
 

 
 
 

 

RAFOC REMINISCENCES AND RAMBLINGS - WEEK 119 
15th JULY 2022 

 
GREETINGS: 
 

The piece on “Surreal South Africa” by Malibongwe Tyilo was again fully vindicated before we got 
through last weekend... extended loadshedding... “SA needs energy security” says ANC!!... Pravin 
Gordhan well and truly shouted down at Wits University event; told to take responsibility for the SOE 
shambles... The ‘Twat in the Hat’ showed his true mettle in his hysterical response to a civil invitation 
to take a walk in the streets of Khayelitsha without a bodyguard has since gone viral. A year on from 
the massive looting spree in KZN there are rumblings of repetition. Listening to Snuki Zikalala’s badly 
read speech it is clear that the ANC don’t have the first clue about just how abjectly they have failed 
their own people and all the people of SA... Malema’s Spanish Fiesta with the Mazottis... Not to be 
outdone by Chicago, mass shootings in Plessislaer, Pietermaritzburg, Kathlehong and another in 
Soweto... Kelly Khumalo launches a third reality series, including the death of Senzo Meyiwa ... 
Defence Attorney Teffo withdraws – whatever next?... Acting Public Prosecutor distances office from 
Mkhwebane’s appeal.... and a deafening silence is all we hear from the ANC Central Committee...                                                                            
French kiss for MultiChoice as Groupe Canal+ now holds over 20% in the group ... You don't build 
a 20% stake in a business without a plan!... Could DSTV get any worse? 
Not that the rest of the world was much better – the Japanese Prime Minister gunned down at a 
political rally... Sri Lankan Premier flees for his life... UK’s big concern about BoJo’s successor – at 
least 16 Conservative plonkers throwing their hats in the ring... and then there were six... “Rishi is 
Ready”... Fred Carno’s bleedin’ Circus has nothing on this lot... The Russians banned from 
Wimbledon, but a Russian from Khazakstan wins the Ladies Trophy... Wimbledon’s nightmare 
Kyrgios waltzes into the Men’s Final with Djokovic, who wins... Charles Leclerc wins Austrian GP for 
Ferrari... and the British Open Golf Championship150th Anniversary in full swing at the Royal and 
Ancient St Andrews... 
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THE GIPSY MAJOR: 
 

 

The recent trip to Queenstown for the Tiger Moth 90th anniversary provided plenty of time to enjoy 
the passing countryside, and to listen to the steady beat of the Gipsy Major engine – which never 
missed one beat on the entire trip – and to muse on the provenance of the engine. The de Havilland 
Gipsy is a British air-cooled four-cylinder inline aircraft engine designed by Frank Halford in 1927 to 
replace the ADC Cirrus in the DH 60 Moth light biplane. Initially developed as an upright 5 litre 
(300 cubic inch) displacement engine, later versions were designed to run inverted with increased 
capacity and power. The Gipsy went on to become one of the most popular sport aircraft engines of 
the inter-war period and was the engine of choice for various other light, training, liaison and air 
charter aircraft, British as well as foreign, until long past World War II. Apart from helping to establish 
the de Havilland Company as a manufacturer of light aircraft, it also established the company as an 
engine manufacturer in its own right. 

These amazingly reliable Gipsy engines remain in service powering vintage light aircraft all over the 
world. During the 1930s Halford and Harry Ricardo became interested in the sleeve valve as a 
method of increasing the allowable operating RPM and compression of piston engines, thereby 
increasing the power from an otherwise smaller engine. From 1928 Halford worked with D Napier 
and Son, eventually producing the Napier Sabre, which became one of the most powerful piston 
aero engines built, producing 3,500 hp (2.6 MW) from only 2200 cubic inches (36 L) in late-war 
versions. 

During the war he became interested in the jet engine and designed a simplified version of Frank 
Whittle’s centrifugal-flow designs with the air intake on the front and "straight-through" combustion 
chambers. Known initially as the Halford H.1, the project was undertaken for De Havilland who 
produced it as the De Havilland Goblin. Halford's company was eventually purchased outright by de 
Havilland in 1944. Halford continued working on jets and turboprop engines until his death in 1955 
at the age of 61. 
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EXERCISE SOARING FALCON: 
 

 
 

