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A Soldier Boy 
 

In 1939, the Government conscripted all men into the armed forces. There were 
about fifteen or sixteen men at Catlins but I was the only one on the staff who was 
nineteen. They didn’t want me to enlist because it would be for two years. Alternatively, 
men could join the Territorial Army, which meant training for two nights each week and 
one month each year for four years. Frank Catlin went to see my Mother and Father and 
they decided the Territorial Army was best for me so Catlins could keep me on their staff. 
I didn’t have much say in the matter. It didn’t work out as they planned. It was April 
when I joined up and was given my army number 4803100. I went two nights each week 
for drill at the barracks, exercise and gun practice on The Kesteven Girls’ High School 
Playing Grounds and within a month I was in the Isle of Man for a month’s training. On 
about the 4th or 5th of August, I was working in the office when Miss Muriel Gilbert, who 
was working on the cake counter, came into me and said,  
“Derek, there’s an officer in the shop. You’ve got to report to the barracks straight away.”  
“OK, that’s alright.”  
She went out and told him, that was alright and he went away. It was about eleven 
o’clock and I thought to myself,  
“Well, OK, if I go up there I’m not going to get any dinner, I can’t see them laying a 
dinner out for me up there,” 
I was on my own in the office so I thought I’d go home, tell my mother I’d been called up 
to the barracks and could I have some dinner. She was a bit upset of course.  
I went back to the office to put things away. In about five minutes Muriel Gilbert came 
back again,  
“Derek, this same officer is back in the shop and if you’re not up at that barracks within 
five minutes the Military Police will be here.”  
So I thought, “Well, I’d better go!”  
And that’s when I started in the army.  
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My cousin Queenie came from London to live with my mother. She had two 
small children and she came as an evacuee for several months. When I was off duty, 
while I was still in Grantham, I took her out and showed her and the children around 
Grantham. Then I was transferred, the company went to Lincoln. I think we went about 
October time to Lincoln to the Drill Hall in Broadgate. Our living conditions were 
terrible there. There was a bank opposite the drill hall and about ten of us slept in what 
was more or less the toilet, a cloakroom cum toilet. We slept on the floor in there for 
several months until the MO condemned it and then most of the lads were put in the hall 
which had been a dance hall or restaurant. They put us on the stage which was as 
draughty as could be and we were there until just after Christmas. I had my last 
Christmas at home in 1939. We moved out to fronts just after Christmas. Of course, in 
those days, everything was top secret, not like they are today, they didn’t say, “Ten 
thousand men are going to Iraq, five thousand to so and so.” Nobody knew when 
anybody was going.  

Before we went abroad, I was out with another fellow in Lincoln. We knew we 
were going abroad any day and we’d gone to the Boot’s restaurant, it was a very posh 
restaurant. After we’d had tea a waiter, all in his tails and bow tie, came across to me 
with a silver plate with a card on it. He handed me the card and I thought, 
“Good grief, what’s this.”  
It had ‘Mrs. G. Gardner’ on it and I thought,  
“What the Dickens do I do with this?” 
 I asked my mate,  
“What do you do in a case like this – what do you do when you have a card given you?” 
“I don’t know!”  
Well, I didn’t know, I looked round but I couldn’t see her. I just sat there; anyway, she 
came across to me, it was Mary Gardner’s mother. She’d been to see friends in Lincoln, 
seen me in the restaurant and she’d sent the waiter with her card. I’d no idea what to do, 
it embarrassed me rather, I’d never had anything like that happen before.  

We left behind what was called an ‘Immature Platoon’ They were the lads who 
were not yet twenty. They weren’t allowed to go into any theatre of war until they were 
twenty, they could go abroad but not into a theatre of war in those days. We were part of 
Northern Command and the Adjutant asked me if I would take all the confidential letters 
to the Post Office which was half a mile from the Drill Hall. Troops were not allowed out 
in case they escaped to miss the draft and all the Redcaps were out on patrol. I had to 
have a special pass to take the documents to post them to Northern Command York. 
Everything was strictly confidential and no-one knew when we were leaving. We 
marched out at about 2 o’clock next morning travelling from Lincoln Station to 
Southampton where we arrived at about 8 o’clock. There was a list of all the names of the 
troops who were boarding in case of trouble. 
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Off to War 
 

We boarded the SS Prague at about 10 o’clock and sailed at about 12 o’clock, 
after all our equipment and transport vehicles had been loaded. We were about four hours 
on the water. We had a destroyer escort and we had a very pleasant and easy journey 
across, I think we were looking out for u-boats. I don’t know if the King’s Own 
Yorkshire and Lancashire Light Infantry (KOYLLIs) and Yorks and Lancs were on the 
same boat, but when we arrived at Cherbourg they seemed to be on the quayside with us. 
We had never seen the KOYLLIs marching before, that’s the Light Infantry, and we were 
amazed at their speed. They marched at 140 paces to the minute where we marched at 
120.  

 I think there was a girls’ school quite near the harbour. As we marched through 
the gates to leave the harbour there were girls of about ten, eleven and twelve with 
flowers. They gave each soldier a flower which we put in our belts or in our cap badges, 
where we could, we’d got no buttonholes of course.  

We marched about two miles from Cherbourg for a meal. It was quite a hot day 
and we had full packs, about 120lb. We could hear frogs and insects all around us. I think 
we were given some soup and some bread, that was about all. Then we marched back to 
the harbour and on to the station where we were loaded into trucks. On the labels on the 
cattle trucks was written ‘8 chevaux, 40 hommes’ so they were really cattle or horse 
boxes and they held eight horses or forty men. Forty men were loaded in each and we 
started off at a very slow pace. We were given a tin of corned beef between two but no tin 
openers so we had to smash open the tins with our bayonets. Some people had three 
quarters, some a quarter and we had to spoon the meat out as best we could.  

It was quite a long journey. We didn’t know where we were going until we 
arrived at Rennes Railway Station. Luckily, I had drawn a map for my father, again using 
toilet paper, and marked about fifty squares off so I could tell them which square I was in 
when they looked at the map. I mentioned I was only smoking so many cigarettes a day 
and that was the number of the square on the map, whether it was twenty seven or twenty 
five or fourteen. Other people had their own ideas to let their know families where they 
were. A lot of people had visitors with names like ‘Rene’. They started off ‘Rene liked so 
and  
so’.         

Before I go on about Rennes, I’m going to tell you something of the make up of 
the British Army at the time as it may help readers later. The 6th. Battalion of the 
Lincolnshire Regiment, of which I was a member, was in the 36th. Division. A division 
was made up of three brigades, 137, 138 and 139 brigades. 138 brigade was the Brigade 
that the Lincolns were in. Each Brigade was made up of nine Battalions; that’s nine 
battalions to a division. The King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry (The KOYLLIs) were 
in our Brigade, also the Yorks. and Lancs. and the 6th. Battalion the Lincolnshire 
Regiment. I’m not sure who were in the other two Divisions; I know The Sherwood 
Forresters were and The Warwickshire Regiment, but I’m not sure about the others.  

When we were in England we had the word Lincoln on our epaulettes and on our 
shoulders was the Divisional Headquarters badge, an oak tree. Underneath that we had 
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two red horizontal bars because we were the middle brigade; 137, 138, 139, we were the 
middle of those. We were the tenth oldest regiment in England and we had a big red 
saltire cross. After that, Non Commissioned Officers (NCO’s) had chevrons (stripes) on 
their sleeves, sergeants’ three stripes, corporals’ two stripes or lance corporals one stripe. 
At the bottom of the sleeve a red chevron to show each year of war service. I had five 
because I was in throughout the war. The war must have lasted five and a half years, 
nobody had six because the war didn’t last six years.  

Each Battalion had roughly a thousand men in it and each company, A B C and D, 
had about 120 to 130 men, apart from the Headquarters company, they were made up of 
clerks, cooks, signalmen, pioneers, bren gun carriers, mortars, and intelligence section.  
‘A’ Company started off with seven, eight and nine platoon, I was in seven platoon, ‘B’ 
Company ten, eleven twelve and so on, ‘D’ Company, the last Company was 16, 17 and 
18.  
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             When we arrived at Rennes, an advance party went ahead to set up camp and to 
put up the tents. Several of our NCO’s, with one officer, went in to The Maginot Line  
just to see what things were like there. The KOYLLIs and Yorks and Lancs were not with 
us, they must have been on either side of Rennes. Where we trained was like Belton Park 
without the house. The tents, which held about eight people, feet against the pole of 
course, were in rows but not exactly straight rows in case the enemy came with their 
aeroplanes and strafed straight down the line. The whole place was fully tented. We 
didn’t have a Navy, Army and Air Force Institute (NAAFI) there but we had our own 
little tent with beer and cigarettes and chocolates or sweets in. The tent was called the 
Regimental Institute.  

Once, when I was the duty NCO along with a duty sergeant, we had to take the 
truck to Rennes to collect fifty or sixty cases of beer and cigarettes from the brewery. The 
first time we went we weren’t too happy because neither of us could speak French very 
well and did everything on our fingers. There were dozens and dozens of trucks from 
other units all around and civilian trucks. We had to queue and then load the goods  
ourselves. No money passed hands but we had some paperwork to fill in and leave with 
them and some to bring back to a major in our Battalion. How they were paid I don’t 
know. About a month later on I had to go on my own, the sergeant wasn’t available, I 
wasn’t too happy about that but I managed quite well, loaded all the requirements and 
returned to the camp.  

We had talks about the French and I can remember very well the Medical Officer 
having us all together to tell us about the brothels. We weren’t to go in or else we might 
catch a disease that was awkward to control. So we looked at the pictures outside but 
didn’t do more than that.  I can remember very well Lou Praega and his band were there. 
One night I went with some friends to what I think was a massive picture house and he 
was playing there with his band. We enjoyed that thoroughly. We quite often went into 
Rennes at night. I’m not sure how big it was but I should think it was probably about the 
size of Nottingham. There were plenty of restaurants and we went into one or two. The 
coffee there was very black and wasn’t served in cups, it was served in bowls like soup 
bowls with a handle each side. On one occasion two French men came across to our table 
and asked us if we spoke Esperanto, the language that all Europe should have spoken, a 
common language.   

May 10th. was a critical day when the Germans broke through the Belgian and 
French lines. We were quite a way from the Front but we were marched into Rennes 
station and again loaded into cattle trucks. Of course, the journey wasn’t so good this 
time because as we drew nearer to the front we had to be careful of the aircraft. The 
German aircraft ruled the roost absolutely, we never saw a British or French aeroplane at 
all, and the dive bombers were soon on us. Every time they raided us we had to stop the 
train. Whether the train roofs were marked with colours I don’t know, but during raids we 
stopped often waiting in tunnels while the raids were on. We were within, I think, about 
ten or twenty miles from the front, crossing into Belgium, when we passed, very slowly, 
troop trains returning with wounded. Of course, it was not a very encouraging sight, men 
with heads bound up, arms in slings and crutches, blood all over the place and we were 
going up while they were coming down.  

 
Ed. The Maginot Line was a line of fortification built along the eastern borders of France in the years 
preceding the 1939 – 45 war. It was named after André Maginot, the French War minister. 
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After a slow and arduous journey, with the Luftwaffe trying to bomb and machine 
gun the trucks, we were eventually within about five or six miles of the front lines when 
we de-trained onto a side road. This was full of refugees fleeing from the Germans. They 
were coming down into France on both sides of the road with horses and carts, handcarts, 
barrows, prams, girls and women with babies at the breast, cages of rabbits and hens, 
everything they could think of. We were going up in single file next to them using both 
sides of the road; in the middle were the French guns pulled by horses. Two horses pulled 
a small artillery gun and four horses pulled a larger one. I can see now the nets at the 
back of the gun carriages carrying the oats. This went on for miles, trudging, so the road 
was absolutely crowded and, of course, the Nazi air force just came down when it liked 
and machine gunned anyone and everyone. Nobody could escape because there wasn’t 
room, people were on the ground dead and there were graves at the side of the road where 
people had passed before. It was really a schemozzle. We were told that amongst the 
refugees were Nazi’s dressed as monks and clergymen, spying and trying to get behind 
our lines. I don't know if that was true.  

Eventually we were left on our own, ahead of the refugees. We still, of course, 
had the French artillery with us. We formed up a defensive line because we understood 
that the Germans were moving round the sides of us. Our dispatch riders were not getting 
through to Headquarters and an officer asked me if I would sit on the back of a dispatch 
rider’s motorbike to guard him while he went to Headquarters. Well, I didn’t think much 
to that! I sat on the back, the dispatch rider was doing about forty miles an hour. I 
couldn’t hold on, I had my gun across my knee and I could only fire to my left hand side. 
If the Germans had fired from the right hand side I would have had to take my gun over 
the dispatch rider’s head. I would never have hit anybody aiming from my waist. After 
we arrived back safely I said to the officer, 
“I’m not doing that again, it’s a load of rubbish.”  
He agreed, eventually!  

We formed a defensive line with the French soldiers, the artillery was behind us 
and the German tanks were about a mile away. Freddy Raines and I were asked to go out 
about three hundred yards to the right hand side to cover our troops with a Boyes anti 
tank gun. Weighing about fifty pounds and with a long spout, it was really not a very 
suitable gun in the circumstances. Anyway, we took this out with us and settled down. 
Had we fired, it would have taken our shoulders off. After about half an hour we saw the 
German tanks approaching. Captain Porter came dashing up calling,  
“Come back, this gun will be no good for those tanks.”  
We lifted it up and ran back to A Company which retreated about a mile. 

