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To Anita, Elke, Sally, my Children and Grandchildren. Publication of this diary took many years, nearly 60 to be exact. That it has seen the light of day is the result of pressure from family and friends. I owe a very special debt of gratitude to my son Martin, who, as a graphic designer with long experience of book design, has generously undertaken all the hard work of transforming an imperfect typescript and incorporating the accompanying illustrations into the finished article. I am also very grateful to Ronald Searle, who generously allowed me to use reproductions of some of the many drawings he made whilst a prisoner. He was, like me, in the 18th Division and we were together throughout most of our captivity. Much hard work, however, had been done many years earlier, before serious thought could be given to possible publication. Anita gallantly typed the first text from the barely legible pages of the diary in its original form, long before PCs had made their appearance on the scene. For this I am deeply grateful. I also received unstinted moral and practical support from Elke, who overcame the pain she so understandably felt at having to read my descriptions of what being a Far East POW meant. I also want to express my thanks to Jamie Bulloch, who generously scanned the first 50 pages of the typewritten text and miraculously transformed them into a document for use on my PC, so that a corrected text could be produced. Thanks to him I equipped myself with a scanner so that I could complete what he had so nobly started.

Harold Atcherley - London.

Drawings by Ronald Searle, originals in the Imperial War Museum

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​FOREWORD


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


The diary, which I kept as a prisoner of war of the Japanese, covers the period from the fall of Singapore on 15 February 1942 until 14 September 1945, a few days before I was repatriated to England. There is a gap, however, from April to December 1943, when I was working on the construction of the Burma-Thailand Railway. To have written a diary under the conditions which we had to face during this period would, physically, have been well-nigh impossible.

I have occasionally asked myself – I have certainly been asked by others– why I kept a diary at all. Frankly, I do not really know the answer. Possibly, it was an attempt to maintain some semblance of self- discipline, some structure to my life. It was certainly not written with the thought that anyone else would ever read it, or would even want to, since we were part of the ‘forgotten war’. The post-war years have demonstrated that most people are ignorant about the war in the Far East and seem to be generally uninterested; an attitude which is hardly surprising, since it all took place so far away from the war in Europe and so long ago.

Most of my incarceration was spent on Singapore Island, the first fourteen months in Changi Camp on the eastern tip of the island and the last two years in the coolie quarters just outside the walls of Changi Gaol, where there were 7000 prisoners in a gaol designed for 700 civilian prisoners. It was a grim time, during which we never had enough to eat, but as nothing compared with the ten months I was in Thailand – it was always referred to as Siam in those days – and Burma. Although there were one or two who managed to write diaries whilst they were up on the railway, it would for me have been a physical impossibility. It would also have been far too dangerous. In any event it was never put to the test, since my diary, which I had kept safely in Singapore, was dumped with my pack at the beginning of the long march up to Sonkurai camp near the Burma/Thailand border, and I never expected to see it again. I naturally hoped that it would not be discovered by the Japanese.

I was a member of the so-called F Force, which consisted of 7000 British and American POWs sent to work on the construction of the Burma- Siam railway, in early 1943.When the survivors returned to Kanchanaburi some ten months later, more than half had died. We were told one day by the Japanese, whilst we were in Kanchanaburi, that there were some POW belongings stored in a shed and that, if any of us could claim anything of our own, we were free to take it. A day or two after this, I strolled into the shed, more out of curiosity than from any thought that I might find my own pack. I could hardly believe my eyes, when this was the first thing I saw, and my relief was as great as my surprise, when I saw that my diary was still in it. In my entry for 16 December 1943, I noted that we were shortly to leave Kanchanaburi for Singapore and this must have been a few days after I had recovered my diary. My own record of the time spent on the railway consists of no more than a few pages of rather crude jottings, made so far as I can recall, whilst I was at Kanchanaburi. A brief report on what happened to F Force was submitted by Andy Dillon to the Kempeitai, the Japanese secret military police, at their request in December 1943 and is reproduced under ‘F Force Notes’ in my diary.

I had been under the impression, until a few years ago, that this was the only effective record of F Force. More recently two books came to my notice. The first ‘To the River Kwai: Two Journeys 1943, 1979’, was written by John Stewart (known to me at the time as John Ulmann) and published in 1988. The author had been a corporal on my Intelligence Corps staff in 18 Division HQ and his book is based on notes he kept from April to December 1943, whilst on the railway, initially at Sonkurai in Thailand and later at Tambaya in Burma. Since he and I were both at these two camps during exactly the same periods, his book fills a significant gap in my own diary.

The second book, ‘The Tall Man who Never Slept’ was published in 1991 and is a biography of Cyril Wild by James Bradley, both of whom I knew well. The former was with us in Changi and at Sonkurai and the latter was one of a group of ten prisoners, who attempted to escape from the camp at Sonkurai in 1943.Their attempt ended in disaster and he was one of only four to survive. Those who did survive were initially condemned to death, reprieved at the last moment, and spent the rest of their time as prisoners condemned to solitary confinement.

Cyril Wild, then a major, was the officer who carried the white flag at the surrender of Singapore in 1942, the photograph of which has been reproduced many times in the press and on television. He had worked before the war in Japan for the Shell Company and was a fluent Japanese speaker. He was with us on F Force as the senior interpreter and ‘The Tall Man who Never Slept” provides an authoritative account of the ill-fated F Force and, in particular, of our experiences at Sonkurai Camp, where he was in the same hut as me and the rest of the officers. We arrived in Sonkurai Camp in May 1943. In September, the senior officers, particularly the doctors, in the camp were accused by the Japanese of ‘preventing too many prisoners from going out to work’ on the railway. As a consequence, they told us that one whole long hut was to be evacuated and 700 prisoners were to be put out into the jungle in order to make way for an equal number of Asiatic coolies. The order to expel 700 seriously ill prisoners, most of whom were near to death, into the jungle was endorsed by the senior Japanese officer, Col. Banno, but, although the coolies did actually arrive at the camp, Cyril Wild succeeded, through sheer force of argument and personality, in having the order rescinded. He was one of the bravest men I have ever met. For less, others might very well have been executed on the spot.

Immediately after the war, he played a major role in the Japanese War Crimes Trials in Tokyo as both chief interpreter and key witness, since he had witnessed more of the atrocities carried out by the Japanese, than any other prisoner. He was tragically killed in an air crash in Hong Kong in September 1946. Cyril Wild said, in his written testimony to the Japanese War Crimes Trials, that Sonkurai was the worst camp of all. I would find it difficult to disagree.

