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TEHERAN – (SECOND VISIT) AND ABADAN AGAIN

The morning of our departure was bright and clear, and all we had to contend with were the muddy roads, but soon after our lunch stop the rains set in again – a miniature cloudburst. When we reached Khanaquin for our staging post campsite, it looked like a drowned ploughed field where vehicle movements had chewed it up. My tent for the night was of the dug-in type and the inside was a mini swimming pool. No point in trying to undress so I slept in my clothes with my bedding pulled over me. What a change from my sprung bed at Habbaniya!
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We got away with difficulty the next morning, and made slow progress, climbing the Py-I-Tak Pass in a snowstorm, which made for very treacherous driving. It was a useful experience for me, as I was driving my Hillman staff car; but a wretched drive nevertheless. The Py-I-Tak Pass is about 15 miles long, gaining 4,500 ft in the process. The road up the Pass was covered in snow three to six inches deep, but it had a gravel surface, and the snow was a bit slushy from the earlier rain, and we suffered no serious slides. 
That night we stopped at Kermanshah. It was one of the coldest nights of that winter there – 30( of frost, and feeling colder as a result of the strong wind. Sleep was sporadic. In the morning the canvas wash basin of my camping kit was a problem. I’d left an inch of water in it from my wash of the night before, and it was frozen solid right into the canvas, and wouldn’t knock out. Had to unfreeze it with a kettle of hot water before I could pack it. There had been some more snow overnight, and it took quite a time next morning to get my car moving. The tyres were frozen to the ground, and the oil in the wheel bearings had frozen. Luckily, the resident staff was used to such things and got us all moving by 9.00am.

Near Kermanshah were two places of ‘tourist’ interest. Tak-I-Bustan which I’d visited before, and Bisitun, so I chose the latter route on our way to our next stop at Hamadan. Bisitun is a large mountain rising to 10,000 ft, but the first 5,000ft above the road was a sheer rock face. High up on the surface, were rock carvings and images sculptured in the rock. They date back to the reign of King Darius, about 700 years BC. But the chief importance of the site was some inscriptions in three languages. One of these was in cuneiform, and from this the archaeologists were able to start reading cuneiform, of which they had found so many examples, written on baked mud bricks, at such places as Ur, Ninevah, and Babylon. Not exactly sightseeing weather, but too good a chance for me to miss.
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Between Kermanshah and Hamadan is the Shah Pass, which climbs from about 4,000ft to 8,000ft in four miles. Terrific, just one long series of hairpin bends! The gravel road had been deep in snow, but a single track had been cut with a snowplough. The snow was melting in bright sunshine, with the result that the water was channelled along our track, so it was often like driving along a riverbed. The mountains on either side, rise to 11,000 or 12,000ft and were deep in snow from the 5,000ft line. A most impressive sight, which I tried to capture in a photo, but not very successfully, as it was the whole panoramic view, which was so utterly magnificent.

Just at the foot of the pass, and about 5 miles from anywhere, was a little chapel on a small hilltop at the side of the road, where we had pulled in for our lunch break. I did a quick climb up to it, with one or two others. It was deserted, but open. Strangely it was of Christian origin. On the white painted inner walls and roof, were, painted in colour, several panels depicting ‘stories’ but we couldn’t decipher them. They were in Persian style and perspective, and included lions, horses, dogs, soldiers and men and women. It all appeared to be of considerable age, but there was no means of telling, and we never found any reference to it anywhere.

[image: image3.png]Khadimain Mosque nr Bagdad
March 1943 =




The weather continued sunny all the way to Hamadan. Unlike previously, Hamadan, at 7,000ft plus, was quite pleasant, and we only got about 5( of frost that night. Almost tropical compared with Kermanshah. The weather was quite good the next day. Going off, the roads were snow and ice-bound in places and the countryside looked ideal for skiing. We struck one really bad patch of road where about 20 lorries were all piled up and skidded across the road – some were on their sides, others in a ditch. We made a detour successfully, but then our last lorry sank up to its axles in a snow-covered hollow or soft patch. Our luck was in. An RAF aircraft breakdown lorry came along on its way to deal with the pile of broken down lorries we had passed. As it reached us first, we were the first to get help, and our lorry was back on the road within two hours of getting stuck. 
That night we got as far as Sultanabad (sometimes designated Iraq, even though it is a town in Persia). It was another high-up town, 6,500ft up, but the weather was continuing warmer than is usual, so we were able to get away with no delays the next morning, having had our rescued lorry checked the night before, and its load repacked. (The lorry had tilted badly in its hole, and it was amazing it hadn’t toppled over completely.) We were 200 miles from Teheran and most of the first half of it was a flat, wide and firm gravel road, ideal for travelling. We were making better than expected speed and made our lunch stop at Qum – chiefly to satisfy my tourist instincts. Qum is one of the holy cities of Islam, and about equal with Isfahan as the holiest in Persia. The great mosque has two gold coloured domes and tall minarets at each of its four corners. The top half of all four minarets was also covered in gold (gold leaf). The lower half of the buildings around the entrances is faced with glass, millions of small pieces set at different angles, so that they reflected light like the facets of a cut diamond. From the outside it was certainly the most decorative I have ever seen. As a non-Moslem I was not allowed inside, but I got a local native resident to take me up on to his roof top from which I got an excellent view, but I had to hurry back to my convoy to complete the last 100 miles of our journey.

