                                                           W.A.A.F.
 1942  Nov 19th to Nov 25th R.A.F.  Innsworth, Gloucester.  Rank A.C.W. 2

Nov 25th to Dec 15th R.A.F.  Compton Bassett, Wiltshire. 

Dec 16th to Jan 14th 1943.R.A.F. Stannington, Northumberland.
 Jan 14th to Jan 16th 1943 R.A.F.Wymeswold, Leicestershire. 
    Jan 16th to June 1st 1943 R.A.F. Castle Donnington, Leicestershire 
 June 1st to Sept 30th.1943R.A.F. Ossington, Nottinghamshire

(Transported by glider,)
   Sept 30th to Feb 16th 1944.Blackpool Lancashire 1944 
Feb 16th 1944 to Apr 5th Rank A.C.W. 1Compton Bassett Wiltshire.

   April 12th to Oct 25th 1944 .R.A.F. Mildenhall, Suffolk.
 Oct 25 to Dec 15th 1944  R.A.F. Newmarket Rowley Mile.

  Dec 15th 1944 to Nov 15 1945  Rank L.A.C.W.  R.A.F. Mildenhall, Suffolk.

Nov 15th 1945 R.A.F. West Kirby Cheshire.

  Dec 6th on route to Egypt “R.M. S. Samaria” Dec 16th Arrived Port Said.

Dec 16th to Dec 21st. Almaza( Sept) . Rank C.P.L.
  Dec.21st Telecommunication Centre.

Feb 9th 1947 Heliopolis (M.E.F.) Nr. Cairo Egypt. 

  Moved to T.C.M. Ismailia (M.E.F.)

Canal Zone 1947 Sept 22 to Sept 28th Hotel De La Poste (Port Said)

  R.M.S. Samaria (In Transit for Blighty)

Oct 10th to Nov 9th R.A.F. Halton, Bucks.

  1947 Nov 10th to Nov 25 West Drayton Middlesex.

1947 Nov 25th to Nov 26th C.S. A. Bletchley Bucks.

 1947 Nov 26th to Jan 29th 1948 R.A.F. Chicksands 

1948 Jan 29th to 31st Demobbed at R.A.F. Kirkham Lancashire. 

      MEMOIRS OF A WARTIME W.A.A.F. WIRELESS OPERATOR.
It was in November 1942 that I swapped my comfortable civilian feather bed for steel slats, and hard “biscuits when I reported to Innsworth, Gloucestershire, for service in the Woman’s Auxiliary Air Force.

A more cold and uncomfortable night I had never before experienced- nor since. It is my first lasting memory of five and a half years service in the W.A.A.F. 

However it was the beginning of an experience I would not have missed for anything. It brought joy and tears-but most of all, it provided one of the most memorable and happy periods of my life.

First and foremost, I was determined to be a wireless operator. My older brother, already in the R.A.F., was a wireless operator/mechanic and, although I was interested in the technical side of the wireless, it was the operating that really appealed to me. It had been explained to me that the course of training for WAAF W/ops had been temporarily suspended until, those women already training had established themselves. Therefore, I would need to mark time, so to speak, until such time as the course would be re-opened. Probably in about nine months time.
I spent my waiting time as a bat-woman to Officer Aircrew at Operational Training Units (O.T.U.’s) in the Midlands.
 When my children were small and Batman was their hero, they thought it highly amusing that their Mum was once a bat-woman. They probably thought I really did fly to school to collect them.
I was delighted when orders came through for me to commence W/op training and rapturously travelled to Blackpool for the first stint and then to Compton Bassett in Wiltshire, where I eventually sewed the coveted “Sparks” on to my uniform sleeve, denoting my status as a wireless operator A.C.W.1

MY first posting was a dream- to R.A.F. Mildenhall. Only twelve miles from Newmarket-my home town. I felt that I had the best of both worlds. The job I most wanted, and able to visit my parents as often as duty would permit. 

