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Introduction

IN EARLY JUNE 2004, I was in Normandy with a small group of friends, one of whom was David Christopherson; of our group, his was the only father who had both fought in the war and landed on D-Day, and David was understandably keen to see some of the places where his father, Stanley, had been in action. Knowing my particular interest in the war, he shared with me some of the passages of his father’s wartime diaries, which he had brought along. It seemed the Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry had got through D-Day itself without suffering too many casualties, but then had been involved in a particularly tough fight near a village called Tilly-sur-Seules, to the south of Bayeux. By chance we were staying very close by so, together, David and I found our way to Point 103, a hill overlooking the village of St Pierre, where the Sherwood Rangers and Stanley had been sent on 8 June 1944.

They had moved into positions on this piece of high ground using trees as cover. Sixty years on, David and I found the spot easily: a thick line of trees ran off the road to St Pierre and Tilly along a slightly sunken track. From here, along that ridgeline, it required little imagination to picture the tanks and men of the Sherwood Rangers, positioned along there, the hulls of the Sherman tanks on the track, the barrels of their guns hidden by the foliage and branches of the beeches. And from between the trees, there was a clear view down to the villages and the rolling Normandy countryside beyond.

David was both excited and wistful about the discovery. He’d been to Normandy with his father, but only once, some years before, and he’d not asked enough questions. Stanley had passed away 14 years earlier, in 1990, and during his lifetime had not talked to his son much about his war. Now, as we walked the old battleground, it was too late to ask Stanley about his memories of what he’d experienced all those years before.

Walking along Point 103 fired our interest. David explained that his father had served throughout the war, and that he wished he now knew more. The pages of the diary he’d brought with him were just a fragment – there was a mass of it, from 1940 until the end, and mostly transcribed too: Palestine, Tobruk, Alamein, Tunisia, Normandy, Operation MARKET GARDEN, the crossing of the Rhine. David vowed to reread it; I urged him to send me a copy. He was as good as his word.

Together, the diaries amount to more than three hundred thousand words: one of the most astonishing war records I have ever read by a British soldier in the Second World War.

Stanley Christopherson was born in 1912 into a comfortable middle-class family. A large part of his childhood was spent in South Africa, where his father became managing director of Consolidated Goldfields. Father and son were close, and Stanley once wrote, ‘I would rather be alone with my father for company than any other man.’ From his father he inherited the charming, humorous and optimistic outlook that exudes from his diaries.

Like most boys of his age and class, he was educated in England, first at Locker’s Park preparatory school, where one of his many uncles was headmaster, and then Winchester College. By this time, the Christophersons had returned from South Africa – Consolidated Goldfields had an office in London, although Stanley’s father was often based in South Africa for long periods.

With the family in England, however, holidays were now spent at their home at Belmont Paddocks, near Faversham. Stanley adored it. Here he was surrounded by family and friends; they played golf, cricket and tennis; they had dogs and horses so there was hunting and shooting, and weekend parties with croquet, after-dinner cards and other games. The Christophersons were nothing if not sociable, and the impression from his early letters and diaries is of an idyllic time that offered no hint of what was to come in the war.

Although Stanley won a place at Oxford, he decided to sail to South Africa instead, to be with his beloved father. He spent a year out there before returning to England, and in 1935, aged 23, he took up a post with Rowe Swann & Co, stockbrokers with links to South Africa. It was during this time that he joined the Inns of Court, a Territorial Army regiment that recruited not only barristers, but solicitors, stockbrokers and former public-school and Oxbridge men living and working in the City. A cavalry unit, it aimed to train these young men at weekends and at an annual summer camp so that, in the event of war, they should have some military experience.

With the outbreak of war in September 1939, all members of the Inns of Court were immediately called up, although there was never any question of this TA unit ever becoming a regular regiment. Instead, the three squadrons were split up for further training after which the former London professionals would be posted to various yeomanry regiments now mobilizing for war.

Stanley Christopherson began the war as ‘acting lance-corporal unpaid’ and ended it a lieutenant colonel, commanding the Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry. Almost no member of the Rangers managed to get through the war unscathed, and Stanley was no exception, although he was one of the very few to be still standing at the end. The Sherwood Rangers had an extraordinary war. They began as little more than amateurs – horse- and sport-loving country folk with little understanding of what was about to unfold. A picture of them taken at the 1939 Annual Summer Camp shows them lined up on their horses, Sam Browne belts and riding boots gleaming, looking as though they are heading off to the Boer War of forty years earlier. Six years later, they finished the war as the single unit of the British Army with more battle honours than any other, having fought in the Middle East and North Africa, landed on D-Day, then led the British charge through the Low Countries and into Belgium.

In many ways, the Sherwood Rangers can be seen as a leitmotif of the British Army in the Second World War. They began rooted in an earlier age with little understanding of what modern war had become, but gradually, often painfully, learned the lessons, and evolved into a highly efficient outfit. They were rarely complacent and the diaries repeatedly show the strong desire of officers and men to become a more effective and efficient fighting machine. The transformation over the course of nearly six long years is startling.

Guiding us through this time is Stanley Christopherson. He was 26 when the war began – still young, but old enough to have lost the callowness of youth; by the war’s outbreak, he had seen something of the world, had the makings of a career, and was able to view his experiences with a degree of the objectivity that is often missing in the writings of those a few years younger than him. As with the very best diaries, his character shines through: charming, intelligent, thoughtful, and possessed of a great sense of humour.

There is also ambition. From the outset, Stanley wants to become a better soldier. When sent on courses, he is determined to do well and to achieve as high a mark as possible. He wants to move up the ranks and is never more thrilled than when given command of his own squadron. There is ambition for the regiment too. The Sherwood Rangers may have gone to war on horseback, but there is never any question of standing still. One of the most remarkable features of the diaries is the amount of training and analysis of combat that goes on, especially once they have become mechanized and are given a frontline role in 8th Armoured Brigade. The British Army in the Second World War has often been criticized for complacency, and for consisting largely of reluctant conscripts more interested in stopping to drink tea than getting on with the business of defeating the Axis. Stanley’s diaries reveal a no less human bunch of soldiers, but an increasingly professional grouping that evolves into one of the finest armoured regiments in the entire British Army.

Yet the Sherwood Rangers never lost their informality – one that drew on their origins as a Yeomanry regiment. Even in north-west Europe, they were recognized by the number of pots and pans dangling from their tanks and the live chickens that often accompanied them – they were still countrymen at heart. Newcomers also commented on how friendly their men were and how easy it was to become accepted. There was little of the spit and polish of regular army units.