We never really knew where the enemy were because they were very mobile. 
Whereas we were on foot, they were in transport all the time and pushing around the 
sides of us. We were about a quarter of a mile from the town of Abbeville when the 
Germans flew over in their hundreds dropping bombs all round and on the church. The 
church went up just like a bomb; we were told that the French had stored a lot of shells in 
there. No doubt the Germans knew about that so they bombed the church and blew it up 
completely.  

We managed to advance to a town in Belgium, Popperinghe, and we were in 
trenches there for some time until it became too hot for us. The tanks, the shells and the 
German air force were banging away at us; eventually we had to retreat, although we held 
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on for some considerable time. We were sleeping where we could, in fields, ditches and 
hedge bottoms. It was very cold at night and we were just on groundsheets, nothing else. 
It was very cold indeed. We had to patrol to make sure that the Germans weren’t too 
close to us. At this time, if people were A1 that was O.K. That was the physical side of it, 
but they weren’t all A1 mentally, unfortunately. I had one person in my section who was 
only about 95%, Henry Bills, who always spoke with a plumb in his mouth. We never 
knew what he was talking about, or what he would do next. We found out that these sort 
of people always wanted to be next to the leader, which I was at the time, a lance corporal 
and section leader. When we went out on night patrols to see if the Germans were in the 
same wood as we were I wasn’t very happy to be in front with him next to me when our 
rifles had to have safety catches off and a bullet up the spout. You only had to cough or 
trip with your finger on the trigger and that was it. I had more chance of being shot from 
behind, I think, at the time.. 

We had to withdraw to the Eske Canal which was about eight times wider than 
the Nottingham – Grantham Canal. We were in trenches; the Germans were on the 
opposite bank with their mortars, belting us pretty well at the time. We were there for 
about two days, hanging on, which was about all we were doing. There were some 
beautiful white houses behind us on the bank. Behind them there were very rough houses, 
like those before the war on Wharf Road, with gratings for the coal in front. We were 
taking quite a beating and we had orders to go into the cellars to rest for two or three 
hours, while we waited to be relieved. Of course, we didn’t know then that we were being 
surrounded. We were about fifty miles from Dunkirk but we’d never heard of Dunkirk. 
My section plus one or two other sections went into these houses and I’d just walked in  
when someone shouted,  
“Lance Corporal Birch, there’s a parcel for you.”  
How it reached there I would not know, it must have followed me round and round and 
round. Anyway, it was a parcel from my Mother and  Father with a letter in and a tube of 
Brylcreem. Well, I’d no sooner opened it and read the letter than we had instructions to 
take off all our equipment bar two rounds of ammunition, a rifle and bayonet and take our 
wallets out. They were digging a hole in the garden into which we had to throw 
everything, to bury it because we were being surrounded and were likely to be captured. 
We had to shed all forms of identification.  
I thought,  
“Well, I’m not going to waste this Brylcreem!”  
So I said to the lads,  
“Hold your hands out,”  
They all lined up, about ten of them, and I squeezed some Brylcreem into everybody’s 
hand. They put it on their heads and put their tin hats back on. I lost all my letters, 
postcards, photographs and a bit of money. Mary Gardner had sent me some cuttings 
from the Journal, I think they had put on a big show at Marco’s, probably a month or so 
before, a variety show that she was in. There were some pictures of her in different poses 
but everything had to go into the hole, be covered up and then we had to get out quick. 
The only other thing I kept beside my rifle, bayonet and fifty rounds of ammunition was 
my toothbrush and I shoved that in my trouser pocket. 

They said we were about fifty miles from the coast and we had to reach there as 
soon as possible or we’d be captured. We didn’t know it was Dunkirk, we only knew it 
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was near the Coast. I had several of my men taken from me to bolster other platoons and 
we gained two RAMC, that’s Medical Corps, who, I think, had been lost somehow. One 
was a Corporal and one was a private with glasses who was sobbing all the time. I think 
probably the air raids and the shelling had got to him a bit and he wasn’t feeling too 
good. His Corporal didn’t grumble at him but you could see he was exasperated with him 

We marched about thirty miles that day and, of course, the German dive bombers 
were at us all the time. Once or twice we went into forests out of the way. We were very 
annoyed with the French soldiers because if we saw a German scout aeroplane looking 
round we’d hurry into the forest. The French soldiers would fire at it with bullets that 
shone so the pilots knew we were there. Then, after about twenty minutes, fifty or sixty 
dive bombers would come to drop bombs and to dive and machine gun us. The French 
were too excitable.  

We had to form another defensive line and stay there for another couple of days to 
let other troops that had been higher up come through our lines to reach the coast. We 
still didn’t know it was Dunkirk but we knew it was the coast because we saw all the 
German planes going to bomb and machine gun and we knew they were going to the 
coast. 

Due to enemy pressure, we again had to withdraw and form a perimeter about ten 
miles from the coast. We had to remain there for twenty four hours. During this time, we 
let through a lot of the more forward troops. The guards came through us and one or two 
other units. We weren’t bothered so much with the dive bombers and the bombers 
because they were going overhead to the coast. Of course, we didn’t realize they were 
bombing the little boats that were taking the British Expeditionary Forces (BEF) back to 
England, trying to sink them, damage them and kill all the troops on the boats. We were 
bothered with the long range shelling as this was becoming more prolific. When the 
shells came over we were in trenches but we were told the Germans couldn’t hit the same 
spot twice. When the shells burst and the smell, the heat and the smoke had died down, 
providing it was deep enough, we used to nip in their shell holes.  

It must have been on the Thursday night, getting towards the 28th or 29th of May, 
when we were told we could retreat to the coast. We were about ten miles from the 
outskirts of Dunkirk at maybe 7 or 8 o’clock in the morning. We found it absolutely in a 
mess. I don’t think the town was as big as Grantham, more like Sutton on Sea or 
Mablethorpe, I think, that sort of size. We went through what was probably the High 
Street and the shops on both sides were on fire. We had to walk along the middle of the 
road to avoid being scorched. The shop windows were broken and the flames were 
coming out on both sides. There were dead horses and dead people on the road. I don’t 
know if there had just been a raid but all the telegraph wires were down. You know how 
straight they are but when they come down they curl up and they were curling up and 
spinning like a top. I think they’d have cut us to pieces if we’d got near them. We had to 
avoid them and they were all over the road, whizzing round like tops. Gradually we 
reached the beach at the back of which there was a row of seven or eight oil tanks 
burning and belching thick black smoke. The High Street was alight, the town was on fire 
and there was black smoke coming from the oil tanks.  

When we looked out on the sea it was very calm, there wasn’t a thing on it, there 
wasn’t a speck of anything. We knew we’d arrived too late. There were about, I would 
think, two hundred and fifty soldiers on the beach. A mixed batch, probably a couple of 
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dozen Lincolns, artillery, engineers, KOYLLIs, all a mixed race. All we saw were two 
Officers from the Lincolns, and I learnt later on that most of our people had got away 
about the 25th or 26th May. After the war, I was talking to Raymond Crisp, a friend of 
mine who was in the Transport Section, he was picked up by a little boat on the 25th May 
and landed at Ramsgate. Troops landed all along the South Coast, at villages and seaside 
towns. Of course, it depended where we were in the line, some people were lucky enough 
to get away. I was just one of the unlucky ones at the time.  

When we arrived at the beach there were two of our officers there, an adjutant and 
a Major Jones who was second in command. The only two, as far as I know, who were 
left behind. They instructed us,  
“Queue up in the water.”  
I found a couple of mates, a Lance Corporal Shafe from B Company and Lance Corporal 
Chantry from Transport and we stuck together most of the time. After about half an hour 
queuing waist deep in the sea I said to them,  
“What’s the point in wading in the water, waist high, when there’s just nothing there?”  
We went back and sat on the beach and others did the same later on, after realizing there 
was nothing coming. Of course, the German Air force came occasionally but they didn’t 
think it was really worth doing anything with us, there were so few of us. They bombed 
and they machine gunned a few times but we dispersed over about half a mile. Two 
hundred and fifty soldiers dispersed over half a mile was very sparse.  

We decided we’d be better off in the sand dunes at the back where there was a lot 
of heavy, long grass. Occasionally, we went back on the beach to see if there were any 
boats but nothing came. The sea was absolutely perfect but not a thing was on it at all.  
Throughout Friday and Saturday we kept having little raids from the Germans, and the 
long range shells came in occasionally, but nothing serious. On the Saturday we noticed a 
white boat on the beach, it was a launch about twenty foot long. We’d seen it before but 
hadn’t bothered with it. We had an idea that if there were enough of us we could float it. 
About twenty or thirty of us tried to push it the fifty yards to the sea but it just wouldn’t 
budge. Lance Corporals Shafe and Chantry and I sat under it for a bit until I suddenly 
remembered it was painted white all over and I said, 
“I don’t think we’re going to be too safe here. It’s a bit of a landmark!”  
On the Saturday night we went back into the sand dunes and when we returned on 
Sunday morning the boat had been blown up so it was a good thing we hadn’t stayed 
under it. If we had launched it we wouldn’t have sailed the right way because we had no 
idea where we were. We’d never heard of Dunkirk, we didn’t realize it was so far east 
and I think we’d have gone straight up and landed at the North Pole if we had got it away.  

On Sunday afternoon, the Germans came over again but instead of dropping 
bombs they dropped leaflets to tell us that we were surrounded and were to give 
ourselves up. Well, we had no option in any case because, with the sea empty in front, all 
the oil tanks burning behind us and the Germans on each side, we had no option. We just 
ignored the leaflets, we read them, they were in English of course, and threw them down. 
At about 10 or 11 o’clock on Sunday night, the Adjutant, Bill Hasty, one of the Lincolns, 
came along about half a mile saying, 
“There’s a boat coming in, go along that way.” 
Bill Hasty was forty five and about 6ft. tall. He looked terrible, doubled up and ashen. 
He’d probably had nothing to eat either. Then we saw for the first time that there was a 
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mole, a little jetty. It was just like Sutton on Sea, but with a little mole sticking out. 
Apparently, the destroyer had crept in on the other side of the mole, it must have been 
high tide or it wouldn’t have managed. Gradually we worked our way along the mole. 
The tide was high so the boat was a bit high and we were all too tired to climb over. The 
sailors lined the side of the boat, grabbed us by the scruff of the neck and the seat of the 
pants, hauled us over like pigs or fish and dumped us on the deck. This was about 
midnight in June, I think June the 2nd or 3rd. It was never really dark, so they wanted to 
get underway quickly because the German aircraft were near and had started bombing 
and machine gunning. We moved off within half an hour. We hadn’t been on the boat 
more than five minutes when all the guns started firing. I asked a sailor,  
“What’s the matter?”  
“They’re dropping mines in front of the boat.”   
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Back on Home Soil 
 

The Captain had to zigzag to miss the mines and go a long way along the coast. I 
thought we’d go straight across to Folkestone, about twenty miles, but we must have 
sailed seventy or eighty miles. We didn’t land at Dover until 7 or 8 o’clock in the 
morning. Once there we disembarked, went up a lot of steps and there were the WVS at a 
table with a tea urn and some sandwiches. They gave us a cup of tea and a sandwich, the 
first we’d had since Thursday, four days before.  

You remember my telling you I rode at the back of a dispatch rider’s bike in 
France, well Lawrence Hudson was the dispatch rider and he must have been at Dunkirk 
although I didn’t see him. His father used to come to 191 on alternate nights to see if I’d 
arrived home because his son hadn’t. My father used to go to his home on alternate nights 
to ask if Lawrence had arrived home.  

I think, I’m not sure about this, we were put on three ton lorries, fifteen or twenty 
of us at once, there must have been ten or eleven lorries waiting. I was with the other two 
lads, Chafe and Chantry. There were only three Lincolns on this lorry and I think we 
must have gone to the station, we couldn’t have gone all the way to Hampshire from 
Dover. There was a special train waiting for the soldiers who were last to be picked up. 
The fuss the people made of us was incredible, we just didn’t expect it. As the train went 
along, on all the platforms, ‘Welcome Home British Expeditionary Force’ and on the 
streets ‘Welcome Home’ and ‘Pleased to see you BEF’ and at the railway crossings, big 
banners across the road, big banners across the railway tracks. We just couldn’t 
understand it because we were a beaten army. We’d done nothing right at all, although, to 
be fair, we were not well equipped, and yet we were classed as more or less heroes. It 
was silly really, but the welcome was amazing.  

We stopped at a station and stacked all our weapons on the platform. They’d been 
in water, in sand, they’d been firing, they were filthy. At a later station we were given 
rifles that had been cleaned. At another station some girls boarded and gave us each two 
postcards. They  told us we could write as if they were a telegram, just limited words, put 
the address on the back and they’d send telegrams for us. I wrote to my Mother and 
Father, just said, ‘Back in England. Had a rough time. Am O.K.’ and I did the same to 
Mary Gardner. Our messages were transferred onto telegrams a bit later on and I think 
when the telegram boy arrived, probably the 2nd, 3rd, 4th June, my Mother fainted. I think 
she thought I’d been killed. Hudson, apparently, was on the same boat as I was and he 
came home the same time as I did so he was alright as well. Most of them arrived home 
towards the end of May including the General Officer Commanding. I’ve read since that 
he was home on the 25th. May.  

