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From the pen of Robbie

The year 2020 will be remembered as 
the Covid-19 year when all our lives 
were ruled by a worldwide strange 

epidemic 
The vast majority of Memorial Parades 

had to be cancelled with a few being held 
via virtual means. Lots of people lost their 
jobs whilst a number of folk suffered in one 
way or another, financially and stress relat-
ed, with uncertainty as to what the future 
would hold.

The Covid epidemic also had an effect on 
our usual social events, including our Annu-
al Luncheon which was booked and sched-
uled for Sunday, 3 May this year. 

The cancellation of this event, in par-
ticular, came as a blow, particularly when 
we made a promise on 1 May 2016 that 
we would do our utmost best to continue 
the 70 year old tradition of the 3rd Bri-
gade Signal Company Reunion Associa-
tion of our WWII Signaller veterans who 
had so successfully managed to stage their 
annual gatherings for a full continuous 70 
years, without any exception whatsoever 
in between! It was indeed sad that we were 
forced to break this promise only four years 
after having ceremoniously taking it. How-
ever, one can feel relieved in a way that it 
was not because of our own wrongdoing 
but a worldwide epidemic having caused us 
breaking  our oath.

Our Events Sub-Committee, consisting 
of Pierre, Piet, Howard and Willie had a 
relaxing year because of Covid-19 and we 
can only hope that they will be re-energized, 
able to stage more of the ever popular 10-
pin bowling evenings, and others in 2021.

We are hoping to stage our second work-
shop next year to finalise the Protocols and 
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Task descriptions of our Executive and 
Management teams which, regrettably, 
could not be held because of the epidemic. 

This long overdue workshop will also 
pay attention to the adoption of an associa-
tion casual dress code eg a short sleeve Shirt 
(being a Golf Shirt or otherwise) and casual 
head dress (being a Peak Cap or otherwise), 
etc.

As we near the end of 2020 I wish to 
thank all members and especially our Man-
agement Committee for their unselfish 
work and dedication towards our organisa-
tion. We all had a rather relaxing year since 
the start of Covid-19 but, hopefully, the sit-
uation will improve from next year onwards 
so as to allow us renewed energy to further-
ing the aspirations and work in support of 
our organisation.

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 families 
and friends. 

I also wish all our members a Hap-
py New Year. May 2021 be a prosperous, 
healthy and Covid-Free one for you all and 
may you furthermore be blessed with gen-
eral good health. 

Let us all try and make 2021 a year to 
remember by supporting the events organ-
ised. I also appeal to all our readers to sub-
mit items or articles for publication in this 
newsletter. It is only with the support of all 
concerned that we can build on what we 
have achieved thus far and ensure our con-
tinued existence going forward.
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The Secret War
By Bill Smith.

The so-called “Carnation Rev-
olution” of the 25th April 
1974 ended Portugal’s colo-

nial government, but Angola’s three 
main independence forces, National 
Liberation Front of Angola (FNLA), 
National Union for the Total Inde-
pendence of Angola (UNITA) and the 
People’s Movement for the Liberation 
of Angola (MPLA) began competing 
for dominance in the country.

Fighting began in November 1974, 
starting in the capital city, Luanda, and 
spreading quickly across all of Ango-
la, which was soon divided among the 
combatants. 

The FNLA occupied northern An-
gola and UNITA the central south, 
while the MPLA mostly occupied 
the coastline, the far south-east and, 
after capturing it in November 1974, 
Cabinda. 

Negotiations for independence re-
sulted in the Treaty of Alvor being 
signed on 15 January 1975, naming 
the date of official independence as 
11 November 1975. The agreement 
ended the war for independence but 
marked the escalation of the civil war.

Bill Smith, one of the early mem-
bers of 71 Signal Unit who recently 
joined us, talks fondly of his partici-
pation in the Border War, as follows:

South African Corps of Signals

Overview
South Africa still administered 

South West Africa in terms of its man-
date received after the First War.

The South West African Peoples 
Organisation (SWAPO) became in-
creasingly militant from 1959. 

Angola achieved independence on 
11 November 1975 and by 29 Febru-
ary 1976 all the Portuguese forces had 
withdrawn.

Cuban forces began to move into 
Angola in April 1975 and South Af-
rica faced the prospect of communist 
state bordering South West Africa 
(SWA). South Africa, with the covert 
assistance of the CIA, began assisting 
Unita and the FNLA. 

NOT LOUIE THE MIN DAE TRAIN: A troop train en route to its final destina-
tion - Grootfontein.

Brigade Signal Unit Functions
The prime function of the brigade 

signals unit was to provide communi-
cations to the brigade.

We must remember that signallers 
were trained to operate under conven-
tional warfare conditions, operation 
Savannah however required other tac-
tics, and so many adjustments were 
made to suit the prevailing conditions.

The various facilities normally pro-
vided were as follows (as at January 
1976)
1. Radio Operators – They operated 

the various radio transceivers in 
use 

2. Signal Centre Operators – they 
provided an office to accept and 
despatch messages

3. Radio Mech’s – they carried out 
first line repair of radio equipment

4. Line Mech’s – they set up a long 
distance radio relay link

5. Tele Mech’s – they carried out first 
line repair on telex equipment

6. Cable Layer’s – they laid tele-
phone cables in and around the 
HQ

7. Electricians – they provided gen-
erators for power, lighting and bat-
tery charging.

At the brigade headquarters (HQ), 
the line Mech’s would set up and 
maintain a long distance radio link to 
defence headquarters. At Silva Porto a 
1kw transmitter was used.

Radio operators would maintain 
radio contact with the various oper-
ational units 24/7. Radio operators 
were also seconded to various combat 
groups.

The electricians would set up gen-
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erators to provide electricity and light-
ing. They would also set up a battery 
charging facility and provide charged 
batteries on an exchange basis.

The Radio Mech’s would provide 
radios and /or certain detachable com-
ponents on an exchange basis. They 
would carry out first line repair on the 
various pieces of radio equipment.

The Tele Mech’s would set up telex 
equipment and carry out first line re-
pair where necessary. Telex machines 
were still used by the cryptologists for 
rear link messages only.

The cable layers would lay tele-
phone cables and provide magneto 
telephones and a switchboard for in-
ter-camp communications.

At present - the technology in radio, 
electronics and telecommunications 
has improved drastically, most of the 
above listed functions have been re-
placed by more modern equipment.

Radio transceivers are much small-
er and far more powerful, giving a 
longer range.

Microwave links can establish mul-
ti-channel communications over long 
distances. Even satellite links are pos-
sible

Internal camp communications can 
be established using cordless phone 
technology

Telex machines are obsolete, email 
communications can easily be estab-
lished.

A Signallers Perspective
I was at Mosselbay during 1975 

when South Africa began its first Tel-
evision broadcasts. It was something 
new and I would often follow con-
cerning developments taking place in 
Angola on TV news.

Little did I know that a few months 
later I would be in there as well?

I had started my initial nine months 
citizen force training with the South 
African Corps of Signals at Voortrek-
kerhoogte (Pretoria) in October 1963, 
finishing in June 1964.

The ruling was that I had to do a 
further three week training camps be-
fore I could be placed on the citizen 
force reserve.

As time went by and after more 3 
week camps and training courses, I 
was promoted through the ranks, cor-
poral in 1968, Sergeant in 1972 then 
Staff Sergeant – I had in the interim 
signed on for extended service. 

So it was in January 1976 when I 
received a call up for active service on 
the SWA/Angola border. 

71 Signal Unit members gathered 
at Wingfield base in the Cape prior to 
going to De Brug (a staging area near 
Bloemfontein).

We were all in full battle dress - this 
included full webbing, backpacks, 
side packs, water bottles and balsak. 
We were then transported to Cape 
Town station.

A train comprising about ten second 
class coaches, a kitchen and dining car 
was already waiting on the mainline 
platform.

There were hundreds of friends and 

family to say goodbye together with 
much sobbing and tears.

Aboard the train was chaos, imagine 
six adult men together with full web-
bing, kit bags (balsakke) all crammed 
into the six bed second class compart-
ments.

The trip was anything but pleasant, 
almost everyone smoked, there were 
the usual load mouths, and the odd 
consumption of smuggled alcohol.

Mealtimes were as unpleasant, peo-
ple in each coach proceeded to the 
dining car where every person collect-
ed a take-away meal and returned to 
eat it in the compartment.

Senior Non-Commissioned Officers 
(NCOs’) and Officers had a sit down 
meal in the dining car. No bedding 
was provided; personal military sleep-
ing bags were used.

De Brug– Grootfontein (SWA)
After spending a few days receiving 

briefings, medicals, injections etc, it 
was back to another train,

This time the trip went via De Aar, 
Upington, Windhoek then Grootfon-
tein lasting about four days (three 
nights).

This was even more unbearable as 
the second class coaches were obvi-
ously drawn from a scrap heap some-
where and hastily prepared for the trip.

During the first day, two of the 
coaches’ water pumps packed up re-
sulting in the toilets being out of order, 
this meant we had to make use of the 
already overburdened toilets in adja-
cent coaches. It was hot, overcrowded 
and morale was low.