Few regiments can have provided as many wartime memoirs as the Sherwood Rangers. Hermione Ranfurly wrote about her husband, Dan, a member of the regiment, in To War with Whitaker. Myles Hildyard, another Sherwood Ranger, published his letters home, It’s Bliss Here, while Stuart Hills gave an account of his time from D-Day to the war’s end in By Tank to Normandy. Several others from the regiment self-published memoirs, including Padre Skinner, who would prove such a comfort to Stanley during the Regiment’s time in north-west Europe. Keith Douglas, perhaps the finest British poet of the war, was another member of the Sherwood Rangers. He wrote a brilliant memoir of the Regiment’s time in North Africa, From Alamein to Zem Zem.

None of these, however, can rival Stanley Christopherson’s diaries for the completeness of the story or the immediacy and lack of self-consciousness. As such, they provide a remarkable record of one man’s, and one regiment’s, passage through almost the entire war.
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Stanley (left) with his mother and brother Derrick. December 1919.
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Stanley and his father in South Africa, after leaving Winchester.
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Stanley (middle row, second left) with his friends Tony Farquhar (top row, far right) and Clive Priday (front row, left). Winchester 1930.



A Note on the Text

Stanley Christopherson was not the finest speller in the world, and particularly when it came to names. Many of those mentioned, including good friends, had their surnames misspelled, or spelled in several different ways. As far as possible, I have tried to give them the correct spelling, but admit I may not always have been entirely successful. The same goes for many of the encampments, stops and small villages, especially those dotted throughout North Africa and Palestine, that are mentioned in the diaries. To give Stanley his due, however, there is often a lack of consistency in the spelling of many such places. Please accept that every effort has been made to locate and provide the correct names, for people and places, and that any errors are entirely unintentional.

Stanley also uses a large number of acronyms: I have included a Glossary (page 519) in which their meanings can be found. Understandably, he mentions friends and family without explanation as to who they are. For the most part, they are referenced more fully in Personalities (page 522).
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Stanley Christopherson in Tripoli for Churchill’s Parade, 1943.
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Part I



PALESTINE AND TOBRUK

September 1939–December 1941




1

To Palestine

[image: ]
A contemporary postcard from Palestine.
STANLEY BEGAN his diaries in 1940, but after the war he wrote a brief outline of his pre-1940 war experiences.

At the outbreak of war C Squadron of the Inns of Court was posted to Redford Barracks in Edinburgh. We were the horsed squadron. The two mechanized squadrons, A and B, were posted to Sandhurst.

After a few weeks we were given the choice of nominating the Yeomanry we wished to join. I chose the Scottish Horse because John Seymour-Darling, a very good friend from my time at Winchester College, had already joined. However, this was not to be as I was posted to the Nottingham (Sherwood Rangers) Yeomanry, better known as the Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry, together with Lawrence Biddle, a lawyer in civilian life (and a very bright one), and John Walters, an accountant.

We bade farewell to our friends in the Inns of Court and proceeded to London to purchase our uniform from the regimental tailor and boot-maker. Lawrence and I received orders to report to Malton in Yorkshire, where the Sherwood Rangers were stationed. We boarded a train to Malton, this time attired as second lieutenants, sporting riding breeches, boots and spurs, and tunics. We were slightly apprehensive as we had heard the Regiment boasted three Masters of Fox Hounds and that the pre-war officers were extremely wealthy and very insular.

On our arrival we were interviewed by the adjutant, Captain Gerald Grosvenor, who had been seconded to the Sherwood Rangers by the 9th Lancers. After a formal introduction he said, ‘We generally select our own officers, and at present we have a full complement. I should like one of you to become signal officer, to be attached to RHQ.’ After a long pause Lawrence Biddle eventually volunteered. One of Lawrence’s many hobbies was wireless and any form of signalling, and I am quite certain that he knew more about it than any of the present serving officers. He then told John and me that we should be posted to one of the sabre squadrons.

We soon found that Gerald Grosvenor was a most charming and delightful person. He remained as our adjutant until he rejoined his regiment while we were in the Middle East. He eventually commanded the 9th Lancers and was wounded at the Battle of Alamein, as a result of which he died after the war. I remember so well that he used to say, after he had inherited the title, ‘I used to worry about a hundred pounds, now I have to worry about a million pounds.’

At this stage I was very fortunate as a good friend of mine, Michael Gold, whom I knew in the City, heard that I had joined the Regiment and through his squadron leader applied for me to be posted to his squadron, C Squadron. I had simply no idea that he had joined the Regiment the year before.

Much to my delight I found another friend of mine in the squadron, Michael Parish. I knew him in London and we used to ride in Hyde Park before going to work. We had also attended various weekend house parties. I had no idea that he had joined the Regiment a couple of years before the war. Peter and Michael Laycock were also officers in the squadron. We had all been at the same preparatory school, Lockers Park, but I had never seen them since those days. Peter was second-in-command to the squadron and Michael a troop leader. All my fellow officers were very friendly and made me feel welcome.

The other troop leaders were Stephen Mitchell and Dan Ranfurly (The Lord Ranfurly), with whom, for a short time, I had to share 3 Troop.

My squadron leader was Major Donny Player, of the cigarette family. In spite of being very rich, he was friendly, charming, with a grand sense of humour, very fastidious about his dress and appearance, but at the same time an extremely efficient commander, admired and liked by both officers and men of his squadron.

I shared billets with Stephen Mitchell, two rooms in a farmhouse. Before the war he worked for Player’s cigarette company. His father’s tobacco firm amalgamated with Player’s and used to manufacture Three Nuns Tobacco, the brand which I always used to smoke. Each tin had ‘Stephen Mitchell’ stamped on the outside. I had great pleasure in telling him that every one I smoked added to his family millions, which used to irritate him. Naturally, we became great friends. We discovered that our families had mutual friends, Jim and Rae Wilson from Invertrossachs in Scotland and Tommy [Tammy?] and Jim Hutchinson, also from Scotland. Stephen, too, hailed from ‘the wild lands north of England’.

In order to reach the stairs I had to pass through Stephen’s bedroom. I noticed that on his dressing table there was a bottle of most expensive hair lotion, which he ordered from Douglas, the Bond Street gents’ hairdresser. I could not resist giving my hair an application each time I passed through his room. I justified my action because while I was at Lockers Park an assistant from the shop came down from London to cut the boys’ hair, including mine. I did admit to him what I had done and he accepted my excuse with cynical resignation. Somehow he had never noticed.


Stanley is typically generous about the people he met when he joined the Nottingham (Sherwood Rangers) Yeomanry, but there was actually considerable resentment at the arrival of these new men. John Semken, who joined the Rangers from the Inns of Court a few months after Stanley, says they were warned beforehand that they would not be welcomed with open arms, and that Stanley, Lawrence Biddle and John Walters had been received quite huffily by the Earl of Yarborough, who believed it was still up to him to choose the officers for ‘his’ regiment. ‘They worked for a living,’ says John Semken, ‘and didn’t keep horses or hunt twice a week. They hadn’t been to Eton or Harrow, so they had nothing to talk about and were pretty roughly treated.’



