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From the pen of Robbie

We have had a fairly quiet 2019 
but, who knows, our keen 
Events Sub-Committee, con-

sisting of Pierre, Piet, Howard and Willie 
will, no doubt, come up with interesting 
stuff for 2020. What is certain is that the 
ever popular and increasingly growing in-
terest in the 10-pin bowling evenings will 
once again feature abundantly on next 
year’s calendar of events.

Our Golf Day initiative as a combined 
Fund Raiser with 71 Signal Unit on 29 
March 2019 can be seen as a success sto-
ry despite all the hard work that went into 
the planning and the execution of that 
event. 

We participated in just about all the lo-
cal wreath laying ceremonies held during 
2019 and we can be proud of the fact that 
we could also pay our respecs at wreath 
laying ceremonies in three other major 
cities in the country, namely Johannes-
burg, Port Elizabeth and Pretoria.

Those of you who do not know, we 
changed the “look” of our world wide 
web page (www.signalsassociation.org.
za) at 11:00 on the 11th of this, the 11th, 
month. To see it, click on the displayed 
Radio buttons to select a frequency to 
take you to the required Link. Hopefully, 
a start to making our website more inter-
active!

We are hoping to stage a second work-
shop next year to finalise the Protocols 
and Task discriptions of our Executive 
and Management teams. 

At our last Manco meeting for 2019, 
we adopted a uniform manner of Saluting 
when in association dress or represent-
ing our organisation, this being merely to 
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What’s in this issue of Jimmy’s Own?

Silent Night
On 25 December 1914 the guns on the 
Western Front fell silent. It was Christ-
mas Day and the troops wanted to cel-
ebrate the fact.
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Bow our Head when paying respect to the 
fallen.

Our Manco is, furthermore, in the 
process of adopting an association short 
sleeve Shirt (being a Golf Shirt or other-
wise) and casual head dress (being a Peak 
Cap or otherwise) and we also hope to 
render a support service at the 2020 Cape 
Town Cycle Race (formerly the Argus 
Cycle Race).

The success of all these achievements 
can be attributed to the support of our 
members, their families and our friends 
that provides us with the “gees” to contin-
ue with our aims and initiatives.

As we near the end of 2019, I wish 
to thank all members and especially our 
Management Committee for their unself-
ish work and dedication towards our or-
ganisation. 

In conclusion, I wish all our Christian 
members and Friends of the Association a 
Blessed Christmas. May you once again 
find peace and goodwill with your fami-
lies and friends. 

I also wish all our members a Happy 
New Year. May 2020 be a prosperous one 
for you all and may you be blessed with 
good health. 

Let us all try and make 2020 a year to 
remember by supporting the events or-
ganised. I also appeal to all our readers to 
submit items or articles for publication in 
this newsletter. It is only with the support 
of all concerned that we can build on what 
we had achieved thus far and ensure our 
continued existence.

Certa Cito (Signals) greetings from 
Chairman Robbie Roberts
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Please note: The second part of Brian 
Austin’s “Wireless in the Boer War”, which 
would have appeared in this issue, will now 
feature in the March 2020 issue.
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Silent 
Night

The First World War had been 
raging for nine months and 
countless lives had already been 
lost. 
Yet on 24 December 1914 the 
guns along the Western Front 
fell silent. It was the first Christ-
mas of the war and the opposing 
soldiers were determined to cel-
ebrate the fact.
This story has been in Jimmy’s 
Own before, but it’s a story that 
should be read every year.

It was called the ‘Great War’ or 
‘The War to end all Wars’. It had 
begun in April 1914 and by the 

time it ended in November 1918 more 
than 10 million lives would be lost. 
Yet in 1939, a mere 21 years later, 
the world was at war once again. This 
new conflict would become known 
as World War II and the ‘Great War’ 
of 1914-18 would be renamed World 
War I.

By December 1914 the war had  
become static. An elaborate trench  
system had been constructed by both 
the Germans and the Allies. In some 
places troops faced each other with 

less than 100m of ‘no-man’s land’ 
between  them. December 1914 

would also see the first Christmas of 
the war.

A few months earlier Pope  
Benedict XV had begged the warring  
governments to declare a truce for 
Christmas, “that the guns may fall  
silent at least upon the night the angels 
sang.” The Germans gave it serious  
consideration but the British angrily 
denounced the Pope.