We arrived at Grootfontein at dusk 
on the fourth day. I thought SWA was 
mostly desert – I was in for a shock. 
Grootfontein was as green as much of 
the garden route and it was raining - 
raining by the buckets full. 

We were transported to a muddy 
field with a few hundred tents. It was 
already getting dark, the rain contin-
ued to pour down, there were no beds, 
no lights, it was extremely depressing, 
there were no privileges for having 
rank, we were all in this together.

Fortunately our military kit includ-
ed a groundsheet and sleeping bag, so 
what else could we do, we took off our 
muddy boots, and hit the sack.

The next day the rain eased off, we 
had dry rations (a small pre-packed 
meal kit) which was to provide for 
breakfast, lunch and supper.

We were eventually transported to 

FLOSSIE: Hercules C130 Aircraft 
would take the troops to Silva Porto 
in Angola.
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more permanent lodgings at an army 
base that was being hastily built due 
to the unexpected military conditions 
on the border.

We now had the privilege of beds, 
showers, getting our clothes clean and 
dry and again and feeling like human 
beings.

It was at this time that I was pro-
moted to Sergeant Major (WO2)

We were briefed about the situation 
we were facing and were told that we 
would soon be flying off somewhere 
over the border? There was a great 
deal of secrecy, so we could not tell 
sweetheart back at home where and 
what we were doing. All mail was 
censored.

Conscientious objectors to taking 
part in over border activities were ex-
empted and given other duties locally.

We had to remove all rank insignia 
and were told not to address others 
by their rank, it was simply a case of 
first names only, it was purely a secu-
rity measure as we had no idea of the 
enemy’s intelligence capabilities. We 
must bear in mind that the South Af-
rican Defence Force involvement in 
Angola was at this stage still a secret.

Eventually we were again assem-
bled and informed that we would be 
flying to Silva Porto in Angola.

At Grootfontein military airport we 
found an unmarked Hercules C130 
aircraft waiting for us, I was amazed 
at the size of the interior of the air-
craft, it took our whole unit plus a few 
land rovers for good measure.

There were unfortunately no ad-
justable seats or air hostesses, simply 
four rows of canvas strap type seat/
harnesses on the sides and suspended 
from the roof of the aircraft.

The plane rumbled down the run-
way which seemed forever before we 
eventually lifted off. There was dead 
silence, everyone was thinking about 
what we were in for.

I managed to get a glimpse of the 
ground below and all I could see was 
a large expanse of bushveld, there was 
no sign of civilisation.

The flight lasted about an hour and 
half before we were advised to pre-
pare for landing - not that there was 
anything to prepare for, we were al-
ready strapped into our harness for the 
entire flight.

After the plane had stopped, the rear 
entrance flap dropped down and we 
disembarked. Quite a strange feeling 
looking around at this strange airfield 
in a foreign country that was involved 
in a civil war. There were a few small 
groups of black soldiers chatting with 
each other and they hardly took any 
notice of us.

A few military trucks arrived and 
we piled in, still no idea where we 
were off to.

We rode through the little town of 
Silva Porto. It was obvious that there 
had been significant fighting, because 
the walls of most buildings were pock 
marked with bullet strikes, windows 
of buildings were broken and gener-
ally the place looked deserted except 

PLACE OF SANCTUARY: The Church at the Monastery at Silva Porto.

for the odd few people brave enough 
to sneak a peek at the passing parade.

A short distance from the town we 
arrived at a rather picturesque com-
plex of buildings set among lush trop-
ical vegetation. Among the buildings 
was a church. The complex turned out 
to be a monastery of sorts.

We all assembled in the church and 
were informed we would bed down 
there for the night. 

So there we were, a bunch of sol-
diers compete with all our kit finding 
a suitable place to bed down among 
the pews with a symbol of Christ on 
a Cross looking over us. There was 
no sign of any of any inhabitants and 
judging from the state of the church, it 
appeared that everyone left in a great 
hurry. 

The next day we were allocated dif-
ferent places to bed down, this would 
be our home for the next few weeks.

There was no shortage of buildings 
bearing in mind this place was most 
likely used as a monastery and maybe 
even a school of sorts for local chil-
dren.

What I found very interesting was 
a swiftly flowing stream of water, it 
could not have been more than a meter 
wide but it had serious torrent of water 
flowing. At one point there was a drop 
of about 3 meters, it had been chan-
nelled into a pipe of about 30cm, at the 
bottom there was a turbine which was 
coupled to a generator providing elec-
tricity. It would appear that this source 
of electricity was sufficient to power 
the entire complex.
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It was very hot, remember we were 
in the heart of Angola which has a 
sub-tropical climate. Because of the 
present enemy, conventional warfare 
was out of the question. The infan-
try had formed a number of combat 
groups with limited air support.

These combat groups had gone a 
vast distance into Angola, they appar-
ently had many successful operations 
and were within striking distance of 
Luanda.

The operational headquarters would 
be this base at the monastery. We were 
all briefed on what our duties would 
be and set about these tasks almost im-
mediately.

There was a small group of SADF 
Permanent Force members who were 
part of an advance party, they had al-
ready set up radio and telex communi-
cations back to RSA.

Our main function was to provide 
mobile communications to the various 
military units involved in the opera-
tion. We would also maintain radio 
plus telex communication back to de-
fence headquarters in Pretoria.

This was the first time we had made 
use of a 1 k/watt radio transmitter. 
Because of the vast distance back to 
Pretoria only a device like this could 
do the job.

Our unit would also provide first 
line repair and or replacement of 
faulty equipment. Batteries for the 
mobile radio equipment fitted in vehi-
cles also required a constant supply of 
charged batteries.

AEROPORTO SERPA PINTO: The airport at Serpa Pinto.

We would also provide radio oper-
ators to numerous strike groups and 
their respective commanders. At no 
time was our base fired upon by ene-
my forces.

A few weeks later an order came 
through that the South African Troops 
were to withdraw from Angola. This 
was a major operation bearing in mind 
that all the vehicles, troops and equip-
ment were to return to South Africa by 
road.

A rather large convoy was assem-
bled with a large contingent of ar-
moured vehicles which was assigned 
to protect the convoy en route. The 
road back was not in a very good con-
dition so the convoy moved at a rath-
er slow pace. At the end of the first 
day we reached Serpa Pinto, here we 
stayed at an abandoned airport.

Once again the airport was desert-
ed but there were signs of a hasty 
evacuation of people, many personal 
belongings belonging to these people 
were left behind, this was most like-
ly because the air transport that was 
arranged could only accommodate 
people without excessive luggage. We 
slept at the airport for that night. 

The next day we once again crawled 
along at a snail’s pace without encoun-
tering any enemy. We did however 
pass through many small settlements 
where we were watched by many curi-
ous onlookers. We slept alongside the 
road on the next night.

So it went on until we eventual-
ly crossed back into South Africa at 

Rundu. From Rundu it was a very 
long gravel road back to Grootfontein 
where we had left from a few weeks 
earlier.

Back at Grootfontein our unit was 
split into smaller groups and sent to 
various places along the South West 
African (Namibian) border. I was part 
of a group that went to Ondangwa.

At Ondangwa we joined a mixed 
group of other units in a small camp 
that was established next to the local 
post office.

Once again there was no enemy 
sightings and it was rather calm and 
peaceful. We only spent a few days at 
Ondangwa before moving along the 

border to Ruacana.
Ruacana is positioned on the riv-

er bordering Namibia and Angola. A 
team of contractors had been com-
missioned to build a dam on the river 
close to Ruacana. A complete village 
of modern houses was built to accom-
modate the workers on the dam.

This village was deserted when we 
arrived, so the SADF occupied a few 
houses as their operational base. Our 
small group of signallers mainly con-
sisted of radio operators who manned 
their radios 24/7.

We were still on ration packs but 
were treated to prepared meals quite 
often. After about three weeks we were 
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surprised by a visit of a commanding 
officer of another signals unit that was 
doing a recce to replace our signal unit 
operations on the border.

At this point in time we had been 
almost 3 months away from home so 
needless to say there was much joy 
and excitement with the prospect of 
going home.

The day finally arrived and we re-
turned to Grootfontein, there we found 
the rest of our signals group that had 
been split and deployed to various lo-
cations on the border.

We boarded a train back to South 
Africa, it was a long trip, but everyone 
was in high spirits so there was much 
to celebrate about.

It was however not so for the Springs 
Commando, they were on another train 
and got so carried away celebrating 
that they completely destroyed one of 
the railway coaches. When their train 
arrived at De Aar the whole unit was 
informed that they would immediately 
be returning to the border for a further 
three month stint. This was to cover 
the costs of the damaged coach.

South Africa entered Angola during 
Operation Savannah and within thirty 
three days had covered

3 159 km, stopping within artil-
lery range of Luanda, but was forced 
to withdraw when covert Western 
support was withdrawn. Unita was 
supported to the extent of ensuring 
that SWAPO did not establish spring-
boards in southern Angola.

The final withdrawal of SA troops 

from Cuito Cuanavale was completed 
on 30 August 1988.

All members who took part in over 
border operations during Operation 
Savannah received the Pro Patria 
Medal with Cunene clasp.