Friday 12 January 1940

C Squadron, Notts (SR) Yeomanry sent their Horse Party to Palestine. This included all the horses, 21 men per troop, and five officers. Peter Laycock in command of the squadron, and Michael Laycock, Michael Gold, Michael Parish, and self.

We had a hearty send-off from Brocklesby – we were the last squadron horse party to leave. Lady Yarborough and the two girls came to see us off at the station, and all the remaining officers.

I have left my car at Brocklesby for Lady Diana to drive. She gave me a copy of Kipling’s poems before I left and inside rather a touching note, which said, ‘Read this when you are weary. Take care of Michael and do, do take care of yourself.’ I do feel sorry for the girl. She is so overshadowed by her mother, and not being a boy – and possessing neither looks nor personality, her family find no interest in her and neither father nor mother mind showing it.

We were most comfortable in the train. Michael Parish and I shared a first-class cabin, and our servants were right next door. Our first stop was Leicester where the men had tea, and our first casualty came at 12 o’clock at night. One of Donny Player’s chargers, having an ill-tempered horse next door, was badly bitten, and fell with a very badly cut head. We had the greatest difficulty in moving the other chargers into another truck, so that the damaged horse could lie down at full length. The wretched animal looked a dreadful sight, and the groans it kept making were terrible to hear. Donny Player had given it to Michael Laycock as a charger – and Michael was all in favour of shooting it, but we decided against it in the end. We eventually got moving after an hour’s delay.

[image: ]
Loading the horses, England, January 1940.
We had another horse down at Redhill, which had kicked its way through the truck and had made a great hole in the wood. We almost had a tragedy there when a horse being led along the platform almost fell on the live electric rail. The fellow who was leading it just managed to pull it back again.


At this time, war had not broken out in the Middle East, but there were good reasons for maintaining a reserve of British troops in Palestine. Although the area had been stable in the 1920s, by the late 1930s it threatened to erupt into violence. The Italians were agitating Arab nationalism. A former ally, Italy, under the Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini, not only formed an alliance with Germany, but with ambitions in Africa and the Mediterranean, looked increasingly likely to enter the war against Britain. Not only was it necessary to suppress any Arab uprising, it was also British strategy to ensure there were enough forces in the Middle East to take on any Italian move against British possessions in the area, including Egypt, which was not officially British but a country on which Britain had a right to depend. In effect, it was a colony in all but name. Not only was Alexandria a vital port in the Mediterranean, the Suez Canal linked Britain to India and the East, while the area as a whole protected vital oilfields in Iran and Iraq. It was also recognized that Britain could mount operations from Egypt and Palestine throughout the Middle East and North Africa.



Monday, 15 January

At 2 o’clock during the night, or I should say early morning, the train stopped and one of the men came along the line and woke me up with the news that a horse in his truck was queer. I put on a pair of gum boots and returned with him, and found that one of the horses had lain down through pure exhaustion. After a little difficulty we got him up again, I returned to bed and the train went on. The horse in question actually belonged to Michael Gold’s troop.

We had an excellent breakfast of eggs and bacon, which was most enjoyable. At Valence the train ran over a French soldier who was cut completely in two. Fortunately I did not see the accident. At about midday we were delayed for some considerable time by another train in front that had come off the rails. Michael Laycock and self went down to have a look at the horses. The train started off so hastily we had to clamber into a horse truck and travelled like that for quite a distance.

After one stop, Michael Gold, Michael Laycock and self travelled in the engine for about 50 miles. It really was great fun, and the French drivers were charming and most amusing. Michael Gold, who speaks French perfectly, got on very well with them. We stopped three times during the day, watered and fed the horses and also the men. The arrangements on the whole were very good. At 4.18 that afternoon we arrived at Marseilles; the train then took us on to the village of Au Bagne where we were met by the colonel and Dandy Wallace who is acting as adjutant. Carmichael, the doctor, was also there, all with very depressing news about the discomforts of the Château de la Reynarde, our alleged resting camp. The horses were watered and fed, and the men were given an excellent meal at the station. We slept that night on the train in a siding and very cold it was, as all the heating had been turned off, it having no engine.

Tuesday, 16 January

I was called at 5.45 a.m., being duty officer. The men had breakfast and started unloading immediately. I think that Peter Laycock, as squadron leader, has no idea of organization. The unloading was a dreadful muddle. His capacity for looking after himself is excellent, but not his troops.

At 7.30 I went off with Mike Parish and had breakfast at the Café de la Cours in Au Bagne, which I thoroughly enjoyed. I also had a very excellent wash. I had to return fairly soon to relieve the others who were waiting for breakfast. At 9.15 we started to lead the horses from the station to the Château de la Reynarde, where we are supposed to rest for a week. It was about a four-mile walk. We had heard a few rumours about the discomforts of this so-called château, and they were not the slightest bit exaggerated. The place had not been lived in since 1934. Naturally no kind of heating whatsoever, except a fire in one downstairs room, which was used as a mess. The only furniture in the whole house was a few chairs and tables. The bedrooms mostly had stone floors, and some had no glass in the windows, and each room had 15 or 16 officers. Even each colonel had to share a room with the squadron leaders. Most unfortunately the weather has suddenly turned terribly cold, almost as bad as Lincolnshire. The château holds all the officers of the Brigade, i.e. ourselves, the Yorkshire Dragoons, and the Yorkshire Hussars – that is, of course, the horse party of each regiment. The personnel party will arrive at Marseilles and go straight on to the personnel boat. It seemed a very long walk up to the château especially for the men, who were very weary after the long journey. My troop sergeant, Rodger, could hardly make it, as he had caught a very bad chill. When we eventually reached the camp, we tied up the horses on lines which were already up for us. The rest are in tents.

Wednesday, 17–Tuesday, 23 January, Château de la Reynarde

We had all been informed that the château would be a rest camp. Nothing could be further from it. We were working practically the whole day. Mostly, of course, it was the horses which caused all the work. Unfortunately Marseilles had the coldest spell for 50 years. Every single pipe froze, and we had the greatest difficulty in getting any water at all. All the watering of horses had to be done with buckets at a neighbouring stream and it took a great deal of time. However, they provided us with ample forage, as much bran and hay as we wanted.

Most of the officers complained that the food was quite dreadful, but personally I consider that it might have been very much worse. Unless orderly officer, I was never in for dinner: we all went down to Marseilles every evening for a bath and dinner.