We were taken to Ash Vale near Aldershot, a large camp where the Canadians 
were stationed. I think there were only about fifty of us dropped there and the rest must 
have gone to other camps. First of all they gave us a meal and then they took us to their 
tents, told us we could use their blankets and we had to have twenty four hours sleep. 
They gave us their shaving kits, knives and forks and other equipment. Before we could 
sleep we had to line up because Anthony Eden wanted to shake hands with us all and tell 
us we’d done a very good job. We’d held the Germans back and wasted their time which 
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gave them a chance in England to sort things out. Whether the Canadians went away on a 
course I don’t know but we used their kit and we didn’t see much of them at all. The 
three of us were in a tent on our own and we were next door to some Scots lads from the 
Blackwatch and some artillery people. We were told that in three days time, this was still 
Monday afternoon, on Thursday we were to report at the gate where there would be a 
blackboard listing where our units were. We had to report for railway warrants to travel 
to join the Lincolns. We had about twenty four hours sleep, shaved off our beards, we 
hadn’t shaved for about a week. The next day we felt a lot better, although all our clothes 
were in a terrible state because we’d been rained on, we’d walked through water and 
canals, slept in ditches and barns, been in seawater, our boots were in a terrible state. All 
we’d brought were our tin hats, our khakis, our boots, rifles and I’d got my toothbrush in 
my pocket, that was all.  

The next day we decided to go to Aldershot which was about two miles away and 
an enlistment centre for the army. We rather made fools of ourselves. It was Market Day, 
everybody was busy, the streets were crowded with people. There were MP’s looking 
smart in battledress, caps and badges. We were scruffy, tin hats on and, of course, the 
MP’s came up to us,  
“What are you doing like that, looking scruffy?”  
“Well, if you’d been where we’ve been you’d look scruffy!”  
When they realised where we’d come from they were quite nice to us. Where we made a 
fool of ourselves, an aeroplane flew over very low. Well, all we’d been used to was 
aeroplanes with Germans and the three of us dived under two cars that were parked in the 
gutter. We stayed under the cars for a while but nothing happened, no guns were firing, 
we looked at each other and gradually stood up, people were staring at us. We just felt 
fools because they’d never had a German aircraft come over there at all, they had all 
English aeroplanes, we’d had nothing but German so every time an aircraft came over we 
thought it was German. 
 
 

                      

 
On leave at 191 Harlaxton Road after he 

returned from Dunkirk in June 1940. 
 

He was still wearing the clothes he fought 
in. New clothing was not issued until he 

went to Manchester at the end of his leave. 
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From Aldershot we were given 48 hours leave before we went to Manchester 
where the Regiment was trying to re-group and re-equip. 6th Battalion soldiers were sent 
to Manchester from the various rest camps they’d been in throughout southern England. 
When Chafe, Chantry and I arrived in Manchester at 7 or 8 o’clock at night we were met 
at the station by a civilian, I don’t know who he was, who said he didn’t know where they 
were going to put us for the night. He took us by tram to Bellevue, into the zoo, telling us 
we’d have to stay there for the night until they could sort things out. He gave each of us a 
straw palliasse and we went into a big arena where all the cages were, the lions, tigers 
and monkeys. We lay down in the middle, where visitors walked to view the animals. We 
didn’t have a very good night because the lions were roaring, the tigers were roaring and 
the monkeys were chattering. We had a bad night thinking the lions and tigers were going 
to escape and eat us. We were collected next morning and taken to register at the Orderly 
Room which was in a hospital in Piccadilly. We had to give them details of who we were, 
where we’d landed and to which camp we’d been sent before going on to Manchester. 
We were given 48 hours leave while they sorted everything out. I can’t remember having 
any money at all. They gave us warrants and we went to the station to catch our 
respective trains. I think it was about 4 o’clock by the time I left. At Sheffield there was a 
raid and we stayed for several hours for the all clear; the engine’s fire had to be 
extinguished during the raid. I arrived at Grantham at 4 o’clock in the morning, still 
wearing the clothes I’d worn in Dunkirk and with my tin hat, rifle and ammunition, I had 
no shaving kit or anything like that. 

I think my mother had been on duty with the WVS because I wasn’t long waking 
her up. I went to the back door and then the front door and rattled about a bit. I couldn’t 
tell her I was coming home because I didn’t know myself. Of course she was very 
pleased to see me and we went for a walk up the back gardens for a little while so as not 
to wake my father and sister. I told her everything that had happened; we went indoors at 
about 7 o’clock where my mother made tea. I had a bath and a shave with my father’s kit 
and I think I went to bed for a day.  

The next day I had to go back to Manchester where things had settled down a 
little bit. Troops had arrived from different parts of the South Coast. My mate Raymond 
Crisp had arrived on a paddle steamer at Ramsgate about the 26th May and a lot had 
landed in small boats along the Dorset Coast and the Cornish Coast. They hadn’t had 
transport available, as I had from Dover and Folkestone, so they had to make their own 
way until they were picked up and sent to a rest camp. We amalgamated and went to The 
Ardwick Drill Hall where we stayed for about a week, still with no equipment, although I 
think we must have been given cutlery and some shaving gear. We still had tin hats, rifles 
and ammunition which we had to take wherever we went because we had nothing else to 
wear. The people of Manchester were marvellous to us. Of course they recognised us 
because we were the only soldiers with tin hats and looking scruffy. We didn’t pay a 
penny on the buses or the trams, the conductors just ignored us, women stood up and 
offered their seats to us, we didn’t always accept but they said we looked tired, as if we 
needed to sit down. We went to the cinema twice, we didn’t pay but we had to take our 
rifles and tin hats in with us. Twice I went to Bellevue Speedway but I wasn’t thrilled 
with it, although there were big crowds, because there were four riders doing four laps 
and whichever rider got away first and took the inside lane always won. I couldn’t see 
any fun in that at all.  
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We were there two or three weeks. I went to one or two dances where I met Joan 
Beswick. We danced quite a lot together and I was going to meet her one Sunday lunch 
time because I knew I’d be off duty. She’d given me her ‘phone number but at 12 o’clock 
on that Sunday we moved camp and I couldn’t contact her. We went to Stobbs Camp on 
the Scottish/English border. It was The Cheviot Hills but to us they were like mountains. 
It was a terrible place; we had to do a lot of training there and we got no sleep at night 
because all around us in the valleys different Scots Regiments were playing bagpipes. I 
decided I’d drop a line to the girl. On the envelope I put ‘Miss Joan Beswick, 
Manchester, and at the bottom I put her ‘phone number. It’s unbelievable but it arrived. 
She wrote to me for about two years, she used to send me the Picture Post Magazine 
which was very useful when I was stationed in villages where there wasn’t anything. 

They told us the reason we’d lost in France was because we weren’t fit. We had to 
train up and down the hills for fitness and we had a rough time. Of course, the reason we 
lost was because our equipment was antique. We had Boer War and 1914 rifles and the 
French had their big guns pulled by horses so what could we do?  

We were at Stobbs Camp about a month, it was three miles from Hawick, and at 
night we used to go into the town. Hawick Station was over the High Street. The 
platforms were on one side, from the bridge the Station master could look across the 
other side and see us walking down the High Street. The last train to Stobbs Camp was at 
about 10 o’clock when all the lads were coming out of the pub. The Station Master used 
to stop the train and tell us he’d hold it for five minutes so we had to rush up the High 
Street, on to the platform and the train otherwise we’d have a three mile walk.  

From Stobbs Camp we went on to Cupar in Fifeshire. Beside training there we 
had a large section of coast to defend, from the River Tay to the Forth Bridge including 
St. Andrews. We used to practise entraining and detraining from buses at St. Andrews 
and finding our positions. That went on for several months. I was stationed in a large 
house, Bellfield House. It was empty except for massive chandeliers in some rooms. We 
slept on the floor, there was nothing else there. I was rather lucky because a sergeant 
came in one day, I was still a lance corporal, and he said there were some very nice 
houses nearby where two school teachers had offered to let two soldiers have a weekly 
bath if we took our own soap and towel and they’d give us tea. I was chosen together 
with a chap called Harry Genders. At five o’clock we walked about a quarter of a mile 
down the road. I’m not sure if they were sisters, they were about 30/35 years old, they 
welcomed us, showed us where the bathroom was. It must have been a very good boiler 
because both baths were red hot and then we went downstairs for tea. We left them at 
about 6.30 p.m. We did that six times I should think, it made quite a nice change and we 
were clean for once.  

One night, four of us went to the local park, just for a walk, Raymond Crisp, 
Albert Drage and a lad from B Company whose name I forget. In the park were two 
tennis courts and there were four girls playing, in their middle to late twenties, I was just 
twenty. We stood watching for some time and they came across to ask if any of us played 
tennis. We’d all played; the lad from B Company was red hot, better than anyone else. 
They said it was The Cupar Tennis Club. The captain was called Mary, she was about 
twenty five, she said all the male club members had been called up and they were tired of 
playing by themselves. They played most nights and were anxious to find some men 
members. There were plenty of racquets and shoes there and we could join them if we 
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wanted. We went to the pavilion and kitted ourselves up and had a good night. We went 
two or three times a week as duties permitted. The captain, Mary, told us she was 
marrying that year. Her future husband was manager of Boots at Norwich, she worked for 
a Government Office in Cupar. After three or four visits she asked if I’d do her a favour. 
She had to be away for three or four days and her cousin was going to stay with the 
family. She was only sixteen and Mary was supposed to be looking after her. She wanted 
to see The Wizard of Oz which had just come out. Her parents weren’t filmgoers so if she 
paid for both tickets would I take her? Mary showed me where she lived and we arranged 
that I would collect her cousin at about 7 o’clock. Her name was Margaret Hunter and 
she was a High School girl. I took her to the film and home again but I didn’t see her any 
more. It was nice to think that somebody trusted me to take her cousin.  

One night we were all playing, it would be about the middle of September, and 
the Military Police rushed up shouting,  
“Report back to your units! Report back!” 
 They thought there was going to be an invasion from Norway. We had to go back 
to our billets where buses were waiting to rush us out to the coast once we’d collected 
weapons. We were there for 48 hours and then returned to camp. It was a false alarm; I 
think boats had accumulated in the Norwegian Sea and worried the Commanders.  

On October the 27th, my birthday, we moved on to Hawick. I had a reasonable 
time there because I played a lot of table tennis and some rugby and there were plenty of 
places to visit. The battalion formed a Table Tennis Team, the local people were keen on 
table tennis. There were four of us in the team. Sergeant Money wasn’t the best player 
but he was good and we chose him as Captain. The Hawick Team played in The Crown 
Hotel which was only for officers. In some pubs and restaurants there were notices 
‘Officers Only’, I remember it happened in Lincoln. You can imagine when a sergeant 
and three privates walked through they turned up their noses and looked as if we 
shouldn’t be there. We played in a back room. We didn’t beat the Hawick team but 
afterwards they said we should have a drink. The officers weren’t too pleased when we 
walked in and sat among them but they couldn’t do anything about it. 
 I went to several dances there and met Betty Mather. She was about 5ft. 10ins., 
just the right size for me. I didn’t take her out anywhere but when I was in hospital her 
mother sent me a big ginger cake. I didn’t know I’d left her my address, she got it from 
somewhere. I think my mother thanked her but I didn’t go anywhere with that. I’m just 
surprised that she knew where I was.  