On arrival at Mildenhall, in April 1944, I was immediately allocated to “A” watch in the Wireless Telegraphy (W/T) cabin at base H.Q. There we operated a “listening watch” on Marconi T1155 receivers. This entailed listening for our own aircraft at anytime they were in the air and keeping a log of the transmissions made. Both ground and air crews were allocated certain frequencies on which to operate.
 Our diligence was unquestioned at any time, but when our own Mildenhall bombers were flying an “op” the air in the cabin was electric with tension. W/T silence was imposed once the air-craft were beyond a certain distance from home, but on their return to England we searched for their call-in and reported their safe arrival.
One particular night stands out clearly in my memory. With the  lapse of time some details are a little hazy, but the central facts are still very sharp.

 A number of “A” watch were on a “listening out ”duty, using various frequencies allocated to Lancaster’s returning from a night raid in Germany. It must have been an early raid because it was in the very early hours of the morning, that we began to receive the first ETA’s (estimated time of arrival) from the incoming bombers. Each message received would be logged and reported.
Wireless dials were constant, eased left and right, left and right, stop, listen, left and right. Suddenly, faintly through the atmospheric slush it came-three dots, three dashes, three dots. S.O.S. I steadied the dial and strained through the crackling static. There it was again. Our call sign, followed by the call sign for “C” Charlie of  15 Squadron, followed again by the terse S.O.S. I felt no panic although my heart was full of fear for the crew. The reaction was immediate and according to the book. A fast but brief report then straight back to routine listening. It transpired that “C” Charlie, unable to make landfall, had ditched “in the drink”. as the sea was irreverently known. Air Sea Rescue had found them and brought them safely back home.
 It always came as a relief when a familiar call sign came beeping through the earphones followed by the routine signal. But there were also many other times when a creeping feeling of hopelessness numbed our thoughts, as the calls became fewer and fewer with longer steps of silence and the list of aircraft, still to puncture the ether, remained incomplete.
 Many of the WAAF had friends from within bomber aircrews and the heartbreak of ceaselessly scanning for the call sign that would never come, whilst the clock on the cabin wall ticked remorselessly on, left a body drained beyond the normal tiredness of a night’s constant vigilance.

From time to time, there occurred a shortage of D/F (Directional Finding) operators, through sickness, postings, leave and at that period of war, a general shortage of trained operators. Consequently the wireless operators were directed to assist as and when required- a duty which did not come amiss as a change to our normal work.
D/F operators, working in isolated cabins beyond the station, had to be self sufficient during each tour of duty.  Many made themselves as comfortable as possible in their rather bleak isolation. With their own rations, drawn from the mess, they were able to eat in a singular manner far removed from the mess catering at the station cookhouse. How pleasant are the memories of those all too short tours of duty with the D/F Operators, and the aroma of eggs and bacon, individually prepared, to be washed down with cups of tea poured from a real tea pot, instead of the usual cookhouse “tea” supplied, ready-mixed, in a large urn.
My own chief pleasure connected with these particular duties was the opportunity it afforded me to use the Morse key. Something that was not possible in the W/T cabin.

Two-way communication is so much more satisfying than just listening. The latter is somewhat tantamount to being trapped in a corner with a bore and being unable to escape nor able to get a word in edgeways. With a key I felt more in control of the situation and much more fulfilled.

Another different, break from routine occurred when with my friends Gwenda Clark and Jean Wiley, I was temporarily, posted to R.A.F. Newmarket on a very secret assignment. We were given only a vague idea what it was all about and when we arrived were put in a small room with microphones and headsets.
We had to read, read, read-all manner of things over the air. It was to test the then, very new F.M. Equipment. We read nursery rhymes and bits from newspapers, and books, in fact, anything we could lay our hands on.

The aircraft with which we were operating flew until they lost contact with us and then climbed, until they picked us up again. During, “stand downs” in bad weather which precluded flying, we passed the time by inventing and making Marzipan like sweets which we called “Gwenjedos” brilliantly (?)Derived from our first names. For those penchant for cookery it was a concoction of Soya flour, which we were able to buy, margarine, golden syrup, and sugar (gleaned by small amounts from the cookhouse.)
Plus almond essence. It sounds awful but, at the time of stringent rationing, it eked out the sweet allowance and actually tasted quite good. To ring the changes we would sometime add cocoa to make chocolate “Gwenjedos” 

