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Foreword  

L ŀƳ {ǳǎŀƴ /ƻǿŜ aƛƭƭŜǊ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ .ƻōΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ L ŀƳ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ 

affection, my father's World War 2 Memoires. He was based in Malta during the 

ǘƻǳƎƘŜǎǘ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ²ŀǊΦ 

I was a young woman, barely 20 when my father was writing his World War II Diary. I 

was blissfully unaware that some 40 years on I would be sharing with pride, his valuable 

story.  

aȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎǇƻƪŜ ŦƻƴŘƭȅ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǊǘƛƳŜ Řǳǘȅ ƛƴ aŀƭǘŀΤ ƘŜ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ΨǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǊƻǎŜ 

ŎƻƭƻǳǊŜŘ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎƭŜǎΩ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎƻ ōŜƴŜŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ōŀŎƪ ŀǘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ƻǊ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƛƴ 

our life as being a unique learning experience. What he learned by doing this I do not 

know but his written experiences have given our family a greater insight into a father, 

an uncle, grandfather and friend.  

His memoires were handwritten, in 1975, with some amendments in 1982.  The first 13 

pages cover his time in Newbattle Abbey, Leeds and York. September 1940 to 

September 1941. 

What follows is a transcription of those pages related to his time in Malta. Some of the 

pages have gone astray. The Malta story starts at page 18. 
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Preface 

I wrote my Wartime Story while off work with a bad foot, 

around about 1975. 

It is written totally from memory or recall which I suppose is the 

same thing. 

Everything depicted is as I honestly remember it, although 

distance lends enhancement.       You could diary of a Nobody. 

As my family know I am a great one for nostalgia and at times 

ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊ ŜǊŀ ƛǎ ǳƴōŜŀǊŀōƭȅ ƴƻǎǘŀƭƎƛŎ ǘƻ ƳŜΦ  DƻƭŘŜƴ Řŀȅǎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ 

youth I suppose. 

O tell us all  

about   a poet once wrote 

I will try to tell all  

about my war,  

however ordinary it may  

be. This will be 

In F. ???? - 

War time memories  

of an ordinary solider  

caught up in the Second  

W War.  

  



 



Χ ƻccasion we all had a big night on the booze. Later in the 

evening the whole unit spent the night in the large church hall 

where we all sat round in our full kit with kitbags beside us.  

It was a most memorable night. Some of the fellows struck up 

with community singing, two Yorkshiremen gave an excellent 

ǊŜƴŘŜǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨΩ¢Ƙŀǘ /ƻŀƭ .ƭŀŎƪ aŀƳƳȅ ƻŦ aƛƴŜΩΩ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŦƻƻƭƛǎƘ 

Scotsman named Mackintosh, a religious fanatic, got into the 

act by saying a prayer. 

There was a great sense of accession, everyone felt sentimental, 

and we were all sailing away to an unknown destination the 

next day; we might never return! 

Next day we thundered up through the north of England to 

Clydeside. We passed through Stewarton (my home town in 

Ayrshire), sleeping in its green fields; from the viaduct it looked 

so small and green and rural. I pointed out my house to some of 

the chaps and dropped a letter on to the railway line which was 

later delivered to my mother. This could have been a serious 

offence if detected. Big Davie Marchbanks, the porter, found 

the letter on the line. 

  



 



We eventually boarded the troopship Clan Ferguson and 

watched the dockers completing their work. One patriotic chap 

seemed to ōŜ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ōƻȄŜǎ ƻŦ /ŀŘōǳǊȅΩǎ ŎƘƻŎƻƭŀǘŜ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻŀǘ 

rather than on! 

We eventually sailed down The Clyde watched by disinterested 

shipyard workers. Danny McManus could see into his living 

room window from the ship, but Nellie was not there. 

Sailing down The Clyde brought it really home to me; this was it; 

this was for real; would I ever come back again? It was a pretty 

desolate feeling. 

However as the ship got underway we began to have plenty to 

occupy our time. We were crammed in the bowels of the ship in 

a disgraceful but necessary manner; a slave ship comparison. 

We were all issued with hammocks and it was a fight to get a 

place. People slept under the tables, on top of the tables, and 

on hammocks above the tables. The ŦƻƻŘ ǿŀǎ ƭƻǳǎȅΦ LΩƳ ǎǳǊŜ 

that the Bounty was palatial compared with the Clan Ferguson. 