 I was given leave before I transferred to Scotland. On my last evening I 
visited Mary Gardner before I caught the train. Trains were packed with troops and her 
father, Grantham’s Station Master, made sure that I had a seat. As we travelled, the coach 
began to fill with officers – I hadn’t realised I’d been put in a first class carriage. The 
ticket collector wasn’t impressed – he told me the Station Master didn’t run the railway, 
but he left me there. By the time I arrived at my destination I was so embarrassed that I 
left my rifle under the seat. I lost my stripe for that! 
 We moved to Cambridgeshire, camped in several villages. We didn’t like it there, 
it was dark in the villages and there was nothing to do. One was Fowlmere, just a landing 
strip, another was Little Shelford, miles from anywhere. Some villagers worked in the 
colleges; we weren’t too thrilled with them. I went to Holt on a NCO’s course where I 
achieved an above average mark. There was A,B,C and D. A was distinction which 
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nobody was given, B was good so I really got the top mark. I went on a Junior Leaders 
course at Holt or Bungay and again was above average.  
 We moved again to a little town called Diss in Norfolk where I had a little bit of 
trouble. We were the only Company there and we had our meals in a marquee in Diss 
Market Place. We were in a small hall well out of town. The men were in the main hall 
but there was a little kitchen where we three NCO’s were. Luckily there was a gas stove 
in there and we had it on most of the night. One day the officer decided we’d have a 
boxing tournament and he told the NCO’s to marry the thirty or so men up for size and 
we’d start. Only two or three rounds, fifteen little bouts. Towards the end there was one 
of the NCO’s and me. I weighed about ten stone and was 6ft 2ins, like a beanpole. He 
was about thirty four and weighed fourteen or fifteen stone. I had no option but to fight 
him. I lasted the first round using defensive tactics. In the second round he caught me in 
the solar plexus and I went down like a log. I think it took about five of them to pick me 
up and ten minutes to bring me round. It didn’t do me any harm, they said if I could stand 
that I could stand anything.  
 From there we were on manoeuvres. At first we weren’t sure if we were on the 
attacking or defending side, you weren’t told things in those days. My platoon, we were 
told later that we were on the defensive side, were out maybe 7 or 8 miles from Diss, near 
a farmhouse. I was on one side of a crossroads with my section of ten men, the other two 
sections were on the other side of the road by the farmhouse. They were lucky because 
they had a barn. We were there about three days, in ditches. After we’d been back two or 
three days and some of the lads said,  
“Would you like an egg for breakfast, corporal?”  
Of course, I said I would. This went on for several days, I could see there were plenty of 
eggs about but I thought nothing of it. About a week later Captain Barrel received a letter 
from the farmer where the other two sections had been. Apparently, while they were there 
his hens hadn’t laid. What he meant was that he’d had no eggs. Of course all the lads had 
had the eggs. On Sunday afternoon a sergeant came down and said,  
“Captain Barrel wants to see you all separately, one at a time. I’ve got to take you to the 
Company Office and you’re not to come back here when he’s interviewed you.”  
 My lads hadn’t had any eggs because we were the wrong side of the road. 
Luckily, one of the lads escaped and came back and warned us what was going on. The 
lad who’d given me eggs for breakfast said, 
“I owned up to taking some eggs but I didn’t tell him I’d given you any, Corporal.” 
I got off lightly, although I’d eaten two or three eggs. The other two, a Lance Corporal 
and a Corporal, lost their stripes. I was lucky to be the right side of the road for a change.  
 After that we went to Thetford Forest. That was a terrible place. There were 
Nissan huts all over the area but we only saw our own Company. We saw the Battalion 
for meals but after that we dispersed among the trees and saw only the Company. There 
were sixteen in each Nissan hut, bunk beds, a table at each end with an acetylene lamp 
and a large wash bowl on it. Two of the lads went each morning to fetch a pail of water to 
share between the bowls and eight men washed and shaved in each bowl. There was an 
earth floor. We didn’t go out at night because there were slit trenches all over the place. 
About once a month we were taken by truck to King’s Lynn for an afternoon and 
evening. 
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It was in the forest I lost my Lance Corporal’s stripe. We had to patrol through the 
Forest and with sloped arms it was difficult to walk, the end of the rifle kept catching in 
the branches. When I took out my platoon, I told them to sling arms once we were 
amongst the trees. On one occasion, an officer and an adjutant were walking through the 
forest, returning from pheasant shooting, I think. They weren’t happy about the men 
walking with slung arms, although I told them I was only using common sense, and I lost 
my stripe. 

In October 1941 the farmers were late with the harvest and ‘A’ Company were 
told to help with potato picking near March. About thirty of us were put in a hall on 
someone’s estate at Manea; there were Land Girls working on the estate. We were taken 
by lorry each morning to the field which was huge, hundreds of acres of potatoes. For 
each soldier the foreman used to measure out a spit, twenty yards, and put in a marker 
stick. A spinner used to go round spinning out the potatoes, a magnificent crop, potatoes 
weighing two or three pounds each. We had to clear the area between our sticks, putting 
the potatoes into baskets which were emptied into a tractor. The first two or three days 
the spinner was round before we’d finished our spits which held them up. We were on 
our knees, crippled, we just couldn’t manage it, but we soon learned to cope and really 
enjoyed the job. We earned 5s. a day doing that and were there for a month.  
 Another break I had from the forest was when my platoon had to go to Eccles on 
the coast where we lived in beach huts. The engineers had put up poles 20 or 30 ft high 
for miles along the coast. We had rolls of wire to insert and then we had to lay mines 
where there were spaces. We were there during Hesse’s visit to England, I think it was in 
May.  
 We were pleased to leave the forest to go down to the South Coast. 
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6  
 

Guarding Southern England 
 

We left the forest, I think about the end of November 1941, and we were given 
the work of looking after the South Coast. We had to guard a strip from Dungeness to 
Dymchurch, Hythe, Folkestone and as far as Dover. We, ‘A’ Company, were in a holiday 
camp, it wasn’t very much of a camp, this side of Dymchurch, between Dymchurch and 
Hythe. One of our Companies was, I think, near Lymme Airport, but the rest of the 
Companies were scattered along the coast around Hythe, Folkestone and Dover. It was a 
period when the Germans were still expected to invade Britain, 1941, so things weren’t 
good to be down there. We were bombed and shelled most days. I went on leave from 
there after about a fortnight and when I arrived back the lads in my platoon said, 
“You’ve just come back at the wrong time. Montgomery has taken over Southern 
Command.”  

We started marches in full kit. The first week two and a half miles in half an hour, 
the second week five miles in an hour, the third week seven and a half miles in an hour 
and a half, and the fourth week ten miles in two hours. We weren’t very pleased about 
that but we managed the first week alright. Of course this was on top of our usual training 
on Romney Marsh, and we were on guard most nights as well. The forced marches were 
either in the mornings or the afternoons so we had a very full programme. The Corporal 
or Lance Corporal in charge had to ensure that every man in his platoon arrived at the 
destination. It was no good if half the people arrived or there were three or four missing. 
Everybody had to be there, whether they had blisters or were passing out or whatever 
they were doing. When someone was nearly fainting, two people had to hold him up, or 
take the equipment off him and carry it themselves. Many times I finished up carrying 
three rifles and with two tin helmets on top of my head. I had to pass different water 
bottles and packs around to the lads to carry for people who weren’t going to make it. But 
we had to get everybody there.  

Captain Porter came to me after one ten mile march, I wondered what he was 
after, and he congratulated me for carrying three rifles and wearing two tin hats on top of 
my own tin hat.  
 Whether it was Montgomery or some other person who wasn’t happy with the 
way we marched ten miles in two hours in full kit, I’m not sure. We managed that for 
about a month but whether they thought we wouldn’t reach the defensive position in time 
to delay the enemy I’m not sure. We thought we’d done very well. However, one 
morning 7 Platoon went out on parade from camp to find there were thirty cycles laid 
down by the roadside. We wondered what they doing there and the Sergeant soon told us. 
“7 Platoon is going to be a cycle platoon to get us to the defensive positions quicker that 
ever before. The three NCO’s will be in front, take your cycle and line up in three rows of 
ten behind them. We’re doing this by numbers:  
One, place your left foot on the left pedal  
Two, put your right leg over the saddle.  
Three, push down with your right foot on the right pedal to start off.” 
The three NCO’s, who could all ride bikes, started off. After about five seconds we heard 
a lot of swearing, grumbling and crashing. When we looked round everyone was on the 
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ground, men on top of cycles and cycles on top of men. We could understand that 
because the cycles were only about a foot apart and people who couldn’t balance went 
straight over and knocked the next soldier off. I never knew so many had never ridden a 
bike, couldn’t ride a bike, couldn’t balance on a bike. I’d ridden a bike all my life and I 
assumed everybody else had. The numbers didn’t help and we had rifles over our 
shoulders. Looking back, several of the lads came from London and would just come out 
of their front doors onto buses. I had one lad from Derby, one from Hull, one from 
Leicester, they’d do the same. Many others were from big cities like Birmingham so I 
suppose they didn’t need to cycle at all. My wife never rode a bike and I’ve since talked 
to others who have said they’ve never been on a bike so it wasn’t surprising really. We 
packed up that day, bruised and shattered. The next day the same thing happened, chaos 
absolutely, it was a good thing there was nobody about on Dymchurch seafront. We did 
that for three days. It took about an hour to sort ourselves out try to re-group and start 
again. It just didn’t work and after three days all the cycles had gone. 

After my leave, when I returned to ‘A’ Company, we’d moved again to a fort 
about a mile farther along towards Hythe. It was a fort which was half in the water and 
half on the land and it looked straight out across the Channel. On a good day you could 
see the German transport coming down the beaches on their side which was 21 miles 
away. You could see them unloading equipment and the lorries going and coming. We 
went in support of the artillery which used to fire across The Channel at them. They 
returned fire, of course. In the fort we were at ground level, we put all our mugs and 
dishes on shelves all the way round. We hadn’t been there many minutes before the guns 
opened up and with the vibration everything fell off again. We were in charge of all the 
old fashioned Lewis guns and Bren guns and should the Germans land we were to cover 
the artillery. After that we went back to our normal camp for about a month.  

I had an excellent day on the battalion shoot. There were about eight hundred of 
the battalion at the butts that day and I came twenty fifth out of eight hundred. The boys 
knew I’d done very well because every shot is signalled when you’ve fired. I got quite a 
few bulls. Then we had a tile shoot. A small tile was put up, at about three hundred yards 
it looked about as big as a postage stamp, and we tried to hit it. I was asked to be Captain 
of 7 platoon. Out of eighteen platoons we were runners up. I was a Lance Corporal at the 
time but an Acting Sergeant. The privates took on the sergeants and warrant officers in a 
separate shoot. I again was made captain of the team of six and we beat them as well. I 
remember walking back with three or four lads and we went in a pub for a few drinks 
before we returned to the camp.  

A few days later, on the Company Board there was a list of all the people who had 
shot well. I decided I’d pull it off and put it in my wallet. I was so proud of it I whipped it 
off the board and carried it in my wallet for about forty years. I’ve still got it at home 
now.  
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We were only twenty one miles from their bases and air raids became very bad. 

Also we had trouble with their E-boats. They were like the old speed boats but about four 
times as big, very fast and mounted with bombs and cannons. They used to come about a 
quarter to a half mile from the shore and pump shells at us. We had to be very careful 
when we were on guard. We were on guard day and night and doing manoeuvres on 
Romney Marshes, getting no sleep at all. When we did have a night off we had to sleep in 
our boots with our rifles at the side of us, sleep in steel helmets pretty well. The odd day 
we did have off I went with Carr and Smith, both in my platoon, to Dover for the 
afternoon. I think we were all fed up. On one visit we were walking along Dover Docks 
during the evening when we saw a shop that did tattooing. We looked at all the pictures 
in the windows, butterflies and girls, dragoons and so on and two of us went in to 
enquire. We decided to all have the same, a lovebird, a river, a heart, it was about a 
twenty minute job. I think Smith went first, Carr went next, it was getting late when I 
went last. I didn’t know what to have put in mine, I was going out with Mary Gardner, 
but I daren’t have that name in case it didn’t come to anything, so I had ‘Mother’ put on. 
I’m pleased I did, of course. The bus from Dover was outside, going to Folkestone, 
Hythe, Dymchurch and Dungeness, passing our camp. It was the last one and when the 
driver climbed in and started up I had to pay the four and sixpence and run although he 
hadn’t finished the ribbon round it.  

Most of the beach was mined so when I was Guard Commander I told my lads to 
walk along the promenade or the main road because we had as good a view of the sea as 
we did from the beach. It was rather dangerous on the beach. We should have walked 
along there, it was taped off, but at two or three o’clock in the morning we couldn’t see 
very well and of course there were no lights. I told them not to bother and they got away 
with that all the time, nobody knew. We were pretty fed up with the guard job, it was 
every fourth or fifth night sometimes. I’d met a Corporal from B Company, I forget his 
name now, he’d been on several of the courses I’d been on and I got on well with him. I 
said to the lads, 
“If he happens to be on and I’m on, see about getting our paper signed up for the night.”  
I knew he wouldn’t mind doing that and I was easy enough but I couldn’t do that with 
everybody because some obey the rules to the maximum. On the odd nights he was on, 
when our first two lads went out at six o’clock at night and walked to Hythe, they took all 
the papers, because he had to sign that they’d arrived at eight o’clock, ten o’clock, two 
o’clock, four o’clock and six o’clock. If he was on I’d say to him,  
“Just sign the first one 6.05 and the next one 8.02, 10.15 and so on.” 
He’d do it and then we didn’t have to send the guard out any more. This happened three 
or four times. When he wasn’t on duty, I used to give the two lads on the ten o’clock 
patrol two pence to come back on the bus from Hythe and we could get our heads down 
at half past ten for the rest of the night.  

On one particular night I gave them two pence each to catch the bus back and 
about half an hour after they’d gone an officer came in, revolver in hand, shouting,  
“Turn out the guard. There’s a German prisoner escaped! We’ve got to stop all the traffic, 
all the transport going along the Coast Road”  
I thought,  
“Now we’re in for it!”  
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About quarter past ten a red double decker bus came along. We stopped it and there were 
my two guards sitting on the front seat at the top of the bus, in full kit, looking out of the 
window. Of course, the officer went up there and saw them. I was in trouble again then, I 
lost my stripes again. It was alright, I didn’t mind. 

We moved farther up the coast to Shorncliffe Barracks. We moved at about 
midnight, I don’t know why. Of course, there were no lights on, there were no lights on 
anywhere, and it was pitch black. I’d never experienced this before, the barracks were 
built in what were called ‘spiders’. The toilets and washbasins were in a ring in the 
middle and four ‘legs’ stretched out from the centre. Each company had one ‘leg’ to go 
into and ‘A’ Company settled down. At about two or three o’clock in the morning I 
decided I wanted to go to the toilet. I didn’t want to disturb anyone, the ‘legs’ were about 
150 feet long, and everyone was asleep all the way down. I found an emergency door and 
I thought I’d just slip out of it and then climb back in. I didn’t realise two of the legs went 
out on the cliff, one worse than the other. Luckily, the ‘A’ company ‘leg’ wasn’t too bad. 
I stepped out and fell about ten feet onto the cliff. If I’d been with ‘B’ or ‘C’ Company 
I’d have fallen about thirty or forty feet. I had to work my way round and find which 
spider I was in. I was in a mess most of the night, I didn’t know where I was, it was so 
black. I didn’t hurt myself, that was the main thing.  

