
 

 
 
 

 

RAFOC REMINISCENCES AND RAMBLINGS - WEEK 104 
1st APRIL 2022 

GREETINGS: 
 

Day 736... State of Disaster to end… or will it?... hackers stole nearly R90 million in physical cash 
from Postbank through SASSA accounts... unlawful R10-million contract to Bosasa to safeguard the 
Zondo Commission offices... Pietermaritzburg scrapyard dealers busted with stolen goods – surely 
not?... male contraceptive pill trials to begin in SA... come again?... 15 armed men ransack a 
Norwood substation for copper cables... 
The Russian money that may be behind SA's pro-Kremlin stance... "One of the oldest jokes around 
is that ANC stand for Absolutely No Consequences... and as our Polish friends say “when the snow 
melts, you can see the sh*t... 
Joe Biden has denied he was calling for regime change in Russia after saying that Putin "cannot 
remain in power"... hit to living standards from surging energy prices in wake of Russia's invasion 
worse than anything in the 1970’s. The big story: Abramovich 'poisoned' at Ukraine peace talks ... 
Oscars – just a bit of slap and tickle... 
Moscow... Demoralised Russian troops 'sabotaging equipment'... Putin does not trust his military 
leaders... Good one, Vlad!... With Russians and Ukrainians increasingly cut off from impartial news, 
the West has turned to century-old radio communication... BBC has turned to vintage tech to bypass 
blackout... Oh what a lovely war... 
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The Queen this week fulfilled the 
Duke of Edinburgh's final wishes 
with a Service of Thanksgiving - with 
the hymns, themes and guests he 
was denied in his Covid lockdown 
funeral. The Queen has been 
"actively involved" in every detail of 
the Westminster Abbey service, 
which included flowers paying 
tribute to their wedding day and 
honoured guests from his 
Regimental Associations and 
hundreds of charities. 
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Flowers at the service were arranged in shades of red, white and blue and included roses, 
carnations, eryngium (sea holly) and dendrobium orchids. Orchids featured in The Queen’s wedding 
bouquet and sea holly echoes The Duke’s career in the Navy and affection for the sea.                                                                         
The Queen was joined by many members of ‘The Firm’ on March 29th as they all reflected on the 
extraordinary life and legacy of the Duke of Edinburgh. The Royal Family will soon mark the 
devastating first anniversary in April, but the Westminster Abbey service was the perfect way to pay 
tribute to his service. The memorial included aspects Philip originally wanted for his funeral, before 
Covid-19 restrictions meant they weren’t possible. Her Majesty was escorted by Prince Andrew, but 
Prince Harry was not in evidence... 
  
THE GREAT ESCAPE 78TH ANNIVERSARY: 
  

 
 

RAF and British Army personnel stood alongside Polish and United States Army colleagues to 
commemorate the 78th anniversary of the escape of those held at Stalag Luft III during World War 
II. Military veterans and local school children were also in attendance as a Polish Honour Guard 
from 11th Commanding Battalion in Zagan performed a 3-volley salute, while two Polish F-16 
fighters performed a fly-past. United States 1st Armoured Brigade Combat Team, based in 
Boleslawiec, Poland, stood with their NATO allies in solidarity, to remember the 50 airmen shot after 
the escape attempt. The Great Escape, is a famous Hollywood film released in 1963, starring Steve 
McQueen. It is a firm favourite film for many people, with dramatic action scenes of leaps over 
barbed-wire barricades, motorcycle rides, and crash-landing planes - mostly historically inaccurate, 
but beloved of Hollywood.... However, more significantly the film remembers the men subjected to 
live as a Prisoners of War in Stalag Luft III, and their courageous escape on the 24th March 1944 as 
they crawled over 100 yards through a makeshift underground tunnel to freedom. It is important for 
future generations to know of the bravery and sacrifice made by those prepared to risk their 
lives.  Those who worked to help the men escape, those 50 airmen shot down in cold blood after 
the escape attempt; the men themselves, who crawled the perilous tunnels. United States Airmen 
originally shared the historic North Compound with the British, the architects of the scheme.  Then, 
in the spring of 1943, RAF Squadron Leader Roger Bushell, “Big X” began to execute the plan for 3 
tunnels, “Tom, Dick and Harry”, before the final ‘Great Escape’ on the 24th March 1944. We will 
remember them! (RAF News) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 3
 
