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Following the July Branch meeting, a
fascinating talk on her job at the BBC was
given by Sophia Ramcharan, East Midlands

Learning Project Manager.

25 Jul Branch Lunch - Bull's Head Clipston - noon
19 Aug RNA Coffee Morning - Harborough Theatre - 9am
22 Aug Branch Lunch - details to follow
28 Oct Branch Coffee Morning - Harborough Theatre - 9am
  4 Nov Festival of Remembrance - de Montfort Hall
18 Nov Remembrance Concert - Baptist Church MH
  9 Dec RNA Christmas Dance Conservative Club 8pm - £6

 For details of the Royal Naval Association
activities, please call Mike Middleton on MH 445827.

In Touch
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  If you would like to attend a Branch event but have
no transport, please contact the Social Team

and every effort will be made to help you.

July 26 Lunch at the Bulls Head, Clipston
Please book yout place as soon as possible.  The price
is £5.75 and the menu offers soup, pate or melon;
roast with vegetables, scampi, plaice, lasagne, ham
with egg and chips, or Cheese and broccoli bake; a
selction of sweets.

Proposed visit to the Black Country Museum
Members who have not been to this fascinating Open-
Air Museum have a rare treat in prospect!  The cost
will be about £17, to include coach fare and entrance.
A date has yet to be fixed, but it will be after the
school holidays.  If you are interested please let us
know. Turn to page 2 for more about the Museum.

Enjoying the
recent RNA
Cheese &
Wine evening,
which raised
£2?? , are
(from left)
Betty Ramsay,
Tony Johnson,
Tom and Joan Ashmore and George Seward.
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Ten Years Old!
It was an open secret that several of these light-

hearted pieces under the pseudonym “Hotspur” had
been written by Bernard
Halsall, so when he took
over the reins in Novem-
ber, 1998, the attractive,
entertaining character of
In Touch seemed assured.
He introduced the idea of
serialising long articles,
the first of which was a
thought provoking contri-
bution from a member, then in prison serving a
life-sentence. Another innovation was including the
occasion puzzle, but this was not popular despite the
offer of prizes for the winners. The first response to
the Branch website launched in April 1998 and other
contacts via the internet appeared during Bernard’s
tenure although he still maintained tha he did not
understand this “computer stuff”.

But the late Ray Tyler, who became Editor with
Issue 23 the first in the new Millennium, was
computer literate and provided the “Production
Department” with copy on disc. His issues included
reporting the presentation of the Légion d’Honneur
to Charlie James from whose memoirs he had
transcribed stories of WW1 service in southern
Ireland and France and of WW2 in the Home Guard.
Ray maintained the mix of old and contemporary
pieces with such items as an email from a Canadian
Warrant Officer serving with the UN peace-keepers
in East Timor and a Cadet’s well written reaction to
his visit to the War Cemeteries in Belgium with the
Air Training Corps.

the eight survivors finally surrendered at about 3pm.
About 20 minutes later the 8th Army arrived and their
tanks swept over the bridge we had managed to
occupy long enough to prevent it being destroyed.

History had been made that night of the 9th July,
1943. This was the first mass landing by glider behind
enemy lines by the Allies. Four more were to follow
before the end of hostilities.

Bernard went on holiday to Sicily in September this year,
the first time he had been back in 53 years. Time did not
allow a visit to his landing site (the olive grove has since
been built on), but he saw the new bridge which has
replaced his and he did go to the War Graves Cemetery
where so many of his comrades are buried and commemo-
rated. This must have been a highly emotional experience
and, on your behalf, I thank Bernard for recalling a seldom
remembered but historic mission. It started the assault on
what Churchill called “The Soft Under-belly of Europe”.

To those who took part in the Campaign, those words
were far from apt.

An important job had to be done
Everybody was sure that Somebody would do it
Anybody could have done it, but Nobody did it

Somebody got angry because it was Anybody's job
Everybody thought that Anybody could do it

But Nobody realised that Everybody wouldn't do it.
So in the end

Everybody blamed Somebody
When Nobody did

What Anybody could have done.

And now, in order to avoid accusations of sexual bias,
here is the piece recited by Con Halsall (Bernard's

significant other) at the July meeting.