We all moved into Folkestone and had quite a bit of training there, and then we 
went out for six weeks on manoeuvres. We really went through it then, all around Kent, 
we slept in barns, haystacks, ditches, open fields, oast houses, anywhere we could. Wet 
through, attacking and defending. After about three or four weeks the Company 
Commanders suggested two NCO’s should go and find a suitable place where the troops 
could rest. I was picked for one and a corporal Redding was the other. We were to have a 
day off, I don’t know where we were, and find a farmer or someone who would take us 
in. The Commander thought it was time we had a rest as we had about a month sleeping 
anywhere and there were two or three weeks of manoeuvres left. After a while, we saw a 
farmhouse two or three miles away and we went there. It was a mill. We told the farmer 
the position, that we’d been out for a month, the troops were tired and we all wanted a 
good nights sleep, could he help us. He said,  
“Well, I’ve got a mill, I’m filling it up but it’s only about half full at the moment. If you 
like to look in, you can do.”   
The mill was round like a lighthouse inside. I’m not sure whether it was corn but there 
were sacks stacked all the way round to about half way up. There was water running 
along side. We said,  
“That’ll be lovely. There’ll be about thirty of us.” 
“You’ll be alright there.”  
We reported back to the officer that we’d found somewhere suitable for 7 Platoon.  
While we were on manoeuvres for the next four or five days, we were telling all the lads 
what a marvellous place they were going to for a nights rest and they were quite pleased 
with us. When we arrived we found that the farmer had assumed we were coming next 
day, we thought we were actually. After so long he thought we weren’t coming at all, so 
he’d continued stacking the sacks and by the time we arrived they were within about two 
foot of the roof. You can imagine climbing up there and sleeping on the sacks which 
were about a foot from the ceiling. With the water running alongside the mill all the time 
we felt as if we were caught like rats in a trap. Half the lads wouldn’t have it, they slept 
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outside. I think I slept in but I wasn’t very happy about it. We got called all the names 
under the sun by the time we’d finished.  
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7 
 

A Fateful Day 
 

Three dates I can remember very well: 
2nd or 3rd June, 1940, when I arrived back from Dunkirk. 
7th September when I had my accident 
13th July when I went blind. 

We moved to Folkestone, probably in late August. The bombing there was 
terrible, a lot of the houses around the dock area were boarded up. We were put in these 
houses, on the floor of course. They’d probably been big boarding houses. I was with 7 
platoon and we had air raids every day, three or four times and at about six o’clock every 
morning as well. We were on manoeuvres once again in what were either chalk pits or 
lime pits, I don’t know which. The white cliffs of Dover had been extended to 
Folkestone, it was like a minor Cheddar Gorge. They’d put ropes across from each side, it 
was maybe thirty, forty yards across, to build a bridge, or the bridge was already there, 
I’m not sure about this because it was the first time we’d been there. The chalk or lime 
works was redundant and there were no proper roads at all, just roads cut through for the 
lorries to take the lime or chalk away. I must have been in charge of the section because I 
was first to go across. It was supposed to be a river crossing. I was about halfway across, 
I don’t know what happened, whether the rope sagged or I lost my footing or the rope 
broke, I’ve never been sure, but I fell to the ground. I knew I was going, I thought I 
would do a roll, I’d got enough sense to do that, then I realised I couldn’t because I had 
full equipment on. I don’t remember any more after that.  

About ten years later, I was at a Six Battalion Reunion and a fellow came up to 
me and said,  
“I never expected to see you again. I shovelled you up at Folkestone!”  
I thought, “Well, that’s a queer thing to say.”  
I knew he was in ‘A’ Company and he was a pick up driver, we had two pick up 
travelling vans to each company. He ran a building business so shovelling up would be a 
saying in his trade.  

I can’t remember any more at all, I can’t remember being picked up, or ‘shovelled 
up’ as he said, or going anywhere. I found myself, at twelve o’clock, in the medical room 
of HQ Battalion, I didn’t know where it was at all, we never bothered with HQ. I heard 
the MO say to the Corporal,  
“Put a notice up for the officers that they must not come through here on the way to their 
lunch.”  
I think they must have been taking short cuts from somewhere. I thought,  
“Derek, you must be bad if you’re keeping all the officers from coming through here!”  

I can’t remember being taken to the hospital in Folkestone. They must have given 
me a shot of something because I remember being on a stretcher in the medical room 
where no officers were allowed to enter. The next thing I remember was being pulled 
about by a doctor probably taking x- rays. I was in agony from my arms and my pelvis. 
They must have been moving me about which probably they shouldn’t have been. I can 
remember ending up in a bed in The Royal Victoria Hospital, Folkestone. It wasn’t a 
ward where they were in rows and rows, I seemed to be in the middle of a room unless I 
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was dazed. There were one or two other beds in there but nobody spoke to me at all. I 
can’t remember Sergeant Shepherd coming to see me but he must have said, 
“Do you want me to write to your Mother and Father?”  
“Yes, tell them that I’ve broken my arm and I shan’t be able to write for two or three 
weeks.”  
He said he would, but what else he told them I don’t know. In the evening, the Colonel of 
the regiment came to see me with the padre and I thought,  
“This isn’t very good, the padre coming!”  
The Colonel had a chat with me and wished me all the best. The padre said, 
“Do you want me to write to your parents?”  
“No, Sergeant Shepherd’s written.”  
“I’ll write if you like.”  
 “No, I’ll be alright, thank you.”  
They went away and that was the last I saw of them. 

At some point I was transferred to a hospital in Orpington. The hospital was run 
by Guys, I think they’d moved out of London because of the air raids. I was put in Dorcas 
Ward. I don’t know how many wards there were but there was a long passage with wards 
on either side. One was for army personnel but most of them were for civilians. I was put 
in the first bed, next to the Sister’s office, which was a very bad sign. I can remember my 
Mother and sister coming at the weekend. They’d been to Uncle Henry’s at Ickenham, 
which was a part of London. They’d never heard of Orpington and they didn’t know how 
to get there so Uncle Henry brought them along. I heard my mother ask the nurse who 
was at my bedside,  
“Will he live?”  
I didn’t hear her response.  

I think the nurses were really pleased when I arrived because they had some 
proper nursing to do. Mostly there were about sixteen in the main ward and about four in 
the ward at the side. At least half were cartilage operations which probably took about a 
fortnight in bed, then a month with a masseuse and they didn’t have much to do with 
them. They just had to re-bandage them every third day and make sure everything was 
alright and then let them go to the masseuse who looked after the muscles. They were 
pleased when I arrived to get some real nursing in because they had to do everything for 
me. Both arms and my pelvis were in plaster. One thing they decided to do when I’d been 
in about four weeks was to wash my hair.  They took the top off the bed rail and fetched a 
sort of crane to put under me to move me so my head went over the edge of the bed. They 
used buckets and bowls to wash my hair which must have been filthy. It probably hadn’t 
been washed for about fifteen weeks and I expect the Matron, who came round daily, 
thought it was about time I looked a bit cleaner. Of course, there was no electric shaving 
in those days; I had to have a barber come to shave me about every second or third day.         

The reason I don’t drink a lot of orange juice, lemon juice or whatever today is 
that I had a locker by my side and I had to drink sixteen pints of liquid a day. In those 
days they thought liquid was a good healer for the bones. As fast as they used it another 
bottle appeared then another. They had to feed me from a bottle with a long spout and 
feed me with a spoon and do everything. I wasn’t embarrassed at all, I think I was too ill 
to be embarrassed. There was a big cage over the bed, over my pelvis, so the clothes 
wouldn’t rest on it or do any damage.  
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I had a fellow come in the bed next to me, when I was in the first bed, a Cyril 
Shane. I think he was in the artillery, and he came in the day after I came in or the day 
after that. The Germans had bombed and he’d got a shell or shrapnel in his shoulder at 
the back. He was in plaster all round his back and his arm was plastered so that he had to 
hold it out. He was in bed for several days but, of course, he could walk about. I don’t 
know if you’ve heard the name at all, he was a crooner and he quite often went to London 
to the BBC to record songs. We listened to him once or twice, he had quite a nice voice. I 
remember one day he said to the nurse,  
“There’s some grubs in my bed!”  
“No! There can’t be!”  
“There are!”  
She flicked one or two of these, they were tiny like the maggots used on fishing lines.  
He said,  
“I want to see the doctor about this because I don’t like this at all.” 
I was getting bothered in case they crawled up the legs of my bed. The doctor came and 
he said,  
“What’s the bother, Shane?”  
“Well, I’ve found some grubs in my bed. That’s not very hygienic!”   
“Oh, you’ve been eating an apple. That’s where they’ve come from, an apple”  
“I haven’t been eating an apple.”  
The doctor dismissed him and left.  The next day there were dozens of grubs all over his 
bed and on the floor. I thought,  
“By crikey, I’m going to get some on my flipping bed!”  
Anyway, the doctors were pleased about this because the maggots were eating the 
badness from underneath his plaster, from his shoulder, so he had to put up with it until 
he had a change of plaster.  

After a few weeks, I was in bed twelve. Shane had moved down the line a bit and 
I’d moved down one. A lad came in who was very bad indeed. On either side of me was 
an RA Corporal we called Ben and a George Grant. I was feeling my feet a bit, I hadn’t 
been out of bed at all, I thought I’d be damaging the muscles in my legs. I said to them,  
“Will you both ask for the bed pan at the same time?”  
“Why?”  
“Well, I just want to put my feet on the ground, rest my elbows on my bed and Ben’s bed 
and put some weight on my feet.”  
Of course, when you have the bed pan, the nurses pull the curtain across on both sides 
and partly in the front so it only left a very minor gap, you see. They didn’t want the bed 
pans but they had them anyway. After a minute or two, when all was quiet, I put my feet 
down. I felt the ground and thought it was alright, felt nice, then I put all my weight on 
my elbows on George Grant’s bed and on my bed. I didn’t stand up at all but just put my 
weight on a bit. I went back to bed but I repeated the exercise for three or four days.  

After about twelve weeks, the Staff Nurse and the masseuse came and said, 
“We’re going to get you up. We’ll put your slippers on and we’ll see how you get on.”  
Well, as soon as I was out of bed everybody shouted,  
“Look how tall he is!”  
“Lofty!”  
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They were surprised at my height because in those days most men were about 5ft. 9ins. 
or10ins. They’d never seen me out of bed before, I’d come in on a stretcher and I’d not 
been out of bed.  

I put my arm round the shoulders of the nurse and the masseuse, Miss Davy, and 
we started off very slowly towards the clock on the entrance. We were going fairly well 
but the trouble was, I couldn’t turn round and they had to lift me round to go straight 
again. I couldn’t move my legs to turn round because of my pelvis. Anyway, they put me 
back in bed and I did that for four or five days. They took me for a tiny walk and 
gradually I started turning round again eventually. 

George, who was only about nineteen and who took my place in my bed, 
unfortunately died after about three months. The day George died was a very sombre day, 
nobody spoke, everybody was quiet, because he’d been with us probably three months. 
We had other people who came in at night and died the next day but nobody said 
anything at all because we didn’t know them. A despatch rider came in and died over 
night and it didn’t mean anything to us but with George, we’d passed his bed and said,  
“Hello!”  
We’d seen his parents come in to visit him. We were all very upset about it and it did 
shake us up rather badly.  

He came from The Royal Herbert, a dreaded name, according to everybody in 
Orpington Hospital. We thought, we didn’t know, that it was run entirely by the army, 
army nurses, army medical officers and we thought people went there who had 
absconded or tried to shoot themselves. Absconded and got into trouble, had accidents 
during their time away and were brought back under guard. It had a terrible name and if 
anyone did anything wrong in Guys they were threatened with The Royal Herbert so we 
weren’t very pleased with that.   
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8 
 

Hospital Routine 
 

Unfortunately, I had one or two set backs. They didn’t tell us too much in those 
days. Ron came to visit me some time in October, 1942. I’m not sure when, he’d just 
joined the RAF. He had permission to come at any time because I was seriously ill. I’d 
been with him about twenty minutes when they fetched me to change the plaster on my 
right wrist. When they took the plaster off and examined my wrist they decided they were 
going to break the bone and reset it. They didn’t know where to put the needle because 
my left arm was plastered from shoulder right down. They couldn’t get to my bottom; 
that was all sealed up because of my pelvis. In the end they decided to put the needle in 
my left ankle bone and I’ve never felt such pain. It was a shock, I thought I was going for 
a new plaster and that happened. When I regained consciousness the pain in my wrist was 
terrible. I don’t know how they re-break it, whether they bang it with a hammer, I don’t 
know. By the time I’d come round, Ron had gone.  

I had a similar incident with my left elbow but I knew what to expect and it 
wasn’t such a shock. The pain was bad again. I don’t know what they do when they re-set 
a job, I don’t know how they go on but it certainly hurts very much when you come 
round.  

George Grant left eventually. He was only in about six weeks for a knee 
operation. He became a friend of mine, I wrote to him for a long time after the war. Ben 
was with me still because he’d had a twenty five pound gun wheel go over his foot which 
was in a bad way.  