On 24 December 1914, Christmas 
Eve, German troops in the region 
of Ypres, Belgium, began decorat-
ing the area around their trenches by 
placing candles on trees. The Brit-
ish troops watched with a mixture of  
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FIRE: British guns fire at a German position. During the Battle of the Somme 
1,738,000 shells were fired at the Germans. During this battle the British took 
over 60,000 casualties on the first day of the battle.

confusion and more than a  
little suspicion. Then the Germans 
began to sing Stille Nacht. While the 
words may have been unfamiliar the  
British troops could recognise the tune of  
Silent Night. The British troops  
responded by singing English carols.

The two sides began shouting  
Christmas greetings to each other. 
Many of the Germans had worked or  
studied in Britain and 
could speak English  
fluently. There were calls for the 
two sides to meet in no-man’s land.  
Tentatively, in ones and twos, troops  
began leaving the trenches on both 
sides. Normally if you showed the 
slightest part of your body above a 
trench it would be hit by a bullet with-
in seconds. Now people were climb-
ing out of trenches, exposing them-
selves to the other side.

It must have been a strange feeling 
for those involved. Earlier that day 
they had been trying to kill each other, 
as they had for the past nine months. 
Now they were standing face to face 
with the enemy, shaking hands and 
greeting one another. Troops began to  
exchange small gifts such as whisky,  
jam, cigarettes, cigars and chocolate. 
The artillery in the region fell silent 
that night and, for the rest of the night, 
an eerie silence fell over the Western 
Front.

Mourning the dead
Early on Christmas morning troops 

began meeting in no-man’s land again. 

Both sides took the opportunity to bury 
the many dead that lay in no-man’s 
land. Proper burials were held and 
in many instances soldiers from both 
sides mourned the dead together and 
paid their respects. In more than one  
sector informal football matches 
were arranged in no-man’s land. In 
many sectors, the truce lasted through  
Christmas night, but in some areas, it 
continued until New Year’s Day.

While the troops at the front may 
have been enjoying the break, the 
higher commands on both sides, 
especially the British, were furi-
ous. They ordered the artillery to 
open fire and gave orders for attacks 
to take place. After all, this was a 
war. British commanders Sir John 
French and Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien 
vowed that no such truce would be  
allowed again, although both had left 
command before Christmas 1915. In 
all of the following years of the war,  
artillery bombardments were ordered 
on Christmas Eve to ensure that there 
were no further lulls in the combat. 
Troops were also rotated through  
various sectors of the front to prevent 
them from becoming overly familiar 
with the enemy.

Celebrated and retold
The Christmas truce of 1914 has 

been celebrated and retold in songs  
(such as Christmas 1914 by Mike  
Harding; Christmas in the Trenches by 
John McCutcheon; Belleau Wood by 
Garth Brooks; Pipes of Peace by Paul  

McCartney) film (Joyeux Noel and Oh 
What a Lovely War) and has also been 
the subject of a number of books.

In the final episode of Blackadder 
Goes Forth, the protagonists discuss 
events of the past that led them to 
their current situation, including the  
Christmas Truce. Captain Edmund 
Blackadder (Rowan Atkinson) was  
apparently still sore over being ruled 
offside during a football game with 
the Germans. He also cynically muses 
that “Both sides advanced further dur-
ing one Christmas piss-up than they 
did in the next two-and-a half years of 
war.”

On 7 November 2006, Irish  
singer Chris de Burgh paid £14,400 at  

Bonham’s auction house for an  
original 10 page letter from an  
unknown British soldier that re-
cords events and incidents 
with the Germans on that night  
describing “the most memorable  
Christmas I’ve ever spent”.

The letter begins:

This will be the most memorable 
Christmas I’ve ever spent or likely to 
spend: since about tea time yesterday 
I don’t think there’s been a shot fired 
on either side up to now. Last night 
turned a very clear frost moonlight 
night, so soon after dusk we had some 
decent fires going and had a few carols 
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HELLO: Descendants of Great War 
veterans, in contemporary uniform, 
shake hands at the 2008 unveiling of 
a memorial to the truce.

and songs. The Germans commenced 
by placing lights all along the edge of 
their trenches and coming over to us-
wishing us a Happy Christmas etc.

They also gave us a few songs etc. so 
we had quite a social party. Several of 
them can speak English very well so we 
had a few conversations. Some of our 
chaps went to over to their lines. I think 
they’ve all come back bar one from 
‘E’ Co. They no doubt kept him as a  
souvenir. In spite of our fires etc. it 
was terribly cold and a job to sleep 
between look out duties, which are 
two hours in every six.

First thing this morning it was very 
foggy. So we stood to arms a little  
longer than usual. A few of us 
that were lucky could go to Holy  
Communion early this morning. It 
was celebrated in a ruined farm about  
500 yds behind us.