The months I spent in Sonkurai and Tambaya, the so called ‘hospital camp’ cover experiences so ghastly that I have for many years found it difficult to write or talk about them. Perhaps figures express more eloquently than anything else what we went through. When construction of the bridge at Sonkurai was completed and the camp evacuated, barely 400 out of the original total of 1600 were alive. Of the 400 of us who eventually returned to Singapore, only 182 were alive on our release in 1945. Those who died, did so as the consequence of overwork, starvation, diseases – particularly dysentery, malaria, and cholera – and, in many cases, brutal beatings by the Japanese engineers and camp guards. Of these diseases, cholera took a major toll. I do not recall a single case of cholera which did not prove fatal, and men usually died within 24 to 48 hours in the most appalling agony and physically unrecognisable. We did have our own medical officers in the camp but they had no drugs. Writing this now at the age of 94, it is unlikely that more than a handful of these 182 are still alive.

I was incredibly fortunate to have survived it all – and I like to think – relatively unscathed. Whilst I have no doubt that luck played an important part, more relevant, perhaps, is the fact that I was one of the relatively few, who were inoculated against cholera by the Japanese, shortly before we left by train from Singapore early in 1943. For many years I wondered why I should have been singled out, until Elke suggested that it was probably because my surname begins with A and any army, when in doubt, would follow alphabetical order. I am sure she is right.
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In the latter part of the Second World War, more than a quarter of a million European and American soldiers were taken prisoner by the Japanese in Malaysia, the Dutch East Indies and the Pacific. They went on to suffer years of deprivation and brutality, most of them failing to survive.

I was fortunate enough to be one of the survivors. Throughout my time as a prisoner, from the fall of Singapore on 15 February 1942 until 14 September 1945, I kept a diary, which I was able to bring home with me.

This book is based on that diary, along with other diaries and official documents. I was fortunate enough to count among my friends and comrades the celebrated artist Ronald Searle, whose drawings I have been able to use to illustrate my text; they will give a better impression of what life was like for a POW of the Japanese than mere words can, though neither words nor pictures could ever convey the appalling stench of disease and death on such a scale.

My personal experiences should be put into perspective. Apart from the 40,000 British and Australians captured in Malaysia, 60,000 Dutch were taken prisoner in the Dutch East Indies and a considerably larger number of Americans in the Pacific. I have excluded Indian army troops, since a large number of the 40,000 in Malaysia deserted to join the Indian National Army to fight with the Japanese in Burma. All of us were subjected to inhumane and brutal treatment. The experiences I shall be describing were therefore generally common to all. The death rate for Allied prisoners in Germany (excluding Russian prisoners) was about one per cent. For those held by the Japanese the rate was forty per cent. At Sonkurai camp on the Thailand/Burma border, the worst camp of the lot, the death rate was ninety per cent.

I joined the army on the outbreak of war as a rifleman in a territorial regiment of the King’s Royal Rifle Corps. I was then commissioned early in 1940 and, being a German speaker, was appointed Divisional Intelligence Officer at the HQ of the 18th British Infantry Division.

The history of my Division was nothing short of a tragedy. We were never allowed to fight as a division. In the course of six years of war, we were bombed in turn by the Luftwaffe, the Japanese, the American Air Force and finally the RAF, which destroyed a number of the bridges we built on the Burma/Siam railway, killing and badly wounding several hundred POWs. Our Divisional Commander, General Beckwith– Smith died of diphtheria, quite unnecessarily, as a POW in Taiwan. Only some 10,000-11,000 men out of a total strength of 18,000 returned home at the end of the war.

The division spent the first two years in the UK training and, by the end, had become well prepared for war in Europe. In the event we embarked in October 1941 for the Middle East; at least that was our intended destination. Accordingly all our guns, tracked vehicles and transport were painted in desert camouflage.

We sailed from Liverpool and other West Coast ports in convoy, escorted by four WWI American destroyers. We headed west and, to our astonishment found ourselves in Halifax, Nova Scotia. There we were transferred to six American Naval transports. This was two months before America declared war. We embarked on a voyage lasting two months, escorted by eight destroyers, two cruisers, an aircraft carrier and fleet oil-tanker, a total of 18 ships, zigzagging our way for 24,000 miles around the world.

We never got to the Middle East. One brigade was ordered to go from Mombasa to Singapore and was in action up-country almost immediately. The rest of the division spent a month in India while the War Office made up its mind what to do with us. There were several options – to Iraq for training prior to moving to the Western Desert, the original plan; to Burma or Singapore; or to Russia to reinforce the defence of Stalingrad. This was one of Churchill’s madder ideas and the offer was understandably rejected by Stalin.

The fall of Singapore was rightly described by Winston Churchill as “the worst disaster and largest capitulation in British military history”. He should have added “and with the highest ever number of desertions”. We disembarked in Singapore only two weeks before the surrender, having been sent there largely for political reasons, Malaya being regarded in London as lost before we got there. One of our brigades was on a ship which was sunk by Japanese bombers as it was approaching Singapore harbour. The men had to swim ashore without any of their equipment and a large number of guns and transport was lost.

The loss of Malaysia and Singapore had been rendered inevitable long before the war ever started, thanks to the refusal of the War Office to provide the essential aircraft and tanks, compounded by its incompetence and that of senior commanders in Malaysia before the outbreak of war. Let me give you a few examples, each of which had disastrous consequences:

1. The RAF had located all its airfields in Malaysia without consulting the Army, which was responsible for their defence.

2. We had only a few ancient aircraft, which were quickly shot down by the far superior Japanese planes.

3. We had no tanks because it was believed that they could not operate in Malaysia.

4. Only one regiment, 800 men out of an army of some 120,000, had ever been trained in jungle warfare or, equally important, in rubber plantations.

5. Our radios practically never worked.

This reminds me of the passage in Tolstoy’s War and Peace which reflects what we all felt when we surrendered: “The Russians, half of whom died, did all that could be done to attain an end worthy of the nation, and they are not to blame, because other Russians sitting in warm rooms proposed that they should do what was impossible”.

The most barbaric incident of all was the murderous attack, by the Japanese, on the Alexandra military hospital in the last days of the battle for Singapore, in which some 200 patients, surgeons and nurses performing operations on the wounded were slaughtered.