Everybody, Somebody, Nobody and
Anybody

A story of four people

Con's Party Piece



It was June 1943 and North Africa was in Allied
hands. At a watering point near Mascara in Algeria,

about 120 miles inland from Oran, we met up with
over 100 wooden crates, each of which contained a
WACO Glider, an American product which none of
us had seen before. We had to assemble these craft,
and then, towed by U. S. Dakotas, we each had a very
few flights, and no more than two of them at night,
trying to get familiar with the glider.

Within three weeks we were to embark on the
first ever mass flight of gliders by the Allies, a 600 mile
flight over the Atlas Mountains, flying at 9000 feet to
land near Souse in Tunisia. Severe turbulence was
experienced over the mountains and the heat in the
cockpit was extreme. The flight took over four and a
half hours and was by far the longest flight any of us
had done. About ten gliders failed to make the trip.

We had just over a week to study photographs
and for all the other activities in preparation for the
attack, culminating in a Church Service on the edge of
an olive grove. The 1st Air Landing Brigade which
comprised about 1250 men, flying in 130 gliders was
to land on Sicily, in darkness, about 8 hours before
and 25 miles ahead of the main assault by the 8th
Army. This would be the first return to European soil
by the Allies since Dunkirk. The objective was to land
near to and then to capture by midnight, the Ponte
Grande, a bridge over both a river and a canal, just
south of Syracuse. During the night we were to
occupy Syracuse town which the 8th Army units
would reach before 11am.

I was airborne around 7pm. The navigational plan
was elementary. Fly due east to Malta, round the
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By Bernard Halsall

beams of three searchlights which would be pointing
vertically upwards, and then due north to the target.
To avoid enemy radar, we were to fly at under 100
feet for the estimated flying time of 4½ hours!! To
make the flight even more hair-raising, a 30mph wind
caused navigational and stability problems.

At about 11.15pm I saw the coast line (of Eu-
rope!) but did not readily recognize it from the
photographs we had been shown. The tug was anx-
ious to return home (the tugs, flown by the U.S.A.F.
, were unarmed and unarmoured, even lacking self-
sealing petrol tanks) and as we had seen firing on the
ground as well as flak coming up at us, we released at
about 800 feet. At about 250 feet we crossed the
shoreline and flew on into the darkness. We hit the
first tree of the olive grove at about 80mph.

Several minutes later, after we had all regained
consciousness and gathered ourselves together (one
had a broken leg but the rest were more or less all
right), we moved off in the direction of the firing. It
took us about four hours to reach the bridge, picking
up stragglers and having to fight through several
enemy positions. One glider had landed only 20 yards
away and had captured the bridge without difficulty.
However, most of the gliders had been released too
early and had come down in the sea. Many men were
drowned, others were scattered over scores of
miles. With the arrival of our party there were just
87 of us to hold the bridge.

During the rest of the night and throughout the
morning the enemy launched a series of vicious
counter-attacks. Completely surrounded by an esti-
mated 1000 enemy, and with very little ammo left,
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There are picnic
areas, a café and a
pub that visitors can
use at their leisure.
An original 1920’s
shop serves tasty fish
and chips.

Historic buildings
from all around
the Black Country
create an old-
fashioned canal-
side village.
Meet the charac-
ters in original
shops, ride on a
tramcar or explore
the underground
coal mine.

An explorer walked into a clearing
and saw a pigmy standing beside a
huge dead elephant.
"Did you kill that?" he asked.
The pigmy said "Yes".
"How could a little bloke like you
kill something as huge as that"?
"I killed it with my club" he replied.

"That's really amazing" said the explorer "How big's
your club?"
The pigmy replied : "Well, I believe that at the present
time there's about a hundred and fifty of us"

Go back to School, reflect in the Chapel, browse in
the Shops, take a trip on the Canal, see old-fashioned
sweets being made, wander through cottages, and
join in the fun of the fair.

 Look Forward
 to a Great
Day Out

Just a
Bit of
Fun
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Dear Mabel,
Now for Friday, the last day of our leave. We get

up about 7am feeling much better for a good night’s
rest, and after a nice shower and a good breakfast feel
quite fit for another day. Then, as our guide finished
his contract with us on Thursday, we had to make a
fresh one with him to go to Matameh (sic) to visit the
Virgin’s tree etc. This is soon settled and we take the
tram to Point Limoun station where we get a train to
Matameh. This took about half an hour but the ride
was very interesting. At the station call Koubbeh
which is besides the Palace of the late Sultan we saw
six (pretty) Egyptian women, the Harem of a native
prince. The late Sultan’s Palace is a very pretty place
and the trees and flowers are lovely. He had ten
palaces with a total acreage of 1,000,000 acres.