I unfortunately couldn’t go. There 
must be something in the spirit of  
Christmas as to day we are all on top of  
our trenches running about. Where-
as other days we have to keep our 
heads well down. We had breakfast 
about 8.0 which went down alright  
especially some cocoa we made. We 
also had some of the post this morn-
ing.

I had a parcel from B. G’s Lace Dept 
containing a sweater, smokes, under 
clothes etc. We also had a card from 
the Queen, which I am sending back to 
you to look after please. After breakfast 
we had a game of football at the back 
of our trenches! We’ve had a few Ger-

mans over to see us this morning. They 
also sent a party over to bury a sniper 
we shot in the week. He was about a 
100 yds from our trench. A few of our  
fellows went out and helped to bury 
him.

About 10.30 we had a short church 
parade the morning service etc. held in 
the trench. How we did sing. ‘O come 
all ye faithful. And While shepherds 
watched their flocks by night’ were 
the hymns we had. At present we are  
cooking our Christmas Dinner! so will 
finish this letter later.

Dinner is over! and well we enjoyed 
it. Our dinner party started off with 
fried bacon and dip-bread: followed 
by hot Xmas Pudding. I had a mascot 
in my piece. Next item on the menu 
was muscatels and almonds, oranges,  
bananas, chocolate etc followed by 
cocoa and smokes. You can guess we 
thought of the dinners at home. Just  
before dinner I had the pleasure of 
shaking hands with several Germans: 
a party of them came 1/2 way over to 
us so several of us went out to them. I  
exchanged one of my balaclavas for 
a hat. I’ve also got a button off one 
of their tunics. We also exchanged 
smokes etc. and had a decent chat. 
They say they won’t fire tomorrow if 
we don’t so I suppose we shall get a bit 
of a holiday-perhaps. After exchang-
ing autographs and them wishing us 
a Happy New Year we departed and 
came back and had our dinner.

We can hardly believe that we’ve 
been firing at them for the last week 

or two-it all seems so strange. At pres-
ent its freezing hard and everything is 
covered with ice…

There are plenty of huge shell holes 
in front of our trenches, also pieces of 
shrapnel to be found. I never expected 
to shake hands with Germans between 
the firing lines on Christmas Day and 
I don’t suppose you thought of us do-
ing so. So after a fashion we’ve en-
joyed? our Christmas. Hoping you 
spend a happy time also George Boy 
as well. How we thought of England 
during the day. Kind regards to all the 
neighbours. 

With much love from Boy.

On 11 November 2008, the first  
official Truce memorial was unveiled 
in Frelinghein, France, the site of a  
Christmas Truce football game in 
1914. On 21 November 2005, the last  
remaining Allied veteran of the truce, 
Alfred Anderson died in Newtyle,  
Scotland at the age of 109.

Counting the cost
Nearly 8.5 million soldiers lost their 

lives during World War I. Germany  
suffered the highest loss with  
1,773,700 followed by Russia 
with 1,700,000. France suffered 
1,357,800 casualties and the Brit-
ish Empire, which included Aus-
tralia, Canada, India, New Zealand 
and South Africa, suffered 908,371. 
The United States of America, who  
entered the war in 1916, lost 116,516 
men.

During World War II the casualty  
figures were even higher. More than 
30 million soldiers died, as did  mil-
lions of civilians. The Russians alone 
lost more than 13 million troops. 

Let us remember the spirit of the 
Christmas Truce and pray that our  
generation and generations to come 
never have to experience a war and 
that we never have to calculate the 
cost of World War III.

At the going down of the sun,
And in the morning.

We will remember them.
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Jimmy’s Own 2019 Photo Diary
These are some of the events that have taken place since the last 
issue of Jimmy’s Own.

The Association held its 
Year-End dinner at the Cattle 
Baron restaurant in Pinelands 
on Saturday night 16 Novem-
ber when 33 members and 
friends turned up for the occa-
sion. A very pleasant evening 
was had by all judging by die 
pleasant and jolly atmosphere. 
We felt honoured that our great 
friend and associate member 
Matt Tennyson and his lovely 
wife Karen could be our guests 
of honour for the evening.

Chairman Robbie Roberts experienced a nostalgic moment when he and Col (Ret’d) 
Peter Lemon met in Cape Town after having not seen each other for almost 40 years.

Peter was a member of 3 Signal Squadron in Cape Town in 1963 and the two met 
when Robbie joined the same unit in 1965. Peter was then posted as a signaller to Cape 
Field Artillery Regt where he served as a detached Staff Sergeant, later becoming a WOII. 
Peter later joined permanent force and landed up 2IC of 5 Signal Regiment in Pretoria.