Thanks to the Japanese, no information about casualties or the names of those captured could be sent out, with the result that all our next of kin were simply informed by the War Office that we were “Missing, Believed Prisoner of War”. It was two years before our families knew whether we were alive or dead, when they received the first of four 24 word postcards. This was all we were permitted to send throughout our captivity. Letters from home took over a year to reach us.

The Japanese were completely unprepared for so many prisoners - we should all have committed hara-kiri, according to them. We received no rations at all initially, but were able to use the considerable food stocks remaining at the submarine base near Changi. After a week or two the Japanese delivered barbed wire with which we wired ourselves in – not that escape was a practical possibility.

Life for the first few weeks was not too bad, although from the beginning our rations were hardly adequate. Our treatment soon became increasingly harsh under the influence of the Japanese military tradition of bushido. This held that any soldier allowing himself to be taken prisoner was guilty of dishonouring both his country and his family. There was only one way out for him and that was to commit suicide. This meant that the Japanese military regarded us as sub-human.

Our Japanese guards were pretty insufferable and the Koreans who replaced them were worse. They were replaced for a time by Indian Army deserters, who were the worst of the lot. I believe they were simply taking revenge for the way they had been treated by their Imperial masters for so many years.

A large number of Indian Army troops deserted. Many Australians also deserted when the Japanese invaded Singapore Island. This was not because they were Australian, but because they were completely untrained, having not even been taught how to fire a rifle.

The Japanese boasted that they had never signed the Geneva Convention on the Treatment of Prisoners of War. Forced labour, or more accurately slave labour, was introduced in the form of working parties to repair bomb damage in Singapore harbour and to load and unload ships.

Some weeks after our imprisonment, four men were caught attempting to escape. They were summarily executed by a firing squad of Indian Army deserters, whose aim was so bad that only two were killed and a Japanese officer used his revolver to kill the other two. This incident led to all prisoners in Changi being ordered to sign an undertaking not to attempt to escape. We refused. Seventeen thousand of us were then marched off to a barrack area designed to hold 800, and we were told we would stay there until we signed.

We received no food; there were only two water points. Machine guns were placed around the perimeter and we were warned that anyone stepping outside would be shot on sight. We had only the clothes we wore and we slept on the ground wherever we could find space. Dysentery and malaria were already prevalent and after two days an epidemic of diphtheria broke out.

The Japanese general in charge of POWs warned us that, unless we signed, the wounded, sick and dying in hospital in Changi would join us. We prevailed upon them to qualify our promise by including the words ‘under protest’ and we signed.

Early in 1943 we were informed that we were to be sent to “rest camps” in Thailand, where it would be “easier to feed us”. We were a party of 7000 and the Japanese ordered us to take 2000 sick men with us. We travelled in trainloads of 600 and it was only after our arrival in Thailand that we learned the truth - we were to work on the construction of the Burma - Siam railway.

This journey took five days on a narrow gauge line, in a train of 20 steel box wagons, which were like ovens by day and freezing at night. The wagons were enclosed, apart from a sliding door with a chain slung across the opening. We were packed so tightly that it was impossible for anyone to lie down.

Twice a day, we were let out briefly to be given a small quantity of rice in onion water. There was no form of sanitation. Practically all of us were suffering from malaria, dysentery or both. The only way to relieve oneself was to hang precariously out of the wagon, the weaker ones being supported by others to prevent them falling out.

On our arrival at the railhead camp near Bangkok, we were told by the Japanese that we would be leaving the next evening on a 200-mile march up to a camp just south of the Burma/Thailand border. The march lasted three weeks, along a rough, winding track, through thick mountainous jungle, up and down steep hills, in constant monsoon rain, often staggering through mud up to our knees. We could only march at night, because the track was used during the day by Japanese Army reinforcements for their southern Burma front. We could only watch with awe as they manhandled their guns and heavy equipment under conditions little better than our own.

Every night of the march a number of prisoners became too weak to keep up. A few officers marched at the rear of the column to carry them on makeshift stretchers, but some had to be left behind because there was no one who had the strength to carry them. We remonstrated with our guards to allow us to rest, but they insisted that we kept going by threatening us with their bayonets. Stragglers were set upon by marauding Thais and many were never heard of again.

The march for our group of 1600 ended at a camp on the Burma/Thailand border called Sonkurai, though it was hardly a camp. There were just a few roofless huts with bamboo platforms down either side of a narrow aisle down the middle. The width allocated to each man was two feet. Asian forced labour had been working there before us and many had died of cholera. Their decomposed bodies still lay in one corner of the camp area, and these had to be cleared up and burned. No one will ever know exactly how many civilian workers died, but it was somewhere around 100,000.

Construction of our section of the railway started immediately, our normal working day being never less than 14 hours and often 18. We worked, ate and slept without any cover, under incessant monsoon rain for the first few weeks on a daily ration, which was supposed to be 250gms of rice and a small quantity of onion stew. We never actually received the full ration since the rice was invariably rancid and full of maggots. To make things worse, the Japanese cut the ration by half for the majority who were too ill to work. In our attempt to stay alive, we resorted to eating whatever foliage we could. We succeeded occasionally in catching snakes to eat, but they were difficult to catch because they hid in bamboo thickets.

Footwear wore out, so that eventually most of us had to go barefoot. Our clothing rotted and with little covering, there was a dramatic increase in cases of jungle ulcers, caused by cuts from razor sharp bamboo splinters and bruises sustained while out working. These ulcers quickly became septic and in the more severe cases extended up to 6 to 12 inches in length, with the bone exposed. The only treatment possible was either to apply maggots or scrape them with spoons to clean out the rotting flesh. Many did not survive.

Our main task at Sonkurai was to build a three-span timber bridge on two levels, rail above and road below. A vast amount of earth and stone had to be moved for cuttings and embankments along the approaches to the bridge. The only tools we were given were chungkols and pickaxes, baskets for carrying earth and stones, and saws and axes for felling trees. There were no mechanical aids to help us with heavier work, such as moving sections of tree trunk down to the saw mill on the river bank.

We did have Burmese elephants to help us and they were clearly our close allies, because whenever the Japanese showed off by trying to take over from the Burmese mahouts, the elephant would not move a foot. These elephants, with their enormous intelligence, were for us the most lovable and helpful co-workers. They had an endearing habit of stopping work at 4 pm, egged on I suspect by the mahouts, who loathed the Japanese engineers as much as we did.

At the end of each day all tools had to be accounted for to the Japanese engineers and something was invariably missing, for which officers, as gang foremen, were the first to be beaten up. I was knocked out myself on two occasions, but I was one of the lucky ones. On returning to camp late at night we had to parade for roll call, when we had to line up the bodies of those who had died while out at work at one end to demonstrate that the numbers returning tallied with those who had gone out in the morning.

