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PUBLISHERS NOTE

Due to the historical nature of this memoir, some of the language and ideas may be offensive to the modern reader. To preserve the integrity of the text, we have retained this content in its original form.


FOREWORD

In the foreword to the first volume of my autobiography, Bugles and a Tiger, I wrote – ‘The purpose of this book … is to tell the story of how a schoolboy became a professional soldier of the old Indian Army. In the course of the story I hope to have given an idea of what India was like in those last twilit days of the Indian Empire, and something more than a tourist’s view of some of the people who lived there.’

The Road Past Mandalay carries the narrative through to the end of the Second World War. Its purpose is to tell the story of how a professional officer of the old Indian Army reached some sort of maturity both as a soldier and a man. Some parts of the story are very unpleasant – so was the war it records; others are almost painfully personal – but this is not a battle diary: this is the story of one man’s life. Of death and love I cannot say less with honesty or more with propriety.

There is another difference than that of time between this and the earlier volume. I think most people read Bugles and a Tiger for its depiction of a strange and rather romantic kind of life led by a very few. This book, The Road Past Mandalay, tells of experiences shared with scores of millions, not yet middle-aged, who have fought in war, have loved, have known separation and discomfort and danger. My story is not unique and I am not a hero, but an ordinary man, and I have written this narrative because I believe that many of you will recognise in it parts of your own life, and know that in writing of myself I have written, also, of you and for you.

As in Bugles I warn that this is a factual story but not a history. I have checked every detail as carefully as I can but as I kept no diary and made no notes my memory may sometimes have deceived me. If it has, again, forgive me.

J. M.


Book One

ACTION, WEST
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Chapter One

Before dawn, the order reached us: The armoured cars of the 13th Lancers were to make a wide outflanking movement into the desert, round the right of the enemy’s position defending the small Syrian town of Deir-es-Zor. The 10th Gurkhas were to attack astride the main road. We – the 2nd Battalion of the 4th Gurkhas – were to stay in camp, in reserve, at five minutes’ notice for action.

My colonel, Willy Weallens, read the message with a darkening face. He jammed on his hat, abruptly ordered me to follow him, and hurried to Brigade Headquarters. When we were admitted to the brigadier’s presence – ‘Why aren’t we leading the assault, sir?’ Willy snapped.

The brigadier said that we had been leading for about eight weeks now, and it was someone else’s turn. Willy said he didn’t see what that had to do with it – sir. The order was a deliberate insult to the 4th Gurkhas. Patiently the brigadier explained the benefits of a system of rotation of duties. Willy fumed visibly. He tugged at the brim of his hat, kicked the sand with the toe of his boot, and looked daggers at the brigadier. Although I didn’t know it at the time, since I had never seen a baseball game, Willy was giving a perfect demonstration of how to protest a called strike. The result was the same: we remained in reserve.

The brigadier went forward with his command group. Sulkily Willy waited at the main headquarters, at the rear end of the unreeling field telephone line, and I waited with him. Three or four miles ahead Deir-es-Zor gleamed white on its low hill above the right bank of the Euphrates. The dusty road led straight towards it. To the left a long escarpment of black and grey cliffs marked the southern limit of the arena; the northern limit was the broad, yellow flood of the Euphrates. A neat set-piece battle was about to begin between the Vichy French and their troops, mainly Syrian, who were holding Deir-es-Zor, and the 21st Brigade of the 10th Indian Infantry Division, who intended to capture it. It was early morning on the 4th of July, 1941, and already the temperature had passed 100 in the shade, but there was no shade, except a strong yellow glary kind in the tents. There were only two tents in the whole vast bivouac area. Both were very large and, though a dull brown colour, very conspicuous. One held the Main Dressing Station, full of men wounded in earlier bombing attacks. A large red cross painted on its roof made it more conspicuous still. The other was Brigade Headquarters, where Willy and I waited.

An anti-aircraft sentry swung his Bren gun on its mount and peered intently to the west, beyond Deir-es-Zor. Soon I made out nine silver arrows in the sky out there, and diffidently informed Willy that we were about to be bombed again. I added that there were now only two obvious targets in the camp – the two tents. The planes were American-built Martin Maryland medium bombers, provided to the French in the early days of the war in order to fight the Germans, and now being used by Pétain’s government against us.

