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            AUTHORS NOTE

         

         This is a true story of events about me, a fifteen year old boy who was brought up by his grandparents since being knee high to a grasshopper. My grandparents had fourteen children of their own and yet still found time to take my sister Zoe and I into their family home.

         Eight boys and eight girls with me being the youngest member to the family meant a warm and loving environment was had by all. In this book I refer to my grandparents as mother and father, and my aunties and uncles as my sisters and brothers, just like it was back in those days. My surname would always cause confusion among my friends with it being Wolfendale as opposed to Cooper, my grandparents’ name; even now I find myself trying to explain how it all came about.

         A new and amazing adventure lay ahead for me as I paved the way to make my parents feel proud of what they had done for me and my sister; joining the military and following in my father’s footsteps was something he always talked to my mother about, hoping that one day, one of his children would sign on the dotted line. With everybody now left school and doing their own thing, it was left to me to take the Queen’s Shilling and make my father’s dream come true.

         
             

         

         WARNING

         Limited swearing is buried in the nature of how British Soldiers speak

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER ONE

            A RUDE AWAKING

         

         As I lay asleep on my spring mattress, tossing and turning, trying to avoid the odd spring or two that was protruding through the cotton cloth that embalmed the mattress, I could hear my mother shouting up from the bottom of the stairs, “Paul, get out of bed! It’s time to get up for school!” I opened my eyes to see the light of day peeping through a gap in the curtains, at the same time trying to wrap the threadbare sheet and blanket around my body. There was no central heating in our house, so getting out of bed was a challenge within itself. My four brothers that were still living at home had already gone to work on their respective farms, so the room that we all shared was feeling very empty.

         I slid my feet out of the bed onto the creaky black wooden floorboards making sure I kept hold of the bed covers, just like I would on any normal day. Normal day, you may ask? It would be one of those get out of bed days that we all have from time to time, one of those days that would change your life; I do believe a crystal ball would have struggled to make sense of what the next ten years would bring.

         How could I have possibly known that in less than twelve months I would be standing on a military parade square in front of my parents with some of the most unparalleled mates I could ever meet?

         In less than two years I would be fighting on the streets of Northern Ireland and, at the same time falling in love with a young Irish girl that I met on an Army vehicle checkpoint, a girl that I was infatuated with, a girl that I put my life on the line for, and a girl that could never be mine; how could anyone even come close to understanding this segregated relationship?

         Stood bolt upright next to my bed in nothing but my Y-fronts, I finally plucked up the courage to throw down the covers that were keeping my body warm; one…two…three “Arrrgh, bloody freezing!” I said to myself. I could feel the cold damp air that was seeping through the rotten window frames on my bare skin; my teeth were starting to chatter their own unmelodious tune. 

         Briskly, I walked over to the window, still half asleep; the bright end of June’s summer sunlight caused me to squint as I drew back the dark coloured curtains. As I wiped the cold condensation from the window panes with my already cold hands, I could see my father and brother working in the farm yard that was no more than about fifty metres from my window, just beyond the garden, the garden that would keep us fed for the next twelve months: potatoes, carrots, peas, onions, beans… You name it, my father grew it.

         That’s how it was. Sixteen pounds a week were my father’s wages for working on the farm. My sister was carrying metal buckets full of milk for the calves; I could see the milk slopping over the edge of the buckets and down into her Wellingtons as they brushed the side of her legs. She was walking with a kind of stiffness in her body, trying to spill as little milk as possible. I turned around and walked away from the window towards the bathroom before the starlings could be scared away by my scrawny body.

         The bathroom was diminutive, with a white enamel sink on the right as you walked in, and a bath on the left. The toilet was in striking distance from the sink if I needed a pee and could easily be reached whilst having a wash with the right trajectory and elevation. The taps on the sink were very difficult to turn on and off; it would take about three or four full turns before any water would start to drip out into your hands then, without any indication or warning, it would shoot out like a bullet from a gun. You could hear the pipes rattle with the force of the water, combined with the air that was trapped in the system, if you were lucky enough; there was a slight possibility that you might get some hot water, provided you weren’t the last one out of bed or to use the bathroom. On this occasion, I wasn’t so lucky.

