
  

Mum and dad’s war 

1939-1946 



Foreward 

 

I am the youngest of four children, an older sister and brother (Joyce and Pe-

ter) born in the 1930s, and me and another brother (Brian) born in the 1950s. 

As a young boy, I knew dad had been in India and Burma during the war, but 

he spoke very little about it (and mum even less) and at the time I didn’t take 

much interest. 

 Now much later in life as I look into my family tree I have also been looking at 

what life was like for mum and dad during the Second World War, and I can 

only say that my respect for them has grown and I wish I had paid more atten-

tion when I was younger. 

 They say that war is months of boredom followed by moments of terror. 

Dad’s moments of terror occurred in 1944 when he was part of the second 

Chindit operation in Burma. For mum, and all the others back at home, all 

they would have known about this came from a standard letter stating some-

thing like “Your husband is fit and well but owing to operational reasons will 

be unable to write as usual”.  I don’t know whether receiving these letters 

would have helped or not. 

 This booklet contains copies of the surviving letters and ‘airgraphs’ ex-

changed between mum, dad, Joyce and Peter along with some of  his army 

documents and photos from various sources. I have included some notes 

about what was going on in the wider world at the time (shown in blue) as well 

as details from dad’s service record. 

 

Robert Whiteman 
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25th Dec 1935 Married at Diddington in Huntingdonshire 

26th Sep 1936 Joyce born 

10th Aug 1938 Peter born 

Diddington 

Wedding—The Parish Church was the scene of a very pretty wedding on Christmas 

Day, when Miss Ellen S. Joyce, daughter of Mr and Mrs H. Joyce, was married to Mr 

Francis Freeman Whiteman, son of the late Mr Whiteman and Mrs Whiteman of Den-

ford, Northants. The vicar, Rev T. H. Higgins officiated. The bride, who was given 

away by her father, was attired in a pretty blue dress and veil, with shoes to match, 

and carried a lovely bouquet of white chrysanthemums. She was attended by the 

Misses Winifred and Elsie Joyce (sisters of the bride) and Miss Peggy Moss (niece), 

who wore pretty peach coloured dresses, silver shoes and wreaths and carried bou-

quets of white and pink chrysanthemums. Mr A. Whiteman carried out the duties of 

best man. After the ceremony a reception was held at the bride’s home, a large 

number of guests being present. The happy couple received a large number of pre-

sents. They will make their future home at Ringstead. 



1939 Register 

 

 As part of the preparations for the possibility of war, the British government car-

ried out a kind of simple census in 1939 which listed dates of birth and occupa-

tions. Thus the family were shown as living in the Sivers Building in Ringstead, 

dad’s occupation given as “rough carpenter” and mum as “unpaid domestic du-

ties”. 

 The rest of dad’s family were still in the family home of Ferndale in Denford. 

Grandmother Emily with her new husband John Griggs (carpenter and joiner, fa-

cially disabled), uncle Alf (William Alfred, age 31, gardener and jobbing builder) 

with his wife Kitty (Kathleen, domestic servant), uncle Ted (Edmund Fairey, age 22, 

clicker and shoe operative), and uncle Len (Leonard George, age 18, bricklayer). 

Also at that address were Edward Parker (poultry farmer) and his wife Elizabeth 

(unpaid domestic duties). 

A post-war photo of dad outside the Sivers building, probably with Brian. 

The family moved to Denford Road in Ringstead when I was born in 1957. 
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Pete, mum and Joyce, possibly taken in 1945 near her parents’ home in Diddington. 

Sivers Row 

 

  The family lived in one of the middle houses in the terrace. It was a typical two 

up/two down, with a further bedroom in the attic (Pete’s) reached by a ladder from 

one of the bedrooms. The toilet was in a shed across the yard and there was a loft 

above the toilet and shed. This was a common feature in the area as much of the 

work done in the boot and shoe industry was carried at a home rather than in the 

factories. No doubt isolating the workshop kept the smell of glue out of the house 

and reduced fire risks. 



3rd Sep 1939  Declaration of war against Germany 

14th May 1940 Broadcast by Anthony Eden calling for Local Defence             

     Volunteers. 22 men from Ringstead sign up 

1st July 1940  L.D.V. Renamed Home Guard 

16th Aug 1940 Bombs dropped on Kilsby in Northamptonshire 

3rd Oct & 19th Nov 1940 Bombs dropped on Rushden 
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This letter was addressed to dad as L/Cpl F.F.Whiteman 



Income and expenditure 

 

I don’t know how much dad was earning before the war, and it is difficult to estab-

lish exactly how much he earned after he was called up. British Infantry privates 

were paid 2s 6d per day (half of what Americans, Canadians and Australians were 

getting), but with stoppages this weekly pay of 17s 6d was reduced to 12s 6d. 