On our eventual return to Mildenhall, some six weeks later, Gwenda was directed to work at station Radar. I was sent to one of the hangers to do “mods” (modifications) on 
T1154.sets installed in aircraft. This entailed drilling holes in the rear casing and changing the wiring. It also meant calibrating the sets to certain frequencies.
However, a problem arose which caused endless and pointless arguments between air and ground crews. Whilst ground crew operators averred with might and main that the sets were calibrated correctly, the W/op A/g’s, if you will forgive the pun. Stuck to their guns and swore that the sets were off –frequency when in the air. There was only one way to prove the point to everyone’s satisfaction and –resultingly, I got my first airborne mission. As the aircraft gained height it soon became apparent to me that the greater the distance from the ground the greater was the discrepancy. The set was, as flyers claimed, slightly off frequency. Accordingly I then knew just how much latitude I must allow in my calibrations on the ground to enable the set to be used with complete accuracy when in flight. Whilst this was my first flight in a Lancaster, it was not to be my last, although it was my only wartime flying.
Shortly after the close of hostilities with Germany, I was one of the lucky ones whom the powers that be recognised as being, a small but important factor behind the courageous aircrews. They had had the opportunity to “dish it out” to the enemy, whilst we lesser mortals sat prayerfully hoping that the little we had done would bring about their safe return. Accordingly, flights, which quickly earned the irreverence of “Cooks Tours”, were arranged over Europe for those who had “also served”.

 I saw many towns below, where the effect of blanket bombing had left their hideous mark. I saw what little remained of the infamous Krupps munitions factory, and the gaping holes left by the daring Dambusters and the trail of devastation left by the waters their bouncing bombs had released.
My third flight was something of a disappointing anti climax Again it occurred after the war, but this time the Lancaster was fully bombed up with a load of incendiaries.

Surplice to requirement, they were destined to be jettisoned, harmlessly over the Irish Sea. Somehow I forget exactly, I had been promised the honour of pressing the bomb eject button. I climbed aboard the aircraft, full of hopes, to the accompaniment of any amount of light hearted leg pulling. This was to be my finest moment and it would be a doddle. Whether it was the rough cloud, the Welsh hills over which we climbed, my lack of flying experience, or a combination of all these factors, I shall never know. But I never did hit that bomb button. When the time came for the great moment, I was in the tail of the aircraft ignominiously heaving my stomach up. It was a wiser, sadder and decidedly wan WAAF, who climbed unsteadily down from the aircraft she had so eagerly scrambled into on, so few short hours before.
Working in the hangers was an enjoyable experience and it brought with it compensations other than my first flight. Some kindly person of rank realised the impropriety of a girls scramble in and out of aircraft wearing skirts. Perhaps it was the apparently, gentlemanly rush of “erks” to steady the ladder foot each time we prepared to ascend, or descend, that suggested the need for more appropriate form of attire. I don’t know, suffice it to say, we were issued with battledress-blouse tunic and slacks, which had the multiple advantages of keeping us warm in bad weather, added a safety factor of not having to reconnoitre the ladders, practically crossed legged and brought the men’s work rate back to normal.
I also learned that the sergeant who first sent me for “ a bastard file” was a true gallant under his bluff exterior and wasn’t making an un ungentlemanly reference to the file’s parentage. There really was such an article. Although it must be admitted that the poor soul he sent to obtain a replacement bubble for a spirit level came back wiser and empty handed.

My tender nineteen life years were blossoming in new experience daily, in my service life. Yet my first love was still wireless operating, so it was with no serious regrets that I left the hangers and returned to the W/T cabin.

There was one duty that W/ops were called upon to undertake which always aroused a certain amount of diffidence within me whenever, in escort, I had to carry it through. It was the presentation of “Flimsies” to the briefing room prior to the operation. Printed on this rice paper, thereby giving rise to their name, and containing the various codes, frequencies, etc. to be used throughout the raid, these “flimsies” were highly secret and edible. This precluded their falling into enemy hands should a bomber be shot down and thereby giving the Germans an insight into our communications system.
I recall having a deal of sympathy for the airman having to  dine on these papers, for whilst the paper itself  may have been palatable ,the printers ink looked thick, black and decidedly unpleasant.

