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PREFACE 
18TH April, 1999. 
 
Today I finally finished writing “The War Story” – as it came to be 
known by the family.  In November 1989,  after I had retired from full-
time employment and as we were about to set off for South Africa, Jer-
emy suggested I should write the war story and on the 19th  December, 
1989,  I wrote to him, “Today I have started writing No 124280.”   So it 
has apparently taken me almost nine and a half years to write it.  Of 
course, I have not  worked at it all that time. I also wrote five other little 
books that were published and some others that were not published but, 
whenever the publishers’ interest waned, I would do another chapter or 
two of “124280”.  Last year it became clear that there were  no more 
demands from publishers for my books, so I turned my thoughts to get-
ting this work completed – and here it is at last, for what it is worth. 
I have told my story as I saw it and as I remember it. Naturally, I cannot 
always recall the names of the many men with whom I associated, so I 
have made up some of them.  Similarly, I cannot remember the exact 
words that people spoke, but I do recall certain characteristic phrases.  
Furthermore, since I am more of a story-teller than an historian,  I have 
sometimes invented the dialogue, merely in order to carry the action 
forward and make the telling of the events more interesting.  So, it is my 
hope that the book which you hold in your hands will prove to be not 
merely informative, but also occasionally amusing and entertaining. 
When writing an auto-biography, one has to choose between what is of 
interest to oneself, and what may be of interest to the readers –  if any. 
If one is famous, then one simply chooses those incidents which illumi-
nate the path which brought one to fame but, as I am not famous, and 
did not do anything particularly daring or exciting during the war,  I 
have had to choose other criteria.   I decided that my only readers would 
probably be my children and grand-children and they would perhaps be 
interested in learning how my experiences had helped me in the process 
of reaching maturity.  If this is so, then my labours will be well re-
warded. 
I must now thank all those who have borne with me patiently over the 
past nine years in which this has been germinating.  At various times I 
have inflicted odd chapters on different members of the family.  Jeremy 
has helped me overcome many of the technical problems I have had in 
using the word-processor and setting up the pictures in my computer.  
Timothy and Christopher have also given help and advice in this field 
but, naturally,  Eileen is the one who has had the most to bear.  She has 
sat patiently knitting for many hours, while I have read aloud every 
word that I have written.  With great patience and forbearance, she has 
listened and advised me and, without her encouragement I would never 
have completed the task.  So to all of these I say, thank you. 
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LANCE-BOMBARDIER  SADLER. 
NUMBER 124280. 

 
PROLOGUE. 

 
 

On the 28th December, 1948, a taxi drew up outside our little flat in 
Oribi, in Pietermaritzburg, South Africa.  The driver helped me with 
Eileen’s suitcase and then she and I got into the back.  I leaned forward 
and said, ‘Mater Dei Nursing Home’, as casually as I could.  Then, as I 
glanced at Eileen, she grimaced as she felt the next contraction starting 
and I immediately checked my watch to time it.  We knew in detail 
what was supposed to happen and, according to Dr Grantly Dick Read’s 
book, “Natural Childbirth”, we still had plenty of time.  But then per-
haps Eileen is not an “average” mother, I thought - and she wasn’t, but 
that’s another story. 
The taxi driver, who must have taken many anxious mothers and fathers 
to the nursing home, saw through my thin pretence at calmness and 
sought to ease the tension.  ‘I see you are wearing an old army jacket,’ 
he said.  ‘Were you also in the show?’  
‘What show?’ I asked impatiently. 
‘The last show - you know, the war.’ 
‘Oh that? Yes,’ I replied. ‘I served for five years.’   I did not want to 
talk about the war at this moment. I had other things on my mind.  
‘What rank were you?’, he persisted. 
‘Lance-Bombardier.’ 
‘Artillery, eh?  So you were another of us - a bloke just filling a num-
ber.’ 
‘How d’you mean?’ I asked. I was getting irritated by this man. 
‘I mean you didn’t do anything in particular.  You weren’t one of the 
heroes who won the war, were you?’ 
‘Well, I gave five years of my life, if that’s what you mean - and for the 
last three, I was a prisoner-of-war,’  I retorted. 
‘That’s exactly what I mean,’ he explained.  ‘To you it seemed like a 
hell of a big sacrifice, didn’t it? In a way, it ruined your life but, as far 
as the rest of the world is concerned, all you did was fill a number for 
five years.  Now you are back where you started with nothing to show 
for your five years, except a few scars - some visible and some invisi-
ble.’ 
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I grunted in reply to that, for I was far too concerned about Eileen and 
the baby, but his words came back to me in the years that lay ahead. So 
here, for what it is worth, is the story of  No. 124280 - a very ordinary 
young soldier. 
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P  A  R  T      O  N  E  
T  A  L  K  I  N  G     O  F     W  A  R  

