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echnically this is the first issue of
Jimmy’s Own for this year. It’s
hard to believe we’re already in
the third month of the year. It felt as if
Christmas was only a few days ago.
The big event for 2019 will be our
combined Golf Day with 71 Signal Unit
taking place at the Parow Golf Club on
Friday 29 March 2019. A lot of planning
and work is going into that initiative so
please support us by donating and/or enrolling 4-ball teams, or providing sponsors for prizes.
I know that there are a lot of you out
there that read Jimmy’s Own. So how
about contributing an article for the magazine? Come on, I know you all have at
least one story to contribute.
Can you believe that this is already the
eighth issue of Jimmy’s Own. And also
we will soon be celebrating our third annual luncheon since the establishment of
the Signals Association in 2000. I trust
that as many of you as possible will be
attending the luncheon to celebrate the
event.
That’s about it for this issue. I trust that
you will in enjoy it, and feel free to pass
it on.
Certa Cito (Signals) greetings from
Chairman Robbie Roberts
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Calling back the past
Mike was a member of the SA Infantry Corps. But he did spend some
time at the home of the Signallers.

I

spent a total of 13 years with the
South African Defence Force.
From 1976 to 1983 to be exact.
Although I was a member of the Infantry Corps, I did spend some time at
the Army Gymnasium on two separate
occasions.
Perhaps some of the readers of Jimmy’s Own can help fill in the gaps in
my memory of what I can remember
about the place. Or maybe share some
of their own memories about it.
The first time I went to the Army
Gymnasium was for five weeks and
it was to do a course in Morse code.
Two of us from the infantry were on
the course and the rest were from the
Signals Corps.
I remember we stayed in single
quarters in an eight-storey building
named Danie Theron. If I remember
correctly at that time it was the only
building in the entire Heidelberg that
had elevators.
You came out of the elevators into
a small entrance area, then there was
a corridor with single rooms on either
side. At the end of the corridor were
the ablution facilities.
The rooms had a single bed, built
in cupboard, built in desk, a built in
bookshelf, a basin and a radiator that
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never worked.
On the ground floor was a reception
area with an office and there were also
three telephone booths.
The person in charge of the building
was a sergeant. I think his name was
Sergeant Roussow.
Also on the ground floor was a TV
room, as well as the kitchen and dining room. Under that was the NCO’s
bar.
Other things that I remember was
the large parade ground that had a lake
next to it.
The camp has some excellent sporting facilities at it. There was the actual
gymnasium itself, which was pretty
impressive. There was also the rugby
field with stadium, tennis courts and a
swimming pool.
There was also a large hall with a
fully kitted out stage and once a week,
I think it was on a Wednesday night,
they would show a movie.
There was also a building of two
or three stories that were made into
classrooms, and this is where we did
most of our course.
I can’t for the life of me remember who the OC of the unit was at the
time, although we did meet him. I do
remember that the RSM was a man by

the number of ‘Tupper’ Theron.
I can’t remember the names of any
of our instructors. I do recall a sergeant major that we had dealings with
and I must say I really liked him.
His name was Sergeant Major Blom
and I think his first name was Bram.
He was really into his cars and did
drag racing as a hobby. He had also
done a jump course at some stage and
had his wings. So we had something in
common. I believe that he later went
on to become the RSM of the Army
Gymnasium.
If I can recall, all of us on the course
were permanent force, so we could go
out at night. There wasn’t much to do
in Heidelberg. The only place to really
go was a place called The Golden Egg.
What was fun, however, was that
while we were there the Rand Easter
Show was on. Back then it was still
held at Milpark. For the entire time the
show was on we would drive through
on most week nights.
The actual course itself was a lot
harder that I though it would be. It was
easy enough to learn the Morse code
alphabet, but that was where it ended.
Once you started trying to receive actual messages it got a lot more complicated. I would get the first two or three
words but quickly become lost. Somehow I managed to pass the course.
The next time I was at the Army
Gymnasium was a few years later. In
1981 to be exact.
This time I was doing a very different course that wasn’t actually run by