The delivery procedure was simplicity itself. The senior airwoman carried the sealed wallet to the briefing room door, where on she knocked and waited. On being admitted she the only she entered the crowded but now silent room, leaving her escort outside.
With shaking legs and steeled resolution, spotlighted by a hundred pair of eyes, she would march the length of the room through a silence that could almost be touched. A sudden cough or flare of cigarette lighter served only to heighten her isolation and feeling of nervousness.

The sealed wallet was handed to the officer in charge of briefing; two steps back; salute- longest way up -2-3-shortest way down; a smart about turn and quick march again on the return journey through the now relaxed silence. As the door shut behind and the muffled hum of voices rose again, she could relax her stiff facial muscles in a smile to her escort, before they moved of to continue their routine duties.

Because the wireless cabin duties were, by large routine, it is difficult to recall them in any detail, but one thing does loom through the haze. This concerned one receiving set which when I first entered the Mildenhall cabin and saw it ,my heart reached out to it as to an old friend.

It was an R 1084, sitting stolidly on the work bench, like a large, black, sharp cornered suitcase. Any RAF or WAAF W/op will recall that on opening the lid, what appeared to be a case full of upside down cocoa tins faced them. The R 1084 had been used primarily for training of W/ops, so it was little wonder that its existence in Mildenhall’s cabin was acknowledged on my part with a feeling amounting, almost to tenderness.

Curiously, despite the many many hours spent poring over an R 1084’s innards during training this was the only set I ever saw on active service and, if the experience of those numerous W/op’s I met during my service years, was anything to go by, I was fortunate, if that is the right word, for none of the other operators had ever clapped eyes on an R 1084 after completing their initial training.
Telecommunications was a full time job, the air waves being open twenty four hours each day- 365 days a year. When a station had a full quota of personnel a four watch system would operate. However, when, as was so often the case, we were short of operators, a three watch system came into effect.
Under the former system life was halcyon, with a day off every four days, but with three watch arrangement, time off was reduced to the matter of a few hours only. So it was that, often enough, after working right through the night, instead of going to bed as regulations decrees, we would nip along to that favourite venue of Mildenhall staff-Morley’s Café. Here we could sink a knife and fork into succulent egg on toast for about a shilling. Thereby, supplementing the basic ration of one egg a week, issued on Sunday mornings by the cookhouse- fried to the consistency of a cold bullet.

During evening off duty hours Morley’s could provide egg and chips, or we would sometimes frequent one of the nearby pubs. One particular favourite of mine was one tucked away behind the camp in West Row. These places provided a wonderful outlet for relaxation and camaraderie during the war when so many friendship Spring up, epitomising the wartime spirit. 

Sometimes, however, a well meant act of friendship can have unexpected consequences. I recall one such incident when Gwenda and I, having chummed up with two aircrew members of 622 Squadron one of whom having been admitted to Ely RAF Hospital with appendicitis, decided to go sick visiting and cheer him up. Arming ourselves with some cigarettes and other appropriate goodies, we duly set out on our goodwill mission, heading for Shippea Hill rail station about a six mile walk- hoping to scrounge a lift. We would have preferred a car, or even a lorry, but when a tractor, towing a trailer piled high with hay came along, we were glad to accept this unusual form of transport. It was fun, but never since that experience have I fully believed those carefree pictures of rosy cheeked, laughing hayswains making their way home perched high on a load of hay. Having climbed high onto the load we clung on for dear life as our transport trundled unsteadily forward, seemingly hitting every bump and pothole along the way.  I have heard of clutching at straws, but this was ridiculous, as our weight and constant movement, slowly insinuated us deeper and deeper into the hay. Aching with laughter, at our inept efforts to stay on top of the load, it was with some relief that we eventually slithered down, to stand in some disarray, before Shippea Hill Station. After thanking the driver ,who seemed to enjoy the situation as much as us, we spent the time waiting for the train trying to alter our close resemblance to a pair of scarecrows, to a near proximity of two smart WAAF. The rest of our journey, being uneventful, we duly arrived at the bedside of our friend. He was delighted to see us and the cigarettes, etc., we secured for him, plus all the latest camp gossip. Like a man on Parole, he assured himself that there were no nursing orderlies in the ward before gleefully lighting up his first crafty cigarette and inhaling deeply. What happened next had us all panicking with concern for his safety. His lungs, filling with unaccustomed smoke, objected and the resultant rack of coughing was little short of a volcanic explosion. That the stitches in his tummy remained intact bore proof positive to the expertise of the hospital doctors. For a few frantic moments, we thought our good intentions were to do what all his flying missions had failed to do. However, he was pronounced fit a week or so later and able to rejoin his squadron.
Journeying in those wartime years was often an adventure. Far more so than today when so many people have and drive their own cars. In those days one walked, cycled, or obtained lifts from infrequent and mostly military vehicles, even though “thumbing” was frowned upon. By the authorities.