When we arrived we thought that the château was far too full, and that we would try and find somewhere else to sleep. The colonel flatly refused to allow us to sleep either in the village or in Marseilles. Peter Laycock found a barn for himself, Michael Laycock and Michael Gold and told Michael Parish and self that there was not enough room for us, so we looked round for ourselves. With the greatest difficulty we managed to procure a tent, and pitched it on some ground overlooking an encampment of an Indian transport regiment. Both the Indians and their mules made most strange noises during the night, but it was the intense cold that kept us awake. The next night we moved our tent on to the terrace in front of the château. From there we had rather a beautiful view, and what is more we got the sun. However, that day, the camp commandant, a most repulsive major, came into the tent and said to Michael Parish in a cold stern voice, ‘Who gave you leave to have a tent? Who gave you leave to pitch your tent here, you insolent young cub?’ However, after a few words, Michael managed to smooth matters, and the major told him that the Indian officers were leaving and that we could have their room. So we moved again into a large room in the château with a stone floor and on the door written in chalk ‘For the senior Indian officer’. The room possessed a large fireplace, and it wasn’t long before our servants procured some coal (I think by stealing) and we had a roaring fire. It made Michael and me laugh to think of our senior officers shivering in the barn while we had a room with a fire. Naturally the place had no lights of any kind, except for a hurricane lamp. However, it’s wartime, and it might have been very much worse. The intense cold weather added to our discomfort.

About 5 o’clock each evening we would go down to Marseilles to the Hôtel Louvre et Pays, have a bath and then some drinks, mostly champagne cocktails, and then go off to dinner at one of the very many restaurants. Some evenings we continued on to a nightclub and danced, but since the war, the whole place shut at midnight, and it was quite difficult to get a taxi back again even at that hour.

Mostly we went to a place called Dans. Pat McCraith had fallen very much for a girl who sang there. She really was rather sweet, with a very charming voice, and an excellent dancer. Pat was quite nuts about her. What is more as far as you can tell, her morals were distinctly high. Lovemaking, or anything like that, was quite out of the question, much to Pat’s annoyance. I liked another very attractive dark girl there. She danced beautifully. She had large brown eyes and gave one the impression of being very cold. The band there was excellent, so too the cabarets. We always had great fun there, but it shut at 12 o’clock. The Domino was another place which we visited.

On 23 January we left the château, and marched 11 miles with the horses into Marseilles and embarked on the Rajula for Palestine. I think most of the Regiment were very pleased to leave the place. Six men out of 21 from my troop went down ill, which meant that most of those left had to lead three horses from the château and the docks. The roads were all ice, so riding was impossible. I had to collect the clearing certificate from the camp commandant, and actually left the château with the doctor in the last ambulance taking the sick to the boat. It was rather sad to see such a place, which not so long ago must have been very lovely.

Tuesday, 23 January, SS Rajula

To start with the sea was pretty rough, which increased the work below with the horses considerably as many of the men went sick. There are six troop ships in this convoy, and we are guarded by two destroyers – Australians, I think.

It is rather an impressive sight, all the six ships on the clear blue Mediterranean headed by the two destroyers – they look so small yet so tigerish!

It’s the first time since I joined this Regiment I have got to know officers in the other squadrons. At Brocklesby and at Malton we lived entirely as a squadron and saw very little of the other squadrons. They are not a bad lot but rather inclined to be on the dull side.

Dandy Wallace is acting as ship’s adjutant; he is not a bad person.

The doctor, Alex Carmichael, and two other officers have gone down with chills. Personally I think the officers have been very comfortable on this boat. The food has not been at all bad and we have not been really overworked, and for the last two days the weather has been quite perfect. George Hinds, the veterinary officer, has been rather tiresome. He is scared stiff of losing horses, and complained to the colonel that the officers had not been giving enough attention to the care of the horses, which is absolute tripe. We have actually lost two horses and that was through bad luck in each case. The Yorkshire Dragoons in this convoy have lost nine or ten. We have seen them throw them overboard.

Our programme for each day has been as follows: early morning stables at 7 o’clock; breakfast 8.30; stables, water and feed horses 10.30 – generally lasts for about 1½ hours; men’s lunches at 12.30, our lunch at l o’clock; stables again at 3 o’clock; men’s tea at 4 o’clock also ours; finally ‘Hay-up’ and water 9 o’clock. Rest days we had various parades. Michael Laycock has been in command of our squadron and on the whole has done it pretty well.

Monday, 29 January

This morning at 6 o’clock we arrived at Haifa. Last night we were told that our ship would be the first to unload, and that the horses would start going off at 8 o’clock. Accordingly the men were up at 4.45 clearing up and packing their things. I got up about 6 o’clock. As usual, all previous orders were cancelled and the ship carrying Yorkshire Hussars went in before us. That meant that we should do nothing until four o’clock in the afternoon. However, it is just about 9 o’clock now, and it is almost certain that fresh orders will come through again.

We have been told that we should arrive in the rainy season, and we have certainly done that – it has been pouring with rain ever since 5 o’clock. From here Haifa looks larger than I expected. It extends quite a distance on a side of the hill. First thing this morning, our squadron sergeant major, Heathershore, pointed out the hill where in the last war he went over the top 22 years ago. I told him that he would be doing the same in 22 years’ time. He really is a grand little man. I told him that after the war he could come as our stud-groom.

My drink bill for the voyage was 30s. I made up my mind not to drink anything, and didn’t do so until last night, when we celebrated Jos Abel-Smith’s wedding anniversary. After dinner we went and drank with the sergeants. B Squadron has a grand SSM called Cassidy. A true Irishman with a beautiful voice. We made him sing, but he got very tight, and when he went to bed, he insisted on blowing the alarm with the result that most men turned out on deck. Fortunately the colonel didn’t hear a thing. He wouldn’t have taken a very good view.

Wilfrid Bennet, the second-in-command of the Regiment, who went before us, as advance party, has just come on board. He tells us that as soon as we leave the ship we go to a place called Rehovot to a rest camp for three weeks, where we shall be in huts. After that we go to a place called Gadeira, 90 miles from the coast and our nearest town is Jaffa. He also told us that our address will now be N (SR) Y Palestine, that we can send letters by airmail, which will take a week, as compared with a month, and that Barclays Bank at Jaffa will cash cheques for us.

When we arrive at our final destination we shall be under canvas. What is more we can send a cable home advising families about our address etc. I shall send one immediately I get on shore.

Tuesday, 30 January

I was baggage officer and was responsible for all the luggage, leaving the ship and being loaded on to the train. It was very wearying having to stand on my feet from 6 a.m. to 12.30 p.m.

I was unable to start unloading until all the horses were off, as there was only one gangway. That meant all the luggage had to be rushed off and reloaded without any kind of organization. We then had a long four-hour journey in a most uncomfortable train, from Haifa to Rehovot. We arrived about 6 o’clock in the evening. The Greys sent down lorries to meet us and brought us up to the camp here.

The Greys had prepared all the camp for us and had made the whole place most comfortable. We share the officers’ mess with them. The food also is high class. We are billeted in bungalows.

The horse lines are not at all bad, although in the sand it’s rather difficult to keep the posts in.

There is a bathroom with a geyser, but at this moment it is not working.

