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Jack’s Mum and Dad, Aaron and Helena,

 with Arnold and Gerty

To begin with I must say that had it not been for the encouragement and persistence of the three most wonderful women in my life, my beloved wife May and my daughters Vicky and Cynthia, that I write the story of my life over the past 80 years, I very much doubt that I would ever have attempted the challenge. I suppose the best place to start is the beginning, so here goes.

My parents, Charles Aaron and Helena Cohen who came from Lithuania, were at that stage living in a small town called Leslie, in the Bethal District about 130 km from Johannesburg (Transvaal).  Dad was in partnership with Abram Blieden in a farm producing potatoes and wheat, and they also had a General Dealers store. At that time I had two brothers, Ben and Arnold.  I arrived on the scene on the 3rd  February 1919. 

As expected this part of my life is a complete blank, as I was only one year old when the family moved to Benoni (Transvaal) where my sister Gerty was born in 1921.

We had an exceedingly happy home life and even in those years were able to communicate very freely with both Mom and Dad, for which we were very fortunate. My schooling was all done in Benoni, first at the Benoni West Primary (from Grade 1 to Standard 5), and then at Benoni High to Matric, with two hours every day from Monday to Friday at Hebrew School.

The house we lived in was really something.  Children today would have difficulty appreciating it.  It had three bedrooms, lounge, diningroom, and of course a kitchen with a coal stove, which also provided hot water, a bathroom and a separate toilet.  The only problem was that the toilet was outside and did not have flushing water.  The best part of the house were the “expanding walls”.  There was always room for extras, such as family and friends, even though they had to sleep on the floor.  The house was on quite a large piece of ground with a small garden in front, with a big space on both sides, where we grew fruit trees and our own vegetables.  The back was a playground and farm yard, where we had poultry, birds, rabbits, the odd snake and of course a dog.

We were very fortunate to have had a car, which during the week Dad used to go to business and on Sundays we all went to Johannesburg to spend the day with our paternal Grandparents.  They lived at Booysens, where they had a dairy farm, and which was also the meeting place of all Dad’s brothers and sisters (he had four brothers and three sisters), and of course all our cousins.  Needless to say there was never a dull moment.

During this time, we all learned to drive.  Dad used to come home for lunch and then he would have a rest, and at every opportunity we got, while he took his nap, the three of us would take the car for a little drive - I was at that stage about 8 years old.

Even in those days I had my head in the clouds and always said that one day I would fly a real aeroplane. My favourite toy was my homemade aeroplane which consisted of an old motorbike saddle and three sticks in the ground, which was supposed to be the joystick and rudder.

In 1925 I started school at Benoni West and from there went to Benoni High, which was a co-educational school, and remained there until I matriculated in 1936. There 

Wedding of Jack’s parents Aaron Cohen to Helena Abrahamson – 1913

[image: image7.jpg]



[image: image8.jpg]A TOWN.C
39517 e

ENONI
AUG 198;

MOTOR VEHICLE NCE, 1931

MDTORVOERTUI’E—QR E#RW

DRIVER’S LICEN%E—- WVERSHSENS

A e R S, ot 4 /5], @%M.Wﬂmv DRIEMENTS

Llsmsl( v ;.mby uzrlun u

to drive M .within' the Boundaries of the Province of Transvaal
om 'n binne die grense van die ffransvaal te dryf

Datal o losuoiibe ?:.b /Fee P-«a LSO s shillings
Datum van Ultreiking Sjielings
No, of Certificats:oF Commetance, ..l o R BN A i

Nol e bcuncgh:nn{:&:ﬁ\n

Placa i, /V/M’L Xl

Plek é
.......................... (i
Exs(/umg 1\u\hm:l\—V1r e strasic-A utoriteit

Signature of Licensee......ooeid ?f{ ............................. 5
Flandtekening van Lisensichouer .~





50th Wedding Anniversary of Jack’s Grandparents Myer and Sarah Cohen
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Jack’s mother and brothers and sisters.

Helena

Hetty  Rosie

Isaac  Paul  Jack

Taken in Russia
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Lorry Driving Licence – 1937
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Jack in Benoni Days
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Bucker Jungmann used for civilian flying – 1939

My workshop on the way to Cairo
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Daily occurance – repairing springs


My Bathroom

were about 600 pupils and we were all very involved in all sports which consisted of cricket, soccer, tennis, swimming and of course athletics.

In 1936 I took up flying lessons without my parents knowledge at the Benoni Flying Club.  I paid for my lessons by doing odd jobs, such as gardening, collecting bottles and hessian bags and selling them, and odd repair jobs for the neighbours.  After four and a half hours I was flying solo and received my Civilian Pilots Licence.  I then told my parents what I had been doing.  Mom was as happy as a lark, but Dad had his reservations.

I must add that my instructor was a woman by the name of Doreen Hooper.  She was an outstanding pilot.  She later married Joe Dunning and during World War 2 she became head of the WAAF (Woman’s Auxiliary Air Force) with the rank of a full colonel.

I then had to do 30 hours solo to get my licence endorsed to carry passengers. When this was done, I jokingly asked Mom if she would like to come flying with me.  I didn’t have to ask her twice, so she became my first passenger and we both thoroughly enjoyed the experience.  Dad at this stage had got used to the idea of my flying, but when I asked him if he would like to come up, he replied that I could take his one leg as high as I liked as long as the other remained on the ground.

During that year (1936), we went to a party in Johannesburg.  My brother Arnold borrowed a car from Dad’s garage and he, my sister Gerty and Arnold’s girlfriend were in front and a friend of mine and myself were in the Rumble seat (commonly referred to as the Dickie seat) outside the back of the car.  Everything went fine until we were only about two kilometres from some of our friends whom we were meeting.  A car came down a side street and hit us.  Our car ended up on an electric transformer box and I saw a flash of flame - I realised what had happened and managed to jump out of the car and after making sure that there was no electricity running through the car helped the others to get out.  They were all fine, even Gerty who hit the windscreen with her face - cracked the screen but didn't have a scratch.  All this time I was feeling fine excepting I was feeling winded, but I put this down to having hit the front of the Dickie seat with my stomach.  What actually happened was that I had burst my liver and was bleeding internally.  I spent the night at our friend and the leading surgeon in Johannesburg was called.  I was then taken to hospital  - by this time I had lost so much blood.  In my semiconscious state I still heard him say to his understudy that he couldn’t operate due to the fact that I had lost so much blood.  His assistant said to him that I still had a very small chance of surviving, and if the surgeon wouldn’t do it, he was going to operate.  After that I can only say what I was told.  Apparently they needed more blood which wasn’t available, but they found that my brother Ben’s blood was a perfect match, so they put him down next to me and did a direct transfusion.  Anyway, to cut a long story short, two weeks later I was home and a month later was running around as though nothing had happened.  I was also told that apparently I had been one of only three operations of its kind in the world and I was the only one to be able to talk about it then.   The man who caused the accident was killed.  He was so full of liquor the police said it was amazing he managed to get as far as he did.
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Route taken by road from Cape Town to Cairo

We then went to live in Observatory in Johannesburg.  At that time all boys sixteen  years and over had to belong to the Active Citizens Force (A.C.F.).  In 1938, when war looked imminent, I applied to the South African Airforce (SAAF), but was told that nothing as yet was organised and they would contact me.

Later, when I was called up by my infantry regiment to sign up for overseas service, I told the Adjutant that I was expecting to be called up by the Airforce.  He told me that when I heard from the SAAF and passed the Board, I would be given a transfer.  Being very trusting and naïve, I believed him.  Shortly afterwards I received the letter from the SAAF to report before the selection Board - when I told the Adjutant all he said was, “You are now in the infantry and will have to stay with it”.  Needless to say I became a real rebel and was always in trouble, for which I received two stints in detention, once for 30 days and once for 45 days, but that still didn’t alter my determination to strive for that transfer.

War broke out in September 1939.  At that time the German submarines were patrolling the South African coast and our regiment was asked for 32 volunteers to drive three-ton army trucks from Pretoria to Cairo in convoy to see if it was possible to move troops through Africa by road.  Being so despondent about not getting that transfer, I volunteered to do the trip and this proved to be very interesting and exciting.  Most of the time we didn’t even have proper roads to go on and had to rely on the use of compasses.  The trip took us from Pretoria in the Transvaal, through Southern Rhodesia, Northern Rhodesia, Belgian Congo, Eritrea, Abyssinia, Tanganika, Kenya, Uganda, Sudan to Cairo (Egypt). All this time it was comparatively plain sailing until we arrived in Abyssinia where we caught up with the South African lst Division, who were still fighting the Italians.  So we joined in with them and also did all their transport work.  The Cape Coloured Corp were also there doing transport and all I can say is, “Thank God for them” - they kept us supplied with all the spares we needed for our trucks.  I mentioned previously about the bad terrain we had to drive on.  Well something was always happening, be it a broken spring or something going wrong with our engines.  The Cape Corp had the same problems, but what they used to do was to transfer their load onto another truck and leave their own just where it had broken down.  This was just too wonderful for us.  When we came upon these vehicles we used to strip the engines of any parts we thought we could use.  We didn’t have time to jack up each vehicle, so it was pulled on its side and the springs were taken off.  There was hardly a day that we didn’t have to replace broken spring blades.  We did have a couple of mechanics with us but most of the work we had to do ourselves.