CENTENARIAN COMMEMORATIVE FLIGHT: 
 

 
 

RAF veteran Jack Hemmings, aged 100, took to the skies in a 1947 Miles Gemini aircraft - in the 
same model he and his friend Stuart King flew to Africa in 1948. Jack, a former RAF Squadron 
Leader, took flight from Old Warden airfield on the Shuttleworth estate on the 19th February, the day 
that what would have been his friend’s 100th birthday. The nostalgic Gemini flight was to raise funds 
for Mission Aviation Fellowship, the charity Jack and Stuart co-founded in the aftermath of 
WWII.  Today, Mission Aviation Fellowship has grown to become the world’s largest humanitarian 
air-service. Jack - who performed aerobatics on his own 100th birthday - returned to the controls of 
a Miles Gemini for the first time in 74 years.  It is the same model of the wooden aircraft he and 
Stuart piloted in 1948 to perform Mission Aviation Fellowship's first ground-breaking survey across 
Central Africa; a mission which lasted more than six months. Jack - who flew Lockheed Hudson and 
C-47 Dakota aircraft during WWII - turned 100 on 10th August 2021 and demonstrated his 
unwavering passion for aviation by performing aerobatics in a Slingsby Firefly at White Waltham 
airfield.  He is thought to be one of the oldest British airmen to perform stunts of this kind.                                                                       
Jack’s first Gemini flight was in 1947 when Mission Aviation Fellowship launched its air service to 
the British public at Broxboume airport on 6th September. The Gemini was named Mildmay 
Pathfinder and was commissioned by the RAF’s principal Chaplain Group Captain The Reverend 
W.R Marsh.  From there Jack and Stuart commenced a 30-stage tour of the UK to rally support, 
before taking off from Croydon on a 3,000 mile flight to Nairobi on 13th January 1948. "Together we 
shared many novel experiences - first flying the Miles Gemini on the 30-airfield tour of the UK, and 
then the six-month survey of Central Africa in 1948.  To him, a setback meant a need for solution 
followed by corrective action.  Everywhere we landed was somewhere new to us, and a lot of locals 
would never have seen a plane in the air - let alone in their village.  We were met with total 
bewilderment, and people gathered round with great interest. But we explored whether we could 
help with the aims and objectives of local missions, helping clear airstrips or build hospitals in areas 
almost completely cut off." Stuart King would have turned 100 on 13th March 2022, and Jack wanted 
to pay public tribute to his lifelong friend. Stuart was involved in the D-Day landings as an 
Engineering Officer with 247 Squadron before joining Mission Aviation Fellowship in 1947 and 
helping the charity expand from one base in Sudan to 12 African programmes today. Stuart died in 
August 2020, aged 98, and was a man Jack describes as: 'a pilot, a conscientious engineer, a 
pioneer and a man of resolute faith. Stuart was a great friend, a man of vision, devoted to Mission 
Aviation Fellowship since the early days in 1947.  Pioneering in Africa wasn’t a question of hope - 
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we just went out and did it!  If Stuart were here today, I would simply say to him: 'Stuart - you 
done good.' 
 
WHAT PRICE IRANIAN JUSTICE? 
 

Jailed mum, Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe touched down on British soil at Brize Norton where she was 
reunited with her husband Richard and seven-year-old daughter Gabriella after being held in Iran 
for six years. The 43-year-old British-Iranian charity worker flew from Tehran to Oman on board an 
Omani Air Force aircraft before boarding a flight to the RAF’s Oxfordshire station. Her release follows 
an agreement by the British government to settle a long-standing dispute over a £400 million 
payment for a shipment of Chieftain tanks dating back more than 40 years. Mrs Zaghari-Ratcliffe 
was arrested and later sentenced to five years in jail in 2016 following claims she was working as a 
spy. She was temporarily released in 2018 to meet her daughter in Iran and returned to prison three 
days later. She was released again in 2020 following a Covid outbreak at Iran’s Evin prison before 
being given another one-year sentence under house arrest at her parents’ home. She was finally 
issued with her passport and given permission to leave the country this month. 
 