Thursday, 15 February

Today we left Rehovot, and came across country to the camp which has been prepared for us at Latrun by a squadron of the Greys. We left at 10.30 and C Squadron, my squadron, acted as advance to the Regiment.

Being advance guard, all my troop were armed and we led no extra horses; these were taken by the other troops. The first leg was about 15 miles and most enjoyable. Parts of the country were lovely, and reminded me in many ways of South Africa. We passed through one or two Arab villages, which were most quaint, and one quite large town. Their standard of living seems extremely low, and most of them seem to live in abject squalor. When we got on to high ground, it really was a most impressive sight to see the column, stretching for a long way, following on behind. We halted every hour to look round our horses, and lunched off rations at about 1.15. It was very hot as the colonel insisted we should ride with full marching order, including gas masks. We were not allowed to ride in shirt sleeves. After leaving Rehovot we first passed through a little village (Arab) called No-ar-ord. Horribly dirty and mostly consisting of mud huts.

Niara was the next place, also an Arab village but larger, followed by Abri-Thusha, which was considerably larger with very narrow streets and quaint houses. It really was most interesting. After that we left all roads and tracks and went across country. In spite of the heat I thoroughly enjoyed my ride.

We arrived at Latrun just about 4.15 p.m. and after watering and feeding the horses, grooming and shackling, we all went to bed at a very early hour.

Friday, 16 February

On the whole I think we shall be comfortable here – each officer has his own tent, and there is no sharing, thank goodness, as the tents are not too large. In my tent I have a camp bed, a chest-of-drawers, the top of which I use as a wash-hand stand, a folding table, facing the entrance as a desk, a folding chair, and a small stool. When the heavy luggage arrives I shall have my tin box.

The men sleep on palliasses, in large tents holding about 12 men in each. As for our mess, we have two wooden huts, one as a sitting room, and the other a dining room. The officers’ tents have a lovely view from the side of a hill, which includes the ruins of Latrun. The site has never been built up except for a few mud huts round the outskirts in which the Arabs live now.

We have the brigadier and the BHQ with us. They are situated in the monastery just outside Imros.

In the morning we led out the horses. They lasted out the journey very well, and have suffered hardly any ill effects. Their feet were in rather a bad state, and it was a difficult job to pick them out.

In the afternoon we spent our time at stables and cleaning up and getting the camp in order. I went to bed almost immediately after mess.

Saturday, 17 February

Half the squadron led the horses out for exercise, and what remained cleared up the lines. All the troops are expected to make gardens outside their tents, and a prize is to be given by the squadron leader for the best garden at the end of two months. In the afternoon we had a troop leader’s conference with the colonel presiding. He gave us some details about our programme here, which I understand is going to be very intensive. On 23 February we start a month of intensive troop training; that means each troop leader will be responsible for the training of his men. The colonel pointed out that the brigadier insists that a troop leader should justify his position, and that if he does not come up to the required standard, there will be plenty to take his place, and that if his men are not trained sufficiently by the end of the period he can expect a ‘bowler hat’. Actually I do hope that troop leaders, especially in my squadron, are given very much more independence and scope in the organization and the training of their troops.

The colonel ended by saying that if we did our best and made a success of our job, which was essential, he would be behind us and that we could either come to him or our squadron leader for advice; but all the same I think that he is a difficult man to approach.

At the moment we have done very little real training. None of the men, since the start of the war, have fired a single shot on the range. We have spent all our time moving from place to place. First Grove then Malton, Brocklesby, across France to Marseilles for 10 days, through the Mediterranean, via Haifa and Rehovot for two weeks, until finally we reached our camp here where we shall start our training in earnest. A very good thing. All our time so far has been spent in getting the horses fit.

Sunday, 18 February

After lunch I called a meeting of my section leaders and troop sergeant, gave them an outline of the training programme, and had a general discussion with them. Sergeant Rogers, our troop sergeant, was excellent, in fact the best in the Regiment. My section leaders consist of two reservists and two Yeomen. The two former are very much the better.

I was also informed that I had been made president officer of the Debating Society, and that I should have to organize debates every week. Some of us discussed the matter after dinner and came to the conclusion that if the debates were not too serious, we could have a deal of amusement.

Monday, 19 February

This morning we exercised before breakfast; parade was at 6.15. I told my servant Smith to call me half an hour before parade and, like a fool, he thought parade was at 6.30. I saw the squadron leader leave his tent while I was only half dressed. It needed some quick action and a flanking movement round through A Squadron tents, to enable me to get on parade before the squadron leader. I arrived thoroughly out of breath and it was somewhat of an effort to appear calm and collected to the squadron leader when he came round to my troop – old Mike Parish was in the same position and arrived on parade after me. He received something of a rocket as his troop had to act as advance troop and he had come on parade without a map.

After breakfast we had an hour’s saddle cleaning and fixing up our saddle tents, then stables followed as usual. As we left for early-morning exercise old Stephen Mitchell’s horse got his hind legs caught up in the guy ropes of his saddle tent. It really was a magnificent sight from where I was sitting on my horse. He just managed to save himself from crashing to the ground. The horses are gradually beginning to look better, and are getting full of life.

We have just come off stables. I must go and have a wash and get ready for lunch.

This afternoon from 2 until 3.15 all the squadron were on cleaning saddles and arranging our saddle tent. Stables at 3.15, after which all the men in the squadron had a hot bath. Water and feed at 4.30 and late feed again at 7.15.

We started Hotchkiss gun classes. Two officers from each squadron have to attend a class under Sydney Morse. Stephen and I represent our squadron.

Some mail arrived today. I received one letter from Mummy, dated 27 January, and one from both parents dated 8 February. I also had a letter from Barbara Congrave, Clive’s VAD girlfriend [Clive Priday: Stanley’s best friend from Winchester College].

After mess this evening Stephen and I walked over to the horse lines and had a look at our horses. We came to the conclusion that two horse-line guards for the squadron were quite inadequate, and that it would be the easiest thing in the world for the cunning Arab to take horses off the line.

Poor old Michael Parish has collected a few rockets today and is rather afraid that he might get a bowler hat. I gather that our move is a certainty, the date I believe 15 March – the Ides of March. It’s bed time, 5.30 call tomorrow.

Thursday, 22 February

Troop feeding of horses starts tomorrow, so I put a fatigue, which included self, on making a cement stand for mixing feeds. Sly, a bricklayer in private life, did some good work but we did not get very far this evening. From 5.30 to 6.30 Hotchkiss gun lectures. Myles Hildyard is most amusing at these lectures. He always has the greatest difficulty in working the gun. Sydney Morse who takes the class is an excellent teacher especially as he only had a five-day course.

The Hotchkiss compared to the Bren is a most clumsy and out-of-date weapon. They have taken our Brens away, given them to the infantry and replaced them with the old Hotchkiss.