I must say in Abyssinia the roads were reasonable.  In fact some places were very good thanks to the Italians, and the mountain passes were really something.  One that really deserves a mention was Hellfire Pass, a very high mountain where they built a zigzag road all the way up on one side and the same going down.  Quite a few of the turns we had to go forward and reverse a few times to get around.

One of our biggest problems we faced when we camped for the night were the Hyenas (I have never seen such big ones).  We always had one chap on guard, and when the Hyenas showed themselves we shot one - that made a meal for the pack.
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Driving up through Africa – Cape to Cairo 1939

[image: image20.jpg]


[image: image21.jpg]Nu‘





WW2 Jack and mates – R.L.I. 1941

One night, driving in the desert, we drove into a mine field.  Two of our trucks were blown up, but my guardian angel as usual was watching over me and my mortar crew got through safely.  On another occasion I was with the infantry and we were being pinned down by a German gun position.  Our Platoon Commander, who was a Lieutenant, and was only a few feet away from me, was mortally wounded and actually died in my arms.  He was very popular with all of us and that just spurred us on.  We eventually put the German gun out of action.  I must say the Germans were very organised with trenches and underground bunkers.  We also knew there were more of them in the bunker, and when no one replied to our request to come out we just flushed them out by dropping hand grenades down through the air vents.

Once we got to the Sudan it was pretty well plain sailing, just desert conditions and very uninteresting.  However, the sight of Cairo made up for all the months of roughing it in the bush and desert.  We stayed at a base camp at Helwan for a few days and at least managed to take in some of the sights.  Our trucks had by now been handed in.  My truck had covered over 200,000 miles (320,000 kms).  We were then sent back to rejoin our regiment, Rand Light Infantry (R.L.I), which had since arrived and were based in the Western Desert, not too far from Cairo. Anyway at least we weren’t pushed straight into the infantry but were allowed to carry on with “Q services” doing transport.

Since leaving Pretoria I had still not given up getting into the airforce, and I took advantage of every opportunity I got.  One day we were on parade at Asmara and were being inspected by non other than “Oom Jannie” (General J.C. Smuts).  Believe me, I just willed him to stop and talk to me, which fortunately for me is what happened.  When he asked me in front of our Company C.O. and the C.O. of the R.L.I. if I was happy in my job, I quickly got all my feelings and grievances out about how I had always wanted to be in the airforce and how I’d been forced to be in the position I was now in.  Needless to say nothing ever came of it.

Anyway, everything was now going quite smoothly until one day we were notified we would no longer be Q Services.  We were being broken up and placed in different companies in the infantry.  The boys were hopping mad and all said they were not going to the infantry but wanted permanent transfers to Q Services.  However, when the day arrived, out of about 85 of us, only six stood our ground and the rest all went to the infantry.  The six of us were placed under close arrest for refusing to obey an order in the field.  For over a week they spoke to us very nicely telling us to do as we were told and the whole incident would be forgotten.  When all this failed we were told that we were going to have a General Field Courts Martial where the maximum penalty would be death.

At the Courts Martial I had picked an officer who I heard in civilian life was a lawyer and a clever man.  Well, so much for that, he was sent elsewhere and was unable to defend me and another officer was given the job. After the first day I told them I didn’t want him and I would defend myself, which I must say I did exceptionally well especially as I was being looked on as the ringleader.  Anyway, the outcome was that three of the boys were given 45 days D.B, two were given 60 days D.B., and I got 90 days. The Detention Barracks was in the desert, a short distance from the South African base camp at Helwan.  The temperature in that area used to average approximately 65 degrees Celsius in the summer, but believe me, for me it was a 
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Jack on leave in Alexandria 1940
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Jack and Arnold in Cairo 1943

holiday.  I never did a stitch of hard work.  There for the inmates it was everything at the double, e.g. running, and manual labour such as digging holes, carrying weights etc.  I told them straight that I couldn’t do it on account of my having had a ruptured liver.  I was sent to be examined by the doctor and he put me on light duties only, so I ended up as a cell orderly, except for about a week when they were building a house for the officer commanding.

I happened to be on the scaffolding catching the bricks as they were being thrown up from the ground.  Just at that time I noticed the O.C. and some of his gang walking past.  Of course I didn’t know they were “there” and happened to miss a brick - unfortunately it missed all of them.  From there I was made a waiter in the Sergeants’ mess.  I got on exceptionally well with all the staff but I hated the Sergeant Major’s guts and one day (accidentally on purpose) tripped on the carpet and dropped two plates of soup all over his nicely cleaned and pressed Barathea uniform.  Well, so much for being a waiter, and that’s how I became a cell orderly.  This was really a holiday as all I had to do was to see that everything was clean and tidy.  The staff in general at the Detention Barracks were certainly not the most intelligent and were prone to be as cruel as possible if they thought they could get away with it.  Not that  they worried me very much.  There were also a few of them I did get on well with and they looked after me even to the extent of warning me whenever there was going to be a raid on the cells.  They used to take all the things I wasn’t supposed to have such as cigarettes, matches and chocolates, which they returned to me when the raid was over.

Well forty-five days passed and the three boys were released.  Sixty days passed and the other two went.  A few days later my brother Arnold, who was stationed at Helwan base camp, came to visit me and told me that the last five boys were sent back to the infantry (R.L.I.).  This really set me thinking that after going through all this, I would eventually be sent back to the infantry too.  The following morning I reported sick, complained about a pain in my stomach, didn’t feel like food and when I did eat, just vomited.  I was put in the sick bay for a few days and was then sent to No 5 Hospital in Cairo for further investigation.  I really must have put on a good act and given the right answers because when the O.C., who was also a surgeon, examined me and told me I had appendicitis, I told him to remove it, which he did.  This at least gave me a little more breathing space.  I can’t remember how long they kept me in hospital.  Actually I think they enjoyed having me there, for as soon as they allowed me out of bed, I became jack of all trades and used to help everyone.  I even became friendly with the hospital O.C. who had actually operated on me.  Soon a lot of casualties started coming in so I thought it was about time I gave my bed to someone who really needed it more than I did.  So I went to the O.C. to see about getting discharged.

As soon as I broached the subject, he smiled and told me to sit down and said to me, “Jack, you know there was very little wrong with you when you came in”.  To which I replied, “Yes, Sir, I know, actually there was nothing wrong”.  Then he said to me that a man doesn’t have an operation for nothing - just tell me the story - which I gave to him in full detail about how I had been trying to get a transfer to the airforce.  He was most understanding and said he would see what he could do to help me.  He then sent me to a convalescent camp in Alexandria for two weeks.
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Armoured car in Western Desert – WW2  1940/41
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Jack in Western Desert
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Jack and friend
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Jack and friend
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Jack

Pupil Pilot 1942
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Army mates

Jack and Arnold
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I D Card for South African Air Force (SAAF) 1940
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Elementary Training on Tigermoth – Potchefstoom 1942/43

After a glorious holiday I arrived back at Helwan Base camp just outside Cairo to be given a message at the guard house that I was to report immediately to the camp O.C. The first thing that went through my mind was, “What trouble am I in now?”, but to my surprise, whatever my friend the Hospital O.C. had said or done had borne fruit.  There were instructions that I had to report to Villa Vic in Cairo, which was the South African Airforce Headquarters, where I had to go before the selection board and do a Flying Medical.  Needless to say I was on cloud nine.  I had no problems with the interview or the medical and about a month later I was on my way back to South Africa for training.

At long last the fight for that illusive transfer was now over. Even though it was in one sense a waste of two years, some of the experiences gained being together with a lot of boys from all walks of life was like being in a big happy family.  No matter what your nationality or religion, we were always there to help each other.

By now I was firmly settled in my new home which was a place called Littleton, which was just outside Pretoria.  It was the basic training camp for the Rookies, where we had to do all the initial training such as parade ground work, physical training and all the school work appertaining to flying such as Maths, Meteorology, Theory of Flight, etc. - I just can’t remember what else.  Anyway, it was like going back to school, which for me was not easy as I had been out of school for so long and the boys I was with were literally straight from school and university.  In the beginning I had to battle to keep up with them.  However, it was not long before I caught up.  It was rather strange, but one of the courses we had to do was an armoured car course.  This, of course, I had no problems with because I had also been driving them in the desert.  So I felt quite at home handling them.

On completion of our basic training we were classified as to who was to be trained as Fighter or Bomber pilots.  I was selected to go on to fighters, which at the time caused me to be rather disappointed as my friend Denny Kriseman was flying twin engine bombers, and I was hoping to be able to join him.  Unfortunately, just before I went back up North, I heard that Denny had been killed while converting from Bostons onto Marauders.  After that I was satisfied with my lot.

My initial flying training, known as Elementary Flying Training (EFTS), was done at Potchefstroom in the Transvaal.  I had been warned not to mention anything about having a Civilian Private Pilots Licence, as they would give me a hard time, so I kept quiet about it.  We were all then allotted to our instructors; mine was really an outstanding chap who I got on exceptionally well with.  It was now my turn to get well ahead of the other boys.  After my first flight (we were being trained on Tiger Moths, otherwise known as DH 82A), I was quite happy to go on my own but I just had to be patient.  Anyway, my instructor thought he really had an outstanding pupil and let me go solo after four hours.