************** 
OBITUARY: 
 
SQUADRON LEADER ALEXANDER GILBERT DFC RAF: 
 

 
 

This World War 2 hero who took part in Operation Manna and Operation Exodus has died aged 100.  
Alexander Gilbert joined the RAF in 1940 and completed 36 missions with Bomber Command, 
serving as a Flight Engineer. After qualifying as an airframe fitter and servicing Spitfire and 
Sunderland flying boats, then being released from the RAF temporarily in 1942 to work on the 
production of Lancaster fuselages at the Cowey works in Oxford, he was posted to RAF Scampton, 
and detached to 49 Sqn at Fiskerton. In 1943 he volunteered for flying duties and qualified as a 
Flight Engineer, was promoted to Sgt and posted to No 5 Group Headquarters at Morton Hall. He 
trained on the Lancaster with No 1661 Heavy Conversion Unit at Whithorpe then moved to 9 Sqn at 
Bardney. While on 9 Sqn his crew went on 10 operations including three to Hamburg. He then joined 
514 Sqn as senior Lancaster crew at Foulsham. Gilbert remembered, in the middle of May 1943, 
racing to Scampton to watch the returning aircraft of 617 Sqn (Dambusters) land and counting the 
aircraft. In November that year 514 Sqn moved to Waterbeach and in May 1944 Gilbert was in the 
first crew to complete a tour of duty with the squadron. He was promoted temporarily to Pilot Officer 
that October. With 514 Sqn his crew completed four operations, the last to Berlin. In January the 
following year he volunteered for a second operational tour and, with three members of his original 
crew, was posted to 149 Sqn at Methwold. He was awarded the DFC in May 1945 and with his crew 
was involved in Operation Manna, dropping food and supplies to the starving Dutch population from 
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the end of April to the beginning of May 1945. They also took part in Operation Exodus that 
month, bringing back repatriated prisoners of war to the UK. At the end of the war, he was appointed 
Flight Engineer Leader and stayed with 49 Sqn until 1948, when he transferred from the General 
Duties branch to the Administrative branch. In 1951 he was promoted to Flight Lieutenant and was 
selected for a permanent Commission in April 1952. He later served on the staffs of Training, 
Transport, Bomber and Strike Commands and also at the Ministry of Defence in London.                                   
He was promoted to Sqn Ldr in January 1964 and his overseas service included tours of duty to 
Hong Kong, France and Aden. On retiring in October 1976 Gilbert was offered a retired officer post 
at RAF Halton and completed 10 years’ service as Wing Administrative Officer of the Herts/Bucks 
Wing ATC. He finally put his uniform away in October 1986 after 45 years’ service. In October 2020 
he received France’s Légion d’Honneur, in a presentation at RAF Halton. After retirement he lived 
at Cheddington, near RAF Halton, and station personnel provided a Guard of Honour at his funeral 
earlier this month with Station Commander Gp Capt Daniel Startup representing the Service. 
 
************** 
 
THE FALKLANDS FEW: 
 

 
 

Sea Harrier pilots in the Falklands War were arguably ‘The Few’ of 1982. Though later reinforced by 
10 RAF jump jets, only two Fleet Air Arm squadrons initially faced an estimated 122 Argentine 
fighters – who outnumbered them six to one. Starting with just 20 Sea Harriers, a further eight joined 
the Task Force by mid- May. Six were lost by accident or ground fire, and none in air-to-air combat. 
Ranged against them were the enemy’s Daggers, Mirages, Super Etendards and Skyhawks. And 
perhaps the most famous dogfight of the conflict took place on June 8 when two Sea Harriers, led 
by RAF Flt Lt David Morgan, engaged four Skyhawks. He later told RAF News: “We were at 10,000 
feet over Fitzroy when we saw the landing craft Galahad and Tristan being attacked by four 
Skyhawks as they tried to evacuate troops.” Diving down at speeds never achieved by a Sea Harrier 
before he fired a Sidewinder heat-seeking missile, destroying one Skyhawk, then fired again at a 
second aircraft, whose pilot managed to eject. He said: “I was overcome with the oddest sensation 
I have ever had, first intense anger at the enemy because I knew they’d probably killed some of our 
guys then huge empathy as I saw the pilot dangling on the end of his parachute, then anger again 
as I fired my cannon at a third Argentine jet.” The action won Flt Lt Morgan one of only 11 
Distinguished Service Orders ever awarded to the RAF, and his wingman Lt David Smith became 
the last British pilot to shoot down an enemy aircraft for finishing off the third jet with a missile. Eleven 
years later Flt Lt Morgan met the fourth Skyhawk pilot who got away, Hector Sanchez, and 
discovered the outcome could have been very different. “I nearly collided with Hector, but he backed 
away and by the time I’d shot down the first Skyhawk he had me in his gun sights but luckily for me 
they jammed as he had taken some small arms fire earlier on,” he said. The former adversaries 
became firm friends and when reunited on a visit to the Falklands realised they had both suffered 
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PTSD from the episode, even though the dogfight only lasted about 90 seconds, and Flt Lt Morgan 
admitted only regular therapy sessions had brought his symptoms under control. He said: “Self-
treatment is not an option, all you’re doing is driving it underground, so it comes back later but louder. 
You need professional help – manning up and getting on with it doesn’t work.” 
 