Long dark oblongs formed in the plane’s bellies as they opened their bomb bays. They came on in a tight formation of three stepped-up Vs, the sun gleaming on their silver bodies. They looked beautiful, and I stepped down into the nearest slit trench. A score of Bren guns began to rattle, and tracer streamed up in long, lovely curves against the blue sky. Directly overhead bombs fell from the bays in a glittering shower. The whistling rose to a multitudinous shriek, the explosions roared, eruptions of earth marched in long parallel lines across the camp. Two bombs fell directly into the Main Dressing Station, killing twenty of the men who lay awaiting evacuation to base hospitals. The Martins wheeled slowly above the sun.

‘This will be for us, sir,’ I said. I huddled well down into the trench but watched the bombers, for by now I could judge to within a few yards just where bombs would land. When the shining bombs left the black bays, I knew that Willy and I were for it. I dived flat in the trench and lay on my face, my arms crossed on the back of my head. Round the angle of the L-shaped trench Willy did the same. Or, I presume he did. He might have thought the pilots up there could see him, and then he would have remained standing, or begun to read a book.

The scream of the bombs grew louder. Suddenly the ground jumped. A huge force lifted and shook me and the trench and the whole earth in which the trench had been dug, moving everything bodily upwards and sideways. Thick yellow earth clogged my mouth and nostrils and I began to choke. A sharp pain on the left cheek of my buttocks forced the earth out of my mouth in a yell.

The thunder of the bombs died away. Through the cloud of settling earth I heard Willy’s voice, ‘Are you hit, Jack?’ I put my hand on my wound, and yelled again. Willy was bending over me with a look of terrible anxiety on his face.

I thought, what a gentleman you are, colonel dear, and scrambled to my feet. I held out my hand. In the palm lay a still hot .303 bullet, one of ours. Fired at the Martins by a Bren gun, it had become red hot in its passage through the air, and fallen precisely on to my arse as I cowered in the trench, burning a small hole in my trousers and in me. At the same time a 250-pound bomb had fallen about ten feet from my end of the trench. Willy and I were standing in the trench at the rim of the crater it had formed. The force of the explosion had bodily shifted the whole trench, so that it now lay several degrees off its previous line.

The telephone buzzed. The brigadier at the other end ordered us to advance a certain distance behind the 10th Gurkhas, well closed-up and in tight control, ready to repel counter-attacks or to exploit success. A couple of orders and we moved off astride the road. I could hear small arms fire from the direction of Deir-es-Zor. Something went bang, sharp but not very loud, close to my feet. Some dust rose, but very little. Still slightly deafened and dazed by the bombing, I had no idea what it was, and could not summon the interest to find out. Several more bangs followed. I plodded on.

Willy, a few paces to my left, looked at me with an approving smile – ‘That’s the way, Jack! Set an example … You’re a good cool one.’

Another bang, and another puff of dust rose between me and the nearest rifleman. ‘What is that, sir?’ I asked Willy.

His expression changed. He said crossly, ‘Shells, you ass! We’re being shelled by French 75s from the edge of the town up there. You are wet behind the ears, aren’t you?’

My knees began to ache with the effort of keeping up that steady, nonchalant plod. I was being shelled, for the first time in my life. By French 75s. The master gun of World War I. Could fire 20 rounds a minute, effective range 8,000 yards, weight of shell 13 pounds, effective lethal zone of burst about – I looked at the next puff of dust, which rose almost between a rifleman’s legs – about two feet, apparently. We continued to advance.

Willy was angry with himself at having shown emotion on my behalf – twice now, for he knew I’d seen his anxiety in the trench – and insisted that this wasn’t real shelling. The famous French 75 was a mere peashooter. Bang bang.

I said I’d rather be shelled than bombed, any day. Bang. A small hole appeared in the wide brim of my Gurkha hat. Willy shouted, ‘You wait – (bang) – until you’ve really been shelled – (bang) You don’t know – (bang) – what you’re talking about.’

Bang!

His words, and their accompaniment, will serve as a proper introduction to this narrative.

I was twenty-six years old and my substantive rank was lieutenant, though the expansion of the war had made me a temporary captain. Born in Calcutta of a family that had even then served for four generations in India, I was educated at Wellington and the Royal Military College, Sandhurst, in England; on August 30, 1934, received a 2nd lieutenant’s commission in His Majesty’s Land Forces and immediately went out to serve as one of the small band of British regular officers in the Indian Army.