VOYAGER TANKERS topped up Qatari fast jets in the latest joint training between the Air Forces 
of Britain and the Middle Eastern. A Brize Norton-based aircraft conducted air-to-air refuelling in a 
range of conditions with Rafale multi-role fighters as part of Exercise Soaring Falcon. It’s the second 
time personnel from the Oxfordshire base have carried out the mission under an agreement that 
sees the RAF providing a tanker service to the Qatar Emiri Air Force by deploying Voyager aircraft 
and personnel from 10 Sqn and 101 Sqn on occasional, short tours of duty. Currently Qatar does 
not have a national air-to-air refuelling capability but aspires to have one and this RAF support 
solution ensures the Qatari fast jet fleet remains trained and current until one is built up. The first air-
to-air refuelling exercise was carried out in November 2021 and was known as Exercise Galway. 
Qatar is the only nation which the UK shares joint squadrons with – Leeming-based 11 (Qatar) Sqn 
flying Hawk trainers and Coningsby’s 12 Sqn, which operates Typhoons that later this year will 
support air security operations for the 2022 World Cup. (Simon Mander, RAF News) 
 
VETS FLY HIGH: 
 

Two World War II Spitfire pilots were reunited with the iconic aircraft recently at former RAF airfield 
Halfpenny Green near Wolverhampton, writes Harry Burgoyne. At Project Propeller, the WWII 
aircrew reunion attended by more than 300 veterans, pilots and guests, WOs Bill Williams, 101, and 
Eddie Habberley, 98, were given the chance to look over the Spitfire Mk XVI owned and flown by 
George Haye. Both veterans served throughout South-East Asia and discovered they had operated 
from the same bases, but had never previously met. Bill, who flew photo reconnaissance missions, 
said: “We used to fly unarmed and depended on our speed to keep us out of trouble. We normally 
flew around 33,000 feet but climbed up to 38,000 if there were any Japanese fighters around, they 
couldn’t reach us up there.” Volunteer private pilots ferried 43 ex aircrew from all over the UK to 
Project Propeller. Bill flew in from Nottingham with pilot Graham Mountford. Graham said: “As soon 
as we were airborne, I gave Bill control, and it was as if he had never left the cockpit. “He flew us 
nearly all the way here, I only had to land it.” Running since 1998, the event was founded by Ian 
Burnstock but this year’s Project Propeller was the last as the numbers of surviving WWII aircrew is 
dwindling. Eddie said: “I’ve had many flights with Project Propeller over the years. It’s a shame that 
it’s finishing this year. I would have liked it to have happened next year as that would have been my 
100th birthday treat.” As the event finished the veterans were saluted by a fly-past from a Battle of 
Britain Memorial Flight Hurricane 
 
MESSING ABOUT IN BOATS: 
 

Cadets Ambassador Emma Wolstenholme and her teammates attempting to circumnavigate the 
British coast have vowed to complete the 2000- mile challenge after two rival crews were rescued 
in gale force storms. The RAF veteran’s boat capsized off the Northern Irish coast in the extreme 
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conditions but righted itself before coastguards stepped in and towed the crew into port. Earlier 
the two other competitors were forced to retire after issuing emergency rescue calls as sea 
conditions deteriorated. 
Speaking from Newcastle on the Northern Ireland coast, Emma said: “The conditions were the worst 
I have ever seen. As the two other teams had to be rescued we are the last team in the race but we 
are determined to continue once the weather improves. We capsized in the early hours of the 
morning while three of us were on deck. We were tied on and went all the way round under the water 
for what felt like quite a while. The boat selfrighted as it should do, and we all got back on board 
without any injuries. The team notified the Coastguard who stepped in and force-towed their vessel 
to safety. Emma added: “It took us two-and-a-half hours and we were being towed in the direction 
we had just come. That was a bit disappointing. It would have been great for them to tow us North 
instead.” The first of the three teams taking part in the round Britain rowing challenge hit trouble off 
the Welsh coast and was forced to retire. Days later the other team issued an SOS off the Irish coast 
when their boat was damaged forcing them to abandon the race. The 40-year-old Air Force veteran 
is one of the five-strong crew alongside British pairs record holder Jason McKinlay, Atlantic rowing 
veteran Chris Howard, alongside Grenadier Guardsman Lamin Dean and physiotherapist Sophie 
Harris. Emma signed up for the GB Row challenge, dubbed the world’s toughest rowing race, just 
three months after being rescued by a transport ship 600 miles from her solo record bid to row the 
Atlantic. While battling it out on the sea, the teams have been collecting scientific data on 
microplastic levels and noise pollution in Britain’s coastal waters as part of a programme run by 
University of Portsmouth marine biologists. 
 