The Tiger Moth was the plane I learnt on in 1936.  I had also converted onto the Bucker Jungman, a two-seater open cockpit, the Buckerjungmeister, the single seater and fully aerobatics Rearwin Sporster, the Rearwin Speedster, and the Taylorcraft -  these last three were two-seater cabin planes.
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Pupil Pilot SAAF 1942
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Ben and Jack 1942

On completion of our EFTS course at Potchefstroom, we were posted to the Service Flying Training Course (S.F.T.S) at Vereeniging.  Here we flew Harvards (AT6) which I thought was a very good training plane.  She had so many vices that if you were careless she would turn around and "bite" you - no second chances.  Here we were given instruction on fighter flying, gunnery navigation and of course a continuation of  meteorology and theory of flight.  I must say that the flying side of the course was now becoming very interesting.  We were also doing a lot of training on the Link Trainer, which was a machine in the shape of an aircraft cockpit with all the instrumentation - you would climb in and the cover would be pulled over so that all you could see were the instruments.  The instructor would be at a table outside giving you all the instructions from circuits and bumps (take offs and landings) to cross country flights.  It was really a Gremlin Box but it certainly taught us a lot about instrument flying.

At long last the big day arrived when we were presented with our Airforce Wings, a real exciting and proud day for all of us.  The next thing on the program was what they were going to do with us.  The powers that be had decided that according to all the exams and tests both on the ground and in the air that I was fighter material.  So after having ten days leave, I found myself at a place called Isipingo - which was about eleven miles out of Durban in Natal, where we did our O.T.U. (Operational training unit).  After doing all the necessary tests and more instruction, we were checked out on Kittyhawk fighters.  She was a very good plane to convert onto, handled very nicely and was good fun, but not all that fast, only about 300 mph (about 480 kph).  I can’t remember how long we were there; it was about a month when we were put through our paces, learnt fighter tactics, air to air gunnery and air to ground firing.  About ten days before the end of our course, they were deciding what to do with us and out of the whole course they decided they were going to keep three of us at Isipingo as instructors.  Yours truly was one of the three.  Needless to say this did not go down very well with us so we decided to see what we could do to make them change their minds.

Isipingo was a very big sugar cane growing area and every time we went up we completed the exercise we had to do and finished up by doing real low flying over the cane.  The Kittyhawk had a large air intake right under the nose and when we landed our engines were starting to overheat.  We were unable to taxi - the mechanics had been previously warned what was going to happen.  So when we landed we pulled off the landing area and switched off.  That was their cue and they used to run out to us and put their arms into the air intake and take out all the sugar cane tops that we had trimmed off.

Of course the powers that be were not very charmed but we continued knowing full well that after spending so much on training us they wouldn’t just kick us out.  When we saw that our tactics were not working, we decided on something else.  Isipingo had a wide river with a huge railway bridge.  So one day we gave the place a thorough recce and the following day, instead of trimming sugar cane, we finished our exercise by getting into line astern and, at about 300 mph, flew under the bridge. The next day the three of us were taken before the Commanding Officer (who by the way knew what we were up to) and all he said was, “If you boys are determined to kill yourselves, you may as well do it up North”.  After that it would have been impossible to find three more well behaved pilots.

Service Flying Training (SFTS) Harvard (AT6) – 1942
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UNION OF SOUTH AFRICA.-—UNIE VAN SUID-AFRIKA.

Defence Hommex HEADQUARTERS,
OECKKBHODEXVXEIEX,

PRETORIA.

& December, 1952,

Lieutenant J. Cohen,
D.4 Alma Court

High Level Road,
Green Point,

CAPE TOWN.

1.

3e

4.

IRANSFER TO THE RESERVE OF OFFICERS.

I have to inform you that on your release from
full-time service on 18 October, 1945, you ceased to be
attached to the SA Permanent Force and were automatically
transferred to the SAAF General Reserve of Officers, with
the substantive rank of Lieutenant with effect from 19
October, 1945, i,e, the day following your release, pending
adjustment of your status as an officer of the UDF,

With reference to your application dated 27 Augusty
1952, approval is given (subject to medical fitness for
flying duties) for your transfer from the SAAF General
Reserve of Officers to the SAAF Special Reserve of Flying
Officers as a Pilot with the substantive rank of Lieutenant
with effect and seniority from 2 July, 1952,

A medical examination will be arranged by the Air
Chief of Staff, prior to your undertaking any flying
training,

Form DD 481 (Instructions for officers of the Reserve
of Officers) is attached for your information and guidance,





On completing our operational course we were given two weeks leave after which we had to report back at the Waterkloof Air Base which was just outside Pretoria.  It was here we received our final briefing and instructions prior to being sent up North to Cairo.

The flight to Cairo was very uneventful.  The plane we were on wasn’t the most comfortable - it was a Ventura light bomber which had been converted to carry about twenty-five passengers. We spent one night at Khartoum, which after an uncomfortable flight was very welcome.  The temperature there was well over 100 degrees F and it wasn’t long before we were in a bath of perspiration.  So soon after having an evening meal, it was straight to the showers and then without even drying ourselves we lay on our beds - in the nude, and just used the wind from the ceiling fans to do the necessary.

Early the next morning we took off and flew straight through to Almaza which was just outside Cairo.  From there we were taken to the South African Air Force Base Camp at Heliopolis where we were fully briefed, issued with our flying gear.  The only article I was unable to get were flying boots; they apparently didn’t cater for children’s sizes, so I had to wait for them.

Now came the interesting part - we had to do a refresher course and this was done on Hurricane and Spitfire fighters.  I was then sent to join 4 Squadron (known as The Vampire Squadron) which was part of 7 Wing which comprised 1, 2, 4 and 7 Squadrons.  I must say I couldn’t have wished to have been a member of a Squadron with a more wonderful crowd of boys.  I was accepted and made to feel very welcome from the O.C. down.

It didn’t take long before operations in the Western Desert were over, El Alemain was history, and Field Marshall Rommel had been severely beaten.  With all due respect to him, he was a fantastic soldier and leader, who was just unlucky at the end; up to Alemain he really had the Allies on their knees.

So much for operating in Africa.  Up to then we had been operating right through Libya and Algeria, our work had been mainly working with the ground forces - we were in constant touch with them and concentrated on giving them top cover and softening up the enemy prior to the ground forces moving in.  We didn’t see too much air activity, not like in the beginning when the German Air Force had air superiority.  Now we were at least able to meet them on equal terms.  Our main problem was antiaircraft fire which on occasions was pretty scary, even though we very often used to see the black puffs as the shells exploded sometimes pretty close.  But as long as we couldn’t smell the cordite, we were reasonably safe.

Our next move was to Italy.  Our first base was at Bari, which was on the heel of Italy.  For some time we operated with the American army all the way up the Adriatic coast where our main duties were to soften up the enemy on the ground, give our troops on the ground top cover and at the same time cover for our bombers when they went on their raids.  I must say at this stage there was little aerial activity and invariably when enemy aircraft were reported they never stayed around long enough to get involved in a dog fight .
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Squadron movements in Italy WW2

Unfortunately I am unable to give dates and accurate descriptions of the operations we did, even though I had entered in my Log Book not only every flight and operation I did but on the opposite page a full description of where we went and what transpired. I must mention at this stage the reason for the lack of information.  When I was in the Israeli Air Force I had both my South African Air Force and the Israeli Air Force log

books bound together and on my last flight to Czechoslovakia in 1949 had left my log books with a friend of mine for safe keeping.  Well it was very safe!  When I came back to Israel and went to collect the log books, they were nowhere to be found. Needless to say he was very upset, but that didn’t help me, and to this day they have not been found.  I can’t imagine anyone stealing them as they were of no use to anyone but me.

The army by now were moving very nicely and as our range on Spitfires under normal conditions with our eighty-five gallons of fuel, we only had an endurance of about an hour and a half.  If we hit trouble such as a dog fight and had to pull power, our 12-cylinder Rolls Merlin engine would get very thirsty and use it up in about 25 minutes. We also used to carry an extra ninety gallon slipper tank which we fitted under the belly but if we had to, for whatever reason, do any violent manoeuvres as in a dog fight, the extra tank had to be jettisoned.

Although the Spitfire was never meant to be a dive bomber, we started off by having a bomb rack which could be fitted under the belly and would take a 500 lb bomb. The result turned out so well that we spoke to the powers that be to have a rack that could take 2 x 5001b bombs.  This, needless to say, was shouted down, the main reason being that the flimsy undercarriage wouldn’t take the strain.  Anyway, we decided to go ahead and experiment and it proved a wonderful success - we were now able to deliver twice the damage and when the other squadrons heard about our experiment they decided to do the same.

While on the subject of dive-bombing, we were originally told that we were to go into the dive at normally about 10,000 to 12,000 feet, go straight down, release the bombs at about 2,000 feet and pull out.  The results were reasonably good but we felt we could do better, so we decided to go lower before releasing and after more experimentation we ended up going down to anything from 200 to 300 feet.  The only trouble was that we couldn’t do a normal pullout as our speed was around the 500 mph and although the nose of the plane was pointing up, our speed was still causing us to mush down.  We actually did lose one of our boys this way, so we changed our pull out procedure after releasing the bombs to roll on our side and pull out; in other words we were mushing out instead of down.

Another thing we did to have a more demoralising effect to those on the ground was to have two brackets with 20mm shell cases, open at both ends, welded to both sides of the fuselage.  At the speed we were doing and the force of the wind being forced through the cases, it sounded like a blood curdling scream.