The British Army, where both officers and men were British, also had large forces in India. In the Indian Army all the enlisted men were Indian; the officers were British, in slow process of being replaced by Indians.

Since I must use the names throughout this book, I had better explain here that in the Indian Army we had, besides officers who held the King’s Commission, others who held their commission from the Viceroy of India. These latter were always men who had risen through the ranks, and so were of the same caste and tribe as the enlisted men – in our case, Gurkhas. They ranked, in order, below 2nd lieutenants as follows: Subadar Major (only one in a battalion: the colonel’s right-hand man and adviser in all matters relating to Gurkha customs, religion, and morale); Subadar (commanded a platoon, or was second-in-command of a company); Jemadar (commanded a platoon). They were all saluted, held powers of discipline and punishment, and were called Sahib. The non-commissioned ranks were: Havildar Major (first sergeant, sergeant-major); Havildar (sergeant); Naik or Amaldar (corporal); Lance Naik (lance-corporal). The plain private soldier was usually called Sepoy, but all Gurkha regiments were Rifles (this is an old distinction without any practical modern difference, though a potent factor in esprit-de-corps) so our soldiers were called Riflemen.

Of Gurkhas, what can I say that will compress the knowledge of fourteen years, and all the love and admiration it gave me, into a few sentences? Their homeland is Nepal, the small country sandwiched along the Himalayas between India and Tibet. They are of Mongol extraction; small and sturdy in stature; mountain men all; endowed with an inborn honesty towards life that gives them perfect self-confidence, without any need for swashbuckling or boasting; as fond of pranks as of discipline; cheerful under the worst conditions – especially under the worst conditions; brave, courteous … well, you get the idea: I thought highly of the men with whom it was my privilege to serve.

The regiment I joined in 1935 was the 4th Prince of Wales’s Own Gurkha Rifles, in the 2nd Battalion. During four years of ‘peace’ with it I fought in two campaigns on India’s North West Frontier, shot a tiger and two snipe, attended the usual professional schools, had a great many love affairs, learned something about my profession, crossed the United States on a long furlough, and added four years to my age. Of all this, of the gaiety and the grimness, of the hard processes of learning and the wild abandon of young men, of the atmosphere of that India, I have tried to tell something in Bugles and a Tiger, referred to in the foreword.

To me, and to the battalion, war came on September 3, 1939, in the little Indian outpost of Loralai, near the Afghan border. By then I was the Adjutant.
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Chapter Two

We were a battalion of regulars, who had marched and fought and played together for five, ten, twenty-five years. We did not remain that way for long. War expansion began at once, and we had to send hundreds of men away to form the cores of new battalions, training depots, and the like. We filled the vacant places in the enlisted ranks with raw recruits and rusty reservists, and, among the officers, with tea planters, coffee planters, junior tycoons from the great merchant houses of Calcutta and Bombay, and boys just out of school. Most of them had done some weekend soldiering with the Auxiliary Force, but they had much to learn and an unknown but certainly short time to learn it in.

My time was spent wrestling like Laocoon with promotion rolls, equipment states, company strengths, hospital reports, and training programmes. One day I looked up to find a tall young Indian standing in my office. He wore an ill-fitting uniform, a cheerful smile and the badges of a lieutenant of the Indian Medical Service. I frowned ferociously. No one is supposed to smile in the office of an Adjutant. The young man said his name was Dutt, and that he had been posted as our medical officer. This was a shock, as in those days all King’s Commissioned officers in a Gurkha battalion were British. Still, we would have to make the best of it. I pulled an officer’s record sheet towards me, and asked, ‘Name?’

‘Dutt,’ he said, ‘I just told you.’

‘Rank?’

‘Lieutenant, I.M.S.’

‘Christian names?’

‘None.’

I put down the pen and stared at him. ‘I am very busy,’ I began coldly. ‘And …’

‘I am not a Christian,’ he said with a triumphant beam, ‘so how can I have Christian names? I am Hindu, and my full name is Santa Padhaya Dutt, if that is what you want to know.’

I stared at the paper as though it had bitten me. ‘Christian name’ is, in English-English, the normal phrase for ‘first name.’ I realised suddenly that it was not a mere phrase, it meant exactly what it said. The point had never arisen before. Times were changing. There was a war on. Oh well … I silently quoted one of my colonel’s pet phrases – ‘Worse things happen at sea.’