It was through ‘Wel en Wee’ and Facebook page ‘SA Seinkorps’ when Deon van Zyl 
linked Peter again with Robbie. 
The two met in Cape Town on two 
occasions whilst Peter was under-
going operations at 2 Military Hos-
pital in Wynberg. Here is Robbie 
and Peter posing at Peter’s sister’s 
place in Cape Town before Peter 
hopes to return to his home town 
Mooinooi in Pretoria, hopefully, 
during the first half of December 
depending on what his doctor ad-
vises him on 27 November.

1. El Alamein Parade, 27 October.
2. On Friday, 8 November 2019 Manco member Ian Rob-

ertson laid our wreath at the annual Remembrance Day 
ceremony at the Red Cross Childrens’ Hospital.

3. The association’s wreath was also laid at the cenotaph in 
Pretoria on Sunday 10 November by member there on the 
spot, Marina Valentine. Thank you Marina.

4. The association also participated in the annual Remem-
brance Day wreath Laying event in Johannesburg on 
Sunday 10 November. In the photograph Jorge de Jesus 
volunteered to lay the wreath on our behalf.

5. As per usual tradition, the association once again laid its 
wreath at the Annual Remembrance Day ceremony in Ad-
derley Street, Cape Town on Sunday 10 November. In the 
photograph below are Manco members Robbie Roberts 
(Chairman), Willie van der Merwe who laid the wreath, 
Piet Jordaan (Vice-Chairman) and Fahmy Rhode.

1
2

3

4

5
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Jimmy gets a make-over
On 11 November 2019 the official Signals Association website was 
updated with a new look.

The Signals Association website 
was launched on 11 November 2016 
in a unique manner.

At 10h50 a black screen appeared 
with the words “Please stand by.” At 
11h00 a red poppy appeared on the 
screen, the sound of a cannon was 
heard, followed by the playing of the 
Last Post.

Two minutes later the sound of a 
cannon was heard again, followed by 
the playing of the Reveille. The web-
site then went live.

At the end of October this year it 
was decided that the website needed a 
fresh look to make it more interactive.

Webmaster Matt Tennyson and 
Robbie Roberts put their heads togeth-
er and came up with a new look.

At 11h00 on 11 November 2019 the 
old website faded from the screen to 
be replaced with the new website. The 
old website can be seen on the left, 
while the new-look website is shown 
above.

We wish you happy surfing.
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The alternative 
Christmas playlist
Tired of listening to those same old Christmas songs every year? Well then help is at hand 
as Ryan Murphy brings you his alternative Christmas playlist. Click on the underlined blue 
links to watch a video of the song.

Not sure about you, but I get 
tired of every time I walk into 
a supermarket or shopping 

mall my ears are assaulted by the same 
songs every December.

There’s only so many times you can 
hear Boney M’s Little Drummer Boy 
before you start losing your sanity.

So as a special Christmas treat I’ve 
come up with a playlist of Christmas 
songs that you can listen to instead. 
Click on the title of the song to watch 
the video and listen to the song.

In November 1987 Irish band The 
Pogues released Fairytale Of New 
York. I rate it as probably one of the 
best Christmas songs ever.

The song features the gruff voice of 
Shane MacGowan which is in stark 
contract to the melodious voice of 
Kirsty MacColl. The song is bitter-
sweet and sometimes purely bitter, but 
it’s a classic.

As a matter of interest the band 
were first called Póg mo thóin, which 
is Irish Gaelic for “kiss my arse”. 
They later changed their name to The 

Pogues. Pogue means “kiss” in Gaelic.
Wham, comprising of George Mi-

chael and Andrew Ridgely, were pop-
ular during the 80’s. Last Christmas 
made it to Number Two in the UK 
Singles charts.

English rock band Slade were big 
in the 1970’s. In 1973 lead vocalist 
and guitarist Noddy Holder and bass-
ist Jim Lea wrote Merry Xmas Ev-
erybody. It became the band’s biggest 
selling single and in 2007 was voted 
as the UK’s most popular Christmas 
song.

While Mariah Caret does have an 
amazing voice, I can’t say I’m her big-
gest fan. But no-one does All I Want 
For Christmas like her.

In reaction to television reports of 
famine in Ethiopa Bob Geldof (Boom-
town Rats) and Midge Ure (Ultravox) 
put together a supergroup in 1984. It 
consisted mainly of the biggest Brit-
ish and Irish musical acts at the time. 
It featured, among others, Bono and 
Adam Clayton (U2), Phil Collins, 
Sting, Boy George, George Michael, 

Simon Le Bon (Duran Duran), Gary 
and Martin Kemp (Spandau Ballet), 
Sarah Dallin and Siobhan Fahey (Ba-
nanarama), and Chris Cross (Ultra-
vox).