LIVING NEXT DOOR TO KOEBERG... 
 

 
 

The ongoing controversy around the proposed 20-year extension to the life of the Koeberg nuclear 
power station only 26km from Cape Town brings back into sharp focus the decision-making that 
resulted in its construction. Archives reveal several issues relevant to current debates about if it is 
right to extend the life of this ageing nuclear power station and procure new stations, as the 
government seems intent on doing. These include the selection of the site on which Koeberg was 
built; how the risk of a serious accident was considered during planning and construction; the impact 
racist apartheid policies had on planning and development; and spiralling costs. The idea to build a 
nuclear power station in Cape Town was first officially mooted in May 1968. This was after the 
nuclear power committee of the Atomic Energy Board (AEB) - now known as the South African 
Nuclear Energy Corporation (NECSA) - recommended to the government that a station be 
operational in the city by 1978. Despite only being a recommendation, Eskom had already 
purchased Duynefontein farm – where Koeberg was eventually built – a year earlier. Eskom admitted 
as much in a glossy coffee-table book from 1994 called Koeberg: Eskom’s Nuclear Success Story, 
written by Stuart Murray and photographed by David Goldblatt, that was clearly part of a public-
relations exercise to prevent the ANC from closing Koeberg. “The site for the first nuclear power 
station had been chosen long before, even prior to the publication of the nuclear power committee’s 
report,” it says. As soon as its position became public in 1968, media reports lamented how close 
Koeberg was to Cape Town. To counter this narrative, Eskom and the AEB engaged the media to 
explain to the public that the station would be built to the highest international safety standards and 
include all necessary safety features. One of these features was the creation of “emergency zones” 
around the plant, which were conceived to limit public exposure to radiation and allow for residents 
to be evacuated effectively in the event of an accident. The archive reveals that Duynefontein was 
chosen for economic reasons above all else. Eskom’s public-relations division unwittingly admitted 
as much in its 1974 booklet Nuclear Power Comes to South Africa. In it, Eskom notes that while the 
Duynefontein site had several advantages, “the greatest is that it is reasonably close… to Cape 
Town, the major load centre.” This suggests that the cost of electricity transmission was the deciding 
factor. At a site investigation committee meeting in 1970, a representative from Eskom noted that 
transmission costs amounted to at least R80 000 a mile, so it “becomes a very large burden” to place 
a nuclear power station further away from its major load centre. This reasoning was confirmed in 
1980 when an article appeared in the Civil Engineer journal, authored by employees from the AEB 
and Eskom. “Economic factors dictate that the power station be located as near as possible to the 
point at which the power is required,” it says. When the National Nuclear Regulator considers 
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extending the life of Koeberg, it would do well to reflect on these realities and consider the 
population growth around the station. The “little village of Melkbosstrand” is now home to at least 
12 000 people. The political ward into which it falls, Ward 23, is home to 30 000 people. At least 
45 000 people live in Ward 32, east of Koeberg, including much of Atlantis. More than 160 000 now 
live within that 16km zone. These figures far exceed the expectations of those who built Koeberg. 
Can it convincingly be argued that these people will be safe in their homes or can be evacuated 
safely if a major accident occurs at the nuclear power station?  (Extract from The History Portal 11/2022) 
 
