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In memory
of Private Reg Rowden, 7th Battalion,
Royal Sussex Regiment.
Cherished and missed.
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This is an imagining. It was inspired by the events that surrounded my father’s death, and it’s based on months of reading, archival research, and face-to-face conversations. As Dad’s only daughter, for reasons that I still can’t explain to myself, it felt right for me to try and join the many pieces that comprise the strangeness of his life. The dates and the locations are real, as were the tides of history that swept him into captivity. The rest, I confess at once, is my version of what may have happened. The more I followed my father’s wartime journey, the better I felt I understood the man he became. That I may also have accidentally discovered a larger truth – that we are all the prisoners of our past – is for you to judge.
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I first picture my father in the winter of 1939-40. I have a photograph, which helps enormously. He’s 19, skinny, on the short side, and absurdly handsome. The war is a couple of weeks old and he’s just answered the nation’s call to arms. The fact that he wears his beret at a defiantly jaunty angle, and that the top buttons of his khaki blouse are undone, suggests that he has yet to confront the darker realities of army life. In the background is the seafront at Clacton-on-Sea, which I remember from my own youth. My first real taste of fear was the afternoon Dad took me on the Big Wheel at the amusements. He loved fairgrounds and probably, at this point in his young life, regarded the war as one long free ride.

In the photo, Teazle stands beside him. He looks twice the size of Dad. Twenty mile route marches have yet to make any impact on his girth and he has the same blind faith that everything, the war included, will turn out just fine. One arm lies lightly across Dad’s slender shoulders. Like Dad, he’s playing up for the camera. These two men, in their sepia innocence, love each other.

The regimental depot for the 7th Royal Sussex Regiment is in Brighton, where both Dad and Teazle live. Neither of them have any money, an oversight that the war will do absolutely nothing to correct, but Dad has borrowed a handful of money from a mate, and he and Teazle have set out to drink it all. In later life, Dad loved a glass or two of beer, a habit that I like to think started early. It’s spring at last, after a savage winter. A strong rumour suggests the regiment are about to entrain for Southampton Docks, and thence to France. As it turns out, the rumour is true. This is the last time Dad will see the inside of an English pub for quite a while.

Dad adored pickled onions. He ate them all his life. There’s a big jar of them on the pub counter, and another one, full of pickled eggs, beside it. Teazle orders two of both.

“You’re crazy, you are. That cost a tanner,” Dad has a light voice, as you’d expect from someone with his physique.

“I’m starving, Joey. Here, I’ll get a couple for you.”

Dad says no. Why Teazle called him Joey remains – to this day – a mystery. “Teazle” is also a bit of a puzzle. His real name was John Parsons.

They share a corner table quite close to the door. Dad’s habit of always giving himself an escape route in life obviously started early. Pubs could be violent, especially with so many soldiers around, and Dad – despite the uniform and everything that went with it – never had much taste for violence.

“What d’you think then, Teaz? You think they’ll come? The Germans? Or have we called their bluff?”

Unlike most of the rest of the country, Teazle hasn’t given this proposition much thought. The army is three decent meals a day and the promise of foreign travel. He’s heard lots about France, chiefly to do with French women and French food. Both sound deeply promising, though he’s not sure about the garlic.

“Can’t wait,” he says. “You think we’ll strike lucky?”

Dad laughs. Only this morning he caught Teazle studying a school textbook that included basic French conversation. He’s memorised the French for “you’re so beautiful”, and “will you have a dance with me?”, and believes this happy combination will take him through to Paris. Dad, who was hopeless with languages, thinks Teazle’s accent is a joke.

“Worth a try though, eh Joey? A bloke in uniform? They won’t be able to resist me.”

He offers to let Dad come along the first time the regiment gets amongst French girls.

“You can hold my greatcoat, Joey. As long as you promise not to watch.”

“You’re joking, Teaz. You wouldn’t know where to start.”

“You don’t think so?”

“Never. Those Frenchie women will eat you for breakfast.”

The prospect of his two grand passions – food and sex – coming together on a wet night in Northern France does it for Teazle. He empties his glass, and orders another. He gets one for Dad but Dad’s had enough so Teazle ends up drinking for both of them. The pub is filling up by now and a bunch of soldiers in the corner have started to sing. Neither Teazle nor Dad know the words, which is just as well because Dad could never sing in tune.

Teazle drinks and drinks. By the end of the evening, in an alley round the corner from the pub, he’s being violently ill. Dad, who was always meticulous about detail, notes the curls of undigested onion and somehow gets him back to the regimental quarters where they’re all living. The duty sergeant puts Teazle on a charge – drunk and disorderly – and compliments Dad for holding his drink. Three days later, they’re all on a ferry heading south.
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