Pro Patria medal
with Cunene Clasp

Happy Birthday!
Please join me in wishing a 

very Happy Birthday to the 
following members who 

will be celebrating their birthdays 
during the next three months. No 
less than four members of our 
Management Committee and 
our accounting officer are in this 
group. Their photographs appear 
alongside

December
1st  -  Desmond De Beer
4th – Hendrik van Staden
5th – Dirk Hagendoorn
11th – Johan Johnson
11th – Pierre Fourie
20th – Ian Robertson
21st – Netlam Robinson
25th – Irvin Muskett-Yetts
27th – Robert House

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 Robbie Roberts

Johan Johnson Pierre Fourie

Ian Robertson Geoffrey Laskey
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Remembrance Day Parades
The annual Remembrance Day Parades were held at various locations 
throughout the country. This year, however, it was a far more subdued event 
due to Covid-19.

The Signals Association once 
again supported the Cape 
Town, Pretoria and Port Eliz-

abeth Remembrance Day Memorial 
Services.

On Sunday, our beloved member 
on the spot, Marina Valentine laid our 
wreath at the new military cemetery in 
Tswane. Marina is also the Chairper-

son of the Pretoria Memorial Society 
and she was the main announcer of 
events on the day. Here she is below.

In Port Elizabeth, our member No-
lan Meyer was indisposed but, fortu-
nately Major Steve van Niekerk stood 
in for Nolan and did us the honours 
of laying our wreath which can clearly 
be seen in the hands of the wreath lay-

er. This service was held at the Grey 
College on Sunday, 8 November

In Cape Town the city’s annual 
service had to be relocated at the last 
minute from the cenotaph in Adder-
ley Street to the City’s Civic Centre 
building because of inclement weath-
er. This caused great logistical re-ar-
rangements but the main man behind 
just about all Cape Town wreath lay-
ing events, Gunner Kevin Ashton did 
a sterling job with his usual dedication 
and devotion to detail.

The event went off without any 
hitches and the City needs to be com-
plimented on having rigidly applied WE WILL REMEMBER THEM: Major Steve van Niekerk lays a wreath on be-

half of the Signals Association.

Covid-19 protocols throughout the 
ceremony and even at the end when 
guests were allowed to only exit the 
auditorium in groups so as to avoid 
any congestions inside an outside the 
building.

Johan Johnson did the honours by 
laying our wreath, accompanied by 
our “team” of supporters at the event. 

Thanks to photographer Regine 
Lord for once again covering the 
event with her usual comprehensive 
sets of professional photographs. Mil-
itary veterans in Cape Town would be 
lost without Regine.

ON PARADE: The Signals Association ‘team’ at the Remembrance Day Pa-
rade in Cape Town on Sunday 8 November. From left to right: Johan John-
son, Pierre Fourie, Piet Jordaan and Willie van der Merwe.
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Signs that someone 
served in the military
Want to know if someone is a military veteran? Matt Tennyson looks at some 
signs that are a dead give-away that someone served in the military.

National service began in 1968 
when it was decided that all 
white South African males 

would be required to do a period of 
compulsory military service.

Note carefully the use of the word 
compulsory. It was not a request, it 
was an instruction and it was backed 
up by an act of parliament. 

Every white male who was a South 
Africa citizen or had permanent res-
idence was required to register with 
the South African Defence Force in 
the year that he turned sixteen. Once 
you had completed your schooling 
or decided to leave school, the South 
African Defence Force required your 
services.

Initially, national service was for a 
period of eight months. This was later 
increased to one year and then to two 
years. 

The initial full-time service was 
followed by twelve years service in 
the citizen force, divided into six two-
year cycles. In each cycle a maximum 
of 120 days service was performed, 
of which no more than 90 days could 
be imposed during one year. A total, 
therefore, of 720 days.

After completion of service in the 
citizen force, there followed a further 

five years in the active citizen force re-
serve. During this period there was no 
formal service obligation, other than 
what could be imposed by the Minis-
ter of Defence in the light of SA De-
fence Force operational requirements.

After five years in the active citizen 
force reserve, members were liable for 
service in the commando force until 
their 55th year, with a maximum ser-
vice obligation of 12 days a year.

It can clearly be seen that the SADF 
didn’t mess around. They wanted a 
fairly hefty chunk of your life and you 
were given no choice in the matter. 
You either reported for national ser-
vice at the time and place specified 
on your call up papers or you faced 
prosecution and detention for up to 36 
months.

Then there were those that served 
in the Permanent Force. These were 
men, and women, that had decided 
to make the South African Defence 
Force their career.

Shortly before September 1993 a 
decision was taken at cabinet level to 
do away with national service. Those 
that were currently busy with national 
service were told “Thank you, but you 
can go home now.”

Many people that served in the 

NAP TIME: Most soldiers will develop 
the knack to sleep anywhere at any 
time.

South African Defence Force between 
1966 and 1989 were involved in the 
Border War, and a lot of them saw 
combat action.

Today the youngest men that did 
national service would now be in the 
late 40s. Those that took part in the 
Border War would be in their 50s, 60s 
and 70s.

And even though most of these vet-
erans served a long time ago, many 
of them still display mannerisms that 
were ingrained in them during the 
time they served in the military. 

These signs are not unique to those 
that served in the South African De-
fence Force. During my time as a con-
flict journalist I had the opportunity to 
meet people that had served in other 
military forces such as Britain, Ameri-
ca, Israel, France, Germany and more.

What was interesting to note that 
most of them had mannerisms that 
gave away the fact that they had served 
in the military at some stage - no mat-

ter which country they were from.
Nine times out of ten someone who 

was a soldier will recognise anoth-
er person that served in the military, 
without a word being spoken.

For those that never served in the 
military, these signs may not be so 
easy to recognise. There are, how-
ever, a few things that you can look 
for which will usually be a good in-
dication. Here are some of them you 
should be able to spot.

Ability to sleep anywhere
If you’re the type of person that 

finds it essential to get eight hours 
sleep a night, then the military is prob-
ably not the right option for you.

Soldier often have to go without 
sleep for long periods of time. So they 
will grab any opportunity to get even 
a few minutes sleep.

They will also develop the ability  
to sleep anywhere. When in the field, 
beds are not a luxury afforded to sol-
diers. So any piece of floor or ground 
will serve as a place to sleep, Even 
long after they have left the military 
they will be able to lie down on the 
lounge carpet and be asleep in min-
utes.

Grant did his national service dur-
ing 1978 and 1979. He served in the 
South African Signals Corps and spent 
nearly a year in the operational area.

“I was a radio operator  and spent 
nine months at a place called Okalon-
go,” Grant says. 

“There were three of us signallers 
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and it was our job to man the radios 
in the ops room. We would take it in 
turns working a nine hour shift. This 
meant that you spent nine hours on 
duty and then 18 hours off. This meant 
that we didn’t have to work the same 
shift all the time.

“Our accommodation consisted of 
a hole dug into the ground which was 
covered by the roof of a tent. We didn’t 
have beds or mattresses. You put your 
sleeping bag on the floor, climbed into 
it, and slept.

“When I did the night shift from 
midnight to 10h00 I would sit in the 
chair in front of the radios, put the 
headset on, put my chin on my chest, 
and sleep like a baby for about four or 
five hours.

“It’s funny, but 
when I went 

home on my 
s e v e n - d a y 

pass, I 

couldn’t sleep comfortably in my own 
bed. The first night I woke up after 
about three hours with backache. I 
grabbed my pillow, lay down on the 
floor, and slept like a baby for the rest 
of the night. To this day I have no 
problem with sleeping on the floor, 
although I must admit that I prefer a 
comfortable bed these days.”

Masters of the iron
Creased or crumbled uniforms are 

not acceptable in the military, unless 
they are creases intentionally ironed 
into trousers and shirts.

This is especially true during basic 
training or on any parades. Soldiers 
know from experience how to use an 
iron.

Dave spent nine years as a member 
of the permanent force and, even 35 
years after leaving the military, he still 
prefers his clothes ironed in a specific 
way.

“I was 17 when I joined the army 
and before that I had never even used 
an iron,” Dave recalls. “But I learnt 
to become a master at ironing very 
quickly.”

“The first time I tried to iron my 
shirt it was a disaster. I had no choice 
but to learn how to iron, and learn 
quickly. The army doesn’t accept any 
excuses. Even now I still iron my own 
clothes.”

Distinctive gait
Soldiers don’t walk anywhere - they 

march. The average marching speed 

is 120 steps per minute and each step 
is about 76 cm in length. The back is 
kept straight as is the head. When the 
left foot is forward, the right arm is 
swung forward at the same time, and 
vice-versa. 

Johan did two years national service 
and was a member of the citizen force 
for ten years after that. His wife point-
ed out something that he finds most 
interesting.

“My wife always complains that 
I never walk, I march,” says Johan. 
“She also asked me why I always step 
off with my left foot first.”

“To be honest I had never thought 
about it. I realised that she was right. 
Whenever I am standing still and start 
to walk, I always step off on my left 
foot. Maybe it’s normal and every-
body does that. But I think that it’s 
maybe because in the army, when you 
march, you always step off with the 
left foot first. I actually tried stepping 
off with my right foot first, but it just 
felt so unnatural.”