The Japanese insisted that the dead should be cremated by POWs who were too ill to work. Since this was quite beyond them, a number of us, mostly officers, took it in turns to help. It was a horrifying experience and one never to be forgotten: one lot of bodies being cremated on the fires and a steady supply of others (up to 14 per day) lined up on the ground nearby awaiting their turn. Death from cholera came so quickly that sometimes men who had been helping in the morning were themselves cremated the same evening.

Many diseases were the cause of death, but common to all were exhaustion through overwork and starvation. Beriberi was one of the more lasting diseases, which caused one’s limbs - and in extreme cases one’s whole body - to go completely numb. It left one’s feet hanging down uselessly from the ankle. We found that by tying one end of a length of liana (that cord-like jungle plant growing up trees) around our big toes and the other around our legs above the knee, our feet could be held up so that we were able, at least, to set out for work.

Operations, mostly amputations, had to be performed without any anaesthetic using sharpened table knives and a saw borrowed from the Japanese engineers for return afterwards, “properly cleaned”. Occasionally the Japanese did provide some sake (liquor) in lieu of anaesthetics. Medical supplies were non-existent, banana leaves being used for dressings.

On completion of the railway, a party of some 3000 returned to Singapore. Of our original group of 1600 to arrive at Sonkurai some 10 months before, 1200 were already dead. There were only 182 left at the end of the war.

I and several hundred others were evacuated to a so-called hospital camp at a place called Tambaya in Burma, where deaths continued at about the same level as they had been at Sonkurai. Most of them died.

Shortly after the return of the survivors to Changi, Japanese Army medical staff carried out a health check on us, passing only 125 out of 3000 as fit for light duty only, and this of course by Japanese standards. The engineers took no notice of this and ordered us to start work on construction of an airfield for kamikazi squadrons at Changi. This was like a nine-to-five job compared with what we had endured on the railway. Today the airfield lies under the main runway of the international airport.

By early 1944, we had become quite an international community - British, Australian, American, Dutch and Italian. The Americans were mostly survivors of B29 bombers shot down in raids on Singapore. The Italians had joined us rather earlier after Italy dropped out of the war. The Italians were from four submarines which had docked in Singapore just before Italy capitulated. Their commander was a Captain Grapallo, who gave me Italian lessons and became a good friend. He described to me one evening, how, when his flotilla was patrolling off the coast of Brazil, he sighted our convoy and was disappointed that it was travelling too fast for him to make a torpedo attack.

Sometime towards the end of 1944 our camp administration was shown orders from Japan for the massacre of all prisoners when the allies invaded South East Asia. For those of us on Singapore Island, the plan was for us to be taken by truck to the beaches, where we were to be machine-gunned.

One thing that helped our morale was having radios. These had been constructed to fit into chair or table legs, or for use up on the railway in the bottom half of an army water bottle, a stethoscope being used to listen to the news. Men using these were particularly brave, since they knew they would be executed if they were discovered.

It was difficult on the railway to find a power supply. We were in luck because every night a truck was parked in front of the guard hut. This was usually occupied by one sleepy Korean guard, who kept a fire going all night, which meant that he could not see anything beyond it.

A group of us took it in turn to remove the battery from the truck and carry it up to our hut in a food container, as though we were carrying rice to a late working party. After we had listened to the news, the battery was returned to the truck for recharging. This demanded special care, since one end of the hut was occupied by Japanese guards.

Sometime in the 1980s, a reservoir was built and this covers the site of our camp and the bridge we built at Sonkurai. It is, for me, a fitting epitaph to the thousands who died there.

The war in the Far East was ended abruptly by the dropping of the two atom bombs. This saved the lives not only of all allied prisoners but of hundreds of thousands, possibly millions, of others, both military and civilian of many different nationalities, not least civilians in Japan, who were starving.

I do not believe our treatment stemmed from any innate cruelty in the Japanese population as a whole. It was essentially due to brain-washing by the military commanders to ensure that the army fought with the extreme ruthlessness and brutality demanded. There were, of course, civilised Japanese who did whatever they could to help us.

I have learned that feelings of hatred among those who have to do the fighting are displayed far more by those who have never been directly involved, led by the media. Primo Levi, the well-known writer, a survivor of Auschwitz, wrote in his autobiography Is This a Man? that he regarded “hatred in itself to be bestial and that to hate the whole of any human group would be tantamount to following the precepts of Nazism”. He went on to say “I never harboured any hatred for the German people ....I do not understand, I cannot tolerate the fact that a man should be judged not for what he is but because of the group to which he happens to belong”. How I agree with every word. I would only like to add that, in the end, hatred only damages those who hate.

As Japanese troops were marched out of Singapore as prisoners shortly after its reoccupation by the Allies, they were watched by our men, by then free. One of them said to his mates “Poor buggers, now it’s their turn”. This did not reveal any hatred of the Japanese, and I found this to be true of the majority.

It is well-nigh impossible to convey the euphoria of regaining one’s freedom. An end to the constant threat of death, to have enough to eat, to have a bath, to have one’s own space and be able to go where one wanted. This euphoria was, however, tempered by a feeling of guilt that one had survived when so many thousands had died. This was as common for us as it was for the survivors of concentration camps in Europe.

We must all wonder from time to time whether our world will ever see an end to wars. Although this is highly unlikely, one can at least hope that they will not be on anything like the same scale as WW2 and that governments will learn from the appalling errors of Iraq, Afghanistan and Libya. The world clearly faces huge problems, which are global in nature - population increase, water, food and energy shortages, not to mention climate change, any one of which may well lead to war.

Mohamed ElBaradei, the Nobel Peace Prize laureate, wrote recently “our politics does not sufficiently take into account the increasingly globalized nature of society”. Governments have to wake up to the fact that regional organizations and political alliances between nations are dysfunctional. They are based on ad hoc decisions. Global problems have to be dealt with globally.

Worldwide military expenditure in 2010 alone amounted to $1.6 trillion. Official development assistance was only $129 billion. This exposes the folly of believing that international security can be enhanced by spending such an obscene amount on weapons and so little on reconstruction and development.

What then can be done to get governments to change course? I believe the younger generation everywhere has the capacity to start the process. They are far less nationalistic and more globally minded than my generation has been and, provided they use the internet responsibly, are far better equipped than any previous generation has been to influence the political classes.