‘Have you seen the colonel yet?’ I asked the doctor.

‘No, I am looking forward to that pleasure,’ he said.

‘Wait here …’ I began, then the colonel’s voice called me from his office next door.

Lt. Col. W. R. W. Weallens sat in the big chair behind his desk looking at a small oblong of pasteboard. His expression was much like that of an insulted bloodhound. Since this was normal with him, I did not become alarmed.

‘Have you seen one of these?’ he asked.

‘Yes, sir,’ I said. It was a calling card, still a required item of an officer’s equipment in 1940. The inscription, in the correct copperplate print, said, Mr R. L. H. Werner, and, on the line below, 4th Prince of Wales’s Own Gurkha Rifles. The form was correct, I knew, because I had written out for each of the new officers exactly what he must have printed on his card, taking special care to point out that Wales was not a plural and that therefore it was Wales’s, not Wales’, a common but disastrous solecism.

Willy said, ‘Emergency Commissioned officers cannot be Members of the Regiment. They’re only attached from the General List. That’s what they should have printed on their cards.’

I looked at him with awe, exasperation, and affection. Twenty years older than I, he had been passed over for command some years earlier, and sent to work out his time for pension in the Publications Department at Delhi. Before that, during a short spell of service together in 1936 and 1937, he had shown sharp distaste for me, my dress, attitude, morals, and shade of hair, a distaste which I had returned by poorly concealed insubordination, for I was then a 2nd lieutenant and he a senior major. In 1940 the powers pulled him out of Publications, where he was dying of shame, and gave him all that he had ever asked of life – command of his own battalion, of his own regiment, in war.

When he reached Loralai he found that I was the Adjutant, his chief staff officer and personal confidant. But our experiences in the intervening years had chastened both of us, and though he could have fired me at any moment, we got on well from the start. Military comradeship grew into something much more as he realised that though I was a mannerless little blighter of the Jazz Age I loved the regiment and the Gurkhas as much as he did. For my part I soon understood that he was not an ignorant old curmudgeon but a brave and honest Edwardian gentleman, suffering from a needless complex about his capacity as a soldier. The complex was caused by the fact that he had never attended the Staff College for higher military instruction, and I noted that, too.

Now we stared at each other across the slip of pasteboard. I wanted to say, ‘Times have changed. Calling cards don’t matter any more, still less what’s written on them.’ I wanted to give him a lecture on the relative importance of efficiency and correct form in time of war. But none of that would be any use. There was a way, though. I must mention the 4th Gurkhas.

I said, ‘Very well, sir. I’ll tell them to get new ones printed … But if any of them win the V.C. while they’re with us, I suppose we’ll have to say that it wasn’t a 4th Gurkha who won it, only some chap on the General List.’

Willy glared at me, his lips tight. Slowly his wonderful smile, a little prim, a little uncertain, transformed his face. ‘Get out,’ he said.

‘Yes, sir,’ I said. ‘Our medical officer’s arrived. Lieutenant Santa Padhaya Dutt. I think he’s going to be a good egg.’

‘I wonder if he knows Colonel Dabholkar,’ Willy said eagerly. He jumped to his feet. ‘Doc Dabholkar was the best doctor in action we ever had. I remember in ’16 … Send him in!’ Before I’d left the room he was greeting young Dutt with outstretched hand, as happy and open as a boy.

God damn it, I muttered, when the door closed behind them. God damn it, when will I ever learn how complicated people are.

They moved us a couple of hundred miles down the frontier to Quetta, where we practised even harder to fit ourselves for the war already raging in the Libyan Desert. We were soon trained to a hair, but we lacked a number of items of equipment then considered essential for a well-dressed battalion about to take part in a battle. Gas masks, motor cycles, and most of our trucks we had, also mosquito nets, but we did not have enough Bren guns, and no anti-tank rifles at all. Day and night a small squadron of officers and non-coms blockaded the local arsenal, howling for 2-inch mortars, of which we were supposed to have sixteen and had none, and 3-inch mortars, of which we were supposed to have six and had two, and Bren-gun carriers, the little tracked semi-armoured vehicles on which much of our tactics was based, of which we had none.