We really are very comfortable here. True, we work all day, but the work is interesting, the climate attractive, food excellent, and working out of doors makes all the difference to life.

Friday, 23 February

Last night Donny Player got instructions from Brigade that he should send one of his troops on a reconnaissance patrol to an Arab village about three miles off. He decided to send Dan Ranfurly and prepared the whole thing with him last night. A message came through this morning that Dan had to sit on a court of enquiry and so was unable to go on the patrol. So he told me that I should have to take 2 Troop in place of Dan. It only gave me about half an hour to prepare the whole thing. We paraded at 8.45 and the colonel, Donny and a fellow from Brigade came with us. We should have had an interpreter but he let us down.

The last part of the journey was across cultivated country, and the officer from Brigade told us that we had strict instructions from Brigade not to go over cultivated lands. In spite of that I made a very poor plan. Instead of sending each section round the flanks, I waited until I had arrived at the village before doing that and my line of approach was not very clever. The officer went into the village, and we were received very courteously. They gave us oranges and we gave them cigarettes. We found one Arab who spoke English.

The colonel was very decent and told me that we only learned by mistakes.

Saturday, 24 February–Sunday, 10 March

On Saturday, 25 February, we received instructions from Brigade HQ that no officer was to leave camp until the second-in-command Major Bennett, who is acting colonel while Lord Yarborough is away, had returned from a conference at Brigade HQ. There was much speculation about the reason, and this increased considerably when we had orders that the Regiment should leave at nine hours’ notice for an unknown destination, taking the 18 best men and horses from each troop, leaving the remainder and HQ squadron in camp. These are the possibilities of our speculations:


	(1) The brigadier was being bloody-minded and this was his idea of training (unlikely over a weekend).

	(2) The Australians, who are now in this country, have been causing trouble: one has killed an Arab. We were going to get them out of Tel Aviv.

	(3) Trouble between Arabs and Jews at Jaffa and Tel Aviv.



We started early Sunday morning. C Squadron advance squadron and 3 Troop – my troop advance troop (as usual). Our destination was Sarafand, which is about sixteen miles away and might be described as the ‘Aldershot of the East’.

We put up our horse line, the men were billeted in some large garage sheds and the officers lived at the Brigade HQ for the Lyder area, which was most comfortable. There was even a fire in the mess after dinner. But still we were not told the object of our visit.

We spent our time doing some training, standing ready to move at a moment’s notice. Two days later we were told the reason of our visit: it was in fact to help the civil power on the issue from the Foreign Office of the White Paper on Palestine. They anticipated trouble from the Jews in Tel Aviv and the authorities had us in reserve at Sarafand.

As a result of this White Paper, the Jews are prohibited from buying large tracts of land from the Arabs as a result of which they were gradually but certainly gaining control of the whole place. From this paper it was made quite clear that Palestine could no longer be considered the home of the Jews. On Wednesday, 28 February, much to my irritation, Donny Player decided to send me back to camp to look after the rest of the camp squadron, which we had left behind. Dan Ranfurly, who had been left, had gone sick, also the only remaining sergeant, and Corporal Bond was left in charge.

I left at 6 o’clock in the morning and really had the most enjoyable ride home across country. I took with me Smith, my servant, Gardner, my groom, and Davidson. It was a grand morning, the country looked lovely, and we made excellent time arriving home for breakfast.

Monday, 11–Wednesday, 27 March

Last weeks at Latrun Camp. At one time during this period I suffered from the most frightful toothache, but I was fortunate enough to get into Tel Aviv to be attended by a Professor Gottlich. He is world famous and before being turned out by Hitler he used to practise in Vienna. He certainly cured my toothache by removing three nerves from a back tooth. Before leaving I asked him why it was with his reputation he had not gone to England or America. He replied, ‘I am a Jew, and am proud of it. I have been turned out of one country, which was my home. I do not wish that to happen again so I have come here, where I am most happy.’ Rather pathetic but very true.

The fun had started while I was away. The Regiment was called out at a moment’s notice from Sarafand. Riots had started over the weekend, mostly the students. Curfew was immediately brought in and we were called out to enforce it. Things looked rather bad at one time, and A Squadron under Basil Ringrose, had to make a mounted charge with drawn swords in order to clear the streets and rescue some police who had been cut off. We did not do much damage to any person and suffered not many injuries ourselves, except for a few broken heads and limbs caused through some stones and bricks. Fortunately no horses were damaged at all. Rioting still continued over the next few days, but to a lesser degree. We patrolled the streets mounted during the day, and each squadron took it in turns to patrol in lorries by night. In the end it was a very wearisome and dull job at nights. After a few days the curfew was lifted and we left Jaffa for camp at Latrun again.


In many ways, it is amazing to think that even in the Second World War the British Army were still carrying out mounted charges, with sabres drawn, and yet, of course, mounted police are still used today, albeit using batons rather than swords. Since the Sherwood Rangers were being used primarily as a colonial police force, perhaps it is not so extraordinary after all. This was, however, the last such charge in the Middle East, although mounted troops were still operating in Syria the following year. The last recorded British cavalry charge, with swords drawn, took place on 19 March 1942 when mounted cavalry of the Burma Frontier Force charged Japanese troops near Toungoo airfield in Burma. It ended badly, with most of the 60 men killed, including the commander, Captain Arthur Sandeman.



Easter weekend

Over Easter all the officers and men could take a night off. I went to Jerusalem with Michael Parish and Myles Hildyard. We left on Sunday midday in a hired taxi, which we kept the whole time. On Sunday afternoon we motored down to the Dead Sea with Araminta MacMichael, the governor general’s daughter, and a girl called Marion Young. Both are friends of Michael Parish. The Dead Sea and surrounding country I found most attractive. There is a hotel there and a golf course and would be an excellent place to spend a weekend. We didn’t bathe.

We went back for a drink at Government House, which is quite beautiful, with the most wonderful view over Jerusalem. Sir Harold and Lady MacMichael were away. Araminta is only 20. Quite attractive, amusing, sophisticated but definitely intelligent, she is engaged to a man called Benson from the Black Watch on the staff of General Wavell. Marion Young, the other girl, is the daughter of the leading chartered accountant in Jerusalem. She, too, is very young, but unlike the other is most unsophisticated. Michael thought her very attractive. Myles did not agree at all. I admitted that while she did not appeal to me personally she did possess quite a pretty face. Strangely enough, the MacMichaels live in Kent at Selling, only four miles from Belmont Paddocks, and are great friends of the Harrises. Araminta did ask me to stay some time. We all went to dine at the King David Hotel. It was not a very late night, and we were in bed by 1 o’clock.

After depositing the girls home we returned to the Eden Hotel which was most comfortable, and really quite reasonable.