I would like to end by quoting a few lines from one of John Donne’s Essays on Meditation. I am reminded of them whenever I think about war and the world we live in; they are for me especially apt. “No man is an island entire of itself; man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main; any man’s death diminishes me because I am involved in all mankind and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee”.

Harold Atcherley
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I had been greatly looking forward to going to Peking to study Mandarin prior to working in China for the Royal Dutch Shell Group, but it was not to be. By now it seemed certain that we were going to be drawn into war. I knew that I would be amongst the first to be called up for military service. I had in fact already received call up papers, as a twenty year old, in the summer of 1938 ordering me to report to a heavy anti-aircraft training regiment in Hampshire. This was under the so-called Militiaman Scheme, in typical civil service verbiage. I felt that this particular form of military employment would be exceedingly dull. Fortunately the scheme was almost immediately abandoned, when the government introduced general mobilisation, so that I never became a ‘heavy anti-aircraft gunner’, for which my weight was not, in any case, ideally suited. Today I would regard such a posting as being a relatively safe option and therefore quite attractive.

For the next few weeks I was in a form of limbo, in which Shell no longer had a job for me and I had been sent down to Teddington to work temporarily as an auxiliary fireman at the company’s Lensbury Club. At least the company continued to pay me. I was a member of a team of some six trainees, under a senior member of staff who was the Chief Fireman and knew about as little as we did about the art of fire fighting. Our duties were not onerous; all we had to do was to push the fire pump and hoses, which sat on a two- wheel trailer, out of its garage near the club house and take it down to the river bank, where one of us put one end of the hose into the water, whilst others uncoiled the main length of hose in the general direction of the club buildings. When all was ready the order was given to start the pump. This created a jet of water of considerable pressure, strong enough to need two of us to hold the nozzle and point it in whatever direction the situation might demand. Our first effort at doing this created great excitement, combined with shock and amazement on the part of several members of staff working in one of the offices, as our jet of water scored a direct hit on one of the windows facing us. We were fortunately just far enough away not to break the window. Three members of our team, who had been in the Cambridge University Air Squadron, left soon afterwards for their training as fighter pilots in the RAFVR. Two of them were killed in the first six months of the war.

There was a short gap between the ending of the militia scheme and conscription which meant that I was free either to join a Territorial Army Regiment or await conscription. I decided to take the initiative and I became a rifleman in one of the London territorial regiments, the Queen’s Westminster Rifles, which was affiliated to the King’s Royal Rifle Corps (KRRC), also known as the 60th Rifles. The regiment had originally been formed in North America in 1755 as the 60th Royal American Regiment of American Colonists. Among the more distinguished foreign officers given commissions in the regiment was a Swiss citizen named Henri Bouquet, who introduced new tactics, training and man management; battle dress, which only became universal 150 years later and unofficially, the use of the rifle to replace the smoothbore musket.

I thus embarked on my wartime military career in the late summer of 1939. The Queen’s Westminster Rifles offered two distinct benefits over the majority of other regiments in the British Army: the uniform had black buttons and belts and thus there was no brass to be cleaned and one did not have to slope arms and carry one’s rifle on one’s shoulder – a particularly uncomfortable, not to say impractical, method of carrying a gun – but carry it in one’s right hand, as one would a shopping bag. Everything has its disadvantages, however, and the regimental marching pace was considerably faster than that for most other infantry regiments. This stemmed from the fact that the KRRC and its sister regiment the Rifle Brigade (both now combined to form the Green Jackets) had been created at the time of the American War of Independence as a fast moving scouting regiment, trained to carry out all sorts of complicated manoeuvres at great speed, often at night. This meant that we had to march extremely fast taking very short steps, which always conjured up for me the image of a bunch of young secretaries, late for work, walking as fast as their high heels would carry them over London Bridge. Compared to this, the guards’ regiments have a much more relaxed and unhurried style of getting from A to B.

I reported for duty in due course with about twenty other equally apprehensive young men of similar age, at an underground gym, which had an almost invisible entrance facing the ramp, down which taxis brought passengers to catch their trains at Liverpool Street station. Here we were issued with 1917 rifles, battle dress uniform, boots, thick wool underwear, even thicker grey socks, web belts, pack, haversack, water bottle, tin hats and, to crown it all, instead of army greatcoats, which were in short supply, dark blue London Passenger Transport Board bus drivers’ overcoats. The latter had leather patches over the elbows. We did not consider that such equipment was in keeping with our status as brave young soldiers going off to war. Our initial enthusiasm was dampened further by our being issued with civilian gas masks instead of the much more professional looking khaki military version. Civilian gas masks were much smaller and were packed in little brown cardboard boxes, which might have been designed for carrying sandwiches for a lunch break. These were attached to a piece of string so that they could be carried from the shoulder.

Having changed into this new gear and packed our kit bags, we were ordered to ‘fall in’ on the ramp outside the gym by a corporal, by which time we felt like a group of bag ladies. To the fascination of a crowd of city types, which had assembled to watch these strange goings on, our corporal ordered us to ‘fall in’. This operation took some time to complete, as we struggled with our unaccustomed possessions but eventually we were brought to attention, ordered to do a ‘left turn’ followed by ‘quick march’, and headed up the ramp into Liverpool Street, behind our corporal shouting ‘left, right, left, right’. Apart from myself and one or two others, none of our little group had ever marched in formation in their lives. After a ‘left wheel’ into Bishopsgate, we came to a halt after about 100 yards in front of an ABC teashop, where we were each given a cup of tea and a bun. Thus refreshed, we were marched back into Liverpool Street station and ‘entrained’ on the District Line for Pinner, an inner London suburb consisting of rows and rows of little ‘two-up, two-down’ houses, all identical.

One of the first things we had to do was to fill our palliasses, which was an entirely unexpected experience for all of us. We were each issued with a flat coffin-shaped canvas bag, about six feet long and three across at the widest point, which we had to fill with straw to form a mattress. On ‘going to bed’ on our first night, we quickly discovered that we had all filled our bags with too much straw so that they resembled large canvas sausages, on which it was impossible to lie without rolling on to the floor. We spent our first two or three weeks in Pinner being drilled by a sergeant in the street under the eyes of the local housewives. I cannot believe that they could have been over-impressed by the sight offered. The tedium of morning drill was broken by a twenty-minute break, in which we each bought a pint of milk and a 2d apple pie, supplied by the United Dairy man, who could not believe his luck at suddenly having such valuable captive customers. He soon learned to time his arrival to coincide with our regular morning break.