I recall doing exactly this one day, without taking too much notice of the vehicles I was cajoling, when I was lucky and a car slowed and stopped. It was too late to take evasive action as the car door opened to reveal the then Air Commodore McKee. He made no reference to my indiscretion in “thumbing” a military car, but rather made me feel entirely comfortable during our ride to the camp. Even so, it was several days without receiving a call to attend Section Headquarters for a dressing down, before I began to realise that under those formidable rings of authority there can be a human being. 

Long journeys were normally undertaken, by rail. Maligned as trains are today, we accepted the inconveniences thrust upon us in wartime as a natural state of affairs. Crowded and unheated, they operated on an entirely unreliable timetable. With air raids, troop movements and old rolling stock getting older each day, it was remarkable that the trains were available at all for none priority travel. Even more remarkable was the fact that, almost all small villages were serviced in those difficult times, which is more than can be said for today’s service.

With any and all means of transport being pressed into service, no notice would have been taken of a solitary WAAF pedalling past the guardroom early on Christmas morning 1944 My front basket was piled high with gaily covered parcels as I set out to visit my parents at Newmarket. Some twelve miles from the camp.
I had been on duty all night, which had precluded my spending Christmas Eve at home but, having secured and converted stand off from duty during Christmas Day, when there would be no operational flying, I determined to join my parents and older brother who had managed to obtain leave over the holiday.

The day was raw, with a freezing fog cutting visibility down to a few yards. The road surface was covered with a thin film of ice. Traffic, as I have already mentioned was light enough, due to petrol rationing, but in such weather conditions on a day traditionally given over to staying in front of a fire, I hardly anticipated seeing anything else moving on the road. Accordingly I conserved my precious lamp batteries by not switching on.
I must have covered some six miles when, muffled through the fog, I heard what sounded like a convoy of vehicles approaching me from behind. Believing them to be closer than they were, mindful of my lack of lighting and forgetful of the road conditions, I nipped smartly from my bicycle in order to switch on my lamps. 

My next recollection was of sitting on my rear at the roads edge; my cycle somewhere behind me; the rumbling growl of engines in low gear ominously nearer and my precious Christmas gifts scattered in a semi circle about the road in front of me, Heedless of approaching danger I somehow, slithering and sliding, managed to scrabble my parcels to the roadside, just as the first American Giant grumbled its way out of the gloom, past my crouched form on the grass verge and on into the fog. I waited the following convoy to pass, listening gratefully as their engines were slowly swallowed by the swirling blanket of murk, before I straightened up. Inspecting my belongings and, finding no damage I gingerly proceeded on my way-with both lamps glowing fitfully.
My mother opened the door when finally I arrived home, having cycled the last two or three miles in a torpor of frozen numbness. For a moment she peered incredulously at the apparition standing woefully before her. Then burst out laughing at recognising the “Snowman” I was completely covered in ice and frost. My hair, eyelashes and eyebrows, my uniform all were frozen. In fact when I eventually struggled out of my greatcoat it was able to stand entirely without support, until it thawed and gently sagged, wetly on the floor. But the joy of being home for Christmas Day made up for all the discomfort experienced on the journey.

With the changeover from peacetime to wartime, moving about the country became a way of life unthought-of before 1939, particularly for members of H.M. Forces. If, like me one had the good fortune to be stationed close to home, or a relative, advantage would be taken of this to enjoys a little extra home life away from the barracks. But there was always the “Catch 22” which entailed reporting back to camp on time. Failure to do so risked a period of “Jankers”.
In order to achieve punctuality, as I have already suggested, any form of transport was fair game, for it was to little avail to merrily quip “my train was late Ma am”! So it was one evening when preparing my return to Mildenhall, I was forced to resort to thumbing a lift and eventually found myself seated behind a giantly robust A.A.man, on his motorcycle combination.