Colin spent 16 years in the perma-
nent force and ended his career as 
a sergeant major. He also has very 
strong thoughts about marching.

“I can’t stand people that dawdle or 
slouch when they are walking,” Colin 
says. “It irritates the hell out of me. I 
want to walk right over them.”

Colin also pointed out another habit 
that he finds impossible to shake.

“Whenever I’m walking togeth-
er with an old army mate we always 
seem to fall into step. It’s not some-

thing that we consciously do, it just 
tends to happen.”

Military time
Ask a former military man or wom-

an what time something is happening, 
they will normally give you the an-
swer in military time.

If, for example, something is hap-
pening at three o’clock they will not 
say 3.00 pm or three o’clock or at 
three this afternoon. They will tell you 
that it is happening at 15h00. And that 
is pronounced as fifteen hundred. If the 
time is 5.40 pm then it would be given 
as seventeen forty.

That’s they way time is given in the 
military and many, if not most, former 
military members will use that method 
of giving time.

Stand easy
Soldiers standing at attention will 

often be given the command, “Stand 
at ease!”

This is not an instruction to relax, 
but rather a command to move from 
standing at attention with the feet to-
gether and the arms at the sides to one 
with the feet shoulder width apart and 
the hands clasped behind the back.

The command given to adopt a 
more relaxed posture is “Stand easy”.

It is basically the same posture as 
stand at ease, but the back and head 
are more relaxed. Plenty of former 
military people will instinctively stand 
easy when they are standing relaxing.

Robert is a member of his church 
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KNIFE HAND: Soldiers have a ten-
dency to point using the entire hand 
and not just a single finger.

choir and he finds that he always stand 
in this position when singing.

“There’s about 20 of us, male and 
female, in the choir. When we sing 
most of the choir will stand with their 
hands at their sides or clasped in front 
of them. I always stand with my hands 
clasped behind my back.  Force of 
habit, I guess.”

Always first to finish eating
In the military there is no such thing 

as a long, leisurely meal. Soldiers tend 
to eat as quickly as possible.

This was usually because the quick-
er you ate, the more time you had to 
do other things.

Martin recalls that it all started dur-
ing basic training.

“We had to stand room inspection 
every morning,” he says. “Not only 
did all your personal kit have to be 
cleaned, polished or ironed, but beds 
had to be made perfectly and the en-
tire room, including the toilets, had to 
shine.”

“If you did bother to go for break-
fast, then you wolfed your food down 
as quickly as possible so you could get 
back to the bungalow to finish prepar-
ing for inspection.

“Later on when I did Junior Lead-
er’s Course we would get 45 minutes 
for lunch. We still stood inspection 
every morning which, as far as I’m 
concerned, were even stricter than 
during basics. So breakfast was al-
ways a rush.

“I was always tired because we 

would often get to bed late. This was 
because there was so much to do for 
inspection the next morning. So at 
lunch time I would try and finish my 
lunch in 15 minutes. Then I would go 
outside and lie under the trees and take 
a 20-25 minute nap.

“To this day it’s a habit that I still 
have. I eat far quicker than anyone 
else in my family. This is especially 
true when it comes to breakfast. My 
wife is forever telling me to eat slow-
er.”

Using military jargon
The military has always had its own 

language, with jargon and slang that is 
unique.

For instance someone that served in 
the SADF will never suffer from diar-
rhoea, they will have gypo-guts. 

Those that served in the navy will 
never use a toilet, they use the ‘heads’.  
They will also refer to a kitchen as a 
galley.

You will often hear them using 
terms such as “copy that” or they will 
say “negative” rather than no.

Someone that is keen or enthusias-
tic is known as someone that is “GV”. 
It can be frustrating for those not fa-
miliar with the jargon or slang.

Foul language
Most soldiers swear - a lot. They 

will often continue to use colourful 
language even once they’ve left the 
military.

Craig admits that before he went 
into the army he rarely used bad lan-
guage.

“Damn or bloody was probably the 
strongest words I had ever used in my 
life,” Craig says. “Then when I was 
called up for national service I soon 
found that within a few weeks I was 
‘effing and blinding with the best of 
them.”

“It’s not like we swore just for the 
sake of using bad language. It was 
more of a habit and just about every-
one did it. I even heard our unit padre 
use a four-letter word on the odd oc-
casion.

“When I finished national service it 
took me a good few months to get out 
of the habit of swearing. I can tell you 
that my language didn’t go down to 
well with the church youth group that 
I was involved with.

“I’ve now been married for some 
time and have two children in their late 
teens. I never swear in front of them 
or in front of my wife. I do, however, 
belong to a military veterans organi-
sation and we meet once a month. Af-
ter the meeting we have a few drinks 

and it’s not long before I’m once again 
using language that would make your 
average sailor blush.”

Saluting
In almost every military, saluting is 

the accepted method of paying respect 
to a senior officer.

During basic training recruits are 
taught to salute everything that moves 
and, if it doesn’t move, salute it any-
way - just in case.

Many military veterans will still use 
the salute as a form of greeting, even 
long after they have left the military.

“I still get together with a few of the 
guys that I served with in the army,” 
says Frank. “We always salute each 
other. It’s not a real salute of course. 
It’s more just raising the hand to the 
forehead.”

Knife hand
Soldiers will hardly ever point at 

someone or something by using a sin-
gle finger. They point using the entire 
hand. This is known as a knife hand 
and it serves a number of purposes.

It can be used to emphasis a point, 
to indicate direction, or to point at a 
specific person or object.

Instructors will often use the knife 
hand as a form of intimidation with 
recruits undergoing training.

Peter did his basic training in the in-
fantry and  according to him his basic 
training corporal was a master at using 
the knife hand.

“If you did something wrong our cor-
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POWER SHOWER: Israeli Army 
troops take the opportunity to grab a 
quick shower while in the field.

poral would call you to attention,” Pe-
ter remembers. “Then he would come 
and stand in front of you with his face 
only centimetres from yours. He would 
shove his pointed fingers a few centi-
metres from your face, but without ever 
touching you, and then tell you your 
fortune in a very loud voice. And heav-
en help you if you tried to move back 
even a millimetre. It used to scare the 
crap out of me.”

Dirty old men
When back in base, soldiers are re-

quired to be washed, clean  shaved, and 
wear clean, ironed clothes and polished 
boots.

Yet when out in the field, fresh 
clothes and water to wash are a luxury 
not always available.

This is probably why many of those 
that served in the field have no problem 
with wearing the same clothes for two 
or three days.

Andy spent nearly a year on the bor-
der during his two years of national ser-
vice. He explains further.

“Our company base was situated a 
few kilometres from the actual Angolan 
border,” he says.

“We had no running water in our 
camp. We had a water tanker and it had 
to drive about 30 kilometres to the po-
lice station and fill up. This was done 
every morning.

“Our showers were set up in the one 
corner of the camp and had wooden 
pallets for a floor and it was surrounded 
by canvas. Eight guys could shower at a 

time. The water for the shower was sup-
plied from a large metal tank which was 
filled from the water tanker. Of course 
we would always have to take cold 
showers. You would only be allowed 
to shower for a certain amount of time 
because if the water ran out, you had to 
wait until the next morning.

“What you would do is turn on the 
shower to get wet, then turn it off again. 
Then you would shampoo your hair and 
wash with soap. Then you turned the 
water on again to rinse off.”

That wasn’t to much of a problem 
when they were in base but, as Andy 
explains, it was a different story when 
they were out on patrol.

“When it came to patrols we had a set 
routine. We would go out on patrol for 
eight days and then return to our base 
for four days,” Gary says.

“When you went out on patrol you 
would have to carry everything needed 
for eight days with you. The three main 
priorities were water, ammunition and 
rations.

“Most of us would carry eight one li-
tre water bottles. That water was used 
for drinking and cooking. There wasn’t 
enough to bother with things like wash-
ing. Anyway, you’ve never used soap, 
shampoo or even toothpaste when out 
on patrol because you could smell it 
from a good distance. Most of us, my-
self included, would wear the same 
shirt, pants, socks and underpants for 
the entire eight days. Maybe, if their 
was room in your kit, you would take a 
change of underwear and socks.

“So when we arrived back at base af-
ter an eight day patrol we were unshav-
en and smelt a bit high. The first thing 
we would do is have a good shower and 
wash our hair. Then we would have to 
shave. After that we would wash our 
clothes, by hand of course.

“That, of course, was many years 
ago. But I still have no problem with 
wearing the same pair of jeans and tee-
shirt for two days in a row. My wife 
goes nuts when I do and tells me to put 
on clean clothes. I try and tell her that 
they are still clean enough to wear and 
she gets all upset.”

No explanation
In the military, when you are told to 

do something it is an order. It doesn’t 
come with an explanation. At best you 
may be given a briefing, but that’s it.

In the military you don’t get to ask 
why something has to be done. You just 
get on with it. It’s not something that is 
open to debate.

When asked or told to do something, 

ex-soldiers will seldom ask for an ex-
planation as to why it has to be done. 
They will normally just get on with the 
job. They don’t require you to explain 
why. At most they may ask you for a 
briefing as to how you want the job 
done.