We then moved North to Foggia, which was also a bomber base and from there to Pescara, which was about 100 miles east of Rome.  At this stage we were also getting information from the Partisans in Yugoslavia as to where and what the Germans were doing, so we were continuously flying across the Adriatic Sea and making the Germans very miserable.

We now moved to Ancona, Perugia and then on to Rimini. At both Perugia and Rimini we didn’t have proper fields to operate from but the engineers put down a P.S.P. (Perforated Steel Strips).  These were interlinked steel plating on the beach and only 30 feet wide, and from these strips we would do two plane formation take offs.  This was quite safe.  Coming into land again we had to be very careful; because of the long nose of the Spitfire we couldn’t came in straight but had to come in on a curve and from above.  Thirty feet certainly looked very narrow, but we never really had a problem.  I unfortunately had an experience when coming back after a low level operation.  I was unable to lower my undercarriage due to my hydraulic system being damaged, so had to do a belly landing.  Not wanting to damage the P.S.P. strip, I overshot the strip and did a beautiful touch down on the beach.  Unfortunately the cable holding my harness snapped and I hit the gunsight with my mouth.  No serious damage to the plane occurred (she was flying again two days later), but I was minus four teeth.

We had now added another little surprise for the Germans and Italians.  We called it our Milk Run, which was done either early in the morning or late in the afternoon.  We used to take off fully armed and bombed up and do real low level flying.  We could select our own target, be it a train, convoy, armoured position or anything where we were able to do the most damage and also make it less dangerous for the boys on the ground.

Not like today, if you wanted a weather report with the equipment available at that time, we had to get our own reports.  We were given a set course, and two of us took off at about 4 o'clock in the morning and reported weather at all the different positions.  This could take upward of three hours plus.  One particular morning my No. 2 and I took off and went into cloud at about 500 feet.  My No. 2 lost me so I told him to go back to base and I carried on my own flying on instruments. Well, after the best part of an hour and still in cloud at Angels 28 (28,000 feet), I hadn’t a clue where I was.  I decided to call emergency and told the girl who was operating the Radar (such as it was in those days) my problem.  She got me to transmit for a fix, gave me a course to fly, just how much altitude to lose and at what rate and eventually got me to break cloud about 200 feet right over our field.

I must say it wasn’t work all the time; we did get a spot of leave every now and again and we certainly made the most of it making visits to Naples, Sorrento and of course The Blue Grotto and Rome and Florence.  In fact, we visited a stack of other small but very interesting places like Bolonga, Venice and Trieste on the Istrian Peninsula, Milan and the Lake Areas such as Lake Maggiore and Lake Como.

In the squadron the pilots used to get a daily issue of a slab of chocolate which I used to take with me when I went on a operation just in case I had to bale out.  Otherwise I just collected them up and took them with me when we went on leave, and which I gave to the Italian children;  some of these kids had never seen chocolate and the look on their faces made it all worth while.

Another thing we had no trouble with was money.  When we went on leave we took the bare minimum; all we needed was our I.D. card.  When we were getting a little low on finances we went to the NAAFI (Army, Navy and Airforce Institute) where for 
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Forli (Italy)

a very nominal price we could get practically everything; a pair of mens shoes and half a dozen pairs of nylon stockings would keep us financed for at least ten days.

From Rimini we went to Ravenna.  Here we were kept very busy, the Germans were doing their best to dig in.  There still wasn’t much air activity, just sneak attacks, and we were now operating in Southern France, Southern Austria and Yugoslavia.  But the anti aircraft or cordite concerts as we referred to them were very heavy, and very often some explosions were pretty close.  As often as not we came back with the odd hole in our planes.

On a lighter note, I would like to say something about the boys in our squadron, from the O.C. to the pilots and the mechanics.  They were absolutely the best, just one happy family.  At the time I was the only Jewish pilot and never was I ever made to feel uncomfortable.  If anything, the absolute opposite; they just couldn’t do enough for me. Anyway, we all, the pilots that is, had our particular jobs to do and I was the official scrounger and among other things for the mess I came back one day with a piano.

The squadron was usually released at 6pm and of course the first stop was the pub for a drink and a snack.  One of the things I found that used to go down very well was a type of shell fish which looked like an old fashioned cutthroat razor and was in a long narrow shell.  I used to find them on the beach; they used to come in on the waves and then burrow into the ground until the tide took them out.  We would collect a bag full and boil them in sea water.  On another occasion I got some chicken from one of the farmers.  The boys were very intrigued watching me prepare them.  All I did was clean the inside of the chook leaving all the feathers on and put the spices (which I got from the kitchen) inside the bird.  Now came the interesting part.  I had already made a hole in the ground in which I made the fire.  In the meantime I made some mud which was packed all around the chicken, feathers and all.  When the fire had burnt down, the embers were taken out, the mud covered bird was put in and covered with the embers and a half hour later a perfectly cooked chook came out.  All we had to do was crack the mud and the bird was there minus feathers which were sticking to the mud.

While we were based at Rimini I lead a formation of six planes over Northern Italy on a dive bombing operation which went off exceedingly well.  We took out a train, a convoy of vehicles and an ammunition dump without suffering any casualties even though everything except the kitchen stove was thrown up at us.  However on the way home my No. 2 called me and said something white was coming from my port radiator.  As soon as I heard white and radiator, I knew exactly what the problem was; I had been hit in the radiator and the glycol coolant was leaking out and I knew I didn’t have too long before my engine seized and caught fire.  As we were still a long way from base, I told my No. 3 to take over and for no 2 to follow me.  As we were flying at about 12,000 feet I took advantage of the height and went flat out for the base.  I knew I wouldn’t make it but was determined to get as near to home as possible.  By this time I could see my temperature gauge rising but I stayed with the plane.

Eventually the gauge was on hot.  I still stayed, then the gauge went back to cold. I knew then it wouldn’t be long before the engine seized and caught fire, so I called my 
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Discharge Papers Letter from General Smuts

No. 2 and told him what was happening and that I would be getting out any minute. With that I started disconnecting everything such as radio, oxygen and safety harness and when I saw the gauge fluctuating between hot and cold, decided it was time to part company with the poor old Spitfire and get out quickly.  By this time I was well on our side of the bombline, landed near a South African Engineers camp and actually got back to our base about half an hour after the rest of our flight.  Unlike the modern aircraft, where they have ejector seats, before we could get out we had to open our harness clip, disconnect the oxygen and radio, lower the seat and jettison the canopy, then trim the plane fully nose heavy and go into a dive.  All the time now you had to use force to try and keep the nose up.  When your speed was sufficiently high, you had to pull the nose up into a climbing attitude and start rolling the plane.  When you got about three quarter way round it was impossible to hold her any longer so all you had left to do was to pull your feet up as high as you could and let the stick go.  The plane went one way and you literally got catapulted out.

I used to write home very regularly but never ever mentioned the war.  This time was no exception when I had to bale out.  However, you can imagine my surprise when one day I received a letter from Mom telling me all about it and wanting to know more.  I soon found out how she knew.  Jack Friedman, who was a war correspondent, happened to be on our airbase at that stage and he wrote and told his father (late Capt. Friedman) who mentioned it to Mom.

Our next base was Udine which was practically on the Italian - Austrian border. All opposition had almost fizzled out and it was just a case of doing some mopping up and cleaning up isolated pockets of resistance. The base we were on had large mulberry trees so to help pass the time I went into business and started making mulberry wine, which proved very popular with the boys.

I did mention previously about the crowd of boys I was with.  There were three in particular when we were at Forli; the four of us shared a room. One was Mervin Reim, a really fantastic character.  We always used to take our leave together and depending on how many days we were away he always gave me all his money.  Every night I used to ration him out for the next day and every night I had to put him to bed.  On awakening the story was always the same - where did we go and did we have a good time?  Merv unfortunately was shot down; we saw him get out in his parachute but were unable to find out any more until we came to the area where we were told that he did land.  He was hiding in a dog kennel where the fascists found him and shot him.  The second chappie was a heavy drinker but an outstanding pilot.  He used to find his way to bed but for the first hour spent the time in bed doing aerobatics.  The third, O D Neser, was six foot plus and as strong as a lion.  He always used to end up in the pub and fall asleep over the counter.  None of the boys would go near him to try and get him to go to bed as he would just lash out.  I was the only one who could go near him.  I always put my arm around him and said, “Come on OD, lets go to bed”, and he would come like a lamb.

Well by now the war in Europe was all but over, so we were converting onto Mustangs (P51).  She was a very good aircraft especially since she was modified and the Allison engine was changed for a Rolls Merlin which was the engine we had in the Spitfire.  In addition she was slightly faster had a much longer range. We were now prepared to go in against the Japanese.  Eventually the time came and we were 
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101 Squadron Insignia
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Israeli Driver’s Licence

shipped out to Colombo where we just stayed on board awaiting further orders.  Well, that was as far as we went because soon after the atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  This put an end to the war against Japan, and soon after we were sent home. After the normal red tape and messing around I was demobilised in late 1946; just imagine, seven years on active service.