From previous experience this part of the trip, though over more broken country, was not too bad. However, this time the recent heavy rains and snows had turned it into one of the worst bits of road I’d driven over. Mainly the road twists through the hills following the course of the river, but this had overflowed across the road in countless places. Potholes everywhere, and gullies across the road, some quite deep. It broke some of the leaves in my front springs and most of the vehicles suffered punctures. It was a hellish journey, finished in the dark. We just rolled into bed as soon as we could, satisfied to settle for hot drinks, and forget about food. 
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At Mehrabad, we were to resume as a base unit in charge of the airfield – a role we had been about to assume when we were so hurriedly withdrawn back to Habbaniya just after New Year’s Day (1943). A tented life again, but now spring was just around the corner. By day it was sunny and quite warm and invigorating. The daylight was drawing out. Although we had frosts still at night, they were not uncomfortably severe. Among other things I found I was also CO of RAF Teheran, but it largely existed on paper. It did include a few RAF police, and the meteorological section – even fewer. It also meant that I was the representative of the RAF at occasional functions arranged by the American, Russian and Persian embassies, for liaison purposes. 
Through an American, at the American mission, I also got the perk of a visit to the Royal Palace – no longer used by the Shah as a residence. There were only two or three rooms available to view. It was a miserable wet day and the Palace exterior looked drab, but inside the main entrance and all up the main stairway was the same ornamentation that I had seen at Khadimain. Very small pieces of glass set in the wall surfaces and around the pillars that reflected light as if they were cut precious stones or crystal, and giving it an opulent air. This led to the drawing room furnished in Edwardian style, but looking unfriendly. From that into the Throne Room – huge with most wonderful carpets, some with designs, some with historical scenes, and some made with silk thread with beautiful exotic colours. Carpets from all parts of Persia (Isfahan, Tabriz, Hamadan, Kashan, Meshed, Shiraz) which were world famous with connoisseurs of carpets.

Around the walls were glass cases displaying all sorts of precious bric-a-brac and china. Many were presents from other monarchs and countries around the world. There were a couple of presents from George V to the present Shah and his father – huge pottery urns with a bright copper finish. Huge cut glass chandeliers hung from the ceiling along the length of the room, and there at the far end of the room was the famous Peacock Throne. A normal looking throne, but covered with what looked like sheet-gold set with turquoises and other precious stones. By its side was a sort of square wooden bed raised 30 inches above the ground. It had a wooden base, probably for cushions or mattress on which the Shah could recline. The trellis round it, as well as the legs, was also covered in sheet gold set with turquoises etc. The iron nails showing spoiled it a bit for me, which attached the gold sheeting to the frame and the unexotic wood that had been used. The ornamentation of the Throne back certainly looked rather like an extended peacock’s tail. I had my camera with me, but the armed guards stopped me from using it.

I did have a chance to meet the Shah, subsequently, and however briefly. The British Embassy had been instrumental in organising a soccer match between the local British forces (which included two or three first division players) and a team drawn from the Persian first division. Before the match the British team, and a few others including me, passed before the Shah, shaking hands with him – a disappointment as the Shah looked like a businessman dressed in a Saville Row suit. I’d expected something a lot more exotic and Eastern. For the record, he left before half time, and the match ended in a diplomatic draw.
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Another day, and I can’t think what possible excuse I found for misuse of RAF petrol, I used my staff car for a journey up into the mountains that flanked the sides of 19,000ft Demavend. We only got to about 7,000ft and most of that along a single-track road in the snow. There were still a few skiers out practising, though the season had had a premature end in the warm, wet spell in January; a recent snow had come too late to get the season re-started. The scenery was grand, as our track followed a small river raging along the bottom of the rock-strewn valley below. In one place the hills opened out onto fields of young green sprouting corn, and trees bursting their buds. Even up in the snow there were odd trees – not in clumps – that looked like evergreen oaks. Eventually we had to turn back, where the track widened. We were only about 30 miles from Teheran. It was sunny, although a bit nippy and we could have been seemingly hundreds of miles from civilisation. 
We saw one gazelle, a couple of mountain goats, and best of all one lynx, but in parts of the mountain range there are said to be lions, tigers, leopard, ibex and a species of small brown bear. There are few roads and tracks in the mountains, so not many people ever get the chance to see them, so we thought ourselves lucky to see the lynx. The most frequently seen, and numerous, are the gazelle; and mountain goats and wild boar next on the list.

The two squadrons, in their training flights had often seen small groups of gazelle browsing on the prairie. Just before I got back there from Habbaniya, they had organised a gazelle hunt, armed with the nearest they had to sporting guns, the standard .303 army rifles. They had also organised a professional hunter guide, but a long day out in the field had only yielded one gazelle – insufficient reward for all their trouble, they felt. Talking to some of the party in the Mess, I though I’d have a go on similar lines, even though the services of the hunter guide were no longer available. Setting off at dawn we had had no luck by the time we stopped for a picnic lunch, but just as we re-started, I and the chap with me suddenly came across a pair of gazelle standing motionless on a mound 400 yards away. I motioned to my companion to get him to take the left hand one, while I took the right hand one. My slight movement and they were off and our hurried shots missed their targets. Lesson number one in gazelle shooting. Another of the group did manage to kill one an hour later. It fell to our dead-shot Canadian at about 800-yard range, and he also managed to shoot a hare at long range, so we didn’t have to return empty-handed.