The group was known as Band Aid 
and they released Do They Know It’s 
Christmas which went on to top the 
charts and raise millions for famine 
relief.

Not to be outdone, the Americans 
came up with their version called We 
Are The World. It was written by Mi-
chael Jackson and Lionel Richie and 
produced by Quincy Jones and Mi-
chael Omartian. It featured a Who’s 
Who of American singers and musi-
cians including Stevie Wonder, Paul 
Simon, Tina Turner, Billy Joel, Bruce 
Springsteen, Bob Dylan, Ray Charles 
and, of course, Michael Jackson and 
Lionel Richie. 

In 2014 the Norwegian Army did 
their own cover version of  We Are 
The World. It was clear that none of 
them should give up their military ca-
reers, but it was fun and did raise mon-
ey for charity.

Happy Xmas (War Is Over) was 
written by ex-Beatle John Lennon and 
his wife Yoko Ono. It was released in 
1971 as a single by John & Yoko Ono/
Plastic Ono Band with the Harlem 
Community Choir. 

Santa Clause Is Comin’ To Town 
was written by John Frederick Coots 
and Haven Gillespie. It was first sung 
in 1934 and has since been recorded 

by many artists. Check out the Boss, 
Bruce Springsteen, as he does his ver-
sion of the song.

Queen, featuring the amazing voice 
of the late Freddie Mercury, had nu-
merous Number One hits. Thank God 
It’s Christmas is one of their lesser 
known songs. But it’s still well worth 
listening too. Feliz Navidad was writ-
ten and performed by blind Puerto Ri-
can singer-songwriter José Feliciano 
in 1970.
With its simple Spanish chorus “Fe-
liz Navidad, prósperoaño y felicidad” 
meaning “Merry Christmas, a pros-
perous year and happiness, and the 
English verse “I wanna wish you a 
Merry Christmas from the bottom of 
my heart”, it has become a classic.

Baba Yethu was composed as the 
theme song for the 2005 video game 
Civilization IV. It is the Lord’s Prayer 
in Swahili.

It has since become a popular song, 
especially over Christmas. Here it is 
performed by the United States Navy 
Band.

From the movie Love Actually, Bil-
ly Mac (Bill Nighy) is an aging rock 
star trying to make a come back at 
Christmas. He does a version of Wet 
Wet Wet’s Love Is All Around with the 
words changed to Christmas Is All 
Around. 

Check out the opening song from 
the movie where he first does Christ-
mas Is All Around. Be warned, the 
language is a bit strong.

https://youtu.be/j9jbdgZidu8
https://youtu.be/j9jbdgZidu8
https://youtu.be/E8gmARGvPlI
https://youtu.be/apoFZv5J6xo
https://youtu.be/apoFZv5J6xo
https://youtu.be/yXQViqx6GMY
https://youtu.be/yXQViqx6GMY
https://youtu.be/bjQzJAKxTrE
https://youtu.be/bjQzJAKxTrE
https://youtu.be/M9BNoNFKCBI
https://youtu.be/M9BNoNFKCBI
https://youtu.be/-H8e4_UKc0o
https://youtu.be/-H8e4_UKc0o
https://youtu.be/yN4Uu0OlmTg
https://youtu.be/iSgEDKjmT5o
https://youtu.be/6V5mtUff6ik
https://youtu.be/6V5mtUff6ik
https://youtu.be/xMtuVP8Mj4o
https://youtu.be/rKWQQQjAEBU
https://youtu.be/QvOGGsOuKVU
https://youtu.be/QvOGGsOuKVU
https://youtu.be/lPzGLImopac
https://youtu.be/lPzGLImopac
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Signals during the World Wars
Communication plays a vital role in any war and this was especially true dur-
ing both World War I and World War II.

The semaphore flag signalling system 
was developed for use as a way of 
communicating between ships in the 
19th century, and remained in use un-
til rendered obsolete by the introduc-
tion of lightweight radios.Officers in the front line were supplied with mes-

sage pads bound in leather and canvas covers. 
Carbon paper was used to produce a duplicate 
copy, which the sender retained.

The first practical helio-
graph - a mirror used for 
flashing sunlight - was 
developed in India in the 
1860s. Lightweight, need-
ing no power source, and 
difficult to intercept, they 
were extremely useful and 
remained in service until 
the 1970s.

Under some circumstances, usually in 
areas where it was deemed too danger-
ous to send a man, trained dogs were 
used to carry messages, secreted either 
in harnesses or simple collars.