CHEERS FOR NOW: 
 

Day 736 and counting... By the time you read this, our next function, the RAFOC 2022 ANNUAL 
DINNER will be upon us, and bookings will have closed. Tonight’s the night, Josephine! As 
advertised through bookings@rafoc.org we will be meeting this Friday 1st April 2022 at 19h30 for 
20h00, on the RAF’s official birthday. The venue will be at the Wanderers Club, on the new indoor 
Terrace area which has plenty of ventilation and a large outdoor Terrace opening off it which will be 
reserved exclusively for RAFOC for the evening. If you are one of those that have booked, and paid, 
We look forward to seeing you there,  making this the Gala occasion that it was in pre-Covid years! 
 
TAILPIECE: 
 

This senile president is obviously trundling, 
His hallmark is contiguous bungling, 
Sleepy old Joe, 
Simply does not know, 
What and where and how to stop mumbling. 
(The Sherriff of Nottingham Road) 
 

Overheard: “What is safe sex? That’s when the girl doesn’t know your name or address” 
 

Two RAFOC “Senior ladies” Dolly and Ruby were talking about their grandchildren. 
Dolly said, "Each year I send each of my grandchildren a card with a generous cheque inside. I 
never hear from them neither receive a thank you message!" 
Ruby replied: "I also send them a very generous cheque. I hear from them within a week after they 
receive it. In fact, they each pay me a personal visit." 
"Wow! How come?” remarked Dolly 
"Very simple solution, I don't sign the cheque." 
 

Last time I was in Mpumalanga, I was warned that if you drive straight you will be arrested as 
obviously  you must be too drunk to see the potholes... 
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THE DAY JOHANNESBURG STREETS RAN RED: 