I was now back in Cape Town and went to work for an Import/Export agent.  After being with him a short time, the owner told me he had a Hotel at Caledon which his brother was managing and he needed an assistant manager. This hotel was right on a hot spring which people used to swear helped them with all sorts of health complaints. The water was piped into the hotel which also had a very nice large swimming pool. For the more active there was a bowling green, tennis courts, some very good walks and something I made very good use of - stables with some very good horses.  My favourite one was an ex-race horse which was really a lovely animal but still retained some of his racing habits such as going from a walk into a flat out gallop.  Needless to say not many people wanted to ride him.  Another very big attraction was the Caledon Wild Flower Gardens, which used to attract people from all over the Cape and a surprising number of visitors from overseas.  I was really very happy working there; not only did I find it very interesting but met new people all the time.  And after the day’s work ending anything from 11 o'clock onwards, my next stop was the warm water swimming pool. Unfortunately all good things must come to an end sometime. One night at about 1.30 the night porter woke me and shouted that there was a fire in the lounge. Luckily the hotel was not very full, and we managed to get everybody out without any real difficulty.  By now the local fire brigade were there and did what they could, but being a very old building, were unable to save it.  Mind you, I did get one laugh.  One lady came to me and asked if I could go back into her room.  That area was by now well alight.  She wanted me to try and find her false teeth.  Needless to say I was very sympathetic but said it was impossible to go back in.  Well, so much for the Caledon Baths Hotel.  I then went back to Cape Town and carried on in the Import/Export business. The year was now 1948.

The Arab-Israeli War had started, so I went into the South African Zionist Federation and spoke to Sammy Levin, who at the time was in charge of the set up.  I told him what I had come in for and he said they would only be interested if one had military experience.  When I told him I had both infantry and airforce, I think the magic word was airforce and pilot, because all he wanted to know was how soon I would be able to go - two weeks later I was on my way to Israel.

Prior to my going, the boys used to go by whatever means of transport the Federation could find.  Some really had it rough going on anything that would float.  The “Drom Africa”, which besides taking a few boys to Israel as crew, the owners had hoped to use to start up a fishing business.  Otherwise some of the boys tried to fly aircraft that weren’t very serviceable.  Still it is amazing how they got across.

I again was very lucky.  By now, I think it was in August, we had a small airline which went under the name of P.A.A.C. (Pan African Air Charter).  It was conceived and funded by the South African Zionist Federation.  They had three Dakota aircraft (DC3 or C47). Some of the aircraft had very uncomfortable bucket seats, lined lengthwise in the main fuselage.  Others had the normal configuration and accommodated about 19 passengers.  The latter seating arrangements were none too 
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Original 101 Squadron
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No. 2 Unit: Ekron

De-briefing Report No.

Aircraft: Spit 2014 Pilot: Jaekwcoher
Base: Ekron Crew: ——===

Type of Operation: Velvetta

Time of Departure (A.T.D): 1020L

Time of Arrival (A.T.A.): 1610L
Height of Flight: 10.000" Date: 26/12/48
Visibility over Target: good to fair Time of de-briefing: 1625L
Own Military Activity (Movements & Location):-— Destination:
Route in: Adriatic + N. of Crete
Rout out: —-—-
Time over target: ———
Time off target: --—-
Load:
Bombing height over target:
Weather:
Winds Visibility Clouds Place
Height Quantity
good 8000 10/10 Yoram - aeleah
good 8/9000 6/10 aeleah - base

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION:

Engine. trouble on both mag
RPM does not indicate up to about 1600 - thereafter is erratic
A.S.I. incorrect

craft: OK.

radio good

trip uneventful

RANK IDENTITY CARD + BADGES COLLECTED

[sign. 7777] [sign. Cohen]

ignature of Pilot

Signature of De-briefing Officer

REMARKS: Send the copy No. 2 to C.0., the copy No. 3 to the Inteligence H.Q., the copy
No.4 to Ops. Dept. H.Q.

In: IDF Archives, serie 600137/1951, file 631 (disk OPO10B: pp. 32-33)




Israel – Messaschmidt 109

popular with the Israeli Airforce; it was inconvenient taking the seats out when they “borrowed” the planes.  On the stopovers in Israel the crew took a few days off for a rest and recreation and the aircraft were taken away ostensibly for servicing and they were then used as night bombers.

We then left for the Transvaal and eventually took off from Palmietfontein, which was the International Airport just outside Johannesburg.  We travelled in a Dakota and enroute took us to Italy where we spent the night at a small hotel in Rome.

Early the following morning we set course for Haifa and everything was going very smoothly until we received a message that Haifa was bristling with United Nations Officials.  We got the feeling that they had been tipped off about our arrival so Nobby Clark, our Captain, altered course for Herzlia when we were over Israel.

Here at Herzlia (which was 101 Squadron Base) I got the most wonderful surprise I could have wished for.  As I got out of the plane the first two boys I saw were Syd Cohen and Arnold Ruch.  They had been with the squadron a few months already; both of them I had known very well.  In fact, during World War 2, Syd and I had flown in 4 Squadron in the SAAF and Arnold was on the same base in 40 Squadron, which was a Photo-Reconnaissance setup.  Anyway, what a welcome and immediately I felt at home.  The next person I met was Ezer Weizman and it wasn’t long before I was one of the family.  The boys came from South Africa, America, England, Canada and Israel.  There was also a Russian by the name of Richard Brown (that was the name on the passport he came in on) and last but not least an Indian by the name of Joseph Cohen.  All I can say is that it is a pity the old League of Nations (now known as the United Nations) couldn’t get on as well as our “United Nations”.

At that stage we still didn’t have much in the line of aircraft.  A few Piper Cubs, a Tiger Moth, and a Bonanza, which were really toys which were forced to do a job far beyond what they were built for, even as far as fitting 4 x 251b bombs and doing bombing runs.  The mediums or twin engined planes (our so called bombers) were a few Dakotas and Curtis Commanders.  The fighters, the Messerschidt 109’s, were the Czechoslovakian versions of the plane used by the Germans in World War 2

If I remember rightly we managed to get 15 ME 109’s which due to their short range (about an hour and a half) had to be stripped down and loaded in sections into American transport planes, the C54 and C46.  The flights took off from Zatec in Czechoslovakia which was about 80 to100 kms from Prague and landed at Tel Nov in Israel.  Our first real fighter had arrived and further ME9’s were delivered in a similar way.

Up to this stage the Egyptians and Syrians had had it all their own way.  They had  complete superiority of the skies and were able to do just what and when they liked.  However, now that we had the ME 109 they weren’t so cocky any more and they soon found out that when they came over Tel Aviv to do their daily bombing they were being shot down instead.

By now we really had a semblance of a squadron.  Our O.C. was an Israeli by the name of Moddy Alon who had received his training in the R.A.F.  He was a born leader and commanded the respect of all concerned.  We also now had about twenty 
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Route taken by road and rail from Prague to Paris

pilots, ground crew, an Adjutant and a wonderful crew who handled all the office side of the 101 things that had to be attended to.  Unfortunately there were not enough planes to go around so we had to take turns, but it all worked out well.

I had been in the squadron about a month when one day I received a message to report to Air Force Headquarters which was in Jaffa.  I was introduced to Sam Pomerance with whom I subsequently became very friendly.  He was an American pilot as well as an Aeronautical Engineer, which for the job they had lined up for us, was too fantastic.

The Israeli Government had managed to pull off a deal with the Czechoslovakian Government for the purchase of fifty Spitfires which the British had given them at the end of World War 2.  The onus was put on Sam and me to get them back to Israel as soon as possible.  They had already booked us on Swissair for the next day on a flight to Zurich and Prague, a slightly more comfortable flight than the one from South Africa.  The Israeli Embassy in Prague then organised us in a hotel for the night and early the next morning we were on our way to Uherske Hradiste in Moravia, which was about 80 kms south east of Prague.  The airfield where we would be working was at Zatec, just a short ride from the village.  Needless to say Sam and I didn’t waste any time; we just wanted to see the aircraft to see just where to start.  The machines seemed to be in pretty good condition but they had to have a complete engine and airframe service.  Also, as previously mentioned, the Spitfire under normal economic flying conditions only had a range of approximately one and a half hours and we now had to set her up to stay airborne for at least six hours and to cover at least 1500 miles (2400 kms).

Sam and I had already discussed what the possibilities were.  So the first thing we had to do was to lighten the plane as much as possible.  Out came the armour plating, the guns, cannons, and oxygen bottle (which now restricted us to a maximum of 10,000 to 12,000 feet).  The next thing to take out was the radio which was situated just behind the pilot’s seat, and have a special seventy-nine gallon petrol tank built to replace the radio. Now for the extra tanks under the plane.  We managed to get sixty-two and a half gallon cigar shaped tanks which were fitted on the bomb racks under the wings, and then a ninety gallon long range tank under the belly.   A breather pipe was fitted to each of the wings tanks and a small booster pump, which would pump the fuel through to the long range tank under the belly fitted with a fuel gauge, was attached. The extra tank that had now replaced the radio also had a fuel line leading down to the long range tank.  All these fuel modifications had now given us from a normal eighty-five gallons to 379 gallons (606 1itres).