Married men frequently made an allotment to their wives which further reduced 

their pay to 10s. As a tradesman dad’s pay would have been slightly higher, get-

ting re-mustered to Operator Wireless and Line BIII as he did after the first year’s 

training would have increased his pay by 3d per week. 

 Mum would have been receiving about 25s per week for herself, plus 8s 6d for 

Joyce and 6s 6d for Pete for a total of 40s. She did some cleaning work around the 

village and she kept the allotment garden. Again I don’t know quite what the rent 

was, but similar houses in nearby Raunds were rented out at 5s per week. Here are 

some sample prices from 1944: 

 

Oatmeal   3 1/2d per lb 

Self raising flour 7 1/2d per 3lb 

Potatoes              7d  per lb 

Bread   9d per 4 lb loaf 

Soap    6 1/2d per tablet 

Washing powder       4d per small packet 

Cigarettes  2s 6d per 20 

Chocolates       9d per 1/4 lb box 

 

Rationing was gradually introduced from 1939 beginning with bacon, butter and 

sugar. Meat was rationed from March 1940, tea, margarine and cooking fats in Ju-

ly that year, cheese and preserves from 1941. Clothing was rationed from 1941, 

originally 66 coupons per adult, reduced to 48 a year later, to 36 in 1943 and 24 

in 1945. Children got 10 extra coupons. 
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Adult weekly ration per person in 1944 

 

Cheese  3 oz  (2d)  Bacon or ham 4 oz  (6d) 

Butter  2 oz  (2d)  Cooking fat 2 oz  (1d) 

Margarine 2 oz  (1d)  Sugar  8 oz  (2d) 

Jam   4 oz    Sweets  3 oz 

Tea   2 oz (adults only)  (4d) 

Meat   12 oz minced beef or equivalent value another meat (1s) 

Eggs   1 per adult, 3 per child (2d each) 

Milk   3 pints per adult, 7 pints for a child under 5,  (3d per pint) 

   3 1/2 pints for school age  (who also received milk at school) 

Dried milk 1 pint (equivalent) 

 

Children received half this ration 

 

Coal became rationed to 1 cwt per household per week (2s 9d) 

 

There was also a points system of rationing brought in for tinned goods, dried 

fruit, cereals and biscuits. Initially in 1941 this was at 16 points for 4 weeks, later 

raised to 24. Tins of Spam and salmon were both originally 16 points, but this was 

changed to 8 points for Spam and 24 points for salmon. 

People keeping chickens could exchange their egg ration for grain. Mum used to 

keep eggs fresh by keeping them in “waterglass”. Perhaps she got extra eggs 

through her mother-in-law’s neighbours. 

In clothing coupons a blouse or pair of shoes would take 5, a dress 7 to 11 and a 

coat 14 coupons. 

After dad was called up, for the ration food for herself and her children, mum 

would have needed about 7s. An airmail letter to dad in India would have cost 6d 

and an airgraph half that at 3d. When you add in the unrationed food like bread, 

plus soap and washing powder, rent, clothes and doctor’s fees (Pete had asthma), 

there can’t have been much left out of her two pounds.  
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Mum didn’t keep any of her ration books, but these photographs show examples 

of the paperwork she would have needed, and above is a depiction of how a 

weekly ration would have looked. 



7th Dec 1941  Japan declares war 

1942 

March   Japanese capture Rangoon 

3rd & 22nd Aug Bombs dropped on Wellingborough 

2nd September Montgomery defeats Rommel in North Africa 

19th November Russians begin counter offensive at Stalingrad 
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1942 

3rd Aug Bombs dropped on Wellingborough  

9th December Dad called up  

17th December 16th Primary Training Centre, East Retford 



 

Dad’s time in the Home Guard was obviously appreciated by his comrades as 

well as by his superiors, although where and how he had developed enough 

knowledge to be an instructor in weapons and “fieldcraft” I don’t know. 

On the back of this note there is a hand written copy from Part II Battn Or-

ders 22-12-42: “Item 251 Cpl Whiteman F.F. promoted Sgt W.E.F. 12-12-42” 
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1942 Christmas card from dad to mum 



17 



1943 

For dad this was a year spent in training at various camps around Britain. 

27th January  No.2 Training centre, Blyth 

8th February  2nd Operator Training Battalion, Royal Signals, Prestatyn 

22nd to 26th Feb 5 days compassionate leave 

10th & 11th Apr 48 hours leave 

30th Apr 6th May 7 days privilege leave 

13th May   Germans in North Africa surrender 

5th June   1st Operator Training battalion, Royal Signals, Catterick 

29th June 5th July 7 days compassionate leave 

12th July   Mustered out Operator Wireless and Line 

17th July   2nd Operator Training Battalion, Royal Signals, Catterick 

20th August  Re-mustered  Operator Wireless and Line BIII 

25th Aug 1st Sep 7 days privilege leave 

29th August  80th Division signals 

4th September 48th Division signals 

11th to 25th Sep Embarkation leave 

26th September Joyce’s 7th birthday 
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Dad: Imagine a shed full of grown men chanting things like “There are fairies at the 

bottom of my garden”. 