         I threw the cold water from my hands over my face, exclaiming “Shit!” and “Bloody hell!”, before grabbing the cold, damp towel that was hung over the edge of the bath to wipe away the water from my face and, at the same time trying to relieve the sharp stabbing pains that I was enduring.

         The water was heated by the coal fire that my mother would light when she got up in the morning. It was then stored in the cylinder next to the bathroom, on a good coal fire day, you could hear the water bubbling in the tank, which meant you had to be extra careful when turning on the hot water tap. The water would get that hot that it would scorch the copper off the inside of the tank; it would be brown in colour as it came out of the tap.

         I made my way back into the bedroom, trying to find my school clothes that were screwed up on the floor somewhere by the double bed that I shared with my brother. I was just putting on yesterday’s socks when I heard my mother shouting up the stairs once more. “Are you out of bed yet?”

         “Yes!” I replied. “Be down in two secs, mum!”

         “Well, get a move on,” my mother said. A few years ago it would have been “if I have to come up those stairs I will tan your backside” but now, all that is just a memory. With yesterday’s socks still affectionately covering my feet I continued to get dressed in quick time. First was my flannelette grey trousers, followed by my cotton grey shirt that was already buttoned, my size nine lace up black shoes were next – and, on a lazy can’t-be-bothered day, I could force my feet into the shoes without untying the laces; however, this sort of behaviour didn’t go down too well with my mother in respect, that we had little or no money to buy a new pair.

         I was now feeling ready to take on the world, well at least the small simple world that I lived in. I had a quick tidy up of my bed and bed space before one last look at all my football pictures on my bedroom wall, and then, it was down stairs, or as my mum would say, “Get down them dancers now.”

         It took less than a minute from getting dressed into my school uniform to reaching the bottom of the creaky wooden stairs. Finally silence could be heard as I stepped off the last step, onto the cold quarry tiled floor that led into the kitchen/dining room. “Morning mum,” I would say, making my way into the dining room area. I didn’t always get any response from my mum; she was always too busy making sure all of her now grown-up children were up and ready for work, or in my case, school. My mum would get one of my sisters to put on my school tie, but it was always done under duress: “Why can’t he do it for himself?” my sister Gwen would ask. Eventually, she would oblige, by almost choking me as she pushed the knot of the tie up against my Adam’s apple. There were still five of my eight sisters living at home that meant one sister for each of the five school day’s would have the pleasure of choking me. My sisters were all younger than my brothers who, at this point, had already gone to work.

         Most of my sisters would not leave for work until after 8am that meant the kitchen area was quite chock-a-block and would become even more occupied when my brothers and my father came home for their breakfast. Porridge made with water was always on the menu; however, eggs and toast were also available on some days. The porridge was always first choice for me, with sugar or syrup to sweeten. The only time I would consider toast or eggs was when you could smell the porridge burning from my bedroom; I would stand at the top of the stairs for a few seconds, enjoying the aroma of the wonderful smell of burnt porridge, before plucking up the courage to venture down into the kitchen. Sometimes mum would forget to turn the heat down on the electric cooker then, with everything else going on around her, she would forget that the porridge was burning. My mum was a very loving person, however you wouldn’t want to cross her path when things weren’t going well; she had a very strict regime. If the porridge was burnt she always had a way of saying, “Get it down you. It won’t do you any harm!” Before you knew it, the bowl of porridge was staring you in the face; you knew then that not eating it wasn’t an option, well, at least if you knew what was good for you.

         We were brought up to be very independent, but we were also very careful not to cross any boundaries. Once I had eaten my breakfast, I put on my school blazer and headed for the front door. It was a quick, “Bye mum!” However, I don’t think she heard me with so much going on. I normally left the house about 0750am, just before the time my sisters would be going to work and, just before my father and brothers would be coming home for their breakfast. I use to have to walk the two and a half miles to school for the first three years at high school. However, when I reached the age of thirteen, I managed to get myself a job at the corner shop. I would earn sixteen shillings a week before decimalisation was introduced in 1971, and then it became 80p. The money I earned allowed me to purchase a bike from my friend; I would pay him ten shillings a week for