the South African Corps of Signals. It
was called Formative Branch and it
lasted a few months.
The course was for NCO’s and
warrant officers in order for them to
become officers. If you successfully
completed the course you would be
promoted to officer rank.
If you were a sergeant you would
then become a lieutenant. A staff sergeant could become a captain. And a
warrant officer would become a major.
This time we stayed in a building
called Andries Pretorius. I think it was
the officer’s single quarters. The place
also had its own mess and pub.
There had been one or two additions
to the place since I had last been there.
For example there were now squash
courts.
The best thing, however, was the
fact that there was now a steak house
inside the base. I’m not sure who ran
the place, but I do remember that both
the prices and the food was really
great.
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While on the course we would have
to do a run at least twice a week. I’m
not sure how far it was, but it always
felt like a marathon.
We would start off on the road next
to the parade ground and from there
head up the road, passing the LWT on
the right.
Then we would run along a dirt road
until we eventually came to another training area. I think it was called
B-Vak. Then we would turn left and
go up a really steep koppie and finally
make our way down around the back
of the shooting ranges before heading
back to the camp.

Talking about the shooting ranges,
they were also pretty large. I remember that there were at least two ranges and they could take 30 people at a
time.
I enjoyed the brief time I spent at
the Army Gymnasium and I met some
interesting people there. I sometimes
wish I could remember more about the
place.
Maybe that’s where the readers of
Jimmy’s Own can help. I’m sure that
some of you spent time at the Army
Gymnasium. So write in and tell us
your memories of the place.

HIGHER LEARNING: The classroom block. I did classes in one of the classrooms on
the top floor. Across the road was the Heidelberg High School.

ENTER HERE: The entrance to the Army Gymnasium. Photo is from around about
1996.
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Now normally this is where the story would end. But strangely enough it
doesn’t.
In 1996 I got a call from Matt, they
guy that does the layout for Jimmy’s
Own. We knew each other from the
army and had kept in touch. He was
also permanent force, but left in 1982.
He can become a journalist and
spent most of his time covering wars
and military matters. He told me that
he had been invited by the SANDF to
do a story on a new training technique
that they were launching. The launch
would be held at the Army Gymnasium, Heidelberg.

It felt strange going back, 15 years
after I had last been there. It felt both
familiar and different at the same
time. It seemed a bit run down and
everything looked as if it could do
with a clean and a coat of paint.
After the demonstration we had
snacks and drinks at Andries Pretorius building, although I’m not sure if it
was still called that.
The steak house, where I had spent
many memorable nights, was also
gone.
I suppose that it’s true when they
say, “you can never go home again.”
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The Siege of Jadotville
Seeing as how this month is March, and it’s St Patrick’s Day, here is a
movie about Irish soldiers. It’s based on a real story.

W

hen Richie Smyth first read
the book Siege at Jadotville: The Irish Army’s
Forgotten Battle, he was in his own
words, “blown away by the fact the he
had never heard this story.”
The book was written by Declan
Power, one of the Irish soldiers that
had taken part in the battle.
“Once I started to learn more, I
knew that I had to make this movie,”
says Smyth.
He secured the rights to the story
and penned a script based on it.
The film is about an Irish army unit’s
role in the UN peacekeeping mission
in the Congo in September 1961.
The film opens with the assassination of left-wing Congolese Prime
Minister Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba and the outbreak of civil war.
As the mineral rich State of Katanga
secedes under the leadership of Moise
Tshombe, United Nations Secretary
General Dag Hammerskjöld assigns
Conor Cruise O’Brien to head up a
UN peacekeeping mission. Privately,
Hammerskjöld tells O’Brien that the
Katanga crisis could trigger World
War III and orders the Irish diplomat
to take offensive action.
Meanwhile, Irish Army Commandant Pat Quinlan commands an in-
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fantry company of Irish peacekeepers
who arrive at the UN compound near
Jadotville. After examining the compound, Quinlan decides that it is wide
open to attack and orders his men to
dig trenches.
While buying food in the nearest
town, Quinlan meets French mercenary Rene Faulques, who has been
hired by the mining companies allied
to Tshombe’s Government. Afterwards, he visits the estate of a Belgian
colonist, Madam LaFongagne, who
tells him that Jadotville contains the
world’s richest uranium deposits.
Meanwhile, O’Brien orders UN
forces to launch an attack against
Government buildings held by the
Katangese in Elizabethville. While
Indian peacekeepers are attempting to
seize the city’s radio station, thirty unarmed Katangese are killed by gunfire
and grenades. O’Brien orders the incident to be swept under the rug.
In retaliation, Faulques receives orders to attack Jadotville. Katangese
forces and mercenaries under Faulques, attack and besiege the Irish.
During a brief ceasefire, Faulques
vainly demands Quinlan’s surrender.
Quinlan refuses, and his company is
attacked repeatedly in separate waves
by the Katangese/mercenary forces.