All our indents for these items were returned ‘N.A.’ (Not available.) Roger Werner, lately a tea planter and now our Transport Officer, muttered, ‘Do they expect us to fight the Germans with our bare hands?’

The regulars laughed sardonically, and I said, ‘My boy, the Army Estimates must be reduced!’

The regulars were still, just, in a majority. Between us and the E.C.O.s (Emergency Commissioned Officers) there was very little of that friction which had added so greatly to the unpleasantness of the first war. Both sides had learned a lot since 1914. Regulars no longer thought it funny to refer to E.C.O.s as ‘temporary gentlemen,’ nor to subject them to humiliating lessons in deportment. On their part, the E.C.O.s realised that our collective name was not Blimp, that we knew our craft, and intended to teach it to them, thoroughly and quickly, for the common good. The E.C.O.s’ only fault was a marked distaste for the chores of administration. They had volunteered to fight, not to count shirts and weigh rice. Tactics, map reading, shooting – to these they bent their energies with enthusiasm, but a lesson on the law of evidence met glum, almost surly faces; and an order to spend four hours double-checking the next-of-kin rolls caused mutinous grumbles – Why can’t the company clerk do it?’ We answered, ‘Because these are your men, not his.’ As the months passed even these disagreements vanished and we settled down, one with another, and formed a new entity – the wartime regular battalion.

In England, my father, ten years since retired as a lieutenant-colonel, crept about the Devon hills with tin hat and rifle as commander of the Uplyme Home Guard. The Germans dropped bombs on the peaceful fields and Spitfires dropped empty shell cases on the street.

In Cyrenaica, General Wavell inflicted a crushing defeat on the Italians. The 4th Indian Division led the assault. Indian troops were in action and we were not. Willy’s face became a symphony of woe. There was only one ray of light: no Gurkha battalion had yet beaten us into battle.

In the evenings my duties would often take me down to his big bungalow on Queen’s Road with papers and orders and messages. His wife Biddy treated me, and indeed all the other subalterns, as though we were still hungry overgrown schoolboys, plying us with cake and a wonderful motherly sympathy, embracing but undemanding, that was also having its effect in softening Willy’s temperament. (They had not been married long.) Willy himself always caused me deep embarrassment on these visits. Brusque and even curt on parade, as soon as he reached his home he became a plain gentleman, and a host. The fact that I was far his junior and his adjutant made no difference. When I arrived he helped me out of my greatcoat – in winter Quetta is as cold as Montana. When I fumbled for a cigarette he was halfway across the room with a match. When I left he hurried ahead to open the car door for me. The next morning, full of affection, I’d greet him with a salute and a smile; his face would always be cold and set – ‘The Quarterguard turned out like a pack of sailors to me just now. And what’s Tumbahadur doing at the …’

We lived and moved in a peculiarly uncommitted atmosphere. No one knew when we would reach the big war, or exactly where, so we couldn’t tie ourselves to that. The Frontier stretched away to the north – but we’d left that. England was being bombed, There Was a War On, men were dying on two con tinents – but the girls and wives and grass widows here in Quetta still wore long dresses to the club dances, and all of us changed into mess kit for dinner, and into dinner jackets to go to the club, and the girls and wives and grass widows were very gay, and we organised picnics up the Hanna Valley, and games of Charades and Sardines, and someone found a camera by the Hanna Lake and handed it to a shop to be developed so that they might know whose it was, and the pictures showed many respectable ladies and gentlemen prancing about with no clothes on at all, in suggestive or plain copulatory attitudes; and we danced in the club and dined in beautiful drawing-rooms and flirted in dark gardens, and it was all a game except when suddenly it wasn’t, when the satin skin moved differently under your hand and the low voices, your own among them, tried to ward off with jokes the unexpected assault of love, unexpected and unwanted because earlier that day you had already been caught in the same way, when the clacking roar of machine-gun bullets dipped suddenly close on the field firing range, and war showed its face, violent and demanding, behind the play of the manœuvres.