 (The Signals vocalised Morse code as “dit” and “dah” for dots and dashes, presuma-

bly the above was an example of learning a rhythmic sequence) 



 

1943 Christmas card from dad to mum 
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Birthday card from Pete to dad 
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Communication with troops abroad was by letter and  “Airgraph”.  In the latter   

users filled in a form which was photographed and the film flown to its destination 

where the photographs were printed out and distributed. Airgraphs cost 3d 

against an airmail letter which cost 6d. 
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9th July 1943  Start of invasion of Sicily 

17th Aug 1943 Sicily captured 

Uncle Len was dad’s younger brother serving in the Royal Navy, I think he was 

something to do with landing craft and worked in combined operations units. 

He had married in 1942. 



25th October  Embarked U.K. 

28th Nov 1943 Disembarked Bombay then went Mhow Signals camp 

16th Dec 1943 H.Q. Special Forces (cover name for the Chindits) 
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The badge of the Chindits, based on a mythical Burmese animal. 

27th Jan 1944  Attached to 3rd West African Brigade 

(Training in  the area around Jhansi to be part of the second Chindit operation) 

A typical postcard of the period. 
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Operation Thursday opens on February 5th 1944 as 16 Brigade marches in 

Each brigade operated in a series of independent columns. 

3rd West African Brigade (‘Thunder’) 

Headquarters     No. 10 column 

6th Battalion Nigeria Regiment No.s 39, 66 columns 

7th Battalion Nigeria Regiment No.s 29, 35 columns 

12th Battalion Nigeria Regiment No.s 12, 43 columns 

The signals section of each column consisted of a Sergeant, 2 operators, an electri-

cian and 4 mules with their drivers. Dad was probably in the headquarters column 

which often moved in conjunction with one of the other columns. 

Dad: I once spent three days up a tree trying to get a signal.  

On 6th April troops of the 7th Nigerian flew into Aberdeen and began the march to 

White City. They had to halt for 3 days as they couldn’t get in contact with either 

their H.Q. or any other columns. 

Nigerian troops loading onto a Dakota before flying into Burma. 

Dad: When they were inoculating us there weren’t enough needles to use one per 

man. I was stood at the back of a line of Africans, all big blokes, thinking how blunt 

that needle was going to be before it got to me.  
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A radio operator in the jungle. 

As well as the radio, the equipment carried on mules included a battery, an engine 

to charge the battery and a 30 foot long aerial. 

The Chindits food supply was in the 

form of American ‘K’ rations, de-

signed to be easily transportable.  

In a bizarre coincidence, my father 

in law was serving as a driver with 

an RAF squadron in India at the 

time. He volunteered to be a 

“kicker” (they literally kicked the 

supplies out) on the planes dropping 

supplies to the Chindits and so may 

well have supplied my father with 

his food. 

‘K’ rations 

Morning   Midday   Evening 

 Small tin Spam Small tin cheese Small tin pork loaf 

2 pkts biscuits 2 pkts biscuits 2 pkts biscuits 

4 cigarettes  4 cigarettes  4 cigarettes 

Chewing gum  Chewing gum  Chewing gum 

1 pkt coffee  1 pkt lemonade 1 pkt coffee 

1 pkt sweets  1 fruit bar  1 chocolate bar 

2 cubes sugar  2 cubes sugar  2 cubes sugar 



1944  

5th March First troops fly in and establish “Broadway”  

9th March 6th Nigerian Infantry fly into “Broadway” 

29th March to 22nd June Siege of Imphal 

  1st April 7th & 12th Nigerian Infantry begin to fly into “Aberdeen” 

5th to 14th April Siege of Kohima, fighting in the area continues into June 

5th May  ‘Aberdeen’ block closed, 6th Nigerian move north 

10th May  ‘White City’ block closed, garrison move north  

13th May  ‘Broadway’ block closed, garrison move north 

15th May  Monsoon breaks 

  1st June  Dad struck off strength and on X(v) list (unfit for service, I don’t know 

   if  this means he was evacuated or not). 

  6th June D-Day, the Allied invasion of France 

27th June  Chindits take Mogaung 

12th Aug   Nigerian Infantry begin evacuation from Burma 

Wounded and sick Chindits waiting for evacuation. 