Quick showers
When a soldier takes a shower they 

will normally do it as quickly as pos-
sible. It is not common practice to take 
a long, leisurely shower. You jump into 
the shower, wash, rinse yourself off, 
and get out. And it’s often something 
they will continue to do, even when the 
are no longer in the military.

“When I shower it takes me less than 
five minutes, and that includes washing 
my hair,” says Conrad. “When my wife 
or daughter take a shower they spend at 
least 20 minutes in the shower. If they 
take a shower before me then there is 
no hot water left. And neither of them 
can explain why it takes them so long.”

Short hair
In the majority of armed forces, sol-

diers are required to keep their hair 
short and many armies have regulations 
as to exactly how the hair has to be cut.

Many former soldiers will still keep 
their hair relatively short, even years af-
ter they have left the military.

Mark was 17 when he joined the per-
manent force and he served for just over 
seven years.

“I joined the army straight after fin-
ishing school. So I never really had the 
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chance to grow my hair,” says Mark.
“I left the army in 1982 and in the 37 

years since then I’ve never grown my 
hair long. I get my hair cut at least once 
a month. If it gets too long it really irri-
tates me. 

“I’m a member of a veteran’s organ-
isation and we have a meeting once a 
month and about 30 people attend. We 
also have our own pub and it’s open 
every Friday night. A few months ago it 
struck me that not one person there has 
long hair. I don’t know if it’s because 
all of them served in the military, but it 
does make you think.”

Stand in line
Anyone that served in the military 

is no stranger to standing in line. You 
stand in line to get issued with kit. You 
stand in line to be paid. You stand in 
line to be served meals. And you don’t 
moan about it. It’s just something that 
you learn to accept.

“I have no problem standing in a 
queue,” says Cobus. He spent ten years 
in the military.

“My wife, on the other hand, is an-
other story. When we go shopping she 
gets really irritated if we have to queue 
for too long. The longer we have to 
wait, the more irritable she gets. She 
even gets mad at me because of the fact 
that I’m not irritated. She would never 
have coped in the military.”

Polished shoes
There is not such thing as dirty or un-

polished boots and shoes in the military.

During inspections or parades, boots 
often have to be ‘boned’. Soldiers will 
sometimes spend hours polishing and 
buffing their boots until they shine. It’s 
something that many ex-soldiers will 
continue to do even after they have left 
the military.

“I have no problem wearing sneak-
ers or sandals. In fact I enjoy wearing 
them,” says Marcus. “But if I’m wear-
ing more formal shoes then they have to 
be polished and shined.”

Sharing experiences
Many soldiers that saw combat dur-

ing their service are reluctant to talk 
about it.

Bruce served for 12 years in the army 
and was involved in combat numerous 
times. It’s not something that he talks 
about.

“Whenever I talk about my military 
experience I always talk about the fun-
ny things that happened,” says Bruce. 
“But I won’t talk about what happened 
in combat. I won’t even talk about it to 
my wife. Unless they were there, people 
will never understand. The only time I 
will ever open up is when I’m talking 
to fellow veterans that also saw com-
bat. They understand where I’m com-
ing from because they went through the 
same thing.”

They said it...
Over the years people have had a lot to say about Christmas and they’ve also 
had a lot to say about Santa. We look at a few classic quotes.

In the United States Christmas has 
become the rape of an idea.

Richard Bach

In the old days, it was not called the 
Holiday Season; the Christians called 
it ‘Christmas’ and went to church; the 
Jews called it ‘Hanukkah’ and went to 
synagogue; the atheists went to parties 
and drank. People passing each other 
on the street would say ‘Merry Christ-
mas!’ or ‘Happy Hanukkah!’ or (to the 
atheists) ‘Look out for the wall!’”

Dave Barry 
“Christmas Shopping: 

A Survivor’s Guide”

Dear Lord, I’ve been asked, nay 
commanded, to thank Thee for the 
Christmas turkey before us... a turkey 
which was no doubt a lively, intelli-
gent bird... a social being... capable of 
actual affection... nuzzling its young 
with almost human- like compassion. 
Anyway, it’s dead and we’re gonna eat 
it. Please give our respects to its fam-
ily...

Berke Breathed

I will honour Christmas in my heart 
and try to keep it all the year.

Charles Dickens 
“A Christmas Carol”

Next to a circus there ain’t nothing 
that packs up and tears out faster than 
the Christmas spirit.

Kin Hubbard

Christmas begins about the first of 
December with an office party and 
ends when you finally realize what 
you spent, around April fifteenth of 
the next year.

P. J. O’Rourke

The perfect Christmas tree? All 
Christmas trees are perfect!

Charles N. Barnard

Christmas, children, is not a date. It 
is a state of mind.

Mary Ellen Chase

What I don’t like about office 
Christmas parties is looking for a job 
the next day. 

Phyllis Diller 

I once bought my kids a set of bat-
teries for Christmas with a note on it 
saying, toys not included. 

Bernard Manning 

“My idea of Christmas, whether 
old-fashioned or modern, is very sim-
ple: loving others. Come to think of it, 
why do we have to wait for Christmas 
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to do that?”
Bob Hope

“Christmas can be celebrated in the 
school room with pine trees, tinsel and 
reindeer, but there must be no mention 
of the man whose birthday is being 
celebrated. One wonders how a teach-
er would answer if a student asked 
why it was called Christmas.” 

Ronald Reagan

The Supreme Court has ruled that 
they cannot have a nativity scene in 
Washington, D.C. This wasn’t for any 
religious reasons. They couldn’t find 
three wise men and a virgin. 

Jay Leno 

“When did wishing someone a 
Merry Christmas become politically 
incorrect?” 

Suzanne Woods Fisher,
A Lancaster County Christmas

“At Christmas, tea is compulsory. 
Relatives are optional.” 

Robert Godden

“If you ever have to steal money 
from your kid, and later on he discov-
ers it’s gone, I think a good thing to do 
is to blame it on Santa Claus.”

Samuel Butler

“The one thing women don’t want 
to find in their stockings on Christmas 
morning is their husband.”

Joan Rivers

“The Little Drummer Boy” was 
playing in the background for what 
seemed like the third time in a row. I 
fought off an urge to beat that Little 
Drummer Boy senseless with his own 
drumsticks.” 

Dana Reinhardt, 
How to Build a House

“The worst gift I was given is when 
I got out of rehab that Christmas; a 
bottle of wine. It was delicious.” 

Craig Ferguson

There are some people who want to 
throw their arms round you simply be-
cause it is Christmas; there are other 
people who want to strangle you sim-
ply because it is Christmas. 

Robert Staughton Lynd 

And now a few quotes about Santa.

Let me see if I’ve got this Santa 
business straight. You say he wears 
a beard, has no discernible source of 
income and flies to cities all over the 
world under cover of darkness? You 
sure this guy isn’t laundering illegal 
drug money?

Tom Armstrong

I stopped believing in Santa Claus 
when I was six. Mother took me to 
see him in a department store and he 
asked for my autograph.

Actress Shirley Temple Black

Santa Claus has the right idea. Visit 

people once a year.
Victor Borge

I never believed in Santa Claus be-
cause I knew no white man would be 
coming into my neighborhood after 
dark.

Dick Gregory

Santa Claus wears a Red Suit, he 
must be a communist. And a beard and 
long hair, must be a pacifist. What’s in 
that pipe that he’s smoking?

Arlo Guthrie

I played Santa Claus many times, 
and if you don’t believe it, check out 
the divorce settlements awarded my 
wives.

Groucho Marx 
“The Groucho Phile”

“One of the problems we have in 
this country is that too many adults 
believe in Santa Claus, and too many 
children don’t.”

Jack Handy

Santa is even-tempered. Santa does 
not hit children over the head who kick 
him. Santa uses the term folks rather 
than Mommy and Daddy because of 
all the broken homes. Santa does not 
have a three-martini lunch. Santa does 
not borrow money from store employ-
ees. Santa wears a good deodorant.

Jenny Zink 
To Santa’s hired for a mall.  

The main reason Santa is so jolly is 
because he knows where all the bad 
girls live. 

George Carlin

And a few anonymous quotes.

“When you stop believing in Santa, 
you get underwear or socks for Christ-
mas.”

“I’m like a Christmas candy cane - 
sweet but twisted.”

“Please note: Christmas has been 
cancelled this year. Apparently you 
sent Santa a note saying that you had 
been good this year. He died laugh-
ing.”

“Dear Santa, all I want for Christ-
mas this year is a very fat bank account 
and a very slim body. Please don’t mix 
the two up like you did last year.”

“Christmas - buying junk that no-
one needs with money you don’t have 
for relatives you don’t even like.”

“When someone says, ‘Where’s 
your Christmas Spirit’ it’s wrong to 
point to the liquor cabinet.”

“Dear Santa, I can explain...”

“I wasn’t planning on buying any-
one a gift this year until I heard about 
those exploding Samsung Galaxy 
phones.”



Happy Birthday
Signals

Association

When I was serving as Officer Commanding of 71 Signal Unit my 
leader group and I initiated the establishment of the ‘Signals’ Association 
(Western Cape) on 2 December 2000 following a successful Open Day 
event held at Acacia Park Military Base on 6 May 2000 when Maj Gen-
eral Piet Verbeeck officiated as the functionary and when signallers from 
all walks of life came together after having read advertisements placed in 
various newspapers at the time.