On parade in the winter mornings the Khojak wind blew through all our clothes, so that we felt as naked as the Pan Prancers of Hanna, and we marched and manoeuvred in the snow, and came back sweaty and dirty to hot baths and the formalities of the mess. At Christmas we formed bands of waits and went singing carols down the long straight cantonment roads where the senior officers lived with their wives and families just as they had done before the war; and when we went to the flicks we wore high padded felt boots and sweaters and took rugs, too, to spread over our knees and legs, under which hands were held and silent promises made. In the Gurkha Officers’ Mess Subadar Major Sahabir reigned, and we went often to drink raksi and dance the jaunris there, because soon it would all be different; more exciting, perhaps, but different. And chaps in the right sort of uniform would still put their monocles in their eye and look slowly up and down chaps in the wrong sort of uniform, and take the monocle out and turn away, without saying a word …

The wheels of Delhi turned, our number fell. They sent us over a thousand miles south, by rail, to Poona, and warned us that our division was earmarked for Malaya, since the Japanese were making threatening faces in that direction. We threw away our Desert Warfare manuals, indented for Jungle Warfare Training pamphlets instead, and set out to find some jungle. Steel helmets we received, and camouflage netting for them, but no 2-inch or 3-inch mortars. N.A.

Once a week Ronny Smith, Roger Werner, ‘Shirley’ Temple and I would borrow a couple of nurses from the local hospital and take them out for a picnic ten miles up the river. The sun sank, turning the water pink and then dark violet, we played my portable gramophone on the bank, ate curry puffs and drank a can or two of beer, if we could find it, and returned in the dark to Poona. The next morning half the officers were at the arsenal again. We felt like firemen trying to find our shoes and socks while the alarm jangled ever louder and more hysterically in our ears.

In March, my cousin Marjorie, twenty-two years of age, newly married, dancing in London with her husband, a fighter pilot in the Royal Air Force, died under German bombs dropped into the Café de Paris.

In April, 1941, the powers took us out of the division that was due for Malaya and ordered us to Iraq to defend that country against possible German attack. Mr Hopkins, President Roosevelt’s special envoy, went to Iraq a little later and remarked to a British general, ‘The Persian Gulf is the arsehole of the world, and Basra is eighty miles up it.’ It was to this exact spot we were now to be sent, as a form of military enema.

I didn’t know much about Iraq but I did know it was mostly desert. We threw away the Jungle Warfare pamphlets and began a search for the Desert Warfare series. Before we found them we entrained for Bombay and boarded the troopship Devonshire, which at once eased out into mid-channel – and dropped her anchor. We waited.

What were we waiting for? The Indian Ocean was full of submarines. A German pocket battleship was loose off the East Coast of Africa. We were waiting to form a convoy.

None of this was true. We were waiting while the quartermasters went ashore to Bombay Arsenal. They came back with the rest of our Bren magazines, our first-line reserve of shell dressings, and four 2-inch mortars, complete with ammunition. The launches rocked alongside the gangway while fatigue parties of Gurkhas manhandled the awkward sacks on to the jury platform and into the ship, singing as they worked. But there were no 3-inch mortars and no Bren-gun carriers. N.A.

Still, all our rifles were clean-bright and slightly oiled, our bayonets sandblasted and matt-black so that they would not catch the light in night attacks, and our spirits rode high. The ship’s siren boomed thrillingly, imperiously. We were off!

Nothing happened. The captain had been calling to his mate. We waited a day or two more in the stream, studying the Yacht Club through field glasses to see if we could recognise the slackers drinking on the terrace there, and, what was much more interesting in India, recognise the women they were drinking with. We grappled with the British sailors’ inability to understand the administrative necessities of Gurkha soldiers. The food was not good nor were there proper places where it could be cooked. The Gurkhas, as usual, smiled through conditions which would have made some troops mutiny. Willy tramped rapidly up and down the decks, inspecting everything many times over.

One evening he sent for me to come to his cabin, where he told me abruptly that he thought we might have to make an opposed landing. At least we should be ready to do so.

This was ludicrous. We were going to Basra in fulfilment of a treaty pledge to protect Iraq should its recent independence be threatened by anyone; and it was certainly being threatened by Germany; or shortly would be. It was strictly a standard trooping movement. Nothing had been loaded or packed for an assault landing, which would have wasted valuable space in the ship. Willy listened glumly, and at last agreed that he was probably worrying over nothing. He almost admitted aloud that he worried too much; and I almost gave him an encouraging clap on the back. Our talk ended in one of his quick smiles, and he said, ‘Oh well, worse things happen at sea.’