During the war, thousands of messen-
ger pigeons were used by the British 
and German armies. Messages writ-
ten on rice paper and folded to fit into 
containers such as this were attached 
to the birds’ legs.

A whistle-blast was the usual signal for 
pre-planned actions, such as an assault 
or a machine-gun barrage.

Based on technology developed by Brit-
ish scientist Charles Wheatstone in the 
1830s, the Wheatstone telegraph used a 
punch-tape system to transmit up to 100 
words per minute.

The 27mm calibre 
flare pistol was often 
used to signal pre-
planned actions.

Field telephones were used extensive-
ly throughout World War I, mostly to 
allow front-line units to communicate 
with headquarters to the rear. 

Loud-hailer megaphones were used to give 
orders or encouragement over short distances. 
The Russians also used them in World War II.

World War I

Semaphore flags

Officer’s 
note pad

Heilograph
mirror

Dogs

Pigeons

Whistle

Wheatstone telegraph

Flare pistol

Field Telephone

Megaphone
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World War II

The operator turned Enigma’s rotors to a ran-
dom setting and typed the message to be en-
coded using the keys below - each keystroke 
advancing the rotors so that repeating the 
same keystroke gave a different result each 
time. Decoding reversed this process.

Described as being “for short range telephony 
in forward areas,” the Wireless Set 18 had an 
effective transmission range of 8km. It was 
issued in 1939, and was the first “man-pack” 
radio transceiver put into series production for 
the British Army.

The first 
miniature ra-
dio transceiver 
for clandestine use, 
the Whaddon Mk VII Paraset was the absolute 
minimum needed to set up two-way communi-
cation over distances of up to 800km. It includ-
ed a built-in Morse key that was almost silent 
in operation.

A purely mechanical encryption device, the 
M209 employed six alphabetic wheels to set 
up the initial key. The message was then en-
tered one character at a time via the wheel on 
the left. The result was printed on paper tape, 
and the rotor settings advanced. 

Developed in peacetime by the Oki Electric 
Co, this field telephone was manufactured to a 
very high standard. The wooden case housed 
a generator, the headset, batteries, and spares.

Simpler in charac-
ter than Enigma, 
Kryha was consid-
erably less secure. 
This purely mechan-
ical device, however, 
had the advantage of 
being much smaller 
and lighter.

This was the most widely used of the British 
“spy radios,” and technically the best of them. 
It had a transmission range of over 800km. 
Packed into a suitcase just 10cm deep, along 
with spares and accessories, it weighed only 
4kg in total.

For security reasons, battlefield communi-
cation during the war, especially between 
rear-echelon command posts and front-line 
units, was still carried out by means of land 
lines rather than by radio wherever possible.

Between World War I and World War II 
great strides were made in both wired and 
wireless communications technology, the lat-
ter reaching a point at which it was possible to 
build reliable transmitter/receiver sets (trans-
ceivers) that would fit into a small suitcase. 

By 1939, mechanical calculators were 
commonplace in the business world, and the 
technology they employed was increasingly 
used to mechanize the encoding of messag-
es, making them very difficult to decipher if 
intercepted. During World War II, these two 
apparently disparate disciplines joined forces 
to create the first electromechanical (and later 
electronic) computers, which were developed 
specifically as aids to code-breaking.

Enigma
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A tale of two Jimmy’s
Steve and Pedro both served in the SA Corp’s of Signals, one in the 
permanent force, the other as a national serviceman. 

Steve was in Matric when he de-
cided that he wanted to join the 
army and make it a career. As 

soon as he had finished his final exam 
he went down to the SADF Recruit-
ing Centre in Durban and said that he 
wanted to join.

He had to wait for his results to come 
out, so he went back in the first week of 
January 1976. After he had completed 
the necessary paper work he was sent 
to Natal Command where he under-
went a medical exam.

A few days later he was contacted 
and told that he had passed his medical 
and that he would have to go to Pretoria 
to be attested in the SADF. They said 
that the would contact him.

Three weeks later he had still not 
heard anything. He went back to the 
recruiting centre, only to discover that 
they had lost his papers. So he had to 
do everything again.

Finally, in the second week of Febru-
ary, Steve was on a train from Durban 
to Pretoria. On his arrival he was taken 
through to DHQ (Defence Headquar-
ters).

Steve wanted to join the infantry. 
There was, however, a problem. The 
infantry commandant was on leave 
and was unable to interview Steve and 
attest him. So Steve then tried to join 
the artillery. This also proved to be a 

problem because Steve was told that he 
needed maths and it was the one sub-
ject that he had failed.

Someone then suggested that he try 
the Corps of Signals. This went better 
and he was finally sworn in with the 
rank of signalman.