Thus, on 2 December 2020 we are celebrating our 20th year of exis-
tence and after undergoing a shortening in our name to the SIGNALS AS-
SOCIATION,  we are proud of the fact that on not a single occasion did 
we ever fall foul of our association’s Constitution.

So, dear members, be proud of the fact that your association has been 
going for probably longer than any other military veteran association for 
Signallers in our country, other than the 70 year ‘tradition’ set by the Cape 
Town based 3rd Brigade Signal Company Reunion Association which 
lasted, non-stop, from 1 May 1946 until 1 May 2016.

The Flame of the Signaller is passed on by 3 
Brigade 3 Brigade Signal Company Reunion 
Association to the Signals Association.

Uncle Syd Ireland lays a wreath on Re-
membrance Day.

Remembrance Day Parade at the Red Cross 
Children’s Hospital.

Signals Association breakfast at Canal Walk.

Ten pin bowling at Grand West.

Poppy Day collection in Franschhoek.
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War, what is it good for...
War, what is it good for is the title of a song made famous by Edwin Starr in 
1970. Apparently war was good for quite a lot of stuff that we use daily.

“War, huh, good God, 
what is it good for, 
absolutely nothing.” 

Many of you may recognise this as the 
opening line of the song War.

It was written in 1969 by Norman 
Whitfield and Barrett Strong for the 
Motown label. Whitfield first pro-
duced the song – an obvious anti-Viet-
nam War statement – with The Temp-
tations as the original vocalists.

Motown  decided to withhold the 
Temptations’ ver-
sion from single 
release so as not to 
alienate their more 
conservative fans.

The song was 
then recorded by 
Edwin Starr and 
released in 1970. 
It went on to be-
come a Number 
One hit.

Yet it appears 
that Whitfield and 
Strong may have 
been wrong (that 
sentence sounds as 
if it could be used 
in a song). If war 
is good for any-
thing then it has to 

be the development of technology.
Fair enough, the majority of this 

technology is developed for use by the 
military. Yet it is surprising just how 
much of this technology finds its way 
into the commercial world.

Many items we use on a daily basis 
stems from technology first developed 
for the military. 

Let’s take a look at some of them.

Aviator sunglasses
The characteristic shape and dark 

lenses of aviator sunglasses have be-
come an iconic fashion item.

Their original purpose was to pro-
tect test pilots from the dangerously 
bright sunlight of the upper atmos-
phere.

In the 1930s, optics manufacturer 
Bausch & Lomb developed aviator 
goggles under the direction of the U.S. 
Army Air Corps. 

Bausch & Lomb re-branded the 
sunglasses in 1937 as Ray-Ban - as 
they banish the sun’s rays - and sold 
them to the civilian population. By 
World War II, aviators were a standard 
accessory for U.S. soldiers.

Jeep
In World War II, the U.S. Army had 

a need for a light reconnaissance vehi-

cle and asked automakers to develop 
prototypes and submit proposals. 

The government chose the design 
of American Bantam car company - 
a four-wheel drive vehicle with a top 
speed of just over 100 kph. 

The auto-mobile’s namesake, Gen-
eral Purpose, was abbreviated to G.P. 
and eventually nicknamed jeep. 

The jeep proved an invaluable con-
tribution to the U.S. military effort, 
with then General Dwight D. Eisen-
hower stating that “America could not 
have won World War II without it.” 

The company manufactured more 
than 600,000 jeeps during the war, 
and later sold the postwar surplus to 
the public rather cheaply. 

Today, Fiat Chrysler Automobiles 
sells Jeeps. While the military use of 
jeeps has dwindled since World War 
II, U.S. sales of the Jeep Wrangler - 
which bears many of the design char-
acteristics of the original - was over 
240,000 in 2018.

Aerosol bug spray
The next time you spray a fly or 

‘roach, spare a thought as to where the 
technology to do this came from.

In World War II, soldiers stationed 
in the South Pacific needed an easy 
way to kill mosquitos, which could 
potentially carry malaria. 

In a partnership with the Depart-
ment of Defence, two scientists with 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
Lyle Goodhue and William Sullivan, 
took on the task of developing a way 

to deliver insecticide as a fine mist ca-
pable of killing mosquitos.

The first aerosol can was patented 
in 1941 and nicknamed “bug bomb” 
by soldiers. 

The partnership between the 
USDA and the DoD has yielded other 
life-saving innovations, including the 
use of DDT in controlling typhus. 

In 1949, engineer and veteran Rob-
ert Abplanalp patented a cheaper plas-
tic aerosol valve meant for commer-
cial mass production. 

He started the Precision Valve Cor-
poration to market the invention and 
turned a profit almost immediately. 

The aerosol can has since been re-
fined and is now less harmful to the 
environment.

Tea bags
It has been said that the British 

Army wasn’t fuelled so much by pet-
rol and diesel, but rather that it was 
fuelled by tea. Show me a British sol-
dier that doesn’t enjoy a ‘brew up’.

In 1908, a U.S. tea importer named 
Thomas Sullivan accidentally invent-
ed the modern teabag by sending sam-
ples of his loose leaf to customers in 
small silk pouches.

This revolutionary concept meant 
that you could now place one of these 
bags in a cup, pour in boiling water, 
add milk and sugar to your taste, and 
you had a cup of tea.

It really took off with the soldiers 
in the trenches of World War I as they 
could now brew individual cups of tea.
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Super Glue
Eastman Kodak was 

one of many companies 
that contributed to the 
war effort during World 
War II. 

In 1942, while testing 
a variety of compounds 
for use in a plastic rifle 
sight, Dr. Harry Coo-
ver a company chemist, 
inadvertently created 
cyanoacrylate, a com-
pound later marketed as 
Super Glue. 

The material was in-
credibly durable but was dismissed 
for being too sticky. When a colleague 
was testing cyanoacrylate nine years 
later, Dr. Coover had another encoun-
ter with the material. As the colleague 
complained the compound ruined his 
equipment, Coover realized its com-
mercial potential. 

Super Glue was first sold as a com-
mercial product in 1958. The product 
was eventually adopted by military 
surgeons during the Vietnam War, 
who would spray it over wounds to 
stop bleeding instantly.

Synthetic rubber
In the early 20th century, rubber was 

harvested from trees in South Ameri-
ca, but soon southern Asia became the 
dominant producer of the world’s rub-
ber. 

The global supply of natural rub-
ber was sufficient until World War II, 

when the Axis powers cut off nearly 
all of the rubber supply from Asia.

Rubber is an incredibly valuable 
substance for the military. In addition 
to tires, the U.S. military needed rub-
ber for airplanes, tanks, vehicles, and 
battleships. 

In desperate need of the substance, 
the U.S. government turned to com-
panies like Firestone, Goodyear, and 
Standard Oil to create a replacement. 
They quickly whipped up a synthetic 
rubber recipe, which is still used to 
this day.

Silly Putty
As we have already seen, the Japa-

nese invasion of Malaysia had cut off 
America’s supply of rubber.

In the USA many companies were 
trying to come up with a substitute 
material and eventually synthetic rub-
ber was invented.

While trying to find a substitute for 
rubber, a chemist at General Electric 
came up with a stretchy, bouncy ma-
terial made of boric acid and silicone 
oil. While highly unique, the material 
had no military application.

The material caught on, however, 
after GE executives began showing it 
off at cocktail parties and one interest-
ed party, adman Peter Hodgson, bought 
the manufacturing rights and changed 
the name to Silly Putty.

The product, packaged in small 
plastic eggs as a toy, began selling in 
1950 and immediately caught on.

In 1968, astronauts on the Apollo 8 
mission used Silly Putty to help keep 
their instruments in place. Since 1950, 
the company has sold more than 350 
million Silly Putty eggs.

Frozen juice concentrate
In 1943, the USDA and the Florida 

Citrus Commission set to work on the 
development of a frozen juice concen-
trate that could be sent to U.S. soldiers 
overseas. 

At the time of their collaboration, 
orange juice that had been frozen and 
thawed would turn an unappetizing 
brown colour. 

The thawed juice also developed 
a bitter taste, prompting soldiers to 
nickname the beverage “battery acid” 
(does that sound familiar?). 

Eventually, USDA scientists dis-
covered that adding a dash of fresh 
orange juice to the concentrate before 
freezing it preserved its flavour. 

The process was patented in 1945 
but made available to any public or 
private entity that wished to use it. 

Minute Maid began selling frozen 
juice products commercially in 1946. 
Orange juice is now one of the most 
commonly consumed fruit products in 
the United States.

Duct Tape
During World War II the US Mil-

itary needed something that could 
seal ammunition cases so that water 
couldn’t get in.

The military asked Johnson & John-
son Co. to develop the idea.  They 
came up with a durable adhesive tape 
which they initially called duck tape 
due to its waterproof nature. 

Soldiers during World War II 
quickly realized that it worked well 
for fixing army gear too.

Civilians began to utilize the prod-
uct heavily during the postwar hous-
ing boom, when it was used to seal 
central air and heating systems. 