The yellow sidecar was his workshop, so I had no alternative but to use the pillion seat. I clung on with my rather short arms (I stand barely five feet tall) around his more than ample middle as we chugged steadily along. Close to Mildenhall I climbed down and thanked him for his kindness. In doing so I stood uncomfortably on one foot as the other
Felt strangely cold when I put my full weight on it. As my Samaritan pulled away, I investigated the reason for my discomfort and found, with dismay, a large hole burned into the sole of my shoe. The bike had not been designed with foot rests for pillion passengers and I innocently, been using the hot exhaust pipe for that purpose. I had to have the shoe repaired privately, for I daren’t take it to the official camp cobbler, or try for an exchange at the stores, otherwise I could have been charged for wilful damage.

Whilst on this combination of journeys and “charges” I recall another time when I didn’t return to camp on time. 

On the Monday morning in question I received, whilst on duty, a telephone message informing me that my mother was seriously ill and could I get home? Distraught with worry, I skipped lunch and set of on my bicycle for Newmarket, directly work was finished. In my haste I completely overlooked informing the WAAF guardroom of my movements. Neither did it occur to me that Monday evening was the dreaded “domestic night”, when other ranks were confined to quarters until 8pm., and even after that confine to camp.
This was the night for bulling up, or polishing everything that would polish from bedspace floor, to tunic buttons, as the admin flight sergeant said, “ If it glitters then let it glitter”, only their  version came across in a much more scrambled way. Everything had to be spick and span by 8p.m. And the heels of those wretched lisle stockings truly darned, then we were free to visit the camp NAAFI for a “Wad and Char” more accurately described as a hard rock cake and indifferent hot, brown water.. Alternatively, we could visit the Station Cinema, as long as we were back in our billets by 10p.m.
 Completely unaware of what I had done- or rather, what I had not done, I cycled home and stayed as long as I was able. I caught the official transport lorry back from Newmarket. At 9 45pm. Even when I was able to easily accommodate my bicycle in the normally over crowded lorry, nothing appeared to me to be untoward. In fact it wasn’t until I pushed my cycle on to the WAAF site and was greeted with the time honoured phrase “And where do you think you’ve been airwoman?” that light and understanding broke about me like a thunderclap. In one short sentence I had changed from an innocent to a criminal.
Tuesday morning, bright and early, saw me being quick marched in front of the duty officer. Accused and Judge faced each other across a wooden table. Fortunately, my judge must have been a compassionate woman, because she recognised that it was a genuine oversight, committed under trying circumstances. She delivered me a homily on the perils of going AWOL and having verbally slapped my wrist, dismissed the charge. My first “Jankers” had loomed large, but somehow, somewhere, I must have done something right. Because I escaped to punctiliously book out ever after. I made my friends during my eighteen months at Mildenhall. Unfortunately, during the ensuing years I have lost contact with them all except Gwenda.
 I often wonder what happened to all those wonderful, yet ordinary people are. Friends who danced and laughed around the bonfire set in a field near Mildenhall Village on V.J. Day. Who was it who gently explained how much easier it would be for the man to douse the fire if the WAAF left first and didn’t look back? How curious are the ramifications of memory that I can remember such an insignificant thing, yet on a recent visit to Mildenhall Station could only vaguely recall the layout of the many buildings still remaining.

Not long after V.J. Day I packed my kitbag and headed for Shippea Hill Station. It was early on a bleak November morning. The grey skies were low, matching my feelings at leaving so many friends and memories behind me. On the station platform a porter was silently absorbed breaking ice that had formed overnight on the fire buckets. I watched him with a detachment equalling the enthusiasm with which he performed his mundane task. He was still at it as my train pulled out of the station. Perhaps he, or his ghost, still breaks ice from fire buckets on cold mornings, if Shippea Hill still operates.
As I settled, shivering into my seat in the unheated train, I thought of my next posting and found warmth from the thought. Roll on the Middle East, where, unknownto me as I sat in that train I was to spend the next two years of my life and shape my future, up to the present day.
H.M.S. Samaria pushed her nose into the iridescent blue waters of the Mediterranean, leaving the heaving grey of the Bay of Biscay, west of Gibraltar.
After the hassle and processing type of West derby transit camp for RAF overseas departures- the next few days had all the recuperative measures of a peacetime cruise.