CALM BEFORE THE STORM: Commandant Pat Quinlan, far left, poses with soldiers of A Company, 35th Infantry Battalion, in Elisabethville, before the siege.

They kill a total of 300 enemy solIf you belong to Netflix this is a
diers, and wound 1,000 enemy sol- movie I strongly recommend.
diers, with zero Irish deaths and only
To watch the official trailer of the
16 Irish wounded.
film, click on the poster below.
After many extended waves of
battle, the Irish company is forced to
surrender to Faulques’s troops after
running out of ammunition. They are
held in a Katangese prison for about
a month, then are freed in a prisoner
exchange deal and are allowed to go
home.
The film was shot near Johannesburg, South Africa and it was released
at the 2016 Galway Film Festival
where it won a number of awards.
Afterwards it was released for worldwide distribution on Netflix.
Jamie Dornan stars as Commandant
Pat Quinlan and Jason O’Mara plays
the role of Sergeant Jack Prendergast.
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The Special (Sercret)
Signals Service (SSS)

T

he article below was written
and submitted to us by Gunner
Col Lionel Crooke who subsequently passed to higher service.

held top secretly clearances and mainly used coded Morse to transmit their
messages. Regrettably, none of them
are still alive today.
We owe it to the Late Lionel Crook
“The Special Signals Service was a to have provided us with the message
very, very secret unit which Lionel re- below.
searched and wrote about, and includRobbie Roberts (Chairman)
ed as part of a chapter in a book concerning Artillery units in South Africa The Special Signals Service
The Special Signals Service, South
from the time of “van Riebeeck” until
African Corps of Signals was a very
2017.
The Founder members of the SIG- secret organization and even today
NALS ASSOCIATION were extreme- very little is known about its activily fortunate when, in 2000 a group of ties; but no coast artillery story would
about 12 Ladies were present at the be complete without mention of the
Open Day gathering in Acasia Park, SSS and Radar.
Some time prior to the outbreak of
which event gave rise to the establishWorld War Two, Britain had realized
ment of this veteran organisation.
I remember that those ladies termed that it would be vital to install the
themselves as having been part of the newly developed radio locating equip“Secret Signals Service” because, as ment along its southern and eastern
Lionel points out, their operations coats to provide early warning of apwere very “Secret”. As a matter of proaching aircraft. And, before hostilfact, even in 2000, they were rather ities commenced, the British decided
reluctant to talk about their War time to share its secret with the Dominions,
duties, but from enquiries it became since they would eventually have to
clear that they basically manned the use British equipment while possibly
radar stations along the Cape Coast developing their own. Britain would
and then submitted details of all ship- not be able to provide for more than
ping along the coast to the Castle in its own needs for some time to come.
Thus, the Dominions were invited
Cape Town, from where the information were transmitted to the Allied to co-operate in the use of ‘...certain
Forces in Europe. These ladies all technical developments...of vital im-
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portance against air attack.’ RDF – radio detection finding – was the original code name given to the system.
Although South Africa had assumed
responsibility for protecting the vital
sea route around the Cape, in conjunction with the Royal Navy, its resources
were few. Its naval service did not at
first exist; later coastal air patrols were
of limited range, speed and weapon
capability, as were sea patrols.
To help protect shipping Britain
promised to send RDF equipment
when it became available; but Gen
Smuts took the initiative. He asked Dr
Basil Schonland of the Bernard Price
Institute for Geophysical Research
(BPI) at the Witwatersrand University,
to try and devise an RDF system. He
assisted in arranging for Dr Schonland
to obtain certain basic but highly secret information from Dr Ernest Marsden, a New Zealand scientist returning
from Britain – a story in itself.
After travelling from Cape Town to
Durban with Dr Marsden on the Winchester Castle – and obtaining as much
information as he could – Dr Schonland assembled a team of scientists to
construct from scratch, a system suitable for training , and also to serve until
the British units could arrive.
They managed within two months
to complete a functional transmitting/
receiving apparatus, using amateur
radio components collected from ‘...
all over the shop.’ In fact, shops selling radio parts were ‘...ransacked for
parts...’