It was a privilege to move into the little ante room at the end of the ward. There 
were four beds in there and a Beeson boiler and the inmates were more or less their own 
bosses. The nurses just used to poke their heads around the door and that was about all. 
The Sister would look in now and again. You had to be more or less voted in there. Two 
who’d been in a long time had left and there were two left. Ben and I were asked to join 
them. We felt very privileged. There was Bill Salmon from The Royal West Kent’s, and 
there was a fellow called Davis from Wales, I don’t know what regiment he was in, Ben 
was Artillery. We played cards and did more or less as we liked. We asked someone to 
dig a hole for us outside the door to the garden. When we had cheese and potato pie, if 
we left any and sent it back it came back to us the next day, re-heated. We twigged this 
after a day or two so nothing went back. If we didn’t eat it all, it went in a big hole, there 
was a spade there and it was covered over. If anyone is building a house there now they’ll 
have cheese and potato foundations.  

I was being given massage on my thighs to help them work properly again. Not 
my arms because they were still in plaster. Dorothy Davy was my masseuse; you’ll hear 
more about Dorothy Davy later on.  

The manager of the cinema at Petts Wood used to send us tickets. If we had 
nobody coming to visit us on Wednesday afternoon it was our afternoon out. The four of 
us in the side ward were completely in charge; we distributed the tickets to those who 
could walk and who wanted to go. A lot of the soldiers lived in London had visitors on 
Wednesdays, Saturdays and Sundays. George Grant’s wife lived in London and she came 



 30 

whenever she could, naturally. The manager always sent us about six tickets and the 
Sister brought them to me or to Ben to distribute. I always went, Ben didn’t always want 
to go, he was a Londoner. I knew I’d got no-one coming. We used to catch a train at 
about 1.30p.m. after we’d eaten our cheese and potato pie. We walked to the station, still 
in plaster of course, and we had to make sure, some of us, that we got into a carriage with 
someone else, because there were carriages with straps to open the windows and big 
brass locks to turn to open the doors. I couldn’t turn anything at all; if I was going on my 
own I had to make sure there was someone, even a civilian, who was going as far as I 
was because I couldn’t turn the handles. It was sixpence return to Petts Wood, about two 
miles, and we could walk over the bridge and straight into the brand new cinema. We 
stopped there until about half past four and there were plenty of trains back. We used to 
go for a cup of tea in Orpington and then return to the hospital after an enjoyable 
afternoon. 

Once or twice at night we could get out of our room at the back and escape the 
police; the Military Police were at the bottom of the drive in a little hut to keep an eye on 
us. If they were about on the Sevenoaks Road, there were no houses then, we made a big 
detour around the green and went to the pub at Green Street Green. We’d have a couple 
of pints in there and then wend our way back and we’d have a good night. We were never 
caught although the police were on the prowl all the time. We thought they were a load of 
rubbish, actually, but they weren’t so rubbishy as we thought. Ben was going to have a 
day in London, it was about February or March and he said,  
“Do you want to come?”  
“Yes, I do, it’s about time I had a day out. I’ve been stuck in hospital for about five or six 
months.”  
My arms were still in plaster but I was alright walking.  
“Well, I’ll order a taxi and we’ll get in it up here and we’ll sit on the floor in the taxi and 
get out that way.”  
So, he ordered a taxi. We didn’t say anything to the driver but we both got in the back 
seat and we sat on the floor. The driver had to stop at the guardroom, just a nod to them 
to make sure everything was alright. We thought we’d done well. We arrived at 
Orpington Station and two Redcaps were there to open the door for us! So we had to go 
back again. That’s when we were threatened with the Royal Herbert. The Father of The 
Red Cross Nurse on our ward wasn’t a doctor but he more or less ran the hospital. She 
said,  
“I’ll have a word with him.”  
We heard no more.  

When the plaster was taken off both my arms, more or less together, that’s when 
the trouble started. I couldn’t use either of them I couldn’t turn them, I couldn’t twist 
them, I couldn’t use my fingers. The doctor used to come round and prick needles into 
my hands, my arms and into my finger tips. I didn’t bat an eyelid, I didn’t know they 
were going in. So he put the masseuse on to me and by crikey, she put me through it! She 
tried to bend them more than they would bend. I called her a cow once or twice and she 
said she had broken other people’s arms occasionally but she didn’t mean to! My wrists 
and my arms were in a terrible condition. This went on for weeks. I dreaded every time 
she walked in the ward. She came every morning with her powder and massaged my 
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elbows and my wrists. She’d finished with my thighs because I was walking by then. At 
Easter she said,  
“Would you like to come home with me for the weekend?”  
“I don’t think so!”  
“To meet my Mother and Father.”,  
“Ooh, I don’t think so. I’m alright here and I think we’ve got a few drinks under the bed. 
No, I’m not coming.”  
She took one or two of the other lads and they said they enjoyed themselves. About a 
fortnight afterwards she said,  
“Will you come home with me now?”  
So I thought I’d better, I’d called her a cow a couple of times.  

She was about twenty six and I’d be twenty two. She lived at Bromley, quite a 
nice house. Apparently, her father had come home from Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), I think 
he was a tea planter out there and they’d come home when war broke out. She had an 
elder sister, Mary, who whenever I went was always in tennis gear. I had tea there once 
or twice. Later on she said,  
“Would you like to come out for a day in London?”  
“O.K., I’ll come.”  
We went all round London and into a restaurant, I think it was called The Pavement, 
something like that, it was below ground level. After tea she took me home again and 
everything seemed to be on the go. When my Aunt came on the next Wednesday, she 
said,  
“Would you like to come at the weekend and stay with Henry and me for the weekend?”  
“Yes, I would, can I bring my girlfriend?”  
“Of course you can.”  
So I said to Dorothy,  
“Do you want to go to Ickenham for a weekend?”  
“Oh, yes, I’d like to.”  
On the Saturday we travelled to Ickenham to stay with Uncle Henry and Aunt Marie until 
the Monday morning.  

One Friday morning when I was being massaged by Dorothy she said,  
“On Saturday, would you like to go to a beauty spot a few miles from here. The other 
masseuse wants to take a boyfriend with her and we’ll make up a foursome.”  
“I don’t mind. Who’s the other fellow?”  
“He’s Victor in the main ward.”  
I knew him, but only just to nod to, he hadn’t been there long. I think he had leg trouble 
but he could walk alright. He was about thirty five and I thought,  
“I bet he’s married but it’s nothing to do with me and I don’t know anything about the 
other girl either.”  
We arranged to meet at the station at ten o’clock. Victor and I walked to the station, it 
was only a matter of a few hundred yards, both the girls were there waiting for us. It 
wasn’t far, I can’t remember the name of the village but it was a beautiful little place. We 
split up when we arrived and went for a walk, arranging to meet at about two o’clock at 
the top end of the village. There was just one main street and down the middle was a 
stream, I wondered when there was a heavy downpour if it flooded all the houses. There 
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were houses on each side and they hadn’t any steps. A house acted as a restaurant and we 
went in for tea and cakes before we returned to Orpington. Dorothy said,  
“I’ll walk with you back to the Sevenoaks Road.” 
“Well, you haven’t got to.”   
The hospital was about two or three hundred yards from the Sevenoaks Road. I think the 
others went into Orpington for a cup of tea. We reached the part where I was to go up to 
the hospital and she stopped me and said,  
“I love you!”  
“I beg your pardon?”  
“I want to marry you.”  
Well, it shook me absolutely. I said,  
“Look, you’ve been here since ’39, there must have been hundreds of boys you’ve 
massaged and worked with, why me?”  
“ You’re different from all the others.”  
Well, I didn’t know how to take that. She put her arms round me and kissed me and put 
her tongue in my mouth. We were on the Sevenoaks Road about twenty five yards from 
the guard room. She released me eventually and she walked back to the station leaving 
me in a dazed condition.  

On the Monday morning when she came to massage me she didn’t say anything 
and on the Tuesday she didn’t so on the Wednesday I said,  
“Look I’m not ready for marriage yet. I’m not right. I get a lot of pain in my left groin 
when I overstep or when I try to go fast. My arms aren’t right. I’m certainly not ready and 
anyway, I shall be going back to my unit.”  
“Going back to your unit? I’ve heard that you’re going to be discharged. Isn’t that right”  
“No, not to my knowledge.”  
“Well, there have been dozens of people here a lot better than you who’ve been 
discharged.”   
“I’ve had notification that I shall be going back, not to my battalion, I can’t go with them 
any more, but to my unit at Lincoln.”  
I think that upset her a little bit because she thought I would be discharged, that was her 
idea.   

Of course, I had several other set backs, that was the problem. I think they wanted 
to keep me there because I had a bouquet from the Matron for being the best patient of 
the month. I think Dorothy said she couldn’t do any more for my arms, she couldn’t get 
the right angle at my elbow. I had another operation and the radial head taken out which 
put me back another six weeks. I was two or three weeks with it bandaged when she 
couldn’t do anything about it, couldn’t massage it, so that put me back again. Altogether, 
I was ten months in Orpington Hospital which I think was a record. Nobody wanted me 
to go.  

I was probably one of the best dressed soldiers in the hospital. The fact was that 
all the patients who were allowed out had to wear, even in the hospital, ‘hospital blues’. 
These consisted of a white shirt, red tie, a semi-sports jacket also in blue and blue 
trousers. Most of them, of course, ill fitting. Wednesday was a most important day in the 
hospital, it was the day of operations, it was the day soldiers were released back to their 
units having had operations and being supposedly fit again, it was a day of everybody 
changing. We knew who was going to leave on the Wednesday, probably five or six of 
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the lads were going out so we made them parade in their hospital blues. Those of us who 
were left made them swap clothes that didn’t fit for those that would be a better fit so 
everybody had a better pair of trousers or a better jacket eventually. Theirs were sent 
back to the guard room for anybody else coming in. Week by week everybody had better 
clothes apart from the new people, of course. I arranged this and it worked very well. By 
the time I left I’d been there so long I was very well dressed. 

We had no NAAFI there. We had to send in a report of how many people were in 
the hospital ward, usually about twenty, four in the side ward and eight aside in the main 
ward. We’d send a list down for twenty; that would result in twenty packets of cigarettes, 
good ones like Goldflake, Capstan or Players and twenty of the smaller cigarettes like 
Park Drive or Woodbines. It wasn’t the cost of them it was that you couldn’t get them. 
We each had a chocolate ration. We used to send down a list of twenty before the people 
who were going out left us. The list was sent to the NAAFI from the guardroom. If six 
people left later in the morning we had six lots of spares, six lots of cigarettes and six lots 
of chocolates. Some people bought them from us because you couldn’t get them, they 
were under the counter in the town and we let the nurses buy the chocolate if they wanted 
it. We always had plenty of stuff in hand.  

Everybody in the ward thought I was going back into civvy street, all the nurses 
and the lads I’d known for some time who were still left in the ward. I’d had a very bad 
pelvis break, I was told I was within a millimetre of a piece of bone piercing the bladder 
which would have been instant death at the time, it probably wouldn’t be these days. I’d 
also had compound fractures of both arms and a skull fracture. We’d seen other soldiers 
going back into civilian life with just a stiff leg or one broken arm so they all thought I 
would be discharged. It didn’t happen that way; the Sister came out one day with a notice 
that I had to report in three days time to the Depot at Lincoln, not at the Drill Hall where 
I’d left with the 6th. Lincolns but at the depot itself which was, I think, right at the top of 
Lincoln in the barracks there. I had to say, “Cheerio,” to everyone and go by train to 
Lincoln.  

When Derek left hospital he was transferred from The 
Lincolnshire Regiment to the RASC. His physical 

fitness downgraded from A1 to C3 and he became a 
Private again.  

This is his transfer paper. 
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Re-Training and Decisions 
 

When I arrived I was met at the station and taken to the Depot which was about a 
mile and a half out. They didn’t really know what to do with me. I was put in a council 
house, there were lots of empty council houses round about, with another fellow. We 
bedded down in there and the next morning I had to report to one of the CO’s. He said,  
“We’ve got your reports and we don’t know quite what to do with you. You can’t go on 
parade or anything like that.”  
From A1 I was down to C3, the lowest grade in the army and I was transferred to the 
Royal army Service Corps (RASC)`. They put me in an office which sorted out mail for 
lads who’d been training there and been posted somewhere else. The mail had piled up, 
probably hundreds of letters, and they gave me a list of where they thought these lads had 
been posted to. I had to find the letter and find out on the list where the lad had gone and 
then alter the address and re-post it. I did that for about a week.  

There was a fair on in Lincoln and the other fellow, my house mate, said,  
“Well, we’ll go to the fair.”  
We went to the fair once or twice and had a look round.  

After a couple of weeks there I decided I wasn’t going to marry anybody. At 
weekends I could reach Grantham quite easily on the bus. It was only twenty four miles 
away. I invited Dorothy Davy to Grantham for the weekend. She came from Bromley on 
the Friday night, I met her at the station and took her home to 191 Harlaxton Road. My 
parents didn’t say anything about her at all. She wasn’t really mentioned, I don’t know 
why. Anyway, we walked down to the canal on Friday night, as far as the swing bridge 
and back, just talking normally. On Saturday I took her round Grantham, showed her the 
church and The King’s School, Sandon Road and all round there. On Sunday we all went 
to the eight o’clock service. At the end of the day I said,  
“I’m not ready for marriage. I think we shall have to leave it at that.”  
“I thought you were going into civvy street.”  
“I thought I would but I’ve got no job or trade so it would be silly.”  
I knew she must have done very well to be head lady masseuse at the hospital. She was at 
Guys and I think you have to be good to be in Guys, in those days anyway. So I said,  
“I’ll keep in touch with you and we’ll leave it there for the time being.”  
We wrote for two or three months then it gradually wore off and stopped and I never 
heard any more about her. I thought afterwards that if she’d been in a dance hall I 
wouldn’t have asked her to dance, put it like that. I should do the picking and not her so I 
thought about that for a long time and I decided I’d done the right thing. I wasn’t as fit as 
I should be, I was still getting a pain in the left groin if I overstretched or over walked. 
My elbow was never any good, it isn’t now. I wasn’t feeling right anyway, so I think I 
did the right thing there.  