 
A century ago, on Monday 6 March 1922, a general strike was declared in Johannesburg, setting 
off a rebellion that left the young city’s streets drenched in blood. The socialist revolution that had 
overthrown the Russian Empire in 1917 was already having its effects around the world in the 
depression that followed the Great War. During the few ferocious days that followed, gangs of armed 
white workers carried out pogroms against their African counterparts as well as White “Scabs” and 
innocent civilians until martial law was declared. Martial law allowed Prime Minister General Jan 
Smuts to mobilise UDF troops, tanks, artillery, and SAAF aircraft against the rebels – almost a 
decade after Winston Churchill had proposed using aircraft in the occupation of Somaliland 
(Somalia) and nearly a year after private white pilots had reportedly slaughtered Black American 
residents in Oklahoma. At the time, coal workers in the Lowveld had already been on strike for 65 
days and miners on the Witwatersrand for 55. But a more consequential few days than those 
between the declaration of the general strike and then martial law can scarcely be imagined. They 
have shaped the city, and country, for a century since and with effects still felt today.                              
A historian from the University of the Witwatersrand, Keith Breckenridge, has said that for “anyone 
who is interested in the building of a just society in contemporary South Africa” the social 
consequences of what came to be known as the Rand Revolt “weigh upon us like Sisyphus’ stone”. 
Johannesburg in 1922, by then the beating heart of global gold production, was at the eye of a world 
historical storm that left it vulnerable to change. The socialist overthrow of Imperial Russia five years 
earlier had set off a wave of revolution at the same time that an inflationary crisis at the end of World 
War I had impoverished workers the world over. On Johannesburg’s gold mines, white workers were 
further angered by the Chamber of Mines’ attempt to open jobs reserved for whites to cheaper, 
semiskilled Black replacements. Their defence of racial privilege came after years of impeding the 
organisation of African workers and is part of why Breckenridge has called them “much more 
militantly racist than they were militantly socialist.” One can still trace the Rand Revolt, however 
faintly, in many places across Johannesburg’s short but crowded history. Visit the public bathrooms 
in Fordsburg and, even today, you will see walls marked by the gunfire of 1922, or wade into the 
many archival records telling the city’s story. There you might come across a series of cables sent 
from the heart of the rebellion to one JL van Eyssen, a mining engineer in Cape Town taking part in 
negotiations between Parliament, the Chamber of Mines and the authorities in Johannesburg. The 
first of these cables was sent on 22 February explaining to Van Eyssen that the proposed cuts to 
the wages of white colliery workers in the Lowveld would save three pence per ton of coal, a 
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considerable annual saving of £35 000. Five days later, the cables claimed that the position of 
Johannesburg’s striking gold miners had been considerably weakened by the “stronger attitude of 
the police”. The city’s ruling classes could clearly see an end to the unrest, and van Eyssen was 
informed that “various strike leaders continue to approach me making suggestions for settlement, 
all of which indicates distinct weakening.” By 1 March an arrogant Chamber of Mines, which was by 
then importing union-busting strategies from the United States, rejected the proposals of the South 
African Industrial Federation, stating definitely “that no basis other than that laid down by [the 
Chamber] can possibly be accepted.” The cables were by now dripping in the language and logic of 
profit, noting that the collieries would rehire a fraction of the workforce they had employed before 
the strike, which had “opened managers’ eyes to superfluity of many men/” Two days later, van 
Eyssen was informed that workers were “tumbling over themselves to get back” to work. But by the 
time the general strike was declared on 6 March, and the gold mines were accepting 130 scab 
workers out of 200 applications, the confidence of Johannesburg’s elite had all but evaporated. 
“Sabotage advocates now apparently in control,” the cables read, “and redoubled efforts towards 
violence.” By the next day, when van Eyssen had received reports of a “very great increase in 
attempted intimidation,” gangs of workers were preventing the delivery of bread, shutting down 
businesses and stopping buses and taxis transporting scabs to the mines. Dozens of armed white 
men stalked working-class neighbourhoods like Ferreirasdorp and Vrededorp, shooting at African 
people on the street. In the dead of night, the rebels bombed a mine in Primrose with dynamite. By 
8 March, with reports that “greatly increased terrorism threatens most serious effect on position of 
mines,” more than 100 scabs were joining the mines every day, protecting shaft heads and other 
infrastructure with guns against the revolutionaries, who also tried to blow up the city’s railways, and 
did derail trains. But control over the rebellion had already passed from workers into the hands of 
the rural Boer commandos that had arrived in Johannesburg to bolster their cause. Early in the 
morning, one such commando attacked a group of African workers, taking their picks from them and 
using the tools to attack them. The workers narrowly escaped with their lives after stoning the 
commando in retaliation. Another commando attacked a mining compound in Primrose on the east 
of the Rand, killing four African workers and wounding another 16 (after the police arrived, the 
commando was allowed to move off without an arrest being made), while it was reported that “natives 
were killed and fourteen injured near Vrededorp.” After the commandos began to terrorise the city, 
van Eyssen received a cabled vindication of mine bosses’ refusal to further engage with their 
workers: “The Chamber performed public service in fighting revolutionary Soviet which it must now 
be plain to everyone intended dominate country.” By the time martial law was declared on the 
Witwatersrand on 10 March, amid further reports of the “cold blooded murder of natives,” 
Johannesburg was under serious threat of being overrun by revolutionary forces. In the days that 
followed, Smuts ordered first shrapnel and machine-gun fire and later the aerial bombing of working-
class neighbourhoods housing the Rand’s white revolutionaries. It remains the only time that the 
South African military has dropped bombs in anger on their own territory. Suppressed and defeated, 
the white workers turned their anger on African civilians and scabs, murdering and mutilating. The 
strikers murdered 150 African people during the course of the Rand Revolt. Four rebels were 
ultimately sentenced to death, two for killing innocent Africans, and two for murdering white civilians. 
(Smuts subsequently released, before the 1924 Elections, hundreds of others who were arrested 
and convicted.) The African workers against whom much of the violence during the Rand Revolt had 
been directed had recently won unprecedented organisational ground. Two years earlier, 70 000 of 
them had walked off the job in a week-long and violently suppressed strike. But, in a piece of 1924 
legislation designed to appease the white workers and social forces fuelling the Rand Revolt, Smuts’ 
government barred African workers from the resolution of workplace disputes, driving a nail into the 
coffin of organised African labour just at the moment when it seemed African workers might escape 
it. 1922 was the last serious worker-led threat to Johannesburg’s social order. At the height of their 
revolutionary potential, however, the city’s white workers killed African workers and civilians in cold 
blood. And, in their defeat, they condemned African workers to the worst-paid jobs for generations 
to come. (The History Portal) 
 
 