Duck tape was used in ductwork 
so much that it was renamed and 
recoloured to match the silver metallic 
colour of HVAC systems. 

Known for its versatile uses, duct 
tape has recently taken on another life 
as material used in a variety of person-
al products, including wallets, bags, 
and phone cases.

Sanitary Pads
One of the nasty side effects of war 

is that a lot of people end up getting 

FROM THE TRENCHES: Sanitary pads resulted 
from the material used for bandages in World War 
One.
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wounded. This  often results in a des-
perate shortage of medical supplies.

Bullet and shrapnel wounds use up 
a vast amount of bandages.

After the invention of cellucot-
ton, which is a pulp by-product of 
processed sugar cane, the absorbent 
yet disposable materials were used 
to bandage soldiers’ wounds during 
World War I. 

At the time British and American 
nurses began using these bandages as 
sanitary pads.

They worked so well that Kimber-
ly-Clark began marketing Kotex dis-
posable sanitary pads in 1920.

EpiPen
A must for anyone with severe al-

lergies, the EpiPen was initially con-
ceived of as a military device. 

Inventor Sheldon Kaplan worked at 
military contractor Survival Technol-
ogy in Bethesda, Maryland, where he 

developed an auto-injector called the 
ComboPen. 

This invention was first designed to 
deliver a treatment to soldiers who had 
come into contact with a nerve agent. 

The ComboPen would quickly de-
liver the antidote into the bloodstream 
of the affected person.

Kaplan later tweaked this device 
to deliver epinephrine, which can 
help people who go into anaphylactic 
shock due to an allergic reaction. 

Though his name was on the pat-
ent, Kaplan received little credit for 
his breakthrough during his lifetime. 
He died in 2009 but was inducted into 
the National Inventors Hall of Fame in 
2016.

GPS
Remember back in the days when 

we were in the military and wanted to 
plot our position.

We would use a map and a compass, 

take bearings, and eventually work 
out that according to our calculations 
we were somewhere in Siberia. And 
here we thought we were somewhere 
in South West Africa. These days it’s a 
lot easier to plot your position.

In the 1960s, the US Department of 
Defence developed the original Glob-
al Positioning System (GPS). The idea 
was to use satellites to determine a us-
er’s position on Earth by measuring 
his or her distance from three periph-
eral satellites in a process known as 
trilateration. 

While the system became fully op-
erational in March 1994, it captured 
the public’s interest long before then. 

President Ronald Reagan first en-
sured civil applications of GPS in 
1983, after an incident where a Ko-
rean airliner strayed off course and 
was shot down by the Soviet Union 
demonstrated the need for better navi-
gational technology. 

The public received a comprehen-
sive preview of the technology during 
the Gulf War, when soldiers used GPS 
to navigate across deserts and target 
enemies with an accuracy that was 
previously impossible. 

Today, GPS technology is used in 
consumer products such as cars and 
phones, as well as applications like 
earthquake research and geocaching.

Microwave Oven
Microwave technology was orig-

inally used as a radar to help locate 
enemies aircraft during World War II. 

The ability of microwaves to cook 
food was discovered by accident. 
While conducting research on micro-
wave radar technology, an engineer 
at defence contractor Raytheon Com-
pany noticed that a candy bar in his 
pocket had melted. 

This led to the realization that mi-
crowave equipment could be re-pur-
posed to heat and cook foods. Later 
that year, Raytheon Company filed the 
first patent for a microwave oven. 

The first commercial microwave 
was manufactured in 1954 and was 
about the size of a refrigerator.

Tinned Food
The idea of tinned food is much old-

er than you might imagine. The idea 
for this dates back to Napoleon and 
the need for food for his army. 

In 1810, the French government of-
fered a cash reward for a cheap way to 
preserve large amounts of food.

One inventor found that food which 
had been cooked in a jar stayed un-
spoiled until the seal was broken. This 
was a good, if cumbersome solution 
for providing food to the troops. After 
15 years of attempts, Nicolas Appert 
perfected the canning process and this 
concept was transferred to metal cans.

Since World War I and many wars 
after that, soldiers survived on tinned 
foods while fighting. 

Tinned foods eventually made their 
way to the commercial market and are 
now staples in supermarkets.

EATING OUT: The idea for tinned food dates back to Napoleon. And let’s 
face it, what army ration pack doesn’t contain at least one tin of something?
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Tabasco sauce
A necessity in modern food for mil-

lions, this instant taste enhancer was 
actually founded during the United 
States-Mexican war in the 1850s. 

The story begins with a soldier who 
gave his banker friend Edmund Mcil-
henny in New Orleans some delicious 
Capsicum hot peppers from Mexico in 
the 1850s during the US-Mexico war. 

Mcilhenny loved the peppers so 
much he planted them on his planta-
tion at Aery Island just off the Louisi-
ana Gulf Coast. 

Eventually, the family created 
Tabasco Sauce. It has since become so 
popular that it was even used in  Amer-
ican C-Ratios during World War I.

The Internet
You wouldn’t be reading this mag-

azine right now without the military 
sinking years of work and billions of 
dollars into ARPANET - the forerun-
ner for the internet.

The Advanced Research Projects 

Agency Network began during the 
Cold War as a way for the U.S. mili-
tary to develop an information sharing 
system without the need for a com-
mand centre. 

The military was concerned any 
central location would be a Soviet tar-
get.

By the late 1960s, colleges were 
able to access the very limited trial 
run of ARPANET. At the time, the 
network users could only log onto a 
remote computer, print remotely, and 
transfer files. Decades of innovation 
honed the ARPANET into the World 
Wide Web created by British scientist 
Tim Berners-Lee.

So to answer Whitfield and Strong’s 
question, “War, what is it good for”, 
apparently quite a lot of stuff as indi-
cated by this article.

A DIM VIEW OF THINGS: Who doesn’t look cool in a pair of aviator sun-
glasses? Yet there were not developed as a fashion accessory. Far from it.

‘Best Before’ and ‘Sell By’ dates
An interesting article copied by Robbie Roberts with the kind permission of 
the South African Association of Retired Persons (SAARP)].

Covid-19 has taught us to purchase 
more than one’s immediate needs and 
some of us may also be stocking up 
for the festive celebrations.

The following interesting article ap-
peared in the August 2020 newsletter 
of SAARP and may be of interest to 
our readers:

‘BEST BEFORE DATES’ 
Further to your email sent to Ann 

of SANCU I am responding to you 
in my capacity of Chairman of FACS 
(Food Advisory Consumer Service).
The email you received from Mike 
O’Leary is very relevant and I will do 
my best to assist where I can.

In general Best Before Dates (BBD) 
refer to quality while Sell By Dates 
(SBD) refer to food safety. 

Most products can be safely con-
sumed after the BBD but the consum-
er needs to use common sense and rely 
on visual inspection, smell, and a trial 
taste before making a decision as to 
whether it is still fit for consumption. 
This is what one does with fruit and 
vegetables which do not normally car-
ry BBD’s. 

Obviously some senior citizens may 
not be that good with their senses but 
hopefully their friends or helpers can 
assist in this regard. 

One really needs to look at food-
stuffs in categories so it is quite a 

broad and complex subject. Most 
foods retain food safety and quality 
integrity while frozen for a long time 
provided they were fresh when frozen 
and that there has been no breakdown 
in the freezing process e.g. from pow-
er outages. Nearly all canned goods 
can be safely consumed well beyond 
the BBD on the label. 

There are three good articles on the 
FACS website www.foodfacts.org.za 
on the subject and I would suggest that 
you draw your members’ attention to 
these. Look under Articles to find Best 
Before/Use By Dates (FSA), Best Be-
fore - Interpreting Label Terms (NHS), 
and Labelling (FACS). David Watson 
Chairman FACS”

A ‘Use By’ date is the same as a 
‘Best Before’ date on a product. In 
other words, be careful of consuming 
or using a product past this date.



The origin of ‘Taps’
At military funerals, memorials and services you will hear the Last Post being 
sounded. Yet in America you will hear the sound of ‘Taps’. Why is this, and 
where did Taps originate?
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The sound of a lone bugler play-
ing the Last Post has become 
one of the most distinctive 

sounds in the world. Eerie and evoc-
ative, it exists beyond all the usual 
barriers of nation, religion, race and 
class, charged with the memory of 
generations of the fallen. But it wasn’t 
always like this.

The Last Post was first published in 
the 1790s, just one of the two dozen or 
so bugle calls sounded daily in British 
Army camps. The soldier’s day started 
with the call of Reveille, and came to a 
close with the First Post. 

This indicated that the duty officer 
was commencing his inspection of 
the sentry-posts on the perimeter of 
the camp. The inspection would take 
about 30 minutes, and at the end there 
would be sounded the Last Post, the 
name referring simply to the fact that 
the final sentry-post had been inspect-

ed.
During the 1850s when a soldier 

died in a foreign land, there was often 
no music available to accompany him 
on his final journey. The regimental 
bugler would sound the Last Post over 
the grave.

The symbolism was simple and 
highly effective. The Last Post now 
signalled the end not merely of the day 
but of this earthly life.

As the practice developed it was 
then followed by few moments of 
silent prayer and by the sounding of 
Reveille, the first call of the day, to 
signify the man’s rebirth into eternal 
life.