We come to Zutun where there are hundreds of
camels tied up in rows under the great date palms
and now we are at Matameh station. From here we
go on donkeys to the Holy Garden in which are the
Virgin’s Tree and the Holy Well. The tree is fenced
round so that we had to get the caretaker to unlock
the gate before we could get to it. The original tree
is dead and only a small piece of it is left but there is
another tree growing in the same place which is an
offspring of the old one and has been growing since
1900. There is another little sapling growing beside it
which will take the place of the present one when it

is dead. Then nearby the tree is the Holy spring which
is supposed to have sprung up while the Holy Family
rested there but it has been dug round and made like
a well. The water is brought up by a waterwheel
turned by a buffalo cow. There is, too, just by the well
a stone basin or trough through which the water runs.
In this the early Christians washed their clothes and it
is still used for the same purpose, the guide told us. It
is a beautiful garden full of nice trees and flowers. The
pathway leading into it is an avenue of orange trees.

We then went round to the Chapel, a very pretty
little building and the prettiest modern place I was
ever in. I took two photos of the interior of it and we
signed our names in the Visitors’ Book. I bought a
small book of the caretaker which gives some of the
history of the place and a few photos. I also drank a
glass of water from the well and it was the nicest
water I have tasted in Egypt. Then we went to the
Obelisk, just a short distance from the well. This was
the only obelisk left of a whole avenue of them with
the two Cleopatra’s Needles. At the head of it is one
solid piece of granite 55ft high and 8’ x 8’ at the base
tapering to 5’ x 5’ at the top. It dates back to the 11th

Dynasty 1723BC and is inscribed from top to bottom
in old Egyptian writing. Since this was placed, the
ground round about has risen about 8ft so that it has
had to be built round to keep the earth away. This
part is known as Old Heliopolis, the City of the Sun.

We went back to Koubbeh by train and there took
a tram to New Heliopolis, the English quarter of
Cairo. It has all been built within the last 15 years and
is wonderfully clean and pretty .The buildings are, of
course, modern and very attractive. We passed Luna
Park and Hotel Heliopolis which was until lately used
as a hospital by the Australians. It is a great fine
building with 365 rooms in it.

The Roman Catholic Church here is a very beauti-
ful place and quite large. The English Church (Church
of England) is a very nice place, too, although not very
large. We did not go into these places as our time was
very limited. Then from here we take a tram to

Abbassieh as I want to go and see some of the staff of
the 3rd A.G.H. who we were with at Mudros last year.
I find that a good many have gone now and we go by
tram back to Khazindar Square.

We go to the Hotel, have lunch, settle up with the
guide and take a short rest until tea time. Afterwards
we pack up our little bit of kit, settle hotel bills and go
to the station in the Hotel bus. Here we get tickets –
3rd class again as we are still Privates (and proud of it)
- but there is not a coach reserved for solders so we
calmly get into a 2nd class carriage. We make our-
selves as comfortable as possible after watching the
sunset. As the rest of the people spoke very little
English and we speak nothing else, we had to make our
own conversation which, you may be sure, was often
of home and those we left there and wishing it was one
of the Great Eastern Railway trains we were in instead
of Egyptian State Railway! Still the time and the train
rolled on and at 10.15pm we found ourselves back in
Alexandria and although we still have 1½ hrs to run on
our passes there is nothing to stay in Alex for so we
drive back to Ras-el-Lin and turn in. After talking for a
few minutes we fall asleep. Thus ended my first leave
and my first trip to Cairo.

I have not seen the result of my photos yet but
hope to get them tomorrow. I sent a lot of my photos
home a day or two ago so if they get there alright and
you go over there, you may see something of them. I
wanted to write home and tell them all this but I am
afraid it will have to wait a little while. It is a long job.
Still, I thought it might be a little interesting to you and
someday when I come home I may be able to describe
it more fully using these as notes.

Well I hope you will be able to read it and if the
spelling is not as correct as it should be I trust you will
understand it and forgive me and next time well per-
haps I’ll do better.

Must now leave off with Best Love and good wishes
from yours sincerely,

Holley

Tom Ashmore’s father, Holley, served
in the Middle East during the First
World War as an ambulance driver.
He and Mabel corresponded and
were later married.
We conclude his fascinating
account of four days leave spent in
Cairo in September 1916.

Letter from Egypt

A Soldier Writing Home in 1916