The above was basically Sam’s baby.  Now as the ground crew completed the servicing and getting the aircraft ready for testing, I took over and test flew each machine as they came out of service flight.  Needless to say I wasn’t satisfied with any machine unless they were 100%, not only flying well, but all the extra fuel tanks we had fitted were working perfectly.  I must say that everyone concerned in the operation, and that includes the manager of the airfield Engineer Novak and the Czech ground staff, went all out to assist us in the operation.  They were right behind us and thought it was a most wonderful thing we were doing.  No one really believed that it would be possible to fly the machines non-stop all the way to Israel.
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Velvetta 1 – Jack, Bob Dawn, Sam Pomerance & Dave Panner

Spitfires and mothership Velvetta 1 prior to takeoff to Israel
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Fuelled up Spit showing extra wing tanks




Jack Cohen and Syd Cohen taken in flight over sea en route to Israel
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Debriefing Report

Well, we now had our first six aircraft ready for the flight, so on 22nd September four South African pilots, Syd Cohen, Boris Senior, Arnold Ruch and Tuxie Blau together with Modi Alon (an Israeli who was the O.C. 101 Squadron) were flown out to Czechoslovakia to help fly the first six Spitfires back to Israel.  By now we had managed to get permission from Yugoslavia to land at Niksic which we were very happy about; at least we would be able to top up on fuel before the long leg to Israel over water.

The six pilots for the first flight were myself, Syd Cohen, Sam Pomerance, Modi Alon, Boris Senior, and Boris in his wisdom wanted Tuxie Blau to take No. 6, although Arnold Ruch was by far the more experienced.   Instead Arnold went back to Israel in the Mothership.  Anyway, we took off from Zatec in Czechoslovakia for Niksic in Yugoslavia.  The weather was bad, we overflew Hungary but eventually Niksic airfield came into view. Here we had our first disaster; the loss of Tuxie Blau’s Spitfire.  He came into land and forgot to put his undercart down.  Tuxie had only slight injuries but the plane had to be abandoned until later when it was stripped down and flown back to Israel in a C54.

We certainly had known more sophisticated airfields than Nikic which was just an open field with no runways, a number of tents, a small river flowing through with an American Aerocobre fighter that had been shot down in World War 2 lying upside down in the stream with its wings being used as a bridge.  Here we had to stay for four days, the delay being caused by two factors.  As in Czechoslovakia, so here too, the friends of yesterday were now suddenly cooler. Russia was getting second thoughts about helping Israel. The base, such as it was, was under charge of the Yugoslav Red Army, whose guards were not permitted to fraternise with the men from Israel.  All facilities however were granted while repair work continued on the DC4 navigator plane or “Mother Ship” as we referred to her.  In the meantime we removed the Yugoslav markings that had been painted on the planes with water paint, replacing them with the Magen David.  During this short period, if the boys didn’t feel the chill of (call it) Open Arrest, this was mainly thanks to Syd Cohen and Arnold Ruch, two men of irrepressible humour.

In the four day period while we were waiting we used to sit down to sessions to discuss what would be the longest hop ever taken by Spitfires.  In the time now available the briefing became very thorough.  The route taken on leaving Niksic in Yugoslavia would be over Albania with a change of course just after Turkey and just to the right of Rhodes Island.  At the time there was a civil war going on in Greece and that country had to be avoided.  The Mothership carried rescue equipment and Israeli naval patrols were supposed to be cruising the Mediterranean waters, not that we ever saw them.  On the fourth day the Mothership took off and we followed in the Spitfires maintaining visual contact.  Not having radios, the only way we could maintain a semblance of contact was by using (yes, don’t laugh) walkie talkies.  They certainly left a lot to be desired, but they did serve the purpose.  Cyril Steinberg, our navigator on the DC4, did a wonderful job keeping us filled in on our position.

We were flying between the islands of Rhodes and Cyprus when Modi Alon called Cyril to say his long range tanks were empty and he had gone onto the main tank.  It didn’t take Cyril long to work out his position and to realise that no way would he make Israel with the fuel he had left.  So Modi was told he had no option but to go 
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Israel – Harvards in formation
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Israel – Mustang P51

back to Rhodes and land.  "Shalom" came over the air from the departing Modi.  A few minutes later a similar dismaying report came from Boris Senior and all Cyril Steinberg could tell him was to join Modi.

So now from the original six starters, we were down to three.  I was now trying to figure out what went wrong with the fuel on these two planes.  I had noticed that the fuel gauge on my long range tank was not going down, so I just presumed the gauge was faulty and would just keep flying until my engine cut.  I would then start up again on the main tank, switch on the wing tank booster pumps and then go back to long range.  Eventually I saw the long range tank gauge had gone down quite appreciably, so I waited until the engine did cut.  I then tried to pump the wing tank fuel to slipper tank and to my surprise was amazed to see how little came across.   Anyway, when I eventually went onto the main tank, we only had about another one hour flying to do before reaching Israel.  A happy and yet sad thought; I had succeeded in what we had set out to do but in the process had lost 50% of our planes.

We were now over Israel.  Our Mothership said her “goodbyes” and headed for Ekron, today known as Tel Nov, and the three of us nosed our way to Ramat David in the north.  We had made the trip in just over six hours.  Sam landed first followed by Syd and then I came in.  At the airfield, amid great excitement, a welcoming ceremony had been prepared.  The leading personalities of the new nation and its armed forces were waiting there.  When we managed to get out of the cockpits after sitting tightly strapped in all that time, even though we could hardly stand up straight, we had to get in the middle of the celebrations, which also included the usual dancing.

Syd, Sam and I then had a chance to have a “post mortem” to see if we could work out what had gone wrong to cause us to lose the two planes.  Considering the fact that the three of us also came up with the same fuel gauge problem and the action the three of us took, we eventually decided the trouble lay in the wing tanks.  By a process of elimination we put the blame on the breather pipes we had fitted.  The angled cut away end was facing forward and the pressure of the wind apparently was sufficient to pressurise the tank, forcing the fuel through to the long range tank and keeping it full.  When Boris and Modi didn’t believe the gauges and switched on the wing booster pumps, and with the long range belly tank being full, they were just pumping the fuel overboard.  I actually landed with forty-five gallons still in my main tank.  This was something we now knew to look out for in Operation Velvetta 2.  Also, that they should be more thorough about the inspection of parachutes.  On packing the chutes it had been found that these had not been checked in Czechoslovakia and the harness on some of them had been eaten through by rats.

After two days Sam and I were flown straight back to Czechoslovakia to prepare twelve more Spitfires for the flight to Israel.  Before going any further, I must mention that right from the beginning of Velvetta 1, we had a third member; Sam myself and an American mechanic by the name of Bob Dawn.  He hailed from Little Rock, Arkansaw, and was really worth his weight in gold to us.  Not only was he very good company but an outstanding technician.

When we arrived back at Zatec we wasted no time.  They already had a few Spitfires ready so I got on with the job of test flying them and getting rid of any “bugs”.  This time round it was much easier now that we knew what to expect.  Like in Velvetta 1, 

anything of weight including the radio had to be removed.  Eventually when all twelve planes were ready, we had Israel send over ten more pilots.  Arnold Ruch and I were the only South Africans.  Others included two young Israelis, Moti Fine and Danny Shapiro, who had only recently checked out on Spitfires, Sam Pomerance and George Lichter.  Unfortunately I can’t remember who the other six pilots were.  Once again the Yugoslavs refused our request to be allowed to use Niksic, which put the fate of Velvette 2 in the balance.  Several Israelis in the technical and engineering team believed that without Niksic, the flight would be suicidal.  The factors in their minds were not only perils of distance but winter with its snow and winds.  Sam and I were adamant that we could get through.  Anyway the issue was settled by the Yugoslavs who once again opened the field to us.

The weather was now beginning to get bad.  In fact, when the two flights of six planes took off (the first flight led by Sam and I was leading the second), it was snowing quite heavily and getting progressively worse.  With no oxygen we had to watch our altitude.  The tragedy came en route to Niksic.  Sam lost us in cloud over Yugoslavia, possibly tried to climb on top of the weather, blacked out through lack of oxygen and flew into the side of a mountain.  This was confirmed by the Yugoslav authorities.

When we left Zatec in Czechoslovakia, seeing that I was leading our flight, I had taken the worst plane for myself.  She behaved reasonably well in the beginning, but later when we were over the sea, gave me the most uncomfortable flight I had ever made.  The violent vibrations of the whole instrument panel mystified me, the icy waters of the Mediterranean sent shivers down my spine, but I drew comfort from the fact that I had never heard of a Merlin engine letting anyone down.  This one proved equally reliable.  All the same I was very thankful when the wheels hit the tarmac at Ramat David.  Ten of us landed in quick succession successfully, but one Spitfire was damaged on landing.  The cause of the uncomfortable flight was that I had flown almost all the way with two dud cylinders.

I now had the sad task of breaking the news to Elsie, Sam’s widow, a task made all the more difficult by the fact that in Czechoslovakia I had been very close to the couple.  Elsie was a real down to earth woman who embellished life with a rich sense of humour.  She just stood shocked and after recovering her composure, she said, “If Sam had to go, I am glad it was this way - for a cause he passionately believed in”.

After another brief stay in Israel, I returned to Czechoslovakia where Bob Dawn had been continuing with the balance of the Spitfires at Zatec.  Once again I did all the test flying and when they had been fully serviced and test flown they were crated and shipped back to Israel.  All the time I was in Czecho I had a middle-aged Czech who acted as our interpreter.  He hated the Communist regime and pleaded with me to have him crated in with one of the planes.  As much as I would have liked to help him, I had to refuse, believing he would never have survived the trip.