In America, the Last Post is not 
played at military funerals, memorials 
and services. Instead they play a tune 
known as ‘Taps’. 

It all began in 1862 during the Civil 
War, when Union Army Captain Rob-
ert Ellicombe was with his men near 

Harrison’s Landing in Vir-
ginia. The Confederate 
Army was on the other 
side of the narrow strip 
of land.

During the night, 
Captain Ellicombe heard the 

moan of a soldier who lay mortally 
wounded on the field. 

Not knowing if it was a Union or 
Confederate soldier, the captain decid-
ed to risk his life and bring the strick-
en man back for medical attention.

Crawling on his stomach through 
the gunfire, the captain reached the 
stricken soldier and began pulling him 
toward his encampment. When the 
captain finally reached his own lines, 
he discovered it was actually a Con-
federate soldier, but the soldier was 
dead.

The captain lit a lantern. Suddenly, 
he caught his breath and went numb 
with shock. In the dim light, he saw 
the face of the soldier. It was his own 
son. The boy had been studying music 
in the South when the war broke out. 
Without telling his father, he had en-
listed in the Confederate Army.

The following morning, heartbro-
ken, the father asked permission of his 
superiors to give his son a full military 
burial despite his enemy status.

His request was partially granted. 
The captain had asked if he could have 
a group of Army band members play a 
funeral dirge for the son at the funeral.

That request was turned down since 
the soldier was a Confederate. Out of 
respect for the father, they did say they 
could give him only one musician.

The captain chose a bugler. He 
asked the bugler to play a series of 
musical notes he had found on a piece 
of paper in the pocket of his dead 
son’s uniform. This wish was granted. 
This music was the haunting melody 
we now know as “Taps” that is used at 

all military funerals.
A very touching and moving story, 

except for one small thing. There was 
no dead son, Confederate or other-
wise; no lone bugler sounding out the 
dead boy’s last composition.

There is no record of any man 
named Robert Ellicombe holding a 
commission as captain in the Army 
of the Potomac during the Peninsula 
Campaign.

The only thing remotely true about 
the story above is the fact that Taps’ 
was composed in July 1862 at Harri-
son’s Landing in Virginia.

The tune is a variation of an earlier 
bugle call known as the “Scott Tat-
too”, which was used in the U.S. from 
1835 until 1860, and was arranged in 
its present form by the Union Army 
Brigadier General Daniel Butterfield, 
an American Civil War general and 
Medal of Honour recipient who com-
manded the 3rd Brigade of the 1st 
Division in the V Army Corps of the 
Army of the Potomac. 

It was while at Harrison’s Landing, 
Virginia, in July 1862 that he wrote 
the song to replace a previous French 
bugle call used to signal “lights out”. 

Butterfield’s bugler, Oliver Wilcox 
Norton, was the first to sound the new 
call. Within months “Taps” was used 
by both Union and Confederate forc-
es. It was officially recognized by the 
United States Army in 1874.

“Taps” concludes many military fu-
nerals conducted with honours at Ar-
lington National Cemetery and else-
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where in the United States. 
The tune is also sounded at many 

memorial services in Arlington’s Me-
morial Amphitheatre and at grave 
sites throughout the cemetery. It is 
also regularly played at the American 
Cemetery in Normandy, France, to 
commemorate the sacrifice made, at 
& around that site, by United States 
servicemen in WWII, during the allied 
effort to liberate Europe from the Na-
zis.

Captain John C. Tidball, West Point 
Class of 1848, started the custom of 
playing “Taps” at military funerals. In 
early July 1862 at Harrison’s Landing, 
a corporal of Tidball’s Battery A, 2nd 
U.S. Artillery, died. 

He was, Tidball recalled later, “a 
most excellent man”. Tidball wished 
to bury him with full military hon-
ours, but, for military reasons, he was 
refused permission to fire seven rifles 
three times - a 21-shot salute - over the 
grave. 

Tidball later wrote, “The thought 
suggested itself to me to sound taps 
instead, which I did. The idea was tak-
en up by others, until in a short time it 
was adopted by the entire army and is 
now looked upon as the most appro-
priate and touching part of a military 
funeral.” 

As Tidball proudly proclaimed, 
“Battery A has the honour of having 
introduced this custom into the ser-
vice, and it is worthy of historical 
note.”

It became a standard component to 

U.S. military funerals in 1891.
“Taps” is sounded during each of 

the military wreath ceremonies con-
ducted at the Tomb of the Unknown 
Soldier every year, including the ones 
held on Memorial Day. The ceremo-
nies are viewed by many people, in-
cluding veterans, school groups, and 
foreign officials. “Taps” also is sound-
ed nightly in military installations at 
non-deployed locations to indicate 
that it is “lights out”, and often by Boy 
Scouts, Girl Scouts and Girl Guides to 
mark the end of an evening event such 
as a campfire.

“Taps” is a bugle call – a signal, not 
a song. As such, there is no associat-
ed lyric. Many bugle calls had words 
associated with them as a mnemonic 
device but these are not lyrics. A Hor-
ace Lorenzo Trim wrote a set of words 
intended to accompany the music.

If there is no bugler or trumpeter 
available then the first verse of the 
song is normally sung a capella.

First verse of Taps
Day is done, gone the sun,
From the lake, from the hills, from 
the sky;
All is well, safely rest, God is nigh.

Click on 
the button 
to listen to 

‘Taps’.

Playing cards trivia
It’s Year-End and some of us may wish to keep ourselves busy playing cards to 
pass the time? Article copied by Robbie Roberts with the kind permission of 
the South African Association of Retired Persons (SAARP)].

The following interesting article 
appeared in the August 2020 
newsletter of SAARP:

Did you know that the traditional 
deck of cards forms a strikingly co-
herent calendar? The mathematical 
perfection is mind-blowing. 

• In a year / In a pack: 52 weeks / 
52 cards; 13 weeks in each season 
/ 13 cards in a pack; 4 seasons / 4 
suits; 12 months / 12 court cards 
(Jack – King in 4 suits) 

• Red cards = Day / Black cards = 
Night 

• If Jacks = 11, Queens = 12, Kings 
= 13, then the sum of all the cards 
in one suit (1 + 2 + 3 + … to 13) = 

91; multiply this by the 4 suits (91 
x 4) = 364. Add 1 for the Joker, 
and you have 365, which equals 
days in the year!). Some games 
require 2 Jokers – so there’s Leap 
Year! 

• Spades indicate ploughing/work-
ing; 

• Hearts ‘Love thy crops’;
• Clubs flourishing & growth;
• Diamonds reaping & wealth. 
• If you add all the letters in ‘one, 

two, three … through to Jack, 
Queen, King’ = 52 (back to weeks 
in the year!). 

If you’re really bored, check it out 
during lockdown.

https://youtu.be/WChTqYlDjtI
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Robbie in the Zone
Signals Association Chairman Robbie Roberts and Jimmy’s Own editor Matt 
Tennyson travelled through to Fishhook to appear as guest on Zone Radio.

World War One soldiers paying 
respect to the horses killed in 
the conflict. A beautiful photo 
that needs more publicity. On Wednesday 11 November 

Signals Association Chairman 
Robbie Roberts and Jimmy’s 

Own editor Matt Tennyson took a trip 
through to Fishhook.

Although they had chatted numer-
ous times over the phone, it was the 
first time that they had seen each other 
in seven months.

They had been invited for an inter-
view on Zone Radio 88.5 FM where 
they would be talking about the signif-
icance of Remembrance Day, as well 
as about military veterans.

Known as ‘The Voice of the Valley’, 
Zone Radio is probably the most pop-
ular radio station in the Sun Valley / 
Fishhook area. The station plays a mix 
of 60s, 70s and 80s music.

Robbie and Matt would be inter-
viewed live by Richard ‘The Uni-
corn’ Griggs. Not only is he the host 
of the afternoon ‘Drive Zone’ between 
15h00 and 18h00, he is also the sta-
tion manager. What’s more, he is also 
a military veteran.

Robbie admits that he was a bit 
nervous about doing a live radio in-
terview. Matt on the other hand was 
far more relaxed. After all, he is no 
stranger to radio and in fact works at 
Zone Radio.

He does the ‘Sunday Breakfast 
Zone’ every Sunday morning from 

09h00 to 12h00 on Zone Radio.
They spoke about the significance 

of Remembrance Day and Poppy Day 
and whether it was still relevant in our 
modern times.

Robbie also spoke about the Signals 
Association and the history of 3 Bri-
gade Signal Company Reunion Asso-
ciation..

Matt spoke about the Memorable 
Order of Tin Hats and some of the oth-
er veteran’s associations.

On behalf of the Signal’s Associa-
tion, a big thank you to Zone Radio 
and in particular to Richard ‘The Uni-
corn’ Griggs for allowing them the op-
portunity to appear on Zone Radio.

You can listen to the full interview 
by clicking here.

Even better still, you can listen to 
Zone Radio live by clicking here.

https://zoneradio.co.za/podcast/colonel-robbie-roberts-matt-tennyson/
https://zoneradio.co.za/


44

To all our Christian 
members, friends and 

readers - Merry Christmas 
and a Happy New Year.