It was by now the third week of Feb-
ruary and it was too late for Steve to 
start basic training. He would have to 
wait until July before he could do his 
basics.

Because he was from Durban he 
was posted to Natal Command Signals 
Unit. When he arrived he was taken 
and issued with all of his kit.

“It was a bit of a joke,” recalls Steve 
with a laugh. “I was now in the army, 
held the rank of signalman, and was put 
into the comcen at Natal Command.”

“They thing is that I was completely 
clueless. I didn’t know how to march 
or salute. I had no idea of what the dif-
ferent ranks were and, of course, I had 
no idea of what I was supposed to do 
in a comcen. All I really did was get in 
everyone’s way.”

Steve slept at home every night and 
also spent every weekend at home. 
He would walk down to the train sta-
tion in the morning and catch a train to 
Greyville station and then walk to Na-
tal Command. In the evening he would 
catch the train back home.

“I soon start to learn a few things 
like the various ranks, as well as how 
to march and salute. I even learnt how 
to operate the telex machines in the 
comcen.”

Then in July 1976 Steve was sent to 
the Army Gymnasium in Heidelberg in 
the Transvaal to do his basic training.

“I had already been in the army for 
four months before I did basics. There 
were about 20 permanent force guys 
and five females doing basics and we 
were all in Echo Company.”

They were housed in single rooms 
in a building called Danie Theron. At 
eight storeys high, it was not only the 
tallest building it Heidelberg, it was the 
only building that had elevators.

“You came into the building and 
there was a reception area and three 
telephone booths. You walked down 
a passage past the TV room to the 
mess and kitchens. Underneath was 
the NCO’s and Warrant Officer’s pub. 
This, however, was off limits to us dur-
ing basic training.”

“We all had our rooms on the sixth 
floor. The seventh and eighth floors 
were reserved for females. You came 
out of the lifts into a small lounged 
area. There was a long passage with 
rooms on either side. At the far end 
were the ablutions with toilets, showers 
and two baths.”

Steve finished his basic training and 
immediately afterwards went on a Jun-
ior Leader’s course, better known as 
JL’s. This time they did not get their 
own rooms.

“We were in a bungalow which, if 
my memory serves me correctly, was 
called Gideon Scheepers. We were two 
in a room. The female members re-
mained at Danie Theron.”

According to Steve JL’s was even 
tougher than basic training. The course 
finished in the second week of Decem-
ber 1976 and afterwards they were all 
given two weeks leave. They had to re-
port back to the Army Gymnasium in 
the first week of January.

“It was good to spend Christmas at 
home,” says Steve. “I only went home 
once during basic training, and once 
during JL’s. I didn’t have a car and 
Durban was just too far to go home for 
weekends. Most weekends I would go 
through to Johannesburg. I had family 
that lived there.”

When Steve arrived back at the 
Army Gymnasium he went on a course 
known as an R9 course. He he learnt 
basic signalling that included such sub-
jects as radio procedure, telex opera-
tion, typing, battery charging, and other 
subjects of importance to signallers.

“At the end of the course we had no 
idea of what was going to come next,” 
says Steve. “I hoped that I would get 
posted back to Natal Command Signals 
Unit. But it was not to be.”

He was informed that he was being 
posted to 101 Signals Unit which was 
based in Grootfontein in South West 
Africa. While doing his R9 course he 
had been promoted to the rank of lance 
corporal.

“When our course had ended I went 
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back to Durban for three days and then 
had to report to Waterkloof Air Force 
Base. From there we flew by C-130 to 
Grootfontein and this would become 
my new home for the next few years.”

Steve worked in the Communica-
tions Centre, or comcen, at Grootfon-
tein. They would handle all the telex 
message for the entire border area. 
He would work from 08h00 to 16h30, 
Monday to Friday.

101 Signals Unit had their own camp 
within the main camp. Steve lived in 
single quarters and the camp had its 
own tennis court and swimming pool.

“It wasn’t too bad I guess,” says 
Steve. “Although there wasn’t a hell 
of a lot to do in Grootfontein. There 
were two hotels in Grootfontein and 
there was also a movie house. But it 
only showed movies on Wednesday 
and Saturday nights. Most nights you 
would go to the NCO pub.”

Once a year Steve would take his 21 
days leave and fly back home to Dur-
ban. The SADF would fly you back to 
Waterkloof and you had to make your 
own way home from there.

He returned twice to the Army Gym-
nasium during his time with 101 Sig-
nals Unit.