The Radio Amateur’s Handbook
was used as technical literature. The
first set was successfully tested on
16 December 1939 and christened JB
(after Johannesburg), and after adjustments it was able to detect aircraft up
to 80 km away.
The PBI scientists were later organized into a military unit known as the
Special Signals Service (SSS) as part
of the SA Corps of Signals, with Col
Collins, Director of Signals effectively in command. So secret was the SSS
that the date of establishment was for
many years unknown, as was the organization itself. Only a handful knew
of its existence.
JB was tested at Avoca, Durban,
and soon afterwards was taken to
East Africa to assist in the defence of
Mombasa.
In the early part of the war JBs provided radar coverage in East Africa
and in the Canal Zone but there was
no coverage in South Africa. The poor
relations with Japan and the possibility of war in the East; the activities of
German armed merchant cruisers in
the South Atlantic and Indian Oceans
in 1941 and the possibility of German
submarines arriving in South African
waters to disrupt the convoys rounding the Cape made RDF coverage an
imperative. It was by this time known
as Radar – (Radio Detection and
Ranging).
The first JB (JB3) for use in The
Union was complete by 26 April
1941 and after testing was set up as a
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two-vehicle mobile station on Signal
Hill, above Green Point, Cape Town,
on 20 May 1941.
Results were good. The decision to
set up a chain of radar stations to cover
the entire coastline meant that numbers
of operators were necessary. The early
stations had male operators, many of a
poor standard, and it became clear that
men fit for active service could not be
spared for coastal defence, let alone
for radar stations that no one knew
anything about. The extremely poor
standard of the four men supplied for
the Sea Point station – had all been
returned from North Africa, classified
C3 ( unfit for active service) and all
were in bad shape. Unable even to lift
a shovel the officers and NCOs had to
level the ground to take the vehicles.
It convinced the SSS that something
had to be done – they had to recruit for
themselves. They decided on women.
‘This epoch-making decision made
the SSS positively the most delightful unit in the entire Union Defence
Force.’
This, according to the authors of
South African Radar in World War II,
a statement with which the ASWAAS
would surely have disagreed.
The wise decision was made that
women with a university degree already serving in the WAAS should be
recruited and trained for the new unit.
Temperament and background was
an equally important factor as they
would work long hours and often in
lonely and isolated places. The first
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36 women, who were required to take
an oath of secrecy, completed their six
week course in February 1942, and a
number were posted to the station on
Signal Hill. University educated girls,
trained intensively, passed out as sergeants.
Other WAAS units resented this and
as they did not know what the SSS
did, the resentment was aggravated
and gave rise to the nickname – Super Snob Squad. Some male operators
were also not happy about newly posted girls out-ranking them.
In mid-1942 the SSS abandoned its
initial educational requirement and a
recruiting tour of certain schools in
Cape Town, Johannesburg and Durban was undertaken. The calibre of all
recruits nevertheless remained high
and a good standard of education was
maintained.
The rank problem was solved when
the tenth and last course ending in
February 1943, with non-university
educated operators passing out with
the rank of corporal.
Secrecy was maintained to the end.
It took time and some disasters before Combined Operations and their
top brass understood the SSS and its
secrecy. And at the various stations it
was much the same; men and equipment for instance arriving at a military
command without notification, resulting in problems obtaining rations,
quarters or assistance, etc. Operation
Rooms were suspicious of reports
from stations and it seems certain that

