide by Arthur Bryant, based on
the War Diaries of Field Marshal Viscount Alanbrooke, that I
discovered why our ship had stopped at Madagascar to take on board
the Vichy French Governor and his entourage:

. . . British
troops and Commandos, under the guns of the battleship HMS
Ramillies , were starting to land in
Diego Suarez Bay in French Madagascar. The fleet that carried them
had left Britain in the utmost secrecy towards the end of March
(1942) in order to forestall a Japanese attempt to establish a
submarine base on the Middle-East supply line. (p 304)

Though resisted by the
French, the landing (5 May) was successful and the anchorage
captured with less than 400 casualties. (p 306)

I learned much
later too, that, on the voyage home, we survived one of the worst
periods of the German U-boat peril in the South Atlantic. More than
eighty vessels - troopships, carriers, tankers, corvettes and
liners - were sunk along the route we sailed during the months we
were at sea, when Ultra intelligence was unable to break the new
German code in 1942.

Ultra, the
code word for the greatest secret of World War II, was not divulged
until 1974. It was the system by which the Allies intercepted
German radio transmissions and broke their cyphers. On 1 February
1942, the Atlantic U-boats were given a new cypher which the people
at Bletchley, Buckinghamshire, (headquarters of Ultra) were unable
to break until the following December. Shipping losses for the
Allies, already bad in June with a figure of 700 000 tons, rose
steadily to 730,000 tons for November, the worst month of the whole
war, when 117 merchant ships were sunk by U-boats. It was during
November that our ship was sailing around the Cape of Good Hope.
One of the worst incidents occurred just prior to our sailing when,
on 12 September 1942, a German U-boat sank the troopship SS
Laconia north-east of Ascension Island. It was carrying,
amongst others, 1 793 Italian prisoners of war. When the U-boat
commander realised what he had done he began trying to rescue the
survivors. Other Axis ships were sent to the area to help.
Communications were not good, however, and a Liberator started to
attack the enemy U-boat, the other ships, and even the lifeboats.
The rescue effort was abandoned. Over 2,200 people died, among them
many British mothers and children.

Following this
episode, the Laconia Order was issued to German personnel.
This stated that, in future, survivors were not to be rescued. It
crossed my mind on reading this that perhaps the enemy was aware
somehow that our ship, SS Orduna, which set sail just a few
weeks later, was carrying not only about a thousand Italian
prisoners of war, but also, for part of the voyage, the Vichy
French Governor-General of Madagascar and his entourage, and
decided to leave us alone. Otherwise how was it that ships were
being sunk on all sides of us as we sailed on unscathed to
Freetown, past the Cape Verde Islands to Gibraltar and, finally,
through to Scotland?

Just a few
weeks after putting this thought on paper I came across the
following in Richard Hough’s The Longest Battle. The War at Sea
1939-45:

Nor is it widely
appreciated how comprehensively the Germans, through their own
'Bletchley,' B-dienst, were reading
the British naval code. German intelligence had been given a
priceless gift during the Abyssinian crisis between Britain and
Italy in the Mediterranean in 1936. At that time the Germans
monitored the vast mass of British naval signals, which allowed
them more or less to reconstruct the British naval code in time for
the outbreak of war three years later. By this means, the
B-dienst had a considerable entrance
into British naval signal procedure; the British knew nothing of
this and therefore remained dangerously confident that the RN code
was secure and kept it unchanged.

In 1942, then,
neither the British nor the Germans knew that their codes were
being 'read', although suspicions were beginning to grow. Just as
Bletchley could tell Admiralty intelligence the whereabouts and
intentions of Doenitz’s U-boats, so
B-dienst could give U-boat Command pretty complete
information about every convoy's date of sailing, its destination,
and when at sea, its course, speed, alterations of course and
speed, details of its escort, and so on. It was not until early
1943 that the Admiralty recognized what they were giving away (p
51).

Another piece
of the jigsaw fell into place.

... in the spring and
summer of 1942 U-boats penetrated far into the South Atlantic and
the Cape. They worked in widely spaced groups ... and struck many
blows at unprotected ships on distant shipping lanes. The
Mediterranean was at this time virtually closed to mercantile
traffic, which was forced to make the long passage about Africa.
This made the Cape area a particularly lucrative killing ground (p
55).

At the
Nuremberg Trials of war criminals the German Admiral Doenitz was
found guilty of two charges arising from the Laconia Order
and was, on all charges, sentenced to ten years' imprisonment.

After the
disclosure of the Ultra secret in 1974, many accounts of the war
have had to be revised. We ourselves wonder whether Ella Warren,
one of our mother's colleagues, who received the MBE, was knowingly
working for Ultra when she worked with Lieutenant Commander Carnes,
Head of the Watch. Etty Black remembers that Ella often stayed back
at the end of a watch typing. Could she have been doing secret work
for Ultra or was she just working privately for the Malta Amateur
Dramatic Society in her spare time? Who, now, can say?

During the
early stages of compiling the first edition of this book, Mike
spoke with Australian author Lex McAulay, who had just had
Against All Odds published. It is the story of the
Australians who flew with the RAF in Malta in 1942. We subsequently
met him and had a most interesting afternoon discussing Malta. This
meeting eventually led me to Eric Mahar DFM, one of the pilots
named in the book. He invited me to join a reunion with four other
ex-Spitfire pilots — Ken Mitchell, Len Reid, Fred Clewley and Paddy
O'Brien. This reunion was held in Melbourne on the most apposite
day of 11 November 1990, and we reminisced over a hearty meal, “to
make up for all the three-course meals we never had,” as Eric said.
He and Ken had flown off USS Wasp to Malta on 9 May 1942,
Len had come at the end of May, flying off HMS Eagle, and
Fred and Paddy had flown off HMS Furious at the time of the
Pedestal convoy in August. Now nearly all in their early 70s, they
too have never forgotten their experiences in Malta. I had found an
odd remark about Spitfires in my mother's notebook but, unable to
make sense of it, had omitted it from the first text. I now realise
that it concerned one of the major events in the defence of Malta,
when the Spitfires flew in on 9 May. It is, of course, in this
edition.