I’d often go off for a walk early in the evening armed with my rifle. I never got anything except the enjoyment of the exercise. I’d seen wedges of wild geese flying over, but a single .303 bullet was useless. Still, one day 7 or 8 of us went off to try our luck to see if a barrage of our shots would fare any better, and at the 2nd or 3rd barrage we did manage to bring one down – a very lucky shot we concluded. The proper equipment are sporting guns, which fire cartridges of hundreds of lead shot which spread out into a circle, and give a reasonable chance of success.

Our hunting received a sudden boost when one of our pilots out flying, spotted a small herd of wild boar in some marshy ground, where a stream emerged on the plain below the mountains. It was about 30 or 40 miles away. We organised a party of about twelve of us and a 3-ton lorry (very optimistically) and set off at dawn one Sunday, our day off. The first twenty miles were reasonable going, but then the going got worse and worse – no tracks, and a very bumpy surface. Very bruised and battered we eventually found the right spot. We spread out, in groups of three, leaving the driver behind. We’d all got out .303 rifles and for some reason decided to take our revolvers as well, and a couple of pairs of binoculars.

We must have looked like a group of commandos as we set off. Shortly one of the chaps with binoculars spotted what he said must be a wild boar, and then the group on the far right started a fusillade of shots. We waited in the middle until I spotted one. Instead of rushing off he came straight at us, and didn’t turn until our first three shots had shaken him, one of which got him in the leg. He was making progress to escaping, and was getting away, until one of our shots brought him down. Terrific excitement at our early success – but we hadn’t been the first. Those on the right had downed two, we discovered, one with the very first shot, which was lucky as they are very game animals and will run miles with several shots in them.

Those on the left had had to fire from rather long range at the one they found, and were doubtful if they had done him any serious damage. However, one of the group followed his tracks, (which showed blood), for nearly two hours, and eventually despatched him with a couple of shots. When we eventually recovered the body it had nine bullet wounds in him, so he’d been running with seven of those bullets already in him. We carried on for a few more hours, but didn’t come across any more – only a dead camel stinking to high heaven. Then we had a bite to eat and started to collect up our kill in the lorry. One chap, who hadn’t got his rifle with him, went over to what he thought was a dead one, only to have it jump up and rush off. Luckily it rushed straight towards the lorry. The driver suddenly realised, and fired away like a madman at it. Whether he was really taking aim, seemed unlikely, but one of his shots killed it. 
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It took us another couple of hours, or more, to get all five of them loaded on to the lorry – at best four men to lift one. They were huge when laid out flat in the lorry – about 7 or 8ft long. The trade of cook in the RAF is officially cook/butcher, and luckily one of the cooks back at camp had been a butcher. He was kept busy, and there was enough meat to feed both of the squadrons, and my entire unit, and to spare. This was a very welcome change of diet. The meat was a sort of cross between beef and pork – rather more beef-like in texture. It was an hour and a half later that we got back to base. Just before starting back, our dead-shot Canadian had added a hare to the kill. It turned out to be the last of my hunting trips, so I ended on a high note of success. In case anyone should wonder if we’d exaggerated the success, I still have two snaps taken of the kill.

I mentioned that I often went out for early evening walks with my rifle. I’d noticed a long line of 6 or 8 mounds of earth stretching across the desert into the distance, so on one occasion I left myself enough time to reach the first two or three. I was even more intrigued. In the middle of each mound was a big wide hole. Looking over the edge I could not see the bottom, so I tossed a rock in, and after 3 or 4 seconds heard it splash. So there was water down there. The same with the next one, which was 150 to 200 yards away, and the next one. A mystery to be explored. I didn’t find the answer until I got talking to a chap at the British Embassy some three weeks later. I had in fact come across the Qanat system, which I believe is peculiar to Persia.

Just to the north of the Teheran area is a chain of mountains some 12,000-14,000ft high which regularly collect snow in winter, while the plain on which Teheran stands at about 4,000ft stays fairly dry. Then in the late spring and early summer the snows start to melt. What are dry streambeds on the plain suddenly become raging rivers, but the dry ground and evaporation quickly absorb the water. To overcome this the clever Persians devised the Qanat system. By channelling the water about 100ft down, far less of the water evaporated. Just how they did it is a bit of a puzzle. They definitely dug pairs of holes say 200 yards apart down to about 100ft, and then tunnelled towards one another until they met half-way; or so the Embassy chap said. I asked him how they kept in a straight line. He said he’d been told, they engineered it, by a mirror at the top focusing light into a concave mirror at the bottom of the hole, the beam of which guided those digging the tunnel in the direction of the next one. Sounded unlikely to me, but I couldn’t think how I’d have tackled the problem? Not only that, the floor of the tunnel had to be kept flat or sloping very slightly downwards.