I had been stabbed with various inoculate needles ,documented and issued with khaki drill kit, in addition to the “Blue “ U.K. issue, plus a second kitbag necessary for its stowage. I had been trotted from one place to another in a bewildering succession of “Do this –do that” until, unbelievably, I sank on a bunk bed somewhere in a ship smelling of paint and oil, with the realization that I was finally on my way to Egypt.

Good food, no work for two weeks, apart from the odd life boat drill, and increasing warmth from a bountiful sun magically transformed a war tensed bunch of servicemen and women into a relaxing crowd of friendly young people, determined to get the very best from the unexpected bonus before them. A feeling that, for me lasted from the left hand turn at Gibraltar, until my return to Blighty. 
But I must not think of return-not yet! Rather of arrival of the ship sliding past De Lesseps Memorial, into the long throat of the Suez Canal at Port Said. 
Of hustling disembarkation; tiredly arriving at Telecommunications Middle East (TME). Close to Heliopolis and within an easy reach of Cairo. Of becoming a working wireless operator again, for there was a deal of work to be done. 
Ask the average man in the street the question” What happens when a large war ends?” and he’ll probably reply that the men come home, change their uniform for civilian wear and go back to their peacetime work. Would that it was so simple. After a build up over a six year period, there were men and women scattered in mind boggling numbers ,all over the globe, together with food, arms munitions, aircraft, ships, tanks and every conceivable item required for living and fighting a vast war.
There were prisoners of war to be repatriated; a drawing in and breaking up of smaller units, then the medium sized and eventually, some of the larger establishments. There was a constant shuffling and re shuffling of personnel, to keep those units needed in the process of wind-down up to strength consistent with the efficient handling of the job. These and thousands of other matters kept the “In and Out “trays of us wireless operators piled high with fluttering sheets of buff coloured paper.

Chicksands, Bedfordshire, was in direct contact with TME and from the reticulation  of wireless telegraphy ran out to Malta, Cyprus, Greece, Palestine,  Lebanon, Udine in Italy, Delhi and Khartoum in the south. From these points, messages were relayed even further. As far as Australia via the Delhi, Singapore link or South Africa via Khartoum and Nairobi. We wireless operators were the fulcrum; nothing moved unless we did and the air waves  burned hot, day and night, with our constant keying.
Inevitably, ach operator had his, or her, favourite station with which to work, depending partly on the type of wireless reception that could be expected but, primarily due to the type of operator likely to be encountered at “the other end”.  Every W/op has a style of Morse  sending which is as individual to that person, as in handwriting  and nothing is more satisfying  than a steady exchange of messages at a competent 14/26 words a minute, between two (or four, if “double banking” ) smooth sending, efficient receiving , wireless operators. 
Night watchers, or middies as they were known,, were important to us, because this was the time when Admin., slept. It was the time for us to see a steady deterioration of what had been, during the day, and irresistible build up of messages in the “in” tray, to hopefully, a full “out” tray by 7 a.m. This hope was always our aim for three reasons. One, it avoided light hearted jibes from the relieving watch about sleeping on the job; two it gave one the sense of a job well done, and three, it eased the conscience when indulging in a little, unauthorised chatter over the air during the last duty hour. With no messages to pass we were still required to make cipher contact every few minutes, to maintain a state of readiness. It was as a result of these quick chats, when working with Khartoum, that I first contacted “Ginger”. But again I am digressing from my storyline and should refer to this individual later on.

 I hope I have not given the impression, so far, of all work and no play, for this was not the case at all. Remember, despite the workload, heavy as it was, it was now, predomi-nately, a time of peace. I was, thanks to good fortune, living in a country that had not seen food rationing and such little of this as we service personnel had seen on arrival, was dissipating much faster than it was in Europe. In such a relaxed atmosphere, with a plentiful sun, day after day. The means were to hand for the planning and fulfilment of off duty hours.