Easter Monday – the following day – Myles and I spent wandering about in the old city of Jerusalem, which was really most terribly interesting. We saw the August Sanctuary sacred to the Moslems, the Mosque of Omar and the Dome Rock, where Abraham offered up his son Isaac. One of the most impressive sights was the Palace of Solomon and the vast substructures below the south-east corner of the area, which was later used by the Knights Templar for their horses. We also saw the Wailing Wall, which was most interesting. Quite a few Jews were wailing. We returned to lunch rather late at 2 o’clock to the Eden Hotel where we found that lazy dog Michael Parish still in bed. We excused him for his laziness as a few years ago he had been to Jerusalem. After lunch Myles and I visited the church of the Holy Sepulchre. The church is supposed to have been built on the Hill of Calvary or Golgotha. It is interesting to note that the doorkeepers are Moslems, and the post of custodian is hereditary, in a Jerusalem Moslem family. Being Easter Monday we found a procession in the church. It was fascinating and rather stirring to watch. And finally we entered Christ’s Tomb over which a priest always keeps watch. I had my St Christopher medal blessed by the priest and sprinkled with Holy Water and was also given a spray from the flowers, which are always kept in the tomb. I found it most impressive.

Arrived back in camp about 6.30. I enjoyed the two days. It was a change. I found some letters awaiting me, one from Ione telling me about her engagement [Ione Barclay was a close family friend]. I was amazed when I read about it.


Stanley mentions General Wavell, who was commander-in-chief of Middle East Command, created in 1939. This was a vast area that covered British interests in the Levant, Egypt and all the way to Persia. He was a highly cultured and competent man, although never quite saw eye to eye with Churchill, who was to become prime minister on 10 May. Incidentally, Myles Hildyard wrote a very detailed and informative letter home about this same weekend.

A few days later, the Regiment was on the move, leaving Latrun for Karkur. While two of the squadrons had stopped near a village to water the horses and get a hot lunch, the horses of C Squadron suddenly stampeded. The men had been eating at a long wooden table near a grove of gum trees when suddenly two hundred horses hurtled towards them. Two horses managed to jump and clear the table, but the rest charged on through, with men leaping out of the way. A number of men were injured – 12 were taken to hospital – several horses were lost for good, and the Regiment was left with a huge bill for damages and no small amount of humiliation.



Wednesday, 3–Tuesday, 23 April

After the stampede they decided that C Squadron horses should be separated from the Regiment. Actually I think it is just likely that the cause of the trouble originated in HQ. However, it was decided that C Squadron would leave. We were sent off to a village called Hadgia about four miles from camp, and occupied the billets and covered standing that the Royals had when they were here. We could not have been more comfortable. The horses were under cover, each troop had two saddle rooms and racks, and the men slept in a block of disused flats. The officers had their mess next door in another block. We had a large room each, and three bathrooms between six of us, also a mess room downstairs. At first we had to have our meals with Brigade at BHQ, which was in the village. We could not very well refuse their invitation to eat with them. Miller, our brigadier, was very much more human and amusing when you got to know him. Our breakfast was cooked by the café underneath and sent up to us, and very excellent it was too. After a time Brigade went on manoeuvre, and we cooked all our meals in our mess. We got Picirini from the camp officers’ mess to come and cook. He really is excellent – but I rather dread our mess bill as we did a certain amount of entertainment, and a quantity of drink was consumed.

Parade was usually at 6.15 a.m. and generally we used the ground near the sea for training, which was very excellent for that purpose. At that time of the morning it was lovely and parts of the ground near the sea were simply covered with wild flowers. The birds, too, are quite exceptionally lovely, many of them passing through to other countries. Stables and cleaning parade took up the remainder of the morning. No work on Wednesday and Saturday afternoons except for stables, and on the other weekdays stables followed by a lecture in the evening.

The court of enquiry on the stampede was held at BHQ soon after we arrived there. Lord Grimthorpe was in the chair; Major Townsend from the veterinary hospital and another man were on the committee. I was one of the chief witnesses. We spent the whole day there from nine o’clock until six; while we were waiting we played bridge. The colonel was in much better form when we played bridge. In the end I was not called as a witness for the stampede, which rather annoyed me after having waited all that time. I feel quite certain that they will not be able to find the cause of the trouble. Townsend asked the most intelligent questions, and was quite the live wire of the enquiry.

Karkur Camp, June

During our stay here I have been most slack in keeping up this diary. In fact, except for my stay at the pumping station together with my troop, I have hardly written anything. On the whole it has been quite a pleasant time while we have been here. We finished troop training, squadron training, regimental training, and last week after a three days’ scheme we finished brigade training. Next week we move to Acre, in Palestine. When we get there I suppose we go back again to troop training, that is, if we are not sent to some kind of active service.

Six of the officers have got their wives here; they managed to bring them out by the back door. They have all taken houses in the Jewish village across the field, which has been most convenient for them. They sleep out on Saturday night only and are supposed to dine in mess two nights a week. The wives are not recognized out here at all and therefore never appear in camp, which is quite right. In a way it is rather hard on the men when they see that officers have their wives out.

There have been one or two changes in the command. Wilfrid Bennet has left and gone to Division at Haifa. Flash Kellett has taken over command of the Regiment. Basil Ringrose is squadron leader of C and Gerald Grosvenor of A. Dan Ranfurly has left the squadron and has been made machine-gun officer in HQ Squadron, Henry Trotter second-in-command of B Squadron, and Michael Laycock second-in-command of A. Another new addition: each squadron has had two donkeys attached, which have proved most useful in cleaning up the lines. Jack Abdy was fast asleep in the mess the other evening, so Donny Player collected one of these donkeys and brought it into the mess and placed it opposite the chair in which Jack was sleeping. Jack woke up with a start to find himself face to face with a donkey. He immediately waved his hands in front of his face, as if to clear the dreadful vision from before him. It was really a most amusing sight. He has had his leg pulled unmercifully.

The officers’ mess was burned down one morning at 3 o’clock. A great deal of wine and food was destroyed, and the cause of the fire will never be discovered. It will make the mess bills rather high. We have since discovered that the mess accounts were in a dreadful state. Joss Abel-Smith has no idea where all the money has gone, and the mess sergeant has turned out a wronger. Donny Player has now taken on the role of PMC [president of the mess committee], and Joss, self and John Walters are on the committee. We have now got another contractor in, and are messing at 4s per day, which is considerable, especially for junior subalterns who are endeavouring to live on their pay. But still at the moment the food is good.

The feeling among the men is not good. The food is rotten since we have been put on a wartime basis, and they are all getting very bored out here, doing comparatively nothing. Most of all, they miss their letters. We have had no mail for about three weeks.