“I was promoted to corporal and 
shortly after that I went back to do a 
troop sergeants course at the Army 
Gym. This time we stayed in the of-
ficer’s mess because Danie Theron was 
full. The officer’s mess was called An-
dries Pretorius. The following year I 
went on an Electronic Warfare course 

for six weeks. It was not as exciting as 
it sounds.”

Steve was promoted to the rank of 
sergeant and in 1982, after serving for  
nearly seven years in the army, he de-
cided to leave.

“You couldn’t resign from the SADF 
back then,” says Steve. “You had to 
buy yourself out. I still remember that 
it cost me the princely sum of R10. On 
30 June 1982 I finished my career in 
the SADF. I was proud to have served 
in the South African Corps of Signals 
and of having been a Jimmy.”

Pedro was also a member of the 
South African Corps of Signals, but his 
story is very different to that of Steve’s.

“Although I was born and raised in 
Jo’burg, both of my parents were born 
in Portugal. So naturally I could speak 
the language fluently,” says Pedro. 
“And the area I grew up in was also 
very Portuguese.”

When he finished school at the end 
of 1974 he was called up for national 
service. At that stage it was still for a 
period of one year.

“I wasn’t very happy because I was 
called up for the July intake. That meant 
that I would serve from 1975 to 1976. 
I wanted to go in January so by the end 
of the year I would be finished.”

Pedro was called up to the Signals 
Corps and after doing his basic training 
he went on a radio course.

Then he was told that he was being 
posted to 5 Signals Unit. He was rath-
er puzzled when they told him that he 

would be going to an outfit known as 
Brush.

“I had no idea of what Brush was, 
nor what it did,” says Pedro. “I was 
told that I was being sent there because 
I could speak Portuguese.”

Pedro was even more surprised when 
he found out where he would be based.

“I was sent to a place called Chirun-
du. And it wasn’t even in South Africa 
or South West Africa. It was in Rhode-
sia. Brush was based there and there 
was also a South African Police base as 
well. I was really surprised because I 
had no idea that South African forces 
were even in Rhodesia at the time.”

Chirundu is a village and border 
post in Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) on 
the border with Zambia. It is the site of 
the Chirundu Bridges, two of only five 
road or rail bridges across the Zambezi 
river.

“Our job was to monitor radio traffic 
in both Zambia and Mozambique. The 
Zambians would transmit in English 
while Frelimo would transmit in either 
English or Portuguese.”

“I actually enjoyed my time there,” 

HOW YOU’VE CHANGED: Chirundu 
became a tourist attraction during the 
1980s.

says Pedro. “When we weren’t on duty 
we would swim in the Zambezi River, 
fish, play volley ball or lay around and 
read. It was really a beautiful place, but 
there wasn’t much around.”

In early 1976 things changed. The 
signallers stationed at Chirundu were 
told that they would be moving.

“It all happened very quickly,” says 
Pedro. “We were given orders to move 
and everything was packed onto trucks 
and we had to drive all the way down 
to Northern Zululand. I think it was be-
cause of political pressure put on South 
Africa.”

The Brush team from 5 Signals Unit 
moved to a military base at Jozini in 
Zululand, not too far from the Mozam-
bique border. From there they contin-
ued to monitor radio traffic in Mozam-
bique.

At the end of June 1976 Pedro com-
pleted his national service and returned 
to Johannesburg. It was, however, not 
the last time he would see Chirundu.

“In 1988 my wife and I went to 
Zimbabwe on holiday and we spent a 
few days at a game lodge in Chirundu. 
I couldn’t believe how the place had 
grown. There were game lodges every-
where and the town was now a decent 
size. There was even a shopping mall. 
Nothing from our old base remained, 
nor of the SAP base that was there. 
Just being there brought back so many 
memories.”

If you have a story to tell about your 
time as a Jimmy, why not share it with 
us?
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Birthdays
So, which of you are celebrating a 

birthday soon? 
Here’s wishing you everything of 

the best for the next year. May it be 
the best year ever

December
4th – Hendrik van Staden
5th – Dirk Hagendoorn
11th – Johan Johnson
11th – Pierre Fourie
20th – Ian Robertson
21st – Netlam Robinson
25th – Irvin Muskett-Yetts

January
3rd – Antonio de Pentieiros
17th – Trevor Moller
24th – Geoffrey Laskey
29th – Margaret du Toit

February
1st – Yolandi Lot
13th – Zikhona Moloinyana
16th – William (Robbie) Roberts
19th – Geruvia Naidoo
22nd – Veon Esau
23rd – Kurt Coetzee
25th – Sabelo Dyantyi

From all of 
us at Jimmy’s 
Own, to all of 
you.

May you have 
a peaceful 
Christmas and 
a very happy 
New Year.