These Qanats are hundreds of years old, I was told. They stretch fifty or one hundred miles into the desert, with little villages every so often tapping into the supply, some of the water being used for horticulture, so they resemble little oases. I’m told that a book about the Qanats was written some years ago, called Blind White Fish in Persia. The name of the author is Anthony Smith, but I don’t know if he sheds much light on the subject. The blind white fish of the title refers to fish in the Qanats, smallish, I believe, which lose much of their colour and sight from living their lives in the near darkness down below.

Returning to the subject of the villages, all of them were surrounded by a mud wall about 8 or 10ft high, with gateways to close at night, I think the main purpose of the wall was probably keeping wild animals out, rather than humans. Within the outer wall would be the market gardens with vegetable crops and fruit trees – apricot, plum, mulberry, almond, apple, pear and cherry. Lovely at blossom time, as were some bushes I couldn’t identify, which were a mass of deep purple flowers. The housing consisted of a few big courtyards with single storey houses with their rooms facing inwards. The houses were of mud or mud brick, the roofs of which, were a number of little domes. I think the construction, typical of Persia, was originated by their lack of big trees to provide oak etc beams for building. Their typical trees were of the aspen type, very unsubstantial. Certainly the roofs relieved the otherwise drab architecture. The Persian peasant seemed a much superior type to his counterparts in Egypt, Iraq etc, and they have a reputation of being very hospitable – as of course is the desert Arab.

The Persians were themselves in the grip of big changes. The Shah was a modernist and was trying to transform the role of their women in society. They were no longer to endure their subservient role to men, and be tied to their kitchens. They were to be educated equally with men and to take an equal place in business and professions. This was starting to take place in the cities, particularly in Teheran. The upper and middle class women were beginning to cast aside the head and face coverings and drab outer robes and to wear skirts and trousers, but the religious leaders, who still dominated the lower class attitudes, were fiercely resisting this. So there was little nightlife in Teheran – not at all like Cairo, Egypt, Palestine and Lebanon. Consequently, the ordinary British servicemen had little to entertain them in their leisure periods.

However, there were several bars, and that was where they congregated. One evening, the Military Police returned a few of my unit who had been in a brawl in one of the bars. Three of them were covered in blood and looked to be in a sorry state. Actually, after the squadron Medical Officer had sorted them out, their wounds were not all that serious. It appeared that a Russian serviceman, high on vodka, had gone berserk, smashing up the bar, with glass and glasses flying everywhere. It had taken a number of both British and Russian Military Police to overpower him. The Russian MPs eventually handcuffed his arms and legs and took him off to his unit. The next morning, I received a visit from an English-speaking Russian officer of his unit. He conveyed an apology from his CO to me, and my unit, for the unforgivable behaviour of one of his men. He also said that the man had been court-martialled early that morning and found guilty of various breaches of military code, and promptly shot. Now I knew that the Russian officer class regarded the lower ranks as little better than cattle, so it didn’t seem impossible that this chap had actually been shot. On the other hand, had the Russian CO had his tongue in his cheek and thought such a message would be the apology par excellence, and so put an end to the matter. The Russians at times had a strange sense of humour by our standards, so I will never ever know the truth.

From Kasvin, about 100 miles west of our airfield, eastward and running behind Teheran to the peak of Demavend, ran a range of mountains 14,000ft high. In all this distance it was only pierced by one pass, which itself was at 10,000ft, so, apart from the poor unsurfaced road over this pass, there was no north/south route over these mountains for about 125 miles. Beyond, lay the Caspian Sea, and this and the whole area north of the range was in the Russian controlled area of Persia, and entry in and out was very strictly controlled. This fact alone made me keen to see the Caspian. Firstly, with one of my officers and one from the squadron, I decided to see what quality the road over the pass was like, so we set off from Kerej, at the foot of the pass. The scenery was wild and spectacular. The river, which the road followed in a general sense, was not yet in spate from the melting snow above. The surface was poor but passable. We got to within a couple of thousand feet of the top, picnicked and returned. The route was clearly viable, so I started to think how I could see the Caspian.

Within three weeks I was attending a joint services liaison meeting at the American Embassy, so I sought out, over the drinks, an English speaking Russian. I brought the conversation round to my desire to see the Caspian. By luck, he knew quite well the Russian who could sanction it and led me to him. In the end I got permission to go one weekend – out Saturday, back Sunday. I could take three others. Our documents arrived the next Friday – permits, a pass for any road checkpoints and an authority for one night’s accommodation. These were all in Russian (I still have them) though we hardly knew which was which. My companions were F/Lt Marsh, F/O Fitzgerald and F/Lt Raitt. The latter was met officer for the airfield and squadron, and was our most important passenger. He had worked before the war for the Anglo Persian Oil Co. as a geologist at the oilfields near Abadan, where he became fluent in Persian Arabic, so we were OK for an interpreter, except if we had any difficulties with the Russians. A quick decision was made to go the next day – the Saturday. We set off at 5.00am, scarcely light, with me driving a 15cwt truck. The others had to take turns in the other front seat, or make themselves as comfortable as possible among our luggage in the back.