In due course we ‘entrained’ again on the District Line to join the battalion, which was then billeted in St Alfred’s School at the top of Hampstead Heath. The battalion then consisted of some 500 men, considerably below strength for an infantry battalion, the full complement of which should have been some 750.We spent two or three weeks at the school, going on route marches, carrying out sentry duty and the usual round of fatigues, such as peeling potatoes, washing up and cleaning out latrines. The most unpleasant part of our training by far was bayonet practice, when we were ordered to ‘fix bayonets’ and stick them into straw-filled sacks, to the accompaniment of the most bloodthirsty noises we could muster. This however did have its funny side, since we tended to sound more like people vomiting. This caused great mirth, to the annoyance of our sergeant instructor, who did his best, without much success, to get us to take all this seriously. The only lesson I learned from it was that I would be utterly incapable of ever sticking a bayonet into anyone, however much I might be under attack.

Once our initial training had been completed, we were sent off in small groups to do what was euphemistically called ‘guarding vulnerable points’ or, as we soon called it, ‘doing VPs’. Such duties lasted forty-eight hours with two hours on guard and four off, when we had to remain fully equipped without being allowed to take our boots off. We were never able to see the point of this. We had to guard such disparate places as the railway bridges taking trains into Victoria, where we stood with trains thundering by every few minutes within a few feet of our noses; Willesden Junction signal box, where we were billeted in a District Line coach; an underground power sub-station under Leicester Square, where we were billeted with prostitutes in a house on the south side of the Square, which in those days still consisted of houses. A number of Fleet Street journalists, several well-known young actors and people working in the city had joined the battalion before war had been declared. Amongst the actors were Nigel Patrick and Frank Lawton, who was married to the musical comedy actress, Evelyn Laye. She was extremely attractive and became very popular with us when we were doing VPs in and around London, particularly at Willesden Junction, where she would frequently come up after the theatre to see her Frank, laden with whatever bottles of wine, gin or whisky she had been able to lay her hands on.

Later, we were sent to guard Woolwich Arsenal, where we had Nigel Patrick as our platoon commander. He became a leading actor after the war but he was an absolute pain as a young army officer. He had started as a rifleman in the Queen’s Westminster’s and returned to the battalion with a commission after I had joined. From the start he made himself extremely unpopular, behaving like a martinet. He tried to get us to march at the full regimental pace of 140 paces per minute. He even expected us to do this when we were returning from forty-eight hours guard duty, tired, unwashed and generally browned off with army life.

He did not succeed. As we marched out through the gates of the Arsenal on our way up the hill to the Royal Military College, where we were billeted, he would try to up the pace, whilst the three leading riflemen, who always seemed to include Rifleman Atcherley, slowed the pace to a guardsman’s stroll with the satisfying result that our platoon commander found himself marching on his own far ahead of the column. This invariably caused him to go berserk and scream at us, to our immense satisfaction. He appeared not to be aware that we were not supposed to march at the full regimental pace unless it was on a formal occasion.

We had, some weeks before, at last been issued with proper army great coats and gas masks and this made us feel rather more soldierly, but life in the ranks did not appeal to me greatly and it was not long before I saw an opportunity to do something more interesting. A notice appeared one day on the battalion office notice board calling for volunteers, who could ski, to apply for training with the Chasseurs Alpins in the French Alps, with a view to going to Norway or Finland with the ski troops. This was, for me, a heaven-sent opportunity to get away from ‘doing VPs’ and to improve my skiing. I immediately sent in my application, but to my great annoyance the battalion commander turned down my request. This prompted me, a few weeks later, to apply for a transfer to the army air reconnaissance branch, for which volunteers were being sought to train as Lysander pilots. I must have been mad since Lysanders, which were designed as observer planes, were extremely slow, flew at very low altitudes and were sitting targets for anything shooting at them from the air or from the ground. This second application was also refused, which was probably just as well.

After these disappointments, and in my quest to find more interesting things to do, I applied to join the Bren gun carrier platoon as a driver, was accepted and sent up to the tank driving school at Dunstable for two or three weeks, at the end of which we received our complement of carriers which we drove back to the East End of London where we were then stationed, guarding London Docks. Carriers were fun to drive as they could do over 50mph and were very manoeuvrable but they were absolute death traps. Unlike tanks, which were then, incidentally, steered by two levers controlling each track, carriers had steering wheels and were far more dangerous than a tank, since they were open and consequently provided no cover at all. It was rather like sitting in a square steel bath; when it rained hard one was even supplied with bath water.

My enjoyment of driving a carrier proved to be short lived, since the battalion received some 200 new recruits to build us up to strength. They had to undergo concentrated training, and were spared time-wasting chores such as peeling spuds and cleaning out latrines. This is where members of the carrier platoon came in; our carriers were parked under tarpaulin covers whilst we spent the next few weeks wielding potato peelers, buckets and mops.
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All this encouraged me to apply for a commission in the Queen’s Westminster Rifles and after an interview with a brigadier, who appeared to think that I was suitable material to be a ‘leader of men’, I was ordered a few weeks later to report to 164 Officer Cadet Training Unit, known as an ‘OCTU’, at Goojerat Barracks in Colchester. All I can recall now about this interview is being asked why I wanted to become an officer and I cannot remember how I replied. Whatever I may have said it was unlikely to have revealed the truth, which was that it was for me the only available route to a more civilised life in the army. We were a group of some 200. We lived in barrack rooms, each of which accommodated about 20 cadets so that our living arrangements continued to resemble life at boarding school. We wore our army battle dress, the only distinguishing feature being a white band worn round our forage caps to show that we were officer cadets. We were shouted at daily by our hut corporal; we were shouted at by sergeants, by warrant officers and by officers at every level. We drilled, were issued with bicycles, went out – in all weathers of course – on weapon training, on field exercises by day and night, map reading, and what were known as Tactical Exercises Without Troops or TEWTS.

Not surprisingly, life at OCTU was hard, but frequently hilarious, not least when we paraded for TEWTS complete with bicycles. We lined up two abreast and waited for the first cavalry command, ‘Prepare to mount!’, at which point we had to place our left foot on the left pedal. This was followed by the second command ‘Mount!’, when we all swung our right legs over our saddles and teetered off across the parade ground. There was no need for a further command because after ‘mounting’ we had to move in order to avoid falling off. I seem to recall that we never succeeded in getting away without at least two cadets colliding with each other. We naturally found the performance highly amusing and felt that we must resemble a bunch of women heading for the village shop. Our unmilitary behaviour annoyed our sergeant major, who told us more than once that if we wanted to become commissioned officers we had better mend our ways. In the evenings, we frequently went out to one of the surrounding pubs in Colchester, or to the canteen with our NCOs, who by then had stopped shouting at us and with whom we actually had very friendly relations.