I would like to mention that Czechoslovakia was a Communist run country but from the information I had received at the time only about 10% of the country was behind the Communist government and the other 90% were governed by fear.  Bob Dawn had married a Czech girl and between us we managed to smuggle her out of the country as a nurse on a refugee train.


Czechoslovakia


1st Statue on right hand side


Charles Bridge – Prague

of Charles Bridge - Prague
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St Wentzel Square – Prague

This ended the third and last of the Velvetta operations and I was very proud to have been the only one involved in all three.

At this stage I would like to note a few of my thoughts about Czechoslovakia as there was a lot more of the country I would have loved to have been able to see.  Prague was really a wonderful city, steeped in history and in an outstanding state of preservation, the wonderful old cathedrals and buildings, the cobble stone roads, St Wentzel Square, which is right in the middle of the City and was always a hive of activity.  The Charles Bridge was an outstanding piece of engineering and joined the old city of Prague to the new city. All along both sides of the Bridge were enormous statues, and the first statue one came across going onto the Bridge from the old city was a statue of Christ On The Cross with Hebrew words around the top.  Translated into English the words meant  “HOLY HOLY IS THE LORD OF HOSTS”.  I could not find out the reason for this.

There was also the old Jewish cemetery going back centuries, and strangely enough, when the Germans were there during World War 2, they hadn’t desecrated the place at all.

Another very interesting little place I found was at the town where I was staying, Uherske Hradiste.  There was a synagogue which I was told goes back about a thousand years.  It was a very quaint rectangular building with three 50 centimetre walls inside separating the men and women with three small apertures on either side and two at the back.  Only the women behind the apertures were able to see into the shule.  The Oren Kodesh and Bimah were made from hand beaten brass and were still in perfect condition.  Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to ascertain whether there were any Jewish people left in the area.

There wasn’t very much in private business as the Communist crowd controlled everything.  I did manage to get friendly with a few Czechs, but they were always on their guard in case someone was trying to trip them up.  One of the men I managed to get close to had a small shop where he made various types of knives and scissors, mainly for the hospitals.  I asked him if he had a good pocket knife for me.  He showed me a few which were real junk.  When I told him exactly what I was looking for he invited me into his home, which was behind the shop, for a “Slivovic”, which was a plum brandy.  He eventually came out with the most precision made bone handled pocket knife I had ever seen.  It had ten various blades, scissor, tweezers and tooth pick and all he would take from me was 100 Kronen (in those days about two dollars).  He told me that he would have no trouble turning out that type of article, but as soon as he started making money, his business would be taken from him and he would be made a manager in his own business at a nominal salary.

Something in a similar vein was the small hotel I was staying at in Uherske Hradiste.  It had only thirty-two bedrooms and belonged to an elderly couple who had put their whole life savings into it.  One afternoon I was sitting in the lounge with them and we saw four men wearing navy suits, khaki shirts and red ties come in.  I realised there was going to be trouble because I noticed how the two Czechs tensed up.  The owner was called and while one of them was talking to him, the other three were going around nailing signs all over “Narodni Podnik”, meaning Nationalised Industry.  In other words their hotel had just been taken away from them and they were now only 
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Easter in Czechoslovakia

with Bob Dawn 1949

Jack climbing out of a Spitfire [image: image56.jpg]



managers.  The four men mentioned were members of the K.G.B.  In another town about eleven kilometres away was a small place called Zlin.  This whole town was built by one man “Bata”; he not only built three large seven story buildings, each floor being a different factory with their own manager, but each building also had an overall manager, whose office was an enormous elevator.  And if any of the floor managers needed to see or speak to him, they just pressed a button and he would go to their level.  Bata Snr. also had houses built for all his workers; I don’t need to tell you what happened there.  The Communists just took over everything and even changed the name from Zlin to Gottwaldov.  Gottwaldov just happened to be the President of Czechoslovakia.

I must mention a little coffee and cake shop run by two sisters.  We always frequented the shop when we had completed the day’s work at the airfield.  The first time we went there we had coffee and cake, the cake was absolutely delicious but the coffee… I have never tasted anything so vile!  We found out that they were unable to get genuine coffee and this stuff was made from burnt acorns.  The next day we went in and they actually gave us real coffee but signalled us to be quiet, not to say anything. This went on daily until we left with the first batch of Spitfires.

On our return to Czecho we stopped over at Zurich and I bought six kilogram tins of Nescafe.  We had no trouble getting them into Czechoslovakia.  The one tin we kept for ourselves in our room, one we gave to the old folk at the hotel and the balance we gave to the two sisters. You can imagine the look on their faces; they just couldn’t find words to thank us.

Finally, Easter in Czechoslovakia is a far bigger holiday than Christmas, and Bob Dawn was now engaged to a Czech girl.  She and her family insisted we join them in the celebrations, but first we had to dress up in the national costumes.  Before the holidays, the womenfolk used to prepare eggs, blow out the inside and paint the shells with dyes into beautiful patterns. When Easter arrived the menfolk used to arm themselves with willow sticks and any girl you saw you could make as though you were beating them and chase them right into their homes where they had to give you one of the eggs. Then you joined in with their families and had a few drinks of Slivovic which three quarters of the time I spat out into my handkerchief; believe me, this stuff had a kick like a mule.  Anyhow, I can assure you the Czechs really knew how to enjoy themselves, and as far as I'm concerned it was the most enjoyable Easter I ever remember having.

I knew that this was going to be my last trip to Czechoslovakia, so I spoke to the Israeli Ambassador in Prague and asked him if he could organise for me to go by rail as far as Paris and then fly from there to Israel, which is what happened.  I got a lift with one of the embassy staff from Prague to Vienna, where I spent a few days taking in all the sights.  I don’t know how I did not get into trouble, as half the time I was walking all around the Russian sector taking photographs.  Vienna was really a very interesting City and I could easily have spent a month there.  From Vienna I went by rail and was able to break the journey all along the line.  The route took me to Linz, Salsburg in Austria, Munich in Germany, then into Switzerland, Zurich, Bern, Lausanne and Geneva to Paris from where I flew back to Israel.
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May and Jack’s Wedding 9th August 1953
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Jack Cohen

IN APPRECIATION FOR SERVICE ABOVE AND BEYOND
THE CALL OF DUTY

Whereas, Ismel declared itself a soverei
Jewish people, the culmination of 2000

n ‘Ilﬂti‘on 50 years ago, a national home of the
: of'yeaming to return to Zion; and

the 15th day of May 1948, was
ble odds; and

Whereas, Israel, upon declaration o
forced to stand and fight for its existence!

Whereas, Israel has continued to struggle ho would clestroy her time and

again in war; and

Whereas, unselfishly and at great personﬂl‘» risk, the men and women oftﬁw Mitnadvei
Chutz I Aretz offered themselves and their services to assist the nation of Israel during

crucial times; and

Whereas, these volunteers displayed heroism and courage without hesitation:

Now, there{ore, the State of Israel hereLy recognizes the invaluable contribution of the
Mitnadvel Chutz I Arez to Israel’s victory, and on behalf of its citizens do hereljy offer
their deepest and most heartfelt gratitude this 15th day of March, 1998.





Jack and May




Vicky and Cynthia

On my arrival back in Israel I couldn’t wait to get back to the squadron.  All the time I had been in Czechoslovakia getting aircraft, the boys in the squadron had been having all the fun and games, but at last I managed to get back in time to get involved at the tail end.  The most interesting operation was the attack on El Arish airfield which was the Egyptians most advanced air base and from which they were doing all the attacks on Israel.  Three of us, Syd Cohen, Rudy Augustine (from America) and me, took off from Ramat David with bombs up, flew at deck level over the sea and turned inland at El Arish.  Here we really went to town.  First we bombed the runways, putting them out of commission, strafed any planes that were on the tarmac and even fired almost from ground level into the hangers.  One thing for sure, they never used that base again.  After the mess we left, the army still went in and finished the job.  Soon after it was mainly cleaning up pocket resistance all around the country.

In 1949 there was now a change.  Ezer Weizman was promoted to Colonel and Head of Operations Branch and it was at this point that he handed over command of 101 Squadron to me.  This was an honour I really never expected and my time was taken up with squadron business, mopping up sorties and attending to training programs.  I carried on until about the middle of 1951 when I heard that my father was not well and decided to return to Cape Town.  It was only twenty-two years later that I was able to visit Israel again.

Once again it was a case of trying to settle down to being a civilian, which after all those years in the airforce wasn’t easy.  Anyway, I started working for a Rooibos Tea Firm on their farm in the Clanwilliam area.  This never lasted too long as it proved to be “Not my cup of Tea”.

In 1952 I met May and also started working for Amalgamated Dry Cleaners and Laundries, with whom I remained for twenty-three years.  The work was hard and the hours long, from 7am to 9pm and sometimes even weekends when the big cruise ships came into Cape Town harbour.  The Managing Director was a very likable person but, as I told him, that after twenty-three years I couldn’t live on promises.

The 9th August 1953 was a big day.  May and I were married and we had two daughters.  Vicky was born on 21st January 1956 and Cynthia on 18th May 1959, and we were eventually blessed with four grandchildren Ryan, Marc, Saul and Shelley.