 
CHAPTER  1 

 
WAR  BREAKS  OUT. 

 
My eyes opened and I looked about me.  I was still at home in my own 
bed and I could hear Agnes, our maid, banging the old wood-stove in 
the kitchen as she lit the fire to make the morning tea. Slowly con-
sciousness returned and I remembered that Joyce and I were alone at 
home and that my father and mother had gone to Tiger Kloof, near Vry-
burg (about a hundred miles to the south). Dad was going to preach at 
another mission station there, and he had  taken Mum and our small 
brother, David, with him.  Later, they planned to visit Kuruman, the 
mission station which was founded by the famous Robert and Mary 
Moffat;  the place where Livingstone had started his missionary work.  
The reason why I remember all these comparatively unimportant facts 
so clearly is because it happened on Sunday, the 3rd of September, 1939 
- the day when Britain declared war on Germany. 
My father was a much-loved Methodist missionary working amongst 
the Barolong people in a town called Mafeking -  an unusual town in 
that, while it is in the north of the Cape Province of South Africa, it was 
in those days also the capital of Bechuanaland.  The Cape was governed 
by the South African parliament in Cape Town, but Bechuanaland was a 
“protectorate” colony of Britain.  So there were two sources of authority 
in Mafeking, one was the Mayor, Mr Truscott, who owned a garage and 
had been elected by the white residents of the town, and the other was 
the Resident Commissioner of Bechuanaland who was appointed by the 
King of England.  
As I lay in bed, presently I heard Agnes take the tray of tea through to 
Joyce’s bedroom.  She was eighteen so, of course, it was her privilege.  
‘Mike!  Mike! ‘ she called out.  ‘Come and get your tea.’  I climbed out 
of bed, pulled on my dressing-gown, went through to her room and 
sprawled across the bottom of her bed to sip my tea.  Normally I would 
have taken it back to bed with me but, as this was the last day of my 
school-holidays, I was already beginning to feel twinges of home-
sickness. Ahead of me lay the long train journey of a thousand miles to 
my boarding school - Kingswood College in Grahamstown - and, 
though I had been doing this journey three times a year for six years, 
every parting seemed as painful as the last.  I wanted comforting, but 
instead Joyce startled me by asking a question. 
‘Mike, do you think there’s going to be a war?’ 
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‘Well, it certainly looks most threatening,’ I replied, adopting my most 
grown-up manner.  Joyce had been working for two years.  She was an 
adult, as far as I was concerned, whereas I was only sixteen and still at 
school.  However, I was about to write the matriculation examination in 
three months time. Then I would be able to leave school and automati-
cally become a grown-up. 
‘What are you going to do?’ Joyce asked. 
My face clouded.  There were so many things I wanted to do - as she 
well knew.  I wanted to go to sea, as an officer, of course, and then be-
come a famous writer.  I wanted to get a PhD degree (whatever that 
was) through a Correspondence College.  I wanted to be an engineer 
and erect windmills for farmers all over the country - those were just a 
few of my dreams .  But, in the meantime, my father had told me that I 
must get a job in the civil service as soon as possible after I had left 
school.   
‘I don’t know, ‘ I replied.  ‘I suppose I’ll have to start in the civil ser-
vice.  But I thought that, after a while, I might  ......’ 
“No,” she interrupted, “I mean, what will you do if there is a war? Will 
you go and fight?” 
I lowered my cup and gazed at her in confusion.  ‘Who, me?  Fight? ‘ I 
stammered. Like all young, white South African men, I had been com-
pelled to sign up in the  Citizens’ Service at the age of sixteen and had 
put my name down for the Naval Reserve, in the hope that I might thus 
be able go to sea.  But it had never occurred to me that a war - far away 
in Europe - would affect me, here, in Mafeking.  Then the appropriate 
adult response sprang to mind.  
‘Of course, if I’m called up, I’ll have to go,’ I said bravely, taking a 
thoughtful sip of tea. ‘But I’m not going to start worrying about that 
now. It’s no good crossing your bridges before you come to them.’ And 
with that, I wrapped my gown more closely around me to keep out the 
cold, high veld air and passed my cup for a refill.  It was only then that I 
noticed that Joyce was actually crying. I was puzzled. Was she crying 
because I might have to go to war?  And then I remembered. ‘It’s 
George you are worrying about, isn’t it?’ I asked gently.  George was 
her boy-friend, a tall, lanky, slow-speaking son of a farmer in the 
Lichtenburg district. 
‘Not just George,’ she retorted hotly.   ‘All of you young men.  Why 
should you have to go and fight and get yourselves killed, just because 
of a stupid war in Europe?’ 
I had a sudden vision of myself marching along in an army squad, 
dressed in the bright scarlet coats, long black trousers and white helmets 
– the uniform, in fact, which we wore in the cadet corps.  In the distance 
were flashes of light and the rumble of guns, and on each side of the 
road were lines of weeping women and children.  Bravely we smiled 