My time at Colchester coincided with the invasion scare and half way through our training, which was supposed to last three months, about 120 of us were ordered out to the Essex coast, south of Clacton at St Osyth, to guard no less than seven miles of coastline. We were equipped with only one Bren gun between the lot of us. During the day we looked out to sea from a slit trench, which we had dug along the top of the beach, complete with a revetment of wooden planks to stop the sides from collapsing. At night we were supposed to withdraw into a small reinforced-concrete ‘pill box’ some 100 yards behind the beach. The air inside the pill box was so fetid that we always slept outside under the sky, unless it was raining. When later I was posted to the 18th Division in Norfolk, I learned that there had been no troops in reserve behind us and that there were no guns or tanks anywhere in East Anglia, this being a direct result of most of our equipment having been lost in France after the retreat from Dunkirk. I also discovered later, when I joined the 18th Division in Norwich, that there had in fact been a Newfoundland artillery battery of First World War howitzers, which was reported to have had a total of only 50 shells. Since no more shells existed, they would not have been very effective.

To my amazement I passed out second at my OCTU, being beaten into first place by a very conscientious cadet from the Royal Scots. I can only assume that I took things rather more seriously than I was conscious of at the time. Whilst I was at Colchester, I was interviewed by a colonel from the War Office, who asked me if I would consider a commission in the Intelligence Corps. I must have put down on a form somewhere that I could speak German and French. As I had very little idea what this might involve, I asked him to explain what I might have to do as an Intelligence Officer. What he had to tell me sounded more interesting than being an infantry officer and I agreed to my name going forward with the result that I was commissioned into the Intelligence Corps as a Lieutenant, rather than a Second Lieutenant, which was standard practice in line regiments.

My first posting was to the War Operations Room in the Home Office. The room was in the basement of the building, the entrance to which, as with all other Whitehall buildings, had been heavily sandbagged. There were three of us in the team and we were responsible for transmitting direct to GHQ Home Forces every hour, or more frequently if circumstances dictated, reports about all air raid damage which might affect military movement, i.e. roads, railways, bridges etc. We wrote our reports in longhand on signals forms, which we then handed to one of a number of motorcycle despatch riders, who were constantly in attendance, to take to Intelligence at GHQ, Home Forces, which at the time was stationed in St Paul’s School, then in Hammersmith.

There were normally some twenty or thirty people on duty at any one time in the Operations Room and one wall was covered by a large map of the British Isles and the northern coast of Europe from Scandinavia to central France. The Blitz had just started and as soon as information on the build-up of attacks, their strength and direction, started to come in, this was plotted on the map by a group of WAAFs (Women’s Auxiliary Air Force). The first clue as to what we might expect began to emerge on the map as the Luftwaffe bombers and fighters took off from their many airfields dotted along the continental coastal belt. As they formed up and headed towards the British coast we began to get an idea as to their likely destination. The information was not always very reliable since in those days, before electronic gadgets had been invented, we had to rely on relatively primitive equipment. Speculation naturally tended to be concentrated on London, Liverpool and Manchester but it was often impossible to know until bombs started to drop which city or target had been singled out for that particular raid.

We sat at a table at the back of the room, with our backs to the wall, which no doubt the civil servants considered appropriate for members of ‘the military’, who tended to be regarded as interlopers on their territory. The three of us were billeted in the Charing Cross Hotel and were thus able to walk to and from the Home Office along Whitehall. We walked regardless of air-raid warnings in order to report on time. One morning, shortly after the all-clear had been sounded on my way to work after a particularly noisy night, I was astounded to see a bus up ended by the blast, presumably from a land-mine, with all four wheels against the wall of the building not far from the entrance to the Cabinet Office, on the edge of a large crater in the road. Another morning I and a number of other service officers were having breakfast in the hotel dining- room, which ran along the side of the station. A stick of bombs hit the station, killing a large number of people, who had just arrived by train on their way to work, and blowing in all the windows running along the side of the dining-room. A group of us were having breakfast together at the same table when we were blown on to the floor, and after recovering from the shock found ourselves covered in bacon and eggs, toast, tea and soot, the latter blown out of the chimneys at each end of the room.

Wherever one was in Central London during an air-raid, one was subjected to the constant noise of bombs exploding and anti- aircraft guns firing, interspersed by the ear-splitting whine and crash of bombs falling close by, followed a few seconds later by the sound of falling masonry and breaking glass. Each of us did two hours on and four hours off duty for a period of some two months. Sleep in wartime is always at a premium, and when this particular assignment ended after two months, I was greatly relieved.

This was my first direct experience of being bombed and I found it terrifying. In the years to come, I was to experience many more air attacks by the Luftwaffe, the Japanese and US air forces and even one by the RAF in Thailand, which killed a number of POWs. Looking back I realise that I was unbelievably lucky that none of them hit me, but at the time I could not help wondering why they should all be picking on me; I thought it was all very unfair. The most terrifying raids of the lot were, for me, the American B27 attacks on Singapore, which we experienced when we were sent to work in the docks, if only because of the sheer number and weight of bombs dropped in a comparatively small area. It was, I suppose, some consolation that I was never bombed by the Russians.

Following my assignment in the bowels of the Home Office, I was appointed Intelligence Officer at HQ 18th Infantry Division, then stationed in Norwich, with its units spread all over Norfolk, Suffolk and Cambridgeshire. The 18th was a Territorial division and soon after my joining its strength had been built up to its full complement of some 18,000.We were being trained as a Motorised Infantry Division, its primary role in the UK being to provide rapid reinforcement at short notice, wherever needed in the event of invasion. This meant that we would be carrying out exercises all over the country. We were, I think, the only division of our type in the British Army and after about a year of frequent exercises we became quite proficient. We would find ourselves in Southern England one week, the North of England a couple of weeks later, followed by Wales or Scotland. We learned how to move at considerable speed, and bearing in mind that we were a division of three infantry brigades and all the attendant artillery, engineer, supply and medical units, with our guns, tracked vehicles, not to mention hundreds of trucks, large and small, ambulances, staff cars and motorcycles, we became quite proud of ourselves. More than once our guns and heavy transport got stuck, on one occasion on the narrow bridge over the river at Ludlow, and on another in deep snow in the Scottish Borders. Our divisional commander was a Coldstream Guards officer, Beckwith-Smith, who as a brigadier had brought the Guards Division back to England at the time of Dunkirk, after their divisional commander, Major-General Paget, I think it was, had been promoted to take command of an army corps in England. Becky, as we all called him, was promoted to Major General. He was an outstanding professional soldier and a wonderful human being, who was admired, respected and indeed loved by all who knew him. Little did any of us realize that he was later to die, quite unnecessarily, as a prisoner of war of the Japanese.