HAWKER TYPHOON RB396: 

 
Neil Hipkiss's magnificent depiction of Hawker Typhoon Mk.IB RB396 during her final mission of WWII which took place 
on April 1st, 1945. The aircraft is now well on its way to being reborn again with the Hawker Typhoon Preservation 
Group. (HTPG)                                                                              
 

Veteran flying instructor Sam Worthington-Leese has clocked up 666 miles to honour Hawker 
Typhoon pilots who lost their lives flying the D-Day warbird which helped pave the way for the Allied 
invasion of Europe. The 35-year-old hit the road to cover one mile for each of the World War II 
aviators who lost their lives flying dangerous low-level missions to destroy Nazi defences in France. 
Sam, whose grandfather Fg Off Roy Worthington was shot down and captured during a Typhoon 
raid, set up the Hawker Typhoon Preservation Group which is aiming to restore a veteran airframe. 
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He hopes to raise more than £10,000 towards the project after covering 6.66 miles a day for 100 
days, around a route near his Nottinghamshire home. Speaking after finishing the challenge this 
month, he said: “There is no single national memorial to these brave warriors, and that is something 
we aim to put right by raising the funds to rebuild RB396, a genuine combat veteran Hawker 
Typhoon. Rommel cited the air cover provided by the Typhoons as the reason the Allies won the 
battle of Normandy. But this came at a cost, 666 Typhoon pilots were killed mostly by flak 
encountered during their low-level attacks. “We also want to honour the scores of ground crew often 
situated at forward operating bases just miles from the rapidly changing frontline and regularly 
subject to enemy attack, by shell or by strafing and bombing. “I don’t enjoy running and have never 
been that good at it but it’s not a challenge if it’s not challenging. I hope I have helped raised some 
awareness of the project, which is something that I and the team all feel passionately about.”  
 
WOMENS AUXILIARY AIR FORCE: 
 

One year before the Battle of Britain, on June 28th, 1939, the Women's Auxiliary Air Force was 
formed. The WAAF was not an independent organisation nor was it completely integrated within the 
RAF. It was interlinked with the RAF for the purpose of substituting, where possible, women for RAF 
personnel. With conscription for women introduced from December 1941, the ranks swelled further 
so that by July 1943 a peak strength of 182,000 had been reached. They came from all walks of life 
and from around the world. By 1943, 48 nationalities were represented in the force including Irish, 
Caribbean and Polish women. The work undertaken by the WAAF was wide ranging; from cooking 
to meteorology; from administrative duties to maintaining and repairing aircraft. There were no 
female pilots within the RAF or WAAF but several flew with the civilian Air Transport Auxiliary. The 
initial scepticism and humour, which greeted many WAAFs, soon turned to respect and admiration 
as the women proved time and again their dedication and skill. Day in, day out, they diligently did 
their duty. Despite coming from a variety of backgrounds, all had to adapt to the rigours of service 
life, basic facilities, a lack of privacy, shift work and inspections. For many, camaraderie 
compensated for feelings of trepidation and homesickness. Great strength of character was required 
by many WAAFs in continuing to work despite the loss of friends and loved ones. I have written 
several posts about the WAAF in 1940 including my interview and time spent with WAAF Edith Kup 
(Edith Heap) and others. The WAAFs who were awarded the Military Medal for bravery under fire 
have been covered here also. Many WAAFs were decorated for their gallantry. Daphne Pearson, a 
medical corporal rescued a pilot from his crashed aircraft at RAF Detling on 31 May 1940. As the 
aircraft and its bomb load exploded, Corporal Pearson threw herself on top of the pilot to protect him 
from the blast and splinters. As a result of her action, Corporal Pearson was awarded the George 
Cross. When Biggin Hill was suffering one of its worst raids from German aircraft during the Battle 
of Britain in 1940, three brave members of the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF) remained at 
their posts. As the building tumbled around them Sergeants Elisabeth Mortimer, Helen Turner and 
Corporal Elspeth Henderson worked throughout the attack to keep the station operational: they were 
later awarded the Military Medal for their bravery. This is just one example of how important for 
British victory were the roles played by the WAAF. Many WAAFs were based at Fighter Command 
airbases such as Biggin Hill, Hawkinge, and Manston, which put them in great danger: these were 
all targets in the first raids by the Luftwaffe in the Battle of Britain. Without the tireless work and 
bravery of the WAAF the RAF would have struggled to cover all the necessary angles, which 
ultimately could have affected British victory. Many women who were possibly undervalued before 
their efforts in WAAF were transferred to the after the Battle of Britain had been won. They were not 
only valuable to the war effort but also to the general role of women in society. Through their 
exceptional work the women in the WAAF proved that women were fully capable of aiding the British 
war effort. Some were plotters, radar operators, others drove airfield vehicles including the bowsers 
to refuel aircraft, some were mechanics servicing the Spitfires and Hurricanes, others were cooks, 
nurses, maintenance of barrage balloons, photographic interpretation, clerical work, telephone 
operators, etc... A more comprehensive coverage of all their duties and roles, including as agents 
with the SOE is listed on various sites. The success of the WAAF was due, in part to it being 
interlinked with the RAF but difficulties did arise. WAAF officers were not able to command RAF 
personnel until after the WAAF became an element of the Armed Forces of the Crown in 1941. Once 
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this took place, further roles became open to them. In 1944, for example, the first female 
station commander was appointed. The contribution made by the WAAF led to the formation of the 
Women’s Royal Air Force in February 1949. 
 