Toilets were very few. There was a row  

  



 



of 3 or 5 for all the hundreds of Army and RAF personnel on 

board. So you stood your turn in the unending queue and 

waited till someone rose and you took your place on the warm 

seat. Eskimo Nell. There was no privacy. 

In the event of enemy action I was allocated a job as Medical 

Orderly which allowed me to remain on deck. A lot of good I 

ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƻƴŜΣ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΦ {ǘƛƭƭΗ Lǘ 

was preferable to being sealed down in that floating coffin with 

all the other troops. The orders were that in the event of enemy 

action all troops were to be battened down below; way below 

the waterline! We used to sit playing pontoon, looking through 

the portholes at green water; no sea, or sky. We would have no 

chance if a torpedo struck. 

Our convoy was very well protected. We had the Prince of 

Wales, the Nelson, the Ark Royal and many other ships of the 

line. 

I think this 

  



 



 was one of the last great displays of naval power. 

 It made one proud to be British. This was the mighty 

unbeatable Navy. Little did I know that Marine Alex Gillies from 

Stewarton was on one of the ships. 

Incidentally on the first day out it was announced that we were 

heading for the beleaguered island of Malta. This gave me 

another apprehensive shudder, as I remembered that Malta had 

ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ōƻƳōŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ 

sound of it. I also remembered that Willie Fulton from 

Stewarton was on Malta. 

During the voyage we did a lot of zig zagging to avoid U Boats. 

One day a Corvette came skimming through the water and an 

officer announced through a megaphone that we were being 

trailed by a German plane which no doubt was relaying the gen 

to his pals beneath the waves. 

  



 



Anyway, we eventually sailed on through the glorious blue 

Mediterranean and some of us managed to get severely 

sunburned. We badly misjudged the heat of the sun having 

detoured near the coast of Africa to avoid U Boats. 

 

For the first time in my life I indulged in boxing as a sport. There 

was a little fellow in the RAF with a Jimmy Edwards moustache 

who was a keep fit fanatic and a good boxer. I sparred with him 

and we discussed Athletics generally for a long time. In civilian 

life he was a Pondmaster at a swimming pool. I mention this 

chap for a reason. After the war, some five years since our 

shipboard discussions and boxing lessons, I spotted him doing 

his Pondmaster act at Troon pool. I was persuaded to approach 

him for old ǘƛƳŜǎΩ sake, but he had no memory of me. 

 Not a clue who I was. You get people like that! 

 

  



 



Two days before we entered the Grand Harbour at Valetta, I 

was boxing with my pal Jimmy Paterson, a big beefy chap from 

Kirkcaldy. I ran into a stiff straight left, and my upper lip split 

right up to the nose, as if a zip fastener had opened. I felt it 

zipping open! The pain was sickening and that ended my boxing 

for a while. My lip was badly swollen when I entered Malta. I 

ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻȄƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŀƴΩǎ ƎŀƳŜΦ 

On the day ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǿŜ ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ aŀƭǘŀ ǘƘŜ Ψōŀƭƭƻƻƴ ǿŜƴǘ ǳǇΩΦ 

We were immediately called to action stations. The troops were 

battened down, the deck parties prepared for action, and 

eventually we saw the Italian torpedo bombers coming in from 

the right of the convoy, from the island of Pantelleria. Maybe it 

was because they were Italian, but they were doomed from the 

start. The fire power of the Ark Royal was fantastic; surely this 

was an invincible ship. 

  



 



The Nelson and Prince of Wales were equally impressive. We 

shot down 8 to 10 Italian torpedo bombers in this one and only 

attack, which might have lasted an hour! 

L ǿŀǘŎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴŜǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾƻȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ Ψǘƛƴ 

ŦƛǎƘΩ όŀŜǊƛŀƭ ǘƻǊǇŜŘƻŜǎύ ƘƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ and making for us. At 

the time it was more thrilling than frightening. I remember a 

naval officer shouting instructions with not the least sign of 

fear; more enthusiasm! One by one the battered bombers slid 

into the silver Med. One in its death throws crossed our stern 

only 40 yards away in a shallow descent into the water. Our 

Lewis Gunner who I was standing beside fired bursts of fire into 

the plane, all the while cursing and swearing in near hysteria. I 

could see the pilot sitting motionless with his brown leather 

helmet on; as tracer bullets entered the cockpit. The plane met 

the waves and that was the end of it. 