It was Lady Yarborough, the colonel’s wife, who led a group of the officers’ wives out to the Middle East, which included Dan Ranfurly’s wife, Hermione, and Henry Trotter’s wife, Rona, among others. This, of course, was not only entirely irregular, but highly inappropriate. They had obtained the destination of the Regiment from the War Office and decided that they would follow their men to war, rather than sitting it out without them back home in Nottinghamshire. ‘Rules were for the hoi-polloi,’ says John Semken, ‘but they weren’t the hoi-polloi, so those rules did not apply!’



Tuesday, 11– Friday, 14 June, Power Station, Karkur

Last night we heard over the wireless that Italy had entered the war against the Allies. Mussolini has given as his reason that he had to look after his Mediterranean interests. Italy entering into the war might make all the difference to us out here, but still we shall have to wait and see.

Saturday, 22 June–Thursday, 4 July

The war has developed in a most amazing and unexpected way. Since war started, Germany has gradually annexed the whole of Europe: Czechoslovakia before war, then Poland, Denmark, Norway, Belgium, Holland and now finally we have just heard that France has accepted the crushing armistice terms imposed by Germany, which have been signed in the same railway carriage as the Versailles Treaty. She has done this without any consultation with England, her only ally. This wrong has been well commented on by Churchill. They had no right to accept without first consulting England, however desperate their plight might be. The Germans demand a complete domination of France and her colonies by Germany and Italy, and absolute disarmament. However the French navy and air force are still intact, especially the large French force in Syria. What will happen to them? Will they all come over to us or will they scuttle themselves before handing over all to Germany? Only time can tell. I understand that all British troops are out of France and that more Canadians and Australians have been landed in England to protect her. I do wish that we could see some activity out here but at the moment I don’t see it. The gunners attached to the division have been sent to Egypt, and they keep on taking men from this regiment for various other jobs, and as Donny Player and Basil Ringrose are going on courses, and taking their sergeant majors, I don’t see that they can call upon us to do anything very active.


Italy’s entry into the war and France’s surrender changed Britain’s position dramatically. At the beginning of the month, the Mediterranean had still been open to the British. Suddenly the French and Italian shores on the northern Mediterranean were in enemy hands, and so, too, was much of the North African coastline to the south; Libya, for example, Egypt’s western neighbour, was an Italian colony, while Tunisia and Algeria were French, as was French Morocco. In the eastern Mediterranean, both Lebanon and Syria were also under French control. Not only would this make supplying Egypt and the Middle East much harder for Britain, it also meant the short route to India and the Far East via the Suez Canal was now closed. Furthermore, with Britain still reeling from the loss of France, the last thing she needed was any attack by the Italians into Egypt. Britain’s pre-war plans had relied heavily on France’s large army, and British re-armament had focused on air power and the navy. With much of the army’s equipment left on the beaches at Dunkirk, Britain in June 1940 found herself woefully short of guns, tanks, rifles and other equipment. Meanwhile, in Egypt, British troops amounted to just two divisions of some 36,000 men, and only 27,500 men in Palestine. On paper, at any rate, it seemed some way short of what was needed. In Libya, for example, the Italians already had some 215,500 men.



Tuesday, 25 June

Rather a dull day. Donny has gone for a fortnight’s course to the cavalry school so Peter has taken over the squadron. We leave here next week for Acre, trekking all the way so we are giving the horses an easy time. In the evening I went to the camp cinema and saw quite an amusing show called Five Ways into Tonn.

Wednesday, 26 June

In the morning I took my section leaders out over the plain and we did some compass work. Renny, who at the moment is acting leader of 1 Troop, was quite easily the most intelligent. In the afternoon Lawrence Biddle, Basil Ringrose and I went for a swim, which was really enjoyable. We really are most fortunate being so near the sea and able to bathe under such perfect conditions at the government’s expense. When news comes through that England is being bombed one rather feels perturbed being here and so well out of the enemy’s way. But I suppose in some way we are doing good here.

Thursday, 27 June

At lunch today Lawrence Biddle and I decided that as we had not seen Caesarea and we are due to leave this camp on Tuesday we would make an evening trip there. I took Corporals Brittain and Gardener from my troop and Lawrence brought some of his men. We took beer and sandwiches with us. Without hurrying it took us about 1¼ hrs. We didn’t actually go across the desert but skirted the north side. There is no road to Caesarea and you can’t get there by car, only on foot and horseback. We arrived just before dark and had a most interesting time looking around. Now it is nothing more than an Arab village but the remains of Herod’s palace and St Paul’s prison can easily be seen. The palace was right on the sea, which flows over the remains that have fallen to the ground. The wall that the Crusaders built is most fascinating.

We came back another way, i.e. along the seashore, until we struck the river and then turned eastwards. It was a longer way but more pleasant. The sand was hard and it was a lovely night so for the first mile we travelled at a split gallop, great fun. We had the beer and food on the way home and met a police patrol en route. The sergeant in charge told me that a strong current of bad feeling still existed underground between the Jews and Arabs.

We arrived back in camp about 11.15 and found the place a perfect hive of activity. Orders had come through from Brigade that the Regiment should supply a colonel, adjutant, doctor, RQMS, some corporals and I think 40 other ranks. The party had to be ready to move at 6 o’clock the next day for some unknown destination, dismounted. Each squadron had to supply so many men and they took all from my troop and, what is more, they took four of my best men, Corporal Hill, Renny, Lacey and Large. There is a great deal of speculation about the cause of all this. It is pretty certain that Syria or the frontier is their destination but most improbable that they are forming an advance for this Regiment as Flash Kellett has been promoted to acting lieutenant colonel and various other members have been promoted. Nobody seems to know whether they will come back to the Regiment.

Friday, 28 June

We have heard today that the French Army in Syria has had instructions from the Vichy government under Marshal Pétain to cease hostilities against Germany and Italy. This is very surprising after all the assurances we have seen in the press, that the French colonial empire, especially Syria, would fight on. Apparently this caused all the activity last night, and other regiments have done the same. They anticipated that there would be a great influx of French soldiers across the frontier to join up with us so the high command have founded these camps to receive them, taking a number of officers from the 5th Cavalry Brigade.

I went out to dinner with Sydney Morse and his wife. She is a most eccentric and nervy woman, and most anxious to get home, but at the moment she has not got a hope. All the wives out here might find themselves in rather a mess if we should suddenly have to go off to fight. After dinner we were all sitting round having our coffee when the colonel’s car drew up driven by Michael Parish. We went to the door to meet him, and were told that the Regiment had to be ready to move at 4.30 next morning. That immediately sent Mrs Morse into a flat spin. I naturally wanted to get back to camp as soon as possible, but had to wait for Sydney to collect all his things and say goodbye to his wife. As it was he had had far too much to drink and our journey back to camp across the fields was most precarious.

I found Stephen Mitchell still in bed as

Saturday, 29 June


Sunday, 30 June
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Part II



FROM ALAMEIN TO TUNIS

January 1942–May 1943
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D-DAY TO VICTORY

June 1944–May 1945
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