Those unable to carry on were evacuated by light aircraft, or in some places by 

boat.  As dad was at Shillong by the 11th of August I presume he must have been 

evacuated before the rest of the Nigerian brigade were brought out. 
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Aunt Annie was mum’s sister and her son Leslie was born in 1944 



This airgraph is from dad’s brother Ted. 
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Ted and Bertha’s daughter Madeline was born in 1944. 
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Shillong is in the north western  state of Assam, not far from the Burmese border. 

Aunt Bertha with Madeline, Joyce 

and Pete. 



18th Aug 1944 Special Forces Training Signals  

   (There were plans for another Chindit operation) 
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Dad mentions evacuees in this airgraph. I think mum said they didn’t stay very 

long. They were probably part of the renewed evacuation as the V bombs began 

to be used against London. 



27th Nov 1944 Passed trade training, re-mustered Operator Wireless and Line  

    Group B Class II 
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Coral was dad’s older sister and Gerald was her husband. 
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Pete was now 6 years old and these days a knife seems a strange present to 

send such a young child. 
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This airgraph is from dad’s mother in law. 



H.M.S. Hamilcar was a shore base for combined operations. 
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25th Mar 1945 Return from concessional area (no longer in war zone). Dad may 

    have been stationed in Imphal up to this date. 

31st Mar 1945 Special Forces Training, 202 Ind Freq Mon Section 

7th May 1945  Germany surrenders 
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11th May 1945 H.Q. Special Forces, T.O.S. India Command 

6th Aug 1945 Atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima 

9th Aug 1945 Atomic bomb dropped on Nagasaki 
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2nd Sep 1945  Japan surrenders 

October 1945  28 days LIAP (Leave In Addition Python) which was leave to the U.K. 
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This photograph of the Brigadier in command of the 3rd West Africans illustrates 

the level of informality adopted by the Chindits on campaign. At the camps where 

they were recovering signs had to be put up reminding them to salute. 
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A very posed photograph of dad showing off his Chindit badge. 



Dad: There were riots and marches in support of the independence movement 

and we had to stand in front of the government buildings being sworn and 

spat at by the crowds. 

To date I have been unable to find out anything about what was the purpose of 

the Monitor station or what dad’s role may have been there. Whatever it was it 

kept him away from home for a year after the war ended. 

23rd Oct 1945 G.H.Q. (1) Southern India Monitor Station 

    Jalahalli (a suburb of Bangalore) 
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61 
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I have no idea who Vic was, which is a pity. 
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Unfortunately there are no names on the back of this photo, or any clue as to 

where and when it was taken. That looks like dad second from the right in the 

back row with his hand on his mate’s shoulder. 
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I don’t know the date of this letter, but dad had been badly affected by illness while 

in India and Burma and had recurrent bouts of malaria up until he died in 1974, on-

ly a couple of months after his sixtieth birthday. 

This meant that mum and him never got to celebrate their ruby wedding anniver-

sary, which goes to show the depth of their sacrifice to the war effort. 



1st Sep 1946  Embarked Bombay 

20th Sep 1946 Disembarked U.K. 

It must have been a very frustrating time waiting to get home after being told 

you were on your way. I seem to remember dad saying something about 

stopping in Palestine and going to see the sea instead of visiting Jerusalem 

which was probably on this journey back. 
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Back just in time for Joyce’s 10th birthday, having left just before her 7th. Having 

missed three years of Pete and Joyce’s childhoods was apparently part of the rea-

son dad wanted more children. 
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My mother, the heroine on the Home Front. 
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My father, the one with the medals. 





81 



The Times column from 4th May 

1944 showing how the Chindit 

operations were being reported 

to the British public.  

What was not reported was the 

casualty rate. As an example a 

battalion of the York and Lancas-

ter regiment flew into Aberdeen 

with over 900 men of all ranks. 

Only 398 remained at the time of 

their evacuation, and of these 

only 12 did NOT need hospitali-

zation. 

29 were killed in action, 107 

were wounded,  58 died of sick-

ness and exhaustion, 330 were 

evacuated sick. 

Most men of Special Force had 

lost 2 or 3 stone in weight and 

their stomachs were so shrunken 

that they could  only eat light 

meals. 
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Many years after the war, the Chindits were still being displayed as heroes. 
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A notice to recovering Chindits warning them to keep quiet about the operation. 





87 

Northamptonshire was definitely involved in the war effort as this map of airfields 

demonstrates. The county received over 42,000 evacuees in 1940, exceeded only 

by Somerset. A total of 7,800 bombs were dropped on the county killing 36 peo-

ple. In July 1944 3 V1 Flying Bombs hit the village of Creaton. 



 

When you go home, 

Tell them of us and say, 

For your tomorrow, 

We gave our today. 

The epitaph written by John Maxwell Edmonds as used on the me-

morial in the Allied war cemetery at Kohima, North East India. 