In 1973, May and I joined up with twenty South African Mahalniks, including Misha and Edita Fine from Cape Town (with whom we became like family) for a two week visit to Israel for the 25th Yom Haatzmaut.  Among some of the other twenty people whose names I remember were Joe Liebowitz, Zan Swartzberg, Abe Berkow and his wife, Dave and Beryl Eliasov, and Issy and Rose Noach.

It was midnight when we touched down at Lod airport and I was about to get the biggest surprise of my life.  As we were about to get off the plane I heard May say, “Look who is at the bottom of the gangway”, and there stood Ezer Weizman and his lovely wife Reuma.  I hadn’t put my feet on the ground and Ezer had me up in the air. He also had his car right next to the plane, and while everybody else had to bus to the main building, May and I were driven in style.  Ezer then took our passports, gave them to one of the army girls and just told her to get them seen to, together with our luggage and we didn’t have to go through Customs.  In the meantime, my very good 
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Jack with a mechanic
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“Butch Ben Yok”

Butch Bottger Dec 1950
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Israel – Spitfires of Jack and Sye Feldman and tail of B17 Bomber

friends Smoky Simon and Syd Cohen were welcoming us as well and when I thought the excitement was over, Syd and Smoky said, “Don’t be in such a hurry, there is still someone who wants to say hello and welcome”.  We went through a door into another section where all the old 101 boys, who had either stayed on or emigrated to Israel as well as a whole crowd of the present day 101 pilots, just took over.  I couldn’t believe what I was seeing and was completely overwhelmed.  Not in my wildest dreams did I expect such a wonderful welcome.  They took us to our hotel where a party had been laid on, and we eventually got to bed in the early hours of the morning.  Smoky gave me a note saying, “Jack, please phone me as soon as possible”, signed by Avi Lanir.  I asked Smoky who Avi Lanir was and he told me he was doing my old job, he was the present Commanding Officer of 101 Squadron. Needless to say, the following morning I was in touch with him and he made arrangements to send his driver for us the following day and for us to spend the day with him on the base.

It was rather amusing when we arrived on the base.  Avi was busy at the time so he told me to make myself at home and have a look around, which is what I did.  Right outside the offices was a Mirage Fighter, and I never got any further.  I did notice the ground staff were watching my every move, especially when I climbed up to the cockpit.  In the meantime they apparently found out who I was, the word spread around and I was once again given a royal welcome.

When we eventually got together with Avi, the first place he took us to was the foyer of the Officers’ mess where they had a plaque in a glass frame on the wall which had the names of 101 Squadron Commanding Officers from inception.  He took it down, opened it and showed me where they had left a space.  The first name was Moddy Alon, then Syd Cohen followed by Ezer Weizman and then the space which had been left open for me to sign my name.

We spent a most enjoyable day on the base seeing everything, and even being able to sit in on a de-briefing, to having lunch with the young pilots.  We then went home with Avi and met his wife and young son.  During the short time we had in Israel, we became very friendly with Avi, and were later very upset when we got the news that in the 1973 Yom Kippur war he had been shot down over Syria.  He was seen to eject from the plane only to be caught by the Syrians, who tortured him, and just shot him.

Another highlight of the 1973 tour was the last big airforce party which was held at Tel Nov and took up two large hangers.  How they organised everything was really too fantastic and the catering was something to be seen to be believed.  Everybody who was anybody was there, but for me the highlight was when Moti Hod, who was now head of the Airforce, handed over command to Benny Peled.  In the old days in 1948 he was a mechanic in our squadron and had never flown, but had decided he wanted to learn to fly.  By the way, it was Benny Peled who was involved in the Entebbe Hostage Raid; he was controlling the raid from the air.

During the tour in 1973, at one stage we had joined up with the American contingent and had a free day.  We thought it would be nice to get down to Eilat, but how?  The group asked me to see if I could organise something, so I phoned Moti Hod and told him there were about forty of us.  We had a free day and would love to have gone down to Eilat.  A half hour later he phoned back to say we must all be at Tel Aviv airfield at 8 o'clock the next morning and that everything was organised. When he 
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Letter from Syd Cohen March 1983

said organised, he wasn’t joking.  He had laid on a Nord paratroop plane, not the most comfortable but as I told the group a second class ride was better than a first class walk.   We first landed at Sharem El Sheik where there had been a lot of fighting with the Egyptians.  A bus had been laid on to show us the areas where the fighting had taken place and when we came back to the airfield, in a little shack waiting for us were sandwiches, savouries, tea, coffee and cold drinks.  All this in the middle of the desert.  We then flew over Eilat and our young pilots (they could only have been about eighteen or nineteen but they handled the plane beautifully) brought us back to Tel Aviv via Jerusalem.  A wonderful day was had by all and I don’t think anyone could have complained if they had a little discomfort; as expected I spent most of the time up front in the cockpit with the young pilots.

After leaving Amalgamated Laundries, I went to work for a friend of mine at Swift Cleaners and remained with him for about twelve years. The year was now 1986, Vicky and Alan were now married and living in Australia, Cynthia and Gavin were also talking about emigrating to Australia and about September 1986 they also left South Africa for Sydney.  With all our family now in Australia, May and I thought what are we still doing in South Africa with our children 10,000 miles away.  So in February 1987 we arrived in Australia too.

In Sydney for a week or two, I just messed around with Gavin feeling my way.  But when I started hearing people say that if you are over the age of forty years, no one was much interested in you, I thought I had better try and do something about it.  I was interviewed by a few dry cleaners who all showed interest but unfortunately didn’t have any vacancies.  I then went to see Lawrence Dry Cleaners (who are the biggest dry cleaners in Sydney).  The Area Manager with whom I was talking showed a lot of interest, took me into the shop and we had a discussion about all the equipment.  He must have been satisfied with what he saw and heard and made no mention about my age (which was then sixty-eight years).  He said it was Tuesday, their week started on a Thursday and could I start that Thursday.  I ended up running a dry cleaning unit on Chatswood Station.  I must say the work was quite heavy going, having to work with the absolute minimum staff.  Anyway, TG, I was fit enough to cope and stayed with them for two and a half years, starting work at 6am and only getting home seldom before 7pm.

My next position was with a firm called Precious Dental Alloys, where I was put in charge of dispatch, the post and banking.  They serviced all the dentists, dental technicians and doctors with all their equipment including gold, silver and all the different alloys. They were situated in the centre of Sydney, which was very convenient for me.  From where we lived it was only a ten minute walk to Chatswood station, a half hour train ride to Town Hall station and a five minute walk to work. The ticket cost me only one dollar a day which covered me for any other train rides and also the busses.

In 1991, due to the recession, Cynthia, Gavin and the children had to do another emigration and went to live in New York.  May and I decided that at least we still had Vicky and Alan and the children in Melbourne, so why stay in Sydney?  So we upped and moved again which turned out to be a very good move.  Unfortunately, my age caught up with me and when I tried to find something to do, I was now told I was “too old”.  I could have got a position with a dry cleaner here, but didn’t want to get so 


involved in dry cleaning again.  So between my garage (which was my workshop where I did all kinds of repairs) and an ironing service which I started, I was kept as busy as I wanted to be.  Now eight years later I decided to stop the ironing part.

1998 was a very exciting year for May and I. The Mahal Organisation sent applications forms out for Israel’s 50th Yom Haatzmaut and also the 50th anniversary of 101 Squadron.  I wrote back and told them that as much as I would have loved to have been there, I was unfortunately unable to afford it.  A reply came back saying they really wanted me to attend and shortly after three ex-members of 101 Squadron sent me two tickets.

The last time I went to Israel was for the 25th Yom Haatzmuat in 1973, so to come back twenty-five years later and still be able to meet all my old friends and comrades in arms (or at least most of them) was an experience I will never forget.  May was very thrilled to be able to put faces to names she had heard so much about over the years.  We were taken around dined and feted wherever we went for the ten days. Those of us who were original members of 101 Squadron were even taken out to the Squadron for the day and treated like royalty and introduced to the aircraft they are flying now - a slight difference from the Spitfires and Mustangs of yesteryear. On another occasion, Ezer Weizman, with whom to this day I have remained friendly, invited all the ex-101 members’ wives to his official residence in Jerusalem for the day.  Amazingly enough there were still twenty of us still around.  Ezer arranged a wonderful sit down lunch and for the rest of the day it was getting to know each other again and having post mortems of everything that went on fifty years before. 

Just before we left to come home, World Mahal laid on a farewell dinner for all the Mahal and their wives at the Renaissance Hotel in Jerusalem for eight hundred people.  Amongst the eight hundred people were those Mahal who came from all over the world for the occasion also those who have settled in Israel.  All the dignitaries were there from Ezer down and the speeches that were made really brought a lump to my throat and a tear to my eye.  Smoky Simon, an ex South African who remained on in Israel, and is the President of the Mahal Organisation, in his concluding speech said that this would be the last Mahal Reunion because we are now an “Endangered Species”. 

Back in Melbourne and the beginning of the new millennium, there are still so many things I would love to be able to do.  Unfortunately, even though the spirit is willing, at last I now realise the body is not quite up to it.  So now I keep myself busy doing repairs and try to help others not quite so fortunate as myself.  Above all, I am now able to spend quality time with my wonderful family.

There are some things no one will ever be able to take away from me ……

my thoughts, my experiences, and that wonderful word “MATESHIP”.

NOTE: For further information about 101 Squadron, take a look at the internet address: http://pages.infinit.net/nyveen/real101.html