submarines were allowed to go their
way because of this. One ship was almost definitely sunk because a submarine reported by the Slangkop station
was disbelieved by the Operations
Room and said to be a fishing boat
with a low freeboard.
It was pure ignorance, a result of the
secrecy, combined with a lack of understanding of the ‘new-fangled radar’
that produced most problems for the
operators.
At Cape Town, where the Sea Point
station was close to the Port War Signal Station, the naval officer in charge
of the latter was quite unimpressed’
‘Who needed radar when one had a
telescope,’ he said. But on one day of
rain and mist the SSS called him to
the receiver vehicle and showed him
a huge echo, which was not a minesweeper, coming right into the bay. It
turned out to be a cargo ship but, as

the operator pointed out, it could have
been an enemy cruiser - and he had
not seen it !
Likewise at Durban an SSS major
had difficulty in convincing the artillery commander on the Bluff that
radar had anything to offer. He was
finally converted one day when the
Avoca station was tracking two ships
in from the horizon, quite invisible
from the shore in the Durban haze.
The battery commander was supplied with the range and bearing and
he was astonished when they appeared
in the field of his binoculars, only a few
miles off-shore. His attitude changed.
Early one morning, as one operator
later recorded, when once again the
mist was lying heavily around the harbour entrance at Durban : ‘We had a
small vessel coming up from the south
and breaching the limit regulations.’
The operators were told to give fifteen
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second readings instead of the usual
ten minute readings, and to concentrate only on the vessel. They learnt
they were working with the coast battery, and that the guns were trained on
the vessel.
‘Tensions mounted ... suddenly gunfire shattered the air as the artillery put
a warning shot across its bows. It did a
hasty right-angled turn and headed for
the open sea to comply with harbour
regulations.’
They were later told that it was ‘...a
little coastal vessel...that did not realize its movement could now be monitored.’ And it did the world of good
one SSS girl recorded : ‘The artillery
(the ASWAAS) were
always considered the
front line girls – we,
being so hush-hush
could never reveal that
we were the front line !
It was quite a boost for
us to know the artillery
had to depend on us
for the firing of their
coastal guns.’
By 1945 there were
some 50 SSS stations
(termed UDE – Union Defence Experimental) around the
South African coast
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and whatever help they gave the coast
gunners was not part of their basic
task, which was the detection of enemy aircraft, submarines and surface
vessels. By the end of 1944, CA Mk1
fire control and gun laying radar had
arrived in the country and been supplied to the coast gunners, but it was
not altogether accurate. A later mark
was a vast improvement, but coast artillery radar would never be used in
action.
ASWAAS girls (Artillery Specialists Woman’s Auxiliary Army Service)
were trained on radar towards the end
of the war but all the coast artillery sets
installed at coast batteries, at Simon’s
Town, Robben Island,
Apostle Battery, Noord
Battery (Saldanha), Algoa Battery (Port Elizabeth) and Da Gama
Battery, Durban, were
operated and serviced
by the Special Signals
Service.

Upcoming Birthdays
March
1st - Joseph Zegal
3rd - Anthony Bethke
8th - Leeann Schmidt
9th - Sharon Fortuin
10th - Amanda Shagom
10th - Carl Fourie
10th - Primegann Fritz
15th - Dirk Byker
16th - Ebrahim Kenny
21st - Herman Jacobs
24th - Sinabo Mofu
29th - Chris Brandsen
April
1st - Andre Slabbert
1st - Wilna Bekker
3rd - Bjorn Pohlmann
4th - Phyllis Webb
Wilna Bekker

6th - Piet Jordaan
6th - Taufeeq Sheik
9th - Marc Goodleser
9th - Brian Austin
10th - Lesley-Anne Stroud
18th - Howard Shagom
18th - Luzuko Faku
18th - Jerome Beukes
20th - Marina Valentine
May
12th - Tammy Sampson
16th - Sonja Parsons
16th - Peter Longbottom
23rd - Robert Nelson
26th - Ramona Fourie
28th - Carol Dean Klaasen
28th - Wallace Green

Howard Shagom
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How many of the readers remember the ‘Doppie” cartoons from Paratus?
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