I had to go back to Lincoln by bus on the Sunday night. On the Monday, the 
Officer Commanding sent for me again and said,  
“We’ve had another posting for you. You’re going to Chesterfield to The Infantry 
Training Centre.”  
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I knew Infantry Training Centres were gradually winding down because there weren’t 
enough men to carry them all. I reported to Chesterfield and they didn’t know what to do 
with me there, either. I was met at the station and I stayed upstairs in a Methodist Chapel 
or a church, a very old building, right in the centre of Chesterfield. Not very good 
quarters really, it was on a corner opposite The Bluebell Pub close to the Crooked Church 
Spire. I reported to the CO next day and I was put in the Orderly Room. That is the main 
office for the Training Centre where all the work is done, or so-called work. It was quite 
a big room, the Colonel was there with his adjutant and one or two officers. In the 
Orderly Room there was a Lance Corporal and a Private. The Lance Corporal said he 
came from the Pear Tree part of Nottingham, I’ve heard of it since but I didn’t know it at 
the time. The other lad was about thirty five and came from London somewhere. They 
dosed down in the Orderly Room. There were about eight ATS in the office, just the two 
lads and eight ATS. I’d never worked with ATS before, there were none in the 6th 
Battalion, we’d never heard of ATS. There was a Lance Corporal who thought she was 
very posh. There were two Scots sisters, they were about 4ft.11ins. and tubby. One of 
them was called Mona. I thought it was a flipping terrible name to be called although I’ve 
heard it since. There was a Jewess, nobody seemed to speak to her at all, she sat on her 
own at the end of the office. There were two other ATS girls quite near to where my desk 
was, they were just tittering and laughing all the time. I thought,  
“What a sample we’ve got here!”  

I don’t remember what I did, what my work was. I wasn’t too keen on the 
Colonel; the Adjutant had a bad time with him because he had him running about and 
used to call him all the names under the sun.  The Adjutant had white hair, looked about 
sixty but he was probably in his fifties. The Colonel didn’t call him ‘Captain’, just called 
him by his surname and used to dash about after him. I felt sorry for him. I had nothing to 
do with either of them so it made no difference to me, I just heard them shouting about. 

I got on very well with the two lads who were both fairly heavy drinkers. I wasn’t 
but I came to be during the time I was there, they took me out with them. Their favourite 
pub was The Red Lion, I’m not sure where it was in Chesterfield but it wasn’t far from 
where we worked. As soon as I walked into The Red Lion with these two lads a man and 
woman sitting there said, 
“Good grief, isn’t he like our Clarence. I thought it was Clarence coming in. Spitting 
image of our Clarence.”  
“Good grief, who are they?” I thought.  
“Come and sit down here.”  
Of course, I went and sat down there.  
“What are you having to drink?”  
“Oh, I’ll only have a half.”  
“Well, we’ve never seen anybody look like him before. The image of him.”  
This went on and on and they fetched other people to say,  
“Isn’t he like Clarence?” 
 I was getting very upset about this, I didn’t like Clarence. Anyway, they bought me two 
or three half pints, I couldn’t get away from them. When I went, they said,  
“See you tomorrow night? Come and sit here tomorrow night”  
The next night I thought, 
 “I can’t go there again, not for a bit.” 
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 So I said to the lads, 
“I’m going to the Co-op, there’s a dance at the Co-op most nights.”  

I went there and I met a girl there called Sylvia. She really wasn’t my type but she 
was a fantastic dancer. She was a bit heavily built for me but, by crikey, she could dance. 
I had several dances with her and we got on quite well, actually, dancing. I didn’t take her 
home. She was there the next night, I had a lot of dances with her and we went out 
walking once or twice. If you want any information, we passed a mile stone and the 
mileage from Chesterfield to Sheffield is twelve miles! It might come in useful some time 
for you. 
Occasionally, I had to go to The Red Lion and, of course, there was the same welcome,  
“Come and sit here. Oh, my word, you’re the image of our boy.”  
I never paid for a pint of anything.  

This lasted about two months, which was probably going into the beginning of 
November then the ITC closed. I don’t know where the other two lads went but I was 
sent to Aldershot on a clerical course. It was an eight week course in Buller Barracks. Of 
course, Buller Barracks in Aldershot were more or less the Headquarters of the army. It 
was all spit and polish but I wasn’t having that sort of thing after four years. Things were 
looking better in the war, things had turned round, and they were more or less talking 
politics, what would happen after the war. I think there were several male teachers who 
were given sergeant’s stripes right away although they’d only been in six or eight weeks 
and all the lads who were brought in were older men, forty to forty five. I felt a bit sorry 
for them because I was still only twenty three then. There were about twenty four people 
on the course and I remember one of them had wings on his tunic from the First World 
War. Most of them who were conscripted at that time were in their forties to take the 
place of the A1 men who were in soft jobs and who were wanted for the D-Day 
Landings. They were being ousted by these forty-year-olds who were probably C1,2,3, 
certainly not A1. There were about twenty four of us and I was probably the youngest 
although I’d done four years, they’d done about six weeks training. They looked on me as 
knowing what to do.  

They had to know how the army was made up, Divisions, Brigades, Battalions 
and that sort of thing, well, I knew all that from three or four years ago. We learnt typing 
and looked into the future when we’d be discharged, what was going to happen after the 
war. If the sergeants shouted to them to come and sit down and form a ring around 
someone, they all dashed to get chairs. I used to walk in a leisurely fashion, pick up a 
chair and sit next to the fire. The sergeant said,  
“By crikey, I’ve never seen anyone like you before!”  
“Well, I’m not rushing about these days; I’ve been in too long for that.”  

It was quite funny; we all passed the exam but one person – the one who had his 
wings didn’t pass! We were given 6d. extra a day for passing the exam and it’s in my pay 
book now. After the examination we were given leave, told we would receive notification 
of where we were to be sent to by post while we were on leave.  
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A Lucky Leave 
 
I had leave around Christmas. I went home and this is really when I met Edna. 

Cyril Rudkin, who lived at 145 Harlaxton Road, happened to be on leave at the same 
time. He went to The King’s School when I was there, but he hadn’t been called up until 
1942 or 43 although he is about a year or two years older than I am. I went out with him 
once or twice and I said to him,  
“What are you doing on Saturday night?”  
“I don’t know.”  
“Well, do you want to go for a dance?”  
“Yes, we’ll go to Geoff Wises’.”   

Geoff Wise was a dance teacher and he held an open dance every Saturday night, 
about a hundred people used to go. We decided that we’d go there. In those days all the 
men stood at one end of the room and all the ladies stood at the other end. We were 
talking it was probably a waltz, I was looking round to see who to dance with and I 
happened to notice Edna. I didn’t know who she was, of course, but she looked very nice, 
very pretty, she was slim and about 5ft.8ins. 5ft. 9ins., about the right height. 
 I thought,  
“It’s no good me having somebody about 4ft. 11ins.”  
I asked her to dance and we got on very well indeed. We had one or two more dances and 
I decided I was going to have the last waltz with her anyway, so as soon as the last waltz 
started I went up to her and said,  
“Will you have this dance with me?”  
“Yes.”  
After the last waltz I asked,  
“May I take you home?”  
“You won’t want to take me home!”  
“Why not?”  
“Well, I live at Gonerby, I’m in lodgings at Gonerby” 
 Well, Gonerby from Geoff Wises’ was about three miles away, so I said, 
 “Well, I’ll take you part of the way anyway.”  
I took her most of the way, as far as the Co-op in Gonerby where I left her. I don’t think 
she wanted me to see her digs because they were very poor.  
I said,  
“Can I see you tomorrow?”  
That was Sunday, of course.  
“Yes.”  
I thought,  
“I’m getting on alright here!”  

I was stupid really, I didn’t know she didn’t know Grantham, I didn’t know 
anything about her really. I said, 
 “Will you meet me outside The Springfield Mission Dance Hall on Springfield Road?” 
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 I could have said outside the Picture House, outside The Town Hall, at the Isaac Newton, 
she’d have known all those places. The only place she knew in Springfield Road was 
Marco’s Dance Hall which was a quarter of a mile away and round a bend as well.  
About two o’clock I said to my mother,  
“I might be bringing a girl home to tea.”  
She said,  
“That’s alright.”  
I went and stood outside The Springfield Mission Hall, I stood there, I stood there, and 
thought,  
“Well, she’s not going to turn up!” 
 So I gave up and started walking back home. She was standing outside Marco’s but I 
couldn’t see one hall from the other because of the bend in the road. She decided I wasn’t 
turning up and she decided to go into town to have tea. We met in the middle of 
Springfield Road. Well, if I hadn’t met her then I would never have met her again We 
were pleased to see each other and I took her home for tea. I had to go back that night. I’d 
had a letter to say I had to go to Scottish Command Headquarters, Edinburgh. I told her I 
couldn’t see her any more for the time being. I think she was upset, I hope she was, and 
we said we’d write to each other.  
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
A photograph of 
Edna from this 

period 
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The Frozen North 
 

When I arrived at Edinburgh the next day there were four more of the lads who 
had been on the course with me, all at Waverley Station. We were collected by a Lance 
Corporal in a truck taken to Scottish Command Headquarters. We were in St. George’s 
Street which ran parallel to Prince’s Street, in St. George’s School. The five of us were 
put in a room with camp beds and were there about a month. Here was a lad from 
Kilmarnock, a lad from Ireland and the other two came from the Midlands somewhere. 
Again, they didn’t know what to do with us, we didn’t do any work whatsoever. We 
could go out after four o’clock and we had very good meals. I was there over Christmas, 
it was Scottish Command Headquarters and we were invited to Dinner. The GOC sat 
about two from me, there were proper menu cards, everything. I’d never had a Christmas 
Dinner in the army like it.  

All at once, probably the last day of December, we were all sent for and told that 
two of us had to go to Scapa Flow. We weren’t sure where that was. The Captain decided 
that, as I was on the main line, which was ridiculous really, I would be one to go and the 
lad from Kilmarnoch would be the other. I don’t know where the other lads were posted. 
We were given twenty four hours leave before we were posted. Twenty four hours leave 
was no good to me living in Grantham, I should have got home and had to turn round and 
go back again. The fellow from Kilmarnoch said,  
“You come to our house and I’ll put you up for the night.”  
We took the train to Glasgow and another train to Kilmarnoch which took a couple of 
hours and I stayed with him for the night.  

After our leave we returned to Edinburgh then set off to The Orkneys which was 
three or four hundred miles from Edinburgh. We went to the North of Scotland, to 
Thurso, and then from Scrabster we went by a boat called ‘The St. Olaf’. It was a bad 
journey across The Pentland Firth and they say that’s the worst crossing in the world 
when it’s bad. At Stromness Harbour we were met by a sergeant who said,  
“Well, one of you has got to go to South Ronaldsay, that’s another island, and one of you 
has got to stop here.”  
At the Sixteen Personnel Office he looked at our records and suggested I should stay on 
the Orkney Mainland. The other fellow had to go on another boat to South Ronaldsay, 
maybe ten miles away.  

He took me to my digs, Craigmillar Camp about a mile from the docks where I 
was put in hut 21 and made very welcome. There was a Sergeant Black in there who was 
in charge of the shipping and his aide was a Private Robertson. There were two or three 
lads who must have been C3’s because they were cleaners. Early every morning they 
went to clean different offices. It was very good because they finished about three 
o’clock and came back to our hut, a Nissan hut with a boiler in the middle. They used to 
lay the stove and light the fire so that when we went back from our work at 5.00 to 5.30 
p.m. the Nissan Hut was quite warm, the flames were going up the chimney. The fellow 
who slept next to me wanted to be near the window because he had chest trouble and 
wanted to breathe better, which he could up there anyway. On the other side was Kurt 
Levantolle, who had been in the First World War, he came over here as a prisoner and 
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stayed after the War. He fought for the Germans in the First War and on our side in the 
Second World War. There were one or two other lads who worked in the transport office. 
Nobody was really in charge, there was Sergeant Black but he didn’t bother about 
anything, he had his own job to do. It was quite nice, there were about twelve of us in the 
hut, but, my word, it was cold the wind blew up there.  

The next morning I was taken down to the office on the docks and introduced to 
other members of the staff. There was a Sergeant Palmer who was in charge of the larger 
transport, he had a couple of clerks, there were two other lads, and a Captain Gavin in 
addition to Sergeant Black and Private Robertson. Captain Gavin looked about sixty, he 
probably wouldn’t be but he had white hair. I think he drank a lot actually. He had his 
own office and he didn’t do very much. He used to pop his head round the door most 
mornings and say,  
“Any worries?”  
If we said, “No.” he’d clear off again somewhere.  

I had to learn very quickly because most of the lads in the office were A1, 2 or 3, 
high grade, I was C3, and they were all being transferred gradually to the second front, to 
go to France. Several youngsters came up, about eighteen or nineteen years old, to 
replace them.  