We set sail, several ships protected by an Armed Merchant Cruiser. We had an uneventful trip to the mouth of the Persian Gulf, except for the arguments that developed when Santa Padhaya Dutt said blandly that he wasn’t fighting to maintain England’s rule over India, only to ensure that it was not replaced by Germany’s. It must be remembered that British officers of Gurkha battalions, spending most of their time protecting India’s frontiers against tribal raids, lived a life far removed from the turmoil of Indian or world politics. Dutt was regarded as something of an eccentric, not for his nationalism but because he knew about the matter at all and was interested in it. The rest of us had simply shut the whole thing out of our minds; when the time came, someone would tell us to go home; meanwhile we had a job to do. But all Englishmen love an eccentric and Dutt became very popular.

As we entered the Persian Gulf the temperature stood at 110, the humidity at 100 per cent. I was sitting in a deck chair, reading. A wild scream shocked me out of my book. A panting engine-room lascar, his eyes rolling, dashed out of the steel door beside me, ran across the deck, vaulted the rail, and leaped into the sea forty feet below. I rushed to the side, hardly believing my eyes. I felt so hot that, although it appeared that a lascar had become deranged, it might just as easily have been me. But there he was, fast drifting astern, and someone had already thrown him a lifebelt. ‘Man overboard,’ I croaked. The second time it came out better, in a full seamanlike bellow.

We picked him up eventually, but he died of heatstroke. I don’t know what the temperature in the engine-room was at that moment, but I stoked for an hour in very similar conditions when first going out to India in 1934, and the temperature then had been 149 degrees Fahrenheit.

I returned to my reading. Willy’s orderly appeared and said, ‘Colonel sahib salaam bhanchha.’ What now? I followed him. Willy was in his cabin. His worried frown had disappeared. ‘We’re going to make an assault landing,’ he said. He spared himself the pleasure of giving me even a grin.

Jesus Christ. No assault landing craft, only the ship’s lifeboats. No covering fire, except from the Armed Merchant Cruiser. No rehearsal. No communication channels. Where in hell was the reserve ammunition packed? The mortar bombs? Who was responsible for this bloody mess, anyway? I swore to myself that I would never believe a senior formation’s order again. Any troops I was responsible for would in future travel loaded and ready for action, however uncomfortable we were, however much space we took up, whatever orders I had to disobey.

The company commanders arrived and Willy explained what had happened. Some weeks earlier an Iraqi politician, Rashid Ali, had, with three others, formed a cabal and overthrown the government. The Golden Square, as the cabal called itself, was pro-Hitler. They had just informed England that Iraq did not need to be helped, since she was not threatened by anyone, except indeed the force now steaming from India to her assistance. She would resist the landing of that force, and would get help wherever she could. This obviously meant the Germans, who had recently conquered Greece. German bomber squadrons were already on their way to Iraq.

We steamed on. The brigade staff issued orders for the landing, detailing the various waves of assault, and the lifeboats allotted to each. I sub-allotted them to our companies, under Willy’s direction, and soon found my cabin full of the same mass of paper that I thought I had left behind in Poona. The riflemen clambered cheerfully in and out of the lifeboats, armed, if not to the teeth, at least to the waist. We thought that we would not meet very heavy opposition, since the bulk of the Iraqi Army was up-country near Baghdad. The enemy at Basra would be mostly armed police, who had already attacked the near-by R.A.F. base.

Just before we reached the mouth of the Shatt-al-Arab, the name by which the combined streams of the Tigris and Euphrates are known after their junction, we had a final rehearsal. The riflemen thought it a huge joke, and I was inclined to agree with them, though not so sure who was supposed to laugh. Some of these men, my men, were going to die, needlessly, because of some bloody fool’s over-optimism. Willy clapped me on the back and said, ‘It’ll be all right on the night, Jack.’

I retired to my cabin. Five minutes later Willy’s orderly arrived – ‘Colonel sahib salaam bhanchha.’

Willy showed me a copy of a signal that had just come in – Deflate balloon. Dock area in our hands.

I began to cheer up. Willy looked ready to cry. We landed late in the afternoon at the Basra docks, without fireworks, and marched into a grove of palm trees that stretched along the side of a road close to the river. The 2/4th Gurkhas had reached a theatre of war, preceded only – among Gurkha battalions – by the 2/7th, of 20 Brigade and that, as Willy pointed out, was pure bad luck.
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