For me the adventure was here and I seized it with both hands. In company with new friends I took leave in Cyprus, with Greek and Turk worked together; in Palestine, before it became Israel, affording me pilgrimages to Nazareth, Bethlehem and Jerusalem; Cairo and the Pyramids; Alexandria and El Alemein, where I was able to visit the North Africa battlefields, still littered with burned out tanks, blasted armoured vehicles and guns crookedly standing in mute testimony to the gallantry of man and the stupidity of governments. Allied and Axis- side by side, their spirit crews holding ghostly hands across the stony desert. Hear by the awesome war cemeteries spread out their serried ranks of white crosses. Never to be forgotten by those who have seen them, or have loved ones lying there. We will remember them!
By October, 1946, we were seeing many changes of personnel at TME Some were going home to the U.K., for demobilisation or, because they had completed their tour of duty in the Middle East. Others were arriving at the station to supplement existing staff. Some of these were newly signed on in peace time air force. Others had completed on a now defunct station, or one with a limited tour of duty. Such a place was Khartoum and one airman returning north from the Sudan was “Ginger”. The operator I enjoyed working with when hundreds of miles apart was now to be working on the same watch as myself.
He always claimed that it was the glamour of my corporal’s tapes, which I attained shortly after his arrival at TME, that prompted him, but I clearly recall one balmy evening under a high vaulted, velvet sky pricked with stars as only a Mediterranean night sky can be and the silver moonlight sharply defining shadows’ blackness, that he proposed marriage to me. Did my sheikh whisper his sweet something’s within the shadow of the Pyramids? Or under sibilant palm fronds communing with sable dunes? Oh No! We were sitting on a rusty old cooking range, thrown out against the WAAF site perimeter fence from the adjacent cookhouse. Ah, well! Such are the prosaic of romance. None the less, I accepted his proposal and we commenced planning our marriage for the following August, something which even the upheaval and removal of the whole of TME to Ismailia, in the Canal Zone couldn’t upset. In fact, the move enhanced the final out come, because we were married in the lovely little army garrison church at adjoining Moascar Camp. A honeymoon at Port Said provided all the romance the proposal lacked and this was followed, only weeks later, by a second honeymoon in Married Families Hotel, before joining my old friend, HMS Samaria at Port Said for our return to England.
The ship docked in sight of the Liver Buildings, October 1947, at the tail end of a gorgeous Indian summer and, a few weeks later found me in Chicksands, reporting to a RAF warrant officer. H e had been my watch officer at the TME and as his personnel numbers were low he was naturally pleased to have someone he well knew as an addition to his watch. Introducing me as “his corporal Acres” (using my maiden name) his face was a picture of incredulity when I corrected him, because whilst many friendships flourished between WAAF and RAF stationed abroad, few stayed the course to the alter, as mine had.

Time for my “demob” was, by now looming large on the horizon and, on 31st January 1948, Kirkham, Lancs. Provided the backdrop to the final scene. It was with very mixed feelings that I returned to civilian life and a one months wait before my husband could hang up his marching boots and join me.

It is said that one should not dwell on the past, but I often wonder, when breaking this rule, whether my life would have been as rich had I not become a WAAF.
 Would I have been blessed with three fine sons I now have? And looking forward, will my eldest son, having already served thirteen years as a RAF electronic technician all over the world, eventually look back to his service years with the same pleasure as his parents can?

 In particular, will he recall his connection with 15 Squadron in Germany (Laarbruch) as affectionately as I do mine during those far off days at Mildenhall?
I feel sure he will and, one day, may be prompted to jot down a few notes, as I have done here, to relive again for a short time, some of the experience of a lifetime that shapes the future years.
This Story was written in Doris Acres hand in the diaries she carried with her during her time in the WAAF. “Ginger” her husband, Fred Wright put it into the words you have been reading, so they will not be forgotten.  
This was originally written to be part of another book called, “We Also Were There.” This was several years ago. The authors of that book are now dead. Many people were asked to contribute to that book, but because most who wrote about their lives in the WAAF only wrote one or two pages, this story was shortened to fit in with the others, taking just a few pages. This is the unabridged version. 
Margaret Cole
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