11 

and waved to them as we marched resolutely on ..... 
‘Heavens!’ said Joyce, leaping out of bed. ‘We’ll be late for church.  
Hurry!’ 
We dressed and set off on our bicycles for the Methodist Church in 
Mafeking, each munching a slice of bread as we pedalled.  It was a 
good two miles, slightly uphill and generally with the wind in our faces 
so, in spite of our efforts, we arrived late but the congregation had not 
gone into church yet. Instead they were standing around the front door 
of the manse, where the Reverend Lund had placed his wireless set, and 
they were waiting for a special news bulletin which was to be relayed 
from the BBC in London.  This was, of course, the announcement by 
the Prime Minister, Mr Neville Chamberlain,  that Britain was at war 
with Germany and it was followed almost immediately by the sound of 
the air raid sirens.  It was a very sombre congregation that  filed into the 
church to begin the service, for we were all wondering whether or not, 
at this very moment, the bombs were raining down on the good people 
of Britain. 
There probably was not another town in the whole of the British Empire 
more patriotic than Mafeking,. This was because we had never been 
allowed to forget those glorious months from 12th October 1899 to May 
17th, 1900, when Mafeking was besieged by the Boers and eventually 
relieved by the British army.   There were plenty of reminders of that 
epic period in our history. There were, for instance, the old cannons 
arranged around the grounds of the town-hall, and there was a glass-
fronted cabinet inside the entrance hall, displaying such relics as siege 
bread, concert tickets, siege money etc.Then, hanging on the wall inside 
the hall was a tattered Union Jack which had flown over Dixon’s Hotel 
- the army headquarters.  Mafeking was also world-renowned for being 
the place in which Colonel Baden-Powell had first conceived the idea of 
the Boy Scout movement, when some young lads offered to run mes-
sages for him.   As a result, millions of knobbly-kneed boys around the 
world still shout, “We’ll DOB, DOB, DOB.’ 
Anyway, let us get back to the morning of the 3rd of September, 1939.  I 
do not remember anything of that church service because my mind was 
roaming over all the battlefields I had ever read about, imagining myself 
behaving with modest courage in all sorts of desperate situations.  After 
the service, of course, I was faced with reality when Joyce and I went to 
the local newsagent and bought a copy of  “The Sunday Times”.  There, 
staring up at us were pictures of families in Britain trying on their gas-
masks. She and I discussed this and then returned to the Lunds, who had 
invited us for lunch.  Then it was time to go to the railway station and 
catch the train to Grahamstown.  Joyce smiled bravely through her tears 
and waved to me, as the train pulled out  and that evening, as it passed 
through Tiger Kloof station, my father and mother and David came to 
wish me good bye.  They told me they were going to return immediately 