*************** 
OBITUARY: 
 
BARRY RONGE: 
(From the words of Gus Silber) "So what's new and interesting?" Barry Ronge used to say, whenever 
I would bump into him in the corridor at the Sunday Times. It was his standard way of greeting, but 
it was also a challenge, because what could you say to Barry that he didn't already know, as a 
teacher, a critic, a storyteller, a man with a mind as sharp as an axe and a pen that danced spells 
on the page. He wrote as he spoke, with free-flowing wit, erudition, and a fierce love of language, 
and he had a way of bringing the grandest of ideas down from their lofty heights and into the grasp 
of anyone who could read, listen, and hear. I loved his reviews of the arts, which were very often 
more entertaining and enlightening than the arts themselves, and his regular column in the Sunday 
Times, Spit & Polish, where he once delved amusingly into his ancestry, part colonial English and 
part sout-van-die-aarde Afrikaans. His mother was Agnes Wright, and his father was Fred Ronge, 
so all his life he had to put up with the puns: "They would always, like clockwork, say: 'We can't tell 
the difference between a Wright and a Ronge,' and we were all supposed to laugh delightedly at this 
aged joke. If we didn't, we got a smack," he wrote about the conversations around his childhood 
dinner table. He grew up in my part of the world, the West Rand of Johannesburg, and he went to 
my old school, Florida Park High. I would bump into him and Albertus at my local mall, and he would 
always say, with a sparkle in his eye, "So what's new and interesting?" And I would always only 
know the answer after he had told me. Rest in Peace, Barry, you were one of a kind, in your own 
way as much of a star as the stars who dazzled you on the stage and the silver screen." 
 
************** 
 
CHEERS FOR TODAY: 
 

The fresh threat of Eskom loadshedding continues as no idle jest, the wildcat strikes and intimidation 
continued – along with the general chronic chaos and crisis… A merciful piece of news was that 
both major unions had accepted wage settlements. 
Our next lunch to brighten the gloomy and cold outlook will be a Members Lunch at the Wanderers 
in the Cigar Bar on Friday 5 August 12h30 for 13h00... As normal, limited wine will be available 
on the table. Price remains R250 per head and we prefer you to pay by EFT to our account - Nedbank 
- Melrose Arch - Br: 19 66 05 - Account 19 66 278 063. 
Please note that we are committed to pay for the number of meals booked. Look forward to seeing 
as many as possible... And so... as Winter cold and dark continues, enjoy the crisp weather, keep 
warm... and enjoy this edition of Ramblings... and the piece on the Weeping Cross of Delville Wood 
at the end... 
 
TAILPIECE: 
 

There was a young monarch named Ed, 
Who took Mrs. Simpson to bed, 
As they bounced up and down, 
He said; "bugger the crown, 
Let's give it to Albert instead!" 
(The Sherriff of Nottingham Road) 
 

Life is so much funnier when you have a dirty mind... 
 

If you walk a mile in my shoes, you’ll end up in a bar drinking beer... 
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Apparently, when you drink a pint of beer you shorten your lifespan by 9 minutes... So 
according to my calculations, I died sometime in 1644... Gosh, did you attend my funeral?... 
 

If a wife laughs at her husband’s jokes – it means they have visitors... 
 

In a society that has you counting money, pounds, calories and steps, be a rebel and count your 
blessings instead... 
 