After about three weeks Sergeant Black, Sergeant Palmer and Private Robertson 
had left so I was more or less in charge of the boats. I had to go down and be introduced 
to all the skippers because I would be giving the instructions and after about three months 
I was in charge of thirteen boats. There were two big ones, I think about three or four 
hundred tons, that could take in their holds two big three ton lorries, BOFA guns and 
searchlights. They had a skipper, an engineer and a fellow who did a bit of everything, 
cooking and everything. One was called The Archmore and one was called The Gurko.  
There were about three fishing boats, motorised of course, and they could carry in the 
hold a pick–up truck, probably no more than that or perhaps one gun or one searchlight. 
They were mostly for the rations for the soldiers on all the islands. One was called The 
Mispah. They had a skipper and engineer only and were from the north of Scotland. 
There were three launches, The Martha, The Triton and The Umberslade. Then there was 
The Ionie, which was like a rowing boat, about twenty foot long, with a little cabin in the 
middle for the skipper. It had a small engine and he could go more or less within two or 
three feet of the shore because on most islands there was no dock. Things like coal were 
rowed in, dropped in the water and picked up at low tide. The three fishing boats had to 
take the rations to the island three times a week, Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays. 
They were pretty busy because they didn’t get back, depending on the tides, until the 
following day. They probably covered about three islands apiece. I had to liaise with the 
1029 Docks Operating Company when I wanted big loads to go on The Archmore and 
The Genko, searchlights, guns, trucks to the islands or back for repair. The launches were 
for the officers, the soldiers, WAAF’s and RAF personnel on the islands. They had to 
come to the main island where there were small docks at Kirkwall and Stromness, the 
two main towns. Everybody going on leave had to come to the main island to take the 
boat to the mainland of Scotland.  

I had a clipboard and people had to send me details of what they wanted to do the 
next day. If a company wanted two or three searchlights sent to a certain island, guns, 
cement, the wind had blown down the Nissan huts and they wanted some more sheeting, 
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they had to send a request to me to requisition the items they wanted. Of course, the 
rations were sent three times every week and then there were lists of people going on 
leave, which island to collect them from. When officers made inspections or had to go to 
meetings, they used to send requests for launches to certain islands and I had to make 
sure that the tides were right for the boats. Some could get in two hours before high tide 
and stop two hours after high tide but outside that time slot they wouldn’t get in or could 
be stranded. I very often had to raise a working party on an island, it would be no good to 
have a load landing on an island and no-one there to take it off. I had to arrange for the 
cranes that were on one or two islands to be working. I had also to arrange for floating 
cranes to be available where there were no cranes on an island. Floating cranes had to be 
taken out and sent across to the island that needed them to unload the boats. There was a 
lot of precision work to be done.  

I used to love it when I went down first thing in the morning to see if the boats 
had got back or to deliver their instructions for that day or the next and occasionally there 
would be a Captain or a Major standing on the deck of The Martha or The Triton. I used 
to go up and salute and say, 
“What can I do for you, sir?”  
“I want to go to Flotta, I’ve got an inspection.”  
“Did you send in a requisition?”  
“No!”  
“Well, you won’t be going on this boat!”  
“Oh, oh, won’t I?” 
 “No. You’ll go on the fishing smack with the rations if you want to go there.”  
“Oh, and why is that?”  
“Well, if you want to go on this boat you might go in two days time because it’s re-fit day 
for this boat and there’s no engine in this boat at the moment. It won’t be put back until 
Thursday.”  
“Oh,oh,oh, I didn’t realise that.”  
So he had to go on the ration boat sitting out in all weathers. I used to love that. 

My office and the docks overlooked Scapa Flow; Scapa Flow was all round. I had 
to let the Navy know when boats were going to certain islands so that they could lift the 
nets which were put across to stop the submarines coming through. The signals office 
was only about one hundred yards down the road so I used to send a lad to take all the 
signal messages about the labour, the cranes, the docks and dock operating companies 
and having people to unload. I didn’t telephone I sent signals from the signals office.  

It was classed as an overseas posting which meant that we were given one green 
envelope each week to write home. Letters in green envelopes were not censored and we 
could use them to write to parents, wives, girlfriends, anyone. We had to promise not to 
write about anything that was secret which was most of the events on Orkney. All other 
letters in ordinary envelopes were checked through by an officer, scrutinized and 
censored. I’ll be frank; Edna wasn’t very interested in whether The Ark Royal was in or 
any battle ship. I could see them, they were in quite a lot of the time, cruisers and battle 
ships, but we didn’t mention things like that even when we had a green envelope. I was 
very lucky because Robertson, who left the shipping side, gave me a bundle of green 
envelopes so most of the time I could write to Edna using a green envelope which wasn’t 
censored at all. You have to have a bit of luck occasionally. With it being classed as 
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overseas, on pay day we used to be given a carton of fifty cigarettes. Well, that was a 
luxury as well so we all did quite a bit of smoking up there. It wasn’t very good for us we 
found out later of course, but they were always handed to us with our pay.  

Coming straight out of hospital with the injuries I had, I didn’t think I’d stand it at 
first. I went there in January. When the tide was in everything was alright, the boats were 
level and so was everything else but the tide dropped probably twenty or thirty foot. 
When I went to give the skippers their instructions I had to go on to their boats. At low 
tide when I went on the quayside the boat was twenty foot below and there were iron 
ladders I had to climb down. They were probably frosted up or snowed up, in the winter 
it really is cold, with the wind, the frost and the snow. I had to climb twenty foot down 
ice bound metal ladders to land on the deck, go into the cabin, give the skipper his 
instructions which I’d typed out and then climb back to the quay. I didn’t think I was 
going to stand it but I did eventually, although it was tricky for the first three or four 
months. My limbs weren’t right, I couldn’t feel my fingers. Of course, we had to dress 
accordingly there. We had leather jerkins, big woollen hats, gumboots with big white 
socks, sailors’ socks. We had to get used to the light, or lack of light; in the summer there 
was no darkness whatsoever. In June every year they played a football match with the 
kick off at midnight. Everyone turned out so they could say they’d seen a football match 
that kicked off at midnight. They used to play the Italians, there were a lot of Italian 
prisoners of war there. In the winter it was dark by about half past two in the afternoon.  

The winds were eighty, hundred miles an hour; the local paper was called The 
Orkney Blast. There were no trees or hedges up there, just mountains and nothing but 
sheep and chickens. One afternoon we had a boat trip and we went to an island called 
Shapinsay and that was the farthest North we’d been. There were fifty eight islands up 
there and that was the only island that had any trees. Several of the islands were joined 
together, some by sinking ships, wrecks, because some of the islands were only about a 
quarter of a mile apart, and if a good size ship was sunk it stopped the submarines from 
getting in. In October 1939 a u-boat crept in and about a thousand sailors were drowned 
The Royal Oak was torpedoed. That’s why they put the nets across, too. The Navy didn’t 
like being up there and if you asked a seaman where his depot was he’d say, “The 
Orkneys!” with disgust in his voice.  

We had troops on Lyness, Hoy, South Ronaldsay, North Ronaldsay, Flotta and on 
the Mainland. The two islands where there were nets were Cava and Fara.  
At one time there were 100000 troops up there guarding Scapa Flow, on all the islands. 
There were two leave boats, one per week, there was The Saint Olaf, the boat I first went 
on and The Earl of Zetland. It was a much bigger boat but most unsatisfactory because, in 
peacetime, it was a flat bottomed boat which toured the Norwegian Fjords so it wasn’t 
suitable for the mountainous waves that were up there. On numerous occasions  the leave 
boat had left Stromness harbour sailed the two and a half hour crossing to Scrabster, 
couldn’t dock because the port entrance was so narrow and the sea so rough and had to 
come all the way back again. All the people on board had to be found somewhere to sleep 
for the night until the boat tried again next morning. That happened several times while I 
was there and the passengers came off looking ill, sick and yellow. They said they’d 
never go again but of course they managed to pluck up courage and go again the next day 
if the weather was a bit better.  
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Instead of the seven days leave which was usual in England, we were given ten 
days because it took a day and a half to travel from Stromness to where we were going so 
that was three days off your leave for the return trip. When D-Day occurred we were 
given no leave at all. I had a leave in March and went home and then to see Edna and to 
meet her parents. We had arranged to think about getting married, by letter of course, and 
I went to see her parents in Grimsby to ask if they would allow me to marry their 
daughter, in those days you did. After sizing me up they agreed. We arranged a 
temporary date for October. Of course, I had no idea when I would be given leave again 
because all leave had stopped for about six months. It was left to Edna to try to arrange 
things; I couldn’t do anything at all really.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Derek and Edna at 191 Harlaxton Road 
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Wedding Bells 
 
October came and I think we were just about to be given leave again because 

things were going reasonably well in France, Belgium and Germany, we were making 
progress. The authorities were a bit frightened that we were making too much progress 
and the Germans might try to harass us by sending troops, paratroops or gliders, over to 
the top of Scotland or to where we were in The Orkneys. Just diversionary tactics to try to 
stop us making so much progress in France. Anyway, they sent me in The Ionie to have a 
look at a little island where they hadn’t been before, Graemsay. It was only about a 
quarter of a mile from the Mainland and I went over to try to find a landing place where 
searchlights and guns could be landed. There were no docks there but I was looking for a 
place where it was safe to bring them as close to the beach as possible. This island was, 
I’m guessing here, maybe two miles long by a mile wide. I started walking round and 
examining the coastline, where one of the smaller boats with shallow draught could pull 
close to the shore. All at once I saw that the boat I’d come in on had gone back home. A 
gale had blown up and he couldn’t stop. This was the Thursday before I was going on 
leave on the Friday to marry on the Saturday. I wasn’t very happy about that. I had to find 
somewhere to sleep. There were no houses but there was an old barn, I think the people 
had left years before. Next morning I saw the boat come to pick me up and I found a 
suitable landing place. This was Friday morning; the leave boat left on Friday morning. I 
wasn’t too happy because I hadn’t had a very good night in the barn and I was a bit filthy. 

I caught the leave boat and went across to the mainland of Scotland. That was on  
Friday; we arrived at about twelve o’clock and I caught the train. I had to travel all the 
way to Grantham to start with to pick up my suit. I couldn’t marry in the clothes I was 
wearing because they were too filthy. The clothes I had didn’t fit me very well because 
they were my school clothes really. Anyway, I put them on and went to Grimsby with my 
Mother and Father and Nora. Miss Lattimore, my Mother’s hairdresser, and an ex-
girlfriend, Kathleen Thompson, and one or two friends came on the train with me. We 
were met by Peggy and taken to Buller Street where Edna lived. She was with her sister 
in law, Irene, because you’re not supposed to see your intended wife before the marriage. 
This was Saturday morning. We arrived at about twelve o’clock and the marriage was at 
two o’clock so I really only just made it.  

Everything went off quite well. It was a Chapel, my Mother and Father weren’t 
used to chapel. The Parson was on a stage and the organ at the back of the stage. They 
were all tip up seats, it was quite a new place actually, and very nice. Ron was Best Man 
and we had four bridesmaids. We had the reception in the Hall of the Chapel. Mrs. 
Campbell did very well really considering everything was on rations.  

Of course, I had to go back to The Orkney Islands, to finish off up there. In 
February/March 1945 my left elbow was giving me a lot of trouble again and I was sent 
to Kirkwall for an x-ray. They found that, where bone had been removed from my arm, 
bone was growing again. I was sent to Larbert, in Lanarkshire, to have the bone scraped. I 
wrote home that I was on a different duty for about a month because I didn’t want Edna 
or my Mother to travel to Scotland. I was bandaged for about two weeks and after a 
further two weeks I was sent to Scarborough to recuperate. I was there when war in 
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Europe finished. I told the family that I was on different duties and arranged for Edna to 
visit; mind you, I had to ask her to send our Marriage Certificate before permission was 
granted. I booked us into a hotel from Friday to Saturday. I had to be back in camp on 
Sunday and Edna had to be back at work in Louth. We spent a nice couple of days 
together during the period the Armistice was signed. After a month I was sent back to 
The Orkneys where I stayed until I was demobbed. 

I was there a lot longer than I expected because my demobilisation number was 
26. Well, of course, an awful lot of people were number 26. I should have been out by the 
following December because the European War finished in May but I was demobbed in 
April after exactly seven years. 

I left at the same time as Sergeant Parfit who had come into the office once or 
twice to order transports. He asked if I wanted to go with him and, instead of going from 
Stromness to Scrabster, he suggested we went to Kirkwall and from there to Aberdeen. 
We could have a berth on the boat and a good night’s sleep for a change. I agreed and he 
arranged travel warrants, mine to Grantham. On the day of our release we travelled to 
Kirkwall Harbour to catch the boat. I think it was a cattle boat, it was massive. We 
boarded at about six at night, had a berth each and slept all the way down to Aberdeen. 
From Aberdeen we travelled to Edinburgh. I knew Edinburgh well because I’d been there 
for a month, roaming around before I went up to The Orkneys. I showed him around, 
took him to one or two of the pubs, and we had a very nice time. Then we went to collect 
our release documents before we parted company. I’ve never seen him again, of course, 
because he was in the RAFC.  

After that, I went on to York for my clothes. Well, of course, all the soldiers came 
out with cardboard packages with their suits and I came away with very little at all. All I 
had was a brown trilby hat, one shirt and one pair of brown shoes because they had 
nothing to fit me. They weren’t used to having 6ft. 2ins. people in the army in those days. 
I had to be measured for my suit and they said it would be sent on in six weeks time. It 
was and, of course, it was a perfect fit. So, although I had to wait, I did very well out of 
it. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