The weather was perfect, as Riatt had promised it would be. Through Kerej, and turn north off the tarmac road and head for the Caspian. The “road” followed the Kerej River to the top of the pass, right into the heart of the mountains, which crept in on either side. We passed the picnic site, which marked the end of my personal reconnaissance trip. We were pleased to see that the rock fall, which made the road extremely narrow at this point, had been cleared. The river narrowed until it became an angry torrent leaping over the rocks. In places small clumps of poppies and willows bordered it, and even the odd tiny field of sprouting corn (down at Kerej the corn had been ready for harvest). 
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At about 8.00am, and 9,000ft up, we stopped for breakfast at a tiny village, Gach-I-Sar. It had been a coal mining area but by now there was barely enough coal left for local consumption. There was no café, so we got out our primus stove to brew tea, and delve into our rations. The final 1,000ft to the top of the pass was very steep. To our surprise we crossed the top in a tunnel. It was pitch dark with water running down, in three cases more like waterfalls. It seemed about two miles long. From Gach-I-Sar we’d seen no traffic, but in the tunnel were several Persians with laden mules. Dazzled by our lights they screamed at us, the sounds magnified by the enclosed space. Luckily none of the mules played up. It was our turn to be dazzled as we came out into bright sunlight. The road down the other side clung to the Chalus River all the way down. It started in a trickle in the snowy waste, like the Kerej River in reverse.

We had started from the plain on which our airfield stood at 4,000 feet, so we had climbed 6,000 feet. Now we were to descend, in about 25 miles, some 10,000 feet, as the Caspian is about 100 ft below mean sea level. It was a journey through several climate zones. First the barren snow, then tundra, then stunted bushes, followed by sparse pine trees which became a forest, then prairie and pasture, then deciduous forest, cultivations and semi-tropical forest. The temperatures followed a similar scale so that down by the Caspian it was hot and humid. Down there they were cultivating rice, cotton, tea and sub-tropical plants.
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The road down was a bit scary, lots of loose stones and rocks, and cloud below us, through which you’d get an occasional glimpse of the road snaking and zigzagging some 2,000 or 3,000 ft below. In places the road had been cut into the side of the cliff where the river was eating it away, as it had itself cut a long steep sided gorge. Startling scenery, when you could take your eyes off the road to observe it, particularly where bits of road cut away by the river had been repaired with large sized rubble. In places the two sides of the gorge almost touched. 
At one time we descended through cloud/mist for about 1,000ft. By the time we emerged the valley began opening out and the river became less turbulent. There were thick woods on either side, reminiscent of England, with bluebells, poppies, thistles and yellow flag irises. No villages were to be seen, just occasional clusters of houses. The chief occupation seemed to be charcoal burning – some of the biggest mounds of charcoal I’ve ever seen. In fact about the only traffic on the road were occasional lorries laden high with sacks of charcoal. The misty rain ceased and the air was beautifully fresh. I thought back to the contrast with Shaibah a year ago. More gently we dropped down to the village of Chalus with the Caspian spread out beyond it. A glorious scent in the air, which we traced to the jasmine trees lining the road, with their little white flowers, hidden under their leaves. We were halted and had our passes checked, so decided to make it a lunch stop (our rations again).

Then we set off west, for Ramsar, along the shore of the Caspian, but mostly through heavily wooded country. At one point we stopped at a stretch of shore of very dirty coloured sand. The sea itself is landlocked. It is about 800 miles long, and 200 miles wide in parts. The water was not highly chemical, as was the Dead Sea, just brackish and not very cold, fairly warm in fact. There were a few birds of a seagull variety, and cormorants. Gradually the forests receded, replaced by cultivation of rice and paddy fields, with women bending over planting rice. Very few villages, but lots of scattered houses. The road was very potholed, but that didn’t account for a sudden loss of engine power. Diagnosed by Fitzgerald as mucky plugs, a good clean, and we were back on the road in half an hour, and soon pulling into Ramsar at about 5.00pm.
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Ramsar was a holiday village. The Shah had turned his father’s summer palace into a hotel. The Russians in 1940 had commandeered it and turned it into an officers’ leave centre, but in the present state of war there were few officers able to get leave and it was almost empty. There were lovely gardens of roses leading down to a casino (closed) and the beach, though cloud and drizzle were covering the wooded mountains behind. We booked in and I got a lovely room with bathroom attached, looking out over the sea. I immediately took a bath – the first I had had in months, after making do with a canvas basin in a tent. Then down for drinks – vodka/vermouth, local wine and beer. The dinner in the grand but almost deserted dining room. I remember nothing of the meal except the lashings of caviar – the sturgeon of the Caspian were the main source of the best caviar in the world. The next day we had a late breakfast as it was raining. Then a stroll down to the casino and the beach – the sea much rougher with white frothy waves. 
We started our return journey at 11.00am, still in rain. The potholes in the road were all full of water, making it difficult to know which were the deeper ones. We stopped for lunch at Chalus, after the checkpoint. Still raining, so we sheltered from it, to eat in a partly built charcoal furnace. A mile or two before the tunnel we ran out of the rain into blue sky and sunshine, looking down over the rain clouds below. On the way down all was going smoothly until we rounded a bend to find the road blocked by three lorries held up by a landslide ahead. It took hours until the gang of workmen had cleared enough of the rubble for us to get through, so it was 9.00pm and dark before we got back to the airfield. It felt as though we had been away for weeks. The most scenic trip I had ever done, up till then, and in spite of very mixed weather.