The gas coming out of our cows ain’t nowhere near as dangerous... as the bullsh*t coming out of 
our politicians... 
 

Phala Phala farm beds... Doctors are receiving an increasing number of complaints about back 
problems from ANC politicians, members of Parliament, mayors etc... After a short and intense 
investigation, it was found that these problems originated from the mattresses they were sleeping 
on... 
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DELVILLE WOOD: 
 

The Battle of Delville Wood will be commemorated this weekend, 17 July 2022, at a Memorial Parade 
at The View, Regimental Headquarters of the Transvaal Scottish. There is a poignant and very 
mystical annual occurrence in South Africa that reminds us every year of the blood sacrifice of South 
Africans during The Battle of Delville Wood. Every year, in July on the anniversary of the battle itself, 
a cross made from wood recovered from the shattered tress of the battlefield inexplicably ‘weeps 
blood’ In Pietermaritzburg there is Christian cross that becomes tacky with red resin just a few days 
before the anniversary of the massacre of thousands of South African soldiers at the Battle of Delville 
Wood during the Somme offensive of 1916. The ‘weeping’ cross has wept these resin “tears” almost 
every single year, and this phenomenon only coincides with the anniversary of the bloody battle that 
started it in the first place on July 14, 1916. 
 

The Legend - At the end of World War 1, on return to South Africa, the Commanding officer of the 
South African Infantry Brigade in France, General Lufkin brought back some timber cut from 
surviving Pinus Sylvester Pine tree (Scots pine) which had grown in abundance at the Delville Wood 
battleground before much of it was shattered and razed. This wood was to be used to make three 
crosses to serve as war memorials located in Pietermaritzburg, Cape Town and Durban to 
commemorate the Battle of Delville Wood (other Christian crosses commemorating the battle are 
also found in Pretoria at the Union Buildings and Johannesburg at St John’s High School). The 
‘Pietermaritzburg’ cross is the only one on the three crosses that “weeps” and this phenomenon has 
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baffled experts for years. The sticky red resin makes its usual annual appearance from a crack 
near the inscription and knots in the wood on both sides of the crossbar, and over 100 years after 
the battle, scientists still find it difficult to come up with explanations for the leaking resin. 
 

 

Known as the “Weeping Cross of Delville”, this cross became a sensation in Natal over many 
years.  The weeping of ‘blood’ came to symbolise the tremendous bloodletting of World War 1 and 
the Battle of Delville Wood.  A legend developed, with people believing that the wood ‘weeps for all 
the lost soldiers.’   For many years folklore and legend also stated that it would weep until the last 
survivor of Delville Wood answered the ‘Sunset Call’; however when the last survivor died some 
years back the cross continued to weep ‘blood’. 

The legacy 

 
 

“Devil’s Trench” in Delville Wood on the Somme battlefield, a year later in 1917. 
 

In the opening weeks of the Somme Offensive in July 1916.  On the 14th July 1916 the South African 
Infantry on the Somme were ordered to protect British troops who had just taken the village of 
Langueval and hold the adjacent wood about a square mile in size (dubbed ‘devils wood’) and hold 
it against German attack “at all costs”. Of the 121 officers and 3,032 men of the South African 
Brigade who launched the initial attack in the wood, only 29 officers and 751 men eventually walked 
out only six days later on the 20th July 1916. These men held their objective at a massive cost, even 
reverting to hand to hand combat to hold the wood when the endless barrages of German artillery 
file abated – artillery fire rained down on the South African positions at 500 shells/minute razing the 
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wood to just shattered tree stumps (in fact only one original tree survives to this day) – the depth 
of bravery required to do this under this fire power is simply staggering to contemplate. The losses 
sustained by the South Africans were one of the greatest sacrifices of the war. Of the dead and 
missing, only 142 were given a proper burial and only 77 of those were able to be identified.  Most 
of the dead still lie unmarked and unidentified in the wood to this day, exactly where they fell, it is 
this that makes a visit to Delville wood such a solemn and heart-breaking experience. 
Pietermaritzburg’s cross originally stood at the intersection of Durban and Alexandra Roads but was 
seen to be a traffic hazard and was moved to the Natal Carbineers Garden. In July 1956 it was 
moved to the MOTH Remembrance Garden in Pietermaritzburg, where it has been ever since.  The 
Memorable Order of Tin Hats (MOTH) ‘Allan Wilson’ shell-hole oversees its good keeping in 
conjunction with The South African Legion’s Pietermaritzburg branch. 
 