An
extraordinary coincidence is that all but Paddy O'Brien had been
passengers in the Liberator which crashed at Gibraltar, the very
plane our father was already aboard but had to leave to make room
for these tour-expired and other wounded pilots. This story is to
be found in the Epilogue. I heard from these survivors a vivid
account of the crash, which might well have killed our father. Our
name wasn't written.

Our reading
and research have revealed many stories of extreme bravery: stories
of young pilots who, undaunted, hurled themselves into battle in
the skies over Malta, knowing that death could come at any moment;
and of the sailors of the Royal Navy who fought their way through
the most horrific situations to protect the convoys or to hunt the
enemy; stories of the merchant seamen who manned the convoy ships
and whom still I visualise dying in a sea of flaming oil; and of
the gunners on Malta itself, who sent up such a ferocious barrage
in defence of the Island and its people as the bombs came screaming
down around them. Finally, the stories of the civilians of the
Island, the women, the children, and the elderly, all of whom
endured this incredible and unjust attack on their homes and way of
life with such stoicism and faith.

The most
crucial year of the war for Malta was 1942 and during it King
George VI awarded the George Cross to the Island. Although this
historic award was announced on 15 April, the ceremony could not be
held until 13 September due to the conditions at the time. During
the night of 7-8 May, General Sir William Dobbie relinquished his
post as Governor of Malta to General the Viscount Gort VC. Having
endured, with the rest of the Island, some of its darkest hours,
the Dobbie family was not to witness the beginning of a change in
Malta's fortunes. Ironically, on their way to Gibraltar, they
overflew a convoy bringing Spitfires to Malta. The successful
arrival on 9 May of sixty-one of these Spitfires, which had flown
off HMS Eagle and USS Wasp was to be a turning point
in the battle for Malta. The Spitfires took to the air again within
minutes of landing — refuelled, re-armed and with fresh pilots —
and, for the first time in Malta skies, shattered the attacking
Luftwaffe. There was an upsurge in the people's spirits but it took
the arrival of the remnants of the Pedestal convoy in mid-August to
remove the overwhelming threat of complete starvation and
surrender.

1992 will be
the fiftieth anniversary of that memorable year, and plans are now
afoot to commemorate not only these events but also to remember
everyone who died or suffered in the defence of Malta: civilians,
soldiers, sailors and airmen. For the survivors of this episode in
history it will be a moving occasion.

Dorothy Norry
(née Vernon)

Melbourne

April 1992.
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Introduction

 Malta GC is a very small and
rocky island country of ninety-five square miles, just sixty miles
south of Sicily, in the Mediterranean Sea. It is of great
historical interest and military importance. It dates from around
4000 BC and has been conquered and occupied by many races over the
centuries. St. Paul was shipwrecked near there in 60 AD and
converted the inhabitants to Christianity. Later, in 1530, the Holy
Roman Emperor, Charles V, gave Malta to the Knights of the Order of
St. John.

In 1565, the
Turks, in a struggle between Islam and Christianity, lay siege to
Malta. This was known as The Great Siege. The Knights held out and,
after four months, defeated the Turks and the ‘Golden Age’, as it
was called, continued for many years. This was Malta's first
siege.

Without the Maltese
people and their indomitable spirit the Knights of St. John could
never have held the Christian fortress. This fact was to have its
echo nearly four hundred years later, when the courage of the same
small people (lineal descendants of the heroes of the siege) was to
enable the fortress-colony to withstand a far more terrible attack
by a far deadlier enemy. (F.Gerard)

In 1798, the
French, under Napoleon, took Malta from the Knights but were driven
out themselves by the British in 1800. Eventually, Great Britain
developed Malta as its military headquarters in the Mediterranean,
having been given it by deed of gift by the Maltese people, and it
became, in effect, an island fortress which, during World War I
(1914-18), was a strategic naval base for the Allies.

By 1936,
Malta, devoutly Roman Catholic, was one of the most densely
populated countries in the world with a population of about
250,000, most of which lived around the harbours. Sixty percent of
the people were illiterate and poverty was rife. The main source of
employment was the naval dockyard.

Nevertheless,
it was an island of sunshine and colour, the climate balmy, though
rather hot in summer. Bougainvillea, hibiscus, morning glory,
stephanotis and freesias bloomed profusely, and figs, lemons,
oranges, olives, pomegranates and grapes were to be had in
abundance. It was endowed with sumptuous baroque churches, palaces
and auberges, and an intricate pattern of
fortifications.

This was the
setting in which John and Caroline Vernon found themselves when
they arrived to take up a naval posting. They had married in London
on 20 June 1931 and the first few years of their life together were
spent in their own small home in Southsea, Hampshire. John was a
Chief Petty Officer Writer in the Royal Navy and Caroline had been
a Comptometer operator with Clan Line Shipping. In April
1932 Michael John was born, followed by Dorothy in August 1933.

The Vernon
family arrived in Malta early in 1936. First impressions gave no
hint of the coming nightmare, no sign that this small piece of
paradise, so unprepared, would become a living hell. Caroline's
story starts in February 1936. She was twenty-seven and John was
thirty-two.


1936 — Catch next
week's boat

 John, my husband,
a Chief Petty Officer Writer
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