 
  



 
  



There was no question of hanging around for survivors.  

The planes had come from Pantellaria, an island near Malta. 

Actually we were very lucky. The only damage I can recall during 

this attack was a torpedo hit on the Nelson which carried on 

and was later made seaworthy again in Gibraltar. Actually we 

were very lucky to get through to Malta so easily. This was the 

last convoy to get through the Med. without widespread 

decimation. The Luftwaffe took over and from then on it was a 

murderous stretch of water, equalled only by the Arctic route.  

The old Clan Ferguson kept coming through in future convoys 

until it met its inevitable fate. (I read about it later. It vanished 

in a matter of seconds). 

http://www.wrecksite.eu/wreck.aspx?31334 . 

I often think that the sailors on those ships were on a delayed 

death sentence. No praise can be too high for them. 

I wonder if that officers store of courage was expendable? 

Next morning we saw the faint outline of Malta on the horizon. 

The realisation of what we had been through came home to me, 

and I was very relieved to sail into the Grand Harbour. 

  

http://www.wrecksite.eu/wreck.aspx?31334


 
  



I remember feeling sorry for the Merchant Seaman who would 

soon be retracing their steps to run the gauntlet again. It was 

quite a war for these fellows. 

On arrival in Malta we discovered that one of the merchant 

ships carrying half of our unit had been torpedoed during the 

night. However the fellows had all been taken off by a 

destroyer, prior to the ship sinking. 

When there was still a possibility of the ship making port, 

volunteers were called for to stay aboard, and some very 

unlikely fellows volunteered. It turned out that most of them 

were prepared to risk their lives for the possibility of a bit of 

looting; rich pickings. 

hƴ ŘƛǎŜƳōŀǊƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ aŀƭǘŀΩǎ ƳŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴǘ DǊŀƴŘ IŀǊōƻǳǊΣ ǿŜ 

were taken inland for the rest of that day to a large building 

which had been a leper colony. I remember that peaceful 

Mediterranean evening with the sun setting over the water. 

I was to see many of them! 

  



  



 

I had a drink that night with two garrison soldiers; members of 

the Royal West Kent Regiment. They were real soldiers; they 

had served before the war in Palestine and as one of them said 

wistfully,  

ΨIƻǿ ƛǎ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎΚ ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŦƻǊ ŦƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΩΦ 

They were cheese cutters and had waxed moustaches. They 

were real elite troops, right out of Kipling. The defenders of the 

island were the Royal West Kents and the Royal Irish Fusiliers ς 

two regular mobs. Tough characters they were, and I am sure 

they would have put up a helluva fight if invasion had ever 

come. Of course we also had a lot of artillery and some really 

big guns which could keep the Italian fleet at a safe distance. 

Next day we were moved to St. Andrew Barracks where we 

were to be stationed for a year or thereby. These were regular 

Army barracks which no doubt have held generations of British 

troops. 

  



  



 

We took over some simple stone buildings which were to form 

the nucleus of a General Hospital. 

It transpired that Malta was not ready for the 39th (Br) General 

Hospital; we had a few months of hanging about doing very 

little. 

Eventually the Royal Engineers appeared on the scene, and our 

hospital began to take shape. 

During this time the man who knew what he wanted was 

Lieutenant Colonel Mayne, our head surgeon and a well-known 

specialist in London. 

http://www.maltaramc.com/ramcoff/m/maynecf.html 

Col. Maine discovered that I was a trainee architect and 

immediately collared me to interpret his wishes. So it was that 

certain wards, a pathological laboratory, etc. were designed by 

Col. Mayne and Private Templeton and built by the Royal 

9ƴƎƛƴŜŜǊǎΩ aŀƭǘŜǎŜ ǎǘƻƴŜ-masons. I enjoyed this job as I was 

more or less my own boss, much to the annoyance of Staff Sgt 

Philpotts. Later on I was to be thankful for my association with 

Col. Mayne. 

The old barracks were converted to a holiday Complex in 1980- 

the Barracks which died of shame.  

( S.C.M. I have no idea what my father means here). 

http://www.maltaramc.com/ramcoff/m/maynecf.html


 
  