The majority of the senior staff officers at Divisional HQ were regulars and with few exceptions were highly capable. The two senior staff officers under Becky were Lt Col Hutchison, ‘Hutch’, who covered the operations side and Lt Col Dillon, ‘Andy’, who covered the administration, supply and legal side. Hutch had been a gunner and Andy, who had served in the Indian Army Service Corps, had seen action on the North West Frontier. Both were highly professional although Hutch had a singularly un-military bearing, always wearing his cap on the back of his head, being round shouldered with a paunch, and frequently being seen with a cigarette dangling from the centre of his mouth.

I joined the division as a Lieutenant and soon after taking up my appointment was promoted to Captain as a G3 (Grade 3) staff officer. As the Divisional Intelligence Officer my job initially meant that I spent a lot of time out and about at brigade and battalion level, lecturing on the German army, its organisation, weaponry and equipment, and getting to know the intelligence officers. I was, to start with, very ignorant about anything to do with the German Army, but fortunately for me, and much more important for the division, I was sent almost immediately on a War Intelligence Course at Matlock in Derbyshire. This lasted some six weeks and those attending were billeted very comfortably in Smedley’s Hydro, then a well-known and long-established health spa.

In the course of visiting all our units, I got to know Norfolk, Suffolk, North Essex and Cambridgeshire very well. This could be quite fun, since all village and town signs had been removed in order to fox the Germans, or so it was believed. I found this an enormous help in improving my map reading, which I had always enjoyed and continue to do to this day. The British authorities were reportedly unaware that the German air force was already carrying out a comprehensive programme of aerial photography covering the whole of the country, which produced highly accurate large- scale maps.

My colleagues at Divisional HQ, who were all captains, included Tufton Beamish, a regular from the Northumberland Fusiliers, who was the GSO3 operations. He and I became good friends. Not only did we have a close working relationship, but also spent a lot of time together. Another was Peter Jamieson, one of our Motor Contact Officers, who became a particular friend. Tufton and I were part of the group of some 500 ordered away from Singapore on Friday 13 February 1942, about forty-eight hours before we surrendered. He fortunately made it whereas I did not. He escaped first to Sumatra, crossing to the west coast of the island where he and a group managed to get hold of a dhow and sail to Colombo. Tufton had earlier served in France, where he had been wounded and lost a finger, so this was the second time he had avoided becoming a prisoner. After spending some time in India he was posted to the 14th Army in Burma.

There was also a very conscientious and busy subaltern by the name of Tomkinson, who wore large tortoiseshell spectacles and was a wartime officer like me. He did his best to turn himself out like a regular by buying himself a pair of field boots and riding breeches, in which he strutted around on every possible occasion. Breeches did not form part of an officer’s essential uniform in wartime and were normally only worn by regular army officers, who had them anyway. He took himself more seriously than we did and he soon became known as ‘Puss in Boots’, much to his fury. He was, like Peter, one of the three Motor Contact Officers, whose responsibility was to act as despatch riders, providing a vital link between divisional and the three brigade headquarters. They had to spend an unconscionable amount of their time dashing around the country at great speed on their Norton motorcycles. They really came into their own when radio communication failed, which it did frequently, particularly in Malaysia where radios seldom worked at all. Then there was Kerr Paxton, a Scot, who was the Divisional Education Officer, who had been with the British Council in Rome before the war. He was a great asset, being extremely well educated and highly civilised. He returned to the British Council in Rome after his release as a POW, from which experience he never fully recovered, becoming an alcoholic and committing suicide a few years later. Sadly, he was not the only one; I knew two others who never got over their experiences and did the same.

The division remained in East Anglia until late autumn 1940, when we were moved to Scotland. We had an eventful journey as it had snowed hard and much of our transport and guns got stuck for several hours in Northumberland, just south of the border - a good example of the difficulties facing any army which is foolish enough to fight a war in northern Europe in winter. We set up our Divisional Headquarters in Melrose and our units were stationed right across the Borders from Dumfries to Duns. Whilst there, we carried out several divisional exercises in the Lowlands and Highlands of Scotland and in the north of England.

North of the Firth of Forth, a large number of allied army units were stationed. They had successfully escaped from the continent and included a whole army corps of some 30,000 Poles and smaller numbers of Norwegians, Belgians and Czechs. The latter regarded exercises as being not far short of the real thing, well-illustrated on one occasion when one of our brigadiers, who had been ‘captured’ by a Czech unit, refused to give himself up and before he could drive off had the windscreen of his staff car smashed by rifle butts.

On one occasion when Becky’s ADC went on leave I was asked to stand in for him. This coincided with the Duke of Buccleuch giving a reception for the senior officers of all the allied forces stationed in Scotland, and other VIPs. Becky and his wife were naturally there and I had to attend them. It was a memorable occasion since all the Polish, Norwegian and Czech generals and other senior officers wore their full dress uniforms, their chests covered by medals from the 1914-18 war. It took one back to Europe in the nineteenth century.

Whenever we were engaged on exercises, Becky operated from his advance HQ, staffed by his operations officers, who included Hutch, GSO1; ‘Whiskers’ Sutherland, GSO2; Tufton Beamish GSO3, myself as the GSO3(I) and the three MCOs (Motor Contact Officers). Field officers, who were all those of the rank of major and above, travelled in staff cars with their own driver. The Motor Contact Officers and I were equipped with Norton motorcycles. At the rear of the convoy came a mess truck with cook and batmen, a signaller’s truck and a number of transport vehicles carrying HQ defence troops and military police. By day when the weather was fine, I thoroughly enjoyed it, but when we had to move at night, in rain or snow, with head lights blacked out on icy, winding roads, it was sheer hell. Occasionally vehicles went into ditches at the side of the road and it was amazing that none of us was killed.

We enjoyed an active social life in Melrose, thanks to the incredible hospitality of the local residents. Having had experience of being stationed in different parts of the British
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