Back in the unit we were generally unsettled. The war was getting further away from us. I think we were only being held there until it was clear that the Russian breakout from Stalingrad was not just a flash in the pan. In mid-March I had been posted back to Abadan, but immediately told to stay in Teheran for the time being. In mid-May I was posted to HQME in Cairo for onward posting. This was then cancelled as the chap to take over from me had gone into hospital. The rest of the unit were equally unsettled. Efforts to run one or two dances for them produced too few nurses from the hospital in Teheran. Some airmen had adopted stray dogs. Then, on one of my walks, I came across a colony of tortoises – larger than the normal ones. So next day I captured a few and brought them back in the car. To my surprise the airmen adopted them with enthusiasm.

Back in April a squadron chap, on a medical trip to Cairo, was able to bring us back a supply of tennis balls – as rare as hen’s teeth in Teheran, though hellishly expensive. We knew there was a little used hard tennis court the other side of Teheran. Quickly I made up a four with three from the Squadron. Their standard was above mine but I was soon holding my own. Some of the Army lot challenged us to a best of three match, but we won, too convincingly, the first two, and never played the third, preferring our own company. Sadly we didn’t get many opportunities for further games. 
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One Sunday we decided to try another gazelle shoot. We came to the ford where we normally crossed the river, only to see a lorry full of workmen stuck in the middle of the river in about three feet of water. The snows in the mountains were now melting fast and the ford would be blocked for the summer, so we diverted to a little hamlet in the mountains to try a little rock climbing alongside a steep stream, leaving the driver in the truck to guard our rifles. We were doing well when a 4ft snake rearing up and hissing at us blocked our route. We couldn’t take the risk that it was all hisses and no bite, so we had to despatch it by dropping a large boulder on it. Not for the squeamish! (The Animal Rights people had not yet begun their campaign.)

Another day one of our English speaking Russians turned up to give me an invitation, in my official capacity, to the premiere in Teheran, of their film of the siege of Stalingrad. He was intrigued by one of the tortoises, which he nicknamed the Persian Panzer, and he left bearing it away as his prize. The film was terrific, much of it filmed during hand to hand fighting in the ruins of the city. The only snag was the Russian commentary, and the fact that the film stopped every two or three minutes, to translate into written Persian on the screen – a series of wriggly lines. It would have been far more impressive with no breaks, even if we could not understand the Russian spoken commentary.

One evening I was lucky enough to be invited to a dance at the European Club in aid of the Red Cross. Dr Davis, from the British legation, was running it and he had asked three of us to be partners for three late teenage girls who were staying with him. They were up in Teheran on a shopping expedition. Their families lived on some grand estate out in the country, with its own swimming pool, tennis courts, golf course etc. One was French, her cousin was half-French, half-Russian, and Tamara, the third, was wholly Russian and their relative. The other two only spoke French, but luckily Tamara who I was to partner, spoke English (of a sort) also. All three were stunningly beautiful and danced like a dream. It was a wonderful evening, but that was the end of it. They were due back home in another couple of days – and were right out of our class anyway, but it was good while it lasted. I later was told by Dr Davis, that Tamara was a Georgian, and would have been a princess, if the communists had not recently abolished royalty and driven her family out of the country (or they had fled, I forget which).

Three or so weeks later we had an invitation to another dance. It was officers only, and being given at the hospital by the nurses. It was an open-air affair with drinks and buffet. The dance floor was part of the hospital grounds, which they had covered with a large canvas sheet. Even so, you could still feel the little stones through the canvas, but it was a jolly mirthful evening. Quite a contrast to the European Club!

There had been a typhus outbreak in Teheran and the hospital had been swamped with cases, to such an extent that the British/Indian army down in Iraq had sent some of their nurses up to help. At that stage of the war, they were the only females in the Forces, in that theatre of the war. They were the ones we had invited to the two dances we arranged for our airmen (but there had been too few of them off duty to make it a success). Earlier we had one or two suspected cases of typhus among our airmen and the hospital had sent a nurse along to advise us how to recognise the typhus lice. These wretches would burrow their head down into your skin in search of blood. We were told it was necessary not to brush them off, which would leave their heads behind in the skin and lead to infection. The art was to apply a lighted cigarette near their backsides. They would withdraw their heads and could then be slaughtered if possible.

The nurse who came to us on this occasion was a Sister by the name of Anne – I’ve forgotten her surname, even though we hit it off together immediately. I invited her on that trip I did up the slopes of Denavend in the snow when we saw the lynx. She made it clear from the outset that she intended to stay faithful to her fiancée who was further afield in the Far Eastern Forces, so any resolution to stay faithful to Deirdre wasn’t put to the test. We didn’t get too many chances to get together, but it was a beautiful friendship, and in other circumstances we would have made a good pair.

One Sunday she and I went for a swim in a little pleasure complex at Darband, about ten miles north of Teheran. Afterwards we went for a walk among the lightly wooded hills, and it was dusk as we were returning. We heard music and then came across a Persian family, obviously wealthy, having a picnic. Rugs spread out over the ground and cushions – the two musicians were servants. They greeted us as we passed, in fairly recognisable though limited English and we stopped for a short chat. In no time they had made spaces for us on their rugs and cushions and plied us with drinks and sweetmeats, particularly when they found that Anne was up in Teheran working at the public hospital. We must have stayed with them a couple of hours, in the warm night air, under the stars, listening to the Persian music played by the duo, with an occasional song to a poem by Omar Khayan. A quite unforgettable experience!

The Army had got hold of a copy of Walt Disney’s film Fantasia and the unit/squadron doctor and I got invitations. The film was shown in a semi-dungeon on a particularly hot evening, with only wooden forms to sit on. We both left feeling rather ill, but not particularly surprised, but next morning we were both running high temperatures. It was decided we might have got malaria and we were whisked off to the local Military/Army hospital (not the Persian one Anne was at). A series of blood tests for malaria, were in due course found to be negative. Our temperatures returned to normal after four days and they decided we had had a dose of sandfly fever. Luckily it did not affect me anything like the dose I got soon after I arrived in Egypt from the UK. Still it affected me somewhat and it was another fortnight before I felt OK. We had been discharged back to unit for light duties after a week in hospital. Some time, in May I think, our Western Desert troops had met up with the Army pushing east from Morocco and Algeria, capturing all the remaining German and Italian troops in Africa. Then while Doc and I were in hospital (July) we learned that our African forces has commenced the invasion of Sicily – quite a tonic for us patients, but yet giving us the feeling that we were stuck in a backwater, left behind by the war. Some people don’t know when they are well off!

At the time of my intended posting to HQ in Cairo about a month before (which was cancelled as my replacement was in hospital), I had been told that the controversial posting back to Abadan had finally been cancelled. I say ‘controversial’ because HQ had promised that no serviceman would be required to serve two successive summers in the Persian Gulf area because of the detrimental health effects. Therefore, I was surprised, a week or so later, after coming out of hospital, to be told by HQ that it was imperative that I returned to Abadan for duties. This was right at the height of the summer too, when daily shade temperatures were 120(, and more importantly, in a period of high humidity. I even had a letter from the C-in-C regretting that it had been necessary.

My departure from Teheran was hurried. I got a flight down to Shaibah. It took the most of the next day to cover the last 30 miles. It took me 70 miles and four different items of transport, plus a motor launch, to achieve it. It included a puncture in the middle of the desert, with no spare tyre. So I was a bit brassed-off by the time I arrived in Abadan. It wasn’t helped by there being no perceivable crisis that required my immediate presence. Such is life in the Services. In the mess I was back in my old room, but the mess itself was now bigger, consisting of three adjoining Nissan huts with a covering of thick matting to cushion the fiercest of the sun’s rays.

My two oil company pals, Alan Rawlings and Peter Hainsworth, were still there, but had been moved to a bungalow that had no air conditioning – so it wasn’t the treat to visit them during the siesta period that it had been the time before. Even so it was 15( or 20( cooler there, than my room in the mess. Luckily the swimming pool was still available to RAF officers, and I was in it that evening. My ‘crawl’ had lost a bit of its speed, and my stamina was pathetic from lack of swimming opportunities in Teheran. Alas I was continuing to realise that I was even further away from Sicily, where the war was taking place. By now the Russians had pushed the Germans a long way back from Stalingrad. The nearest German airfields were now those in Crete and Greece, about 1,500 miles away and virtually out of range.

The Sector (Fighter) Operations Room at Abadan, whither I had been sent, was now commanded by a Wing Commander instead of a Squadron Leader, as when I was CO. This time I was only second in command. HQ didn’t keep us informed on strategy, so I could only guess at Abadan’s new higher status. My guess was, that the losses of our battleships etc, at Singapore, and the US Navy’s huge commitment in the Pacific, had left the India/Persia/Iraq area very vulnerable. We were weak in naval strength, and the overall commanders felt the Persian Gulf was vulnerable to a Japanese carrier force strike, as at Pearl Harbour. Certainly there was no doubt that the oil fields and refineries at Abadan had become increasingly vital to our war effort. There were also masses of war materials from USA being off-loaded at the ports at the head of the Gulf, mainly destined for Russia.

Anyway there I was, and no signs of a fighting war anywhere near. The CO was W/Cdr “Ginger” Murray. He was not a bad chap to work under. He was often leaving me in charge, as he used any excuse to get away from the Gulf and visit the better climate of Habbaniya for conferences, meetings etc at Headquarters. He even managed Cairo once.

To my surprise I’d settled down to the climate better than I had expected (dreaded). Presumably I had learned the tricks of the trade last time. That I kept reasonably fit I put down to my one and a half hours daily in the swimming pool, which I religiously tried to observe. The worst thing was trying to get a satisfactory night’s sleep. This in spite of sleeping out in the open air, naked, under my mosquito net. The temperature rarely dropped below 95( at any time (well except when we had a two-day dust storm, which dropped it by an extra 10().

Occasionally we would go to the open-air cinema. Pretty lousy films, not helped by the hard seats. One evening we went to a Russian concert, an Armenian orchestra, and a troupe of Armenian folk dancers – all male – much to our disappointment. Another evening spent sewing and darning to the best of my ability convinced me that a visit to the shops was a necessity. There were no shops, cafés or restaurants on Abadan Island, so it really meant an 80-mile trip in a 15cwt truck over most atrocious pot-holed roads to Basra, and back. I went in a light dust storm. The prizes were socks, shirts, shorts, desert shoes/boots and stockings. The latter were the knee length ones we wore with our shorts. In the evenings we wore long khaki trousers and long sleeved shirts – made you hotter, but helped fend off the mosquitoes.

I remember one other concert given by an ENSA team. Usually these were of very poor quality. This was an exception – luckily, as it was held in a hall, which became like a sauna by the end of the evening, and we couldn’t have stuck the usual ENSA concert. Admittedly the two girl dancers were completely lacking in stage presence, but the other acts were good. Even the jokes were new ones, well put over and really funny. The only other entertainment I remember were evenings at the house of one of the oil company employees. We sat out in his garden under the stars and the palm trees while he played us classical music on records. He introduced us to much I had never heard before – Haydn, Mozart, Schubert and Beethoven trios, quartets and the like. It really whetted my appetite to hear more; something I indulged later in life.

My work was not unduly onerous, except when I became acting CO in Ginger Murray’s absences. Then I had the help of his secretary, the wife of an oil company boss – one of the few of them who had stayed out there after the war began. By one of those odd coincidences, with which life seeks to intrigue us, I later met her in the 1970’s while living in Cranbrook, Kent. Also in July 2001 in a TV film commemorating the 60th Anniversary of the Battle of Britain, I saw Ginger Murray being asked to recount his experiences as a fighter pilot involved in it all.

The hot weather peaked in mid-August, when the shade temperature reached 133( with 94( humidity. Life was boring and monotonous, but in some ways that was how we liked it. One’s aim was just to exist, not live, until October, when the temperatures would become more bearable. Meanwhile we had to try to avoid heatstroke, heat exhaustion and prickly heat. One other hazard was, surprisingly, to avoid a chill – quite common, sitting with a fan blowing over you to try and dry/cool off. My spell in the swimming pool became the highlight of the day – though the temperature of the water was in the 90’s. I tried to get a week’s leave to head for the north, but was out of luck. Luckily Deirdre was keeping me well supplied with letters and airgraphs – often three or four a week. One included cuttings from the Telegraph and local papers announcing our engagement – so it wasn’t all a dream, it was official.

There were lots of Canadian troops massing in the Lewes area with little to do. They would eventually be off when the invasion of northern France began. Deirdre was (as were all the other girls) in constant demand for dances and mess parties. I could only keep my fingers crossed that none of the Canadians would seem a better bet than I was. She told me she was off on a week’s holiday. She and three friends (all female) cycled over to a hotel in Chichester and made it a base for a cycling holiday – but there were lots of Canadians there too, in the evenings. Fingers still crossed!

At the end of August, Ginger Murray left us, and as an interim measure a Group Captain took over. I saw little of him, so I was actually in charge. On 2nd September, to commemorate Britain having successfully survived four years of war, it was decided to hold a big thanksgiving service and parade. Our padre, a lovely chap, would take the service, and I would be in charge of the parade. None of us had done any drill for ages, so it was with a lot of trepidation that I yelled out all the commands and was thunderstruck when they were all correctly obeyed. The oil company personnel were all there, as onlookers, and at the service, and gave us praise for our efforts. Our padre’s prayers had immediate results. That evening the radio announced a big Russian victory on the Central Front, and our lot in Sicily opened up an offensive at Anzio on the Italian mainland. The war was going well for once, after so many setbacks.

In the oil company canteen afterwards one of their representatives thanked us for our efforts – and mentioned in passing that August had been one of the hottest ones on record, average daily shade temperature of 120(. In this respect I had just had a real bit of luck. The following day some of the oil personnel were off on a fortnight’s leave, and four of us would borrow their air-conditioned bungalow. I was to share a bedroom (single beds) with our (Canadian RAF) signals officer, F/Lt Carden and I forget who the other two were. Not only that; they were leaving their two servants behind to look after us, and cook – though we would have to provide the food. Being the virtual CO I had no difficulty wangling rations. The only snag was that I had to go off and work in the heat each day, but often we’d get away to the bungalow for lunch and the siesta period. The very next day, our Group Captain got his orders to move on, so I was on my own in charge. Any hope of a week’s leave in the north receded even further into the future, as nothing had been said about a replacement for either the Group Captain or Ginger Murray.

The latter, while at Abadan, had managed to get his hands on an aircraft for his various trips to HQ. On his departure I also managed to get my hands on it from time to time. It was an obsolete pre-war fighter aircraft – a Hawker Hart, a bi-plane. It was grand to get in a bit of flying again, the first for ages, and nice to climb up into the cooler air as it had an open cockpit. A couple of times I managed to borrow a Tiger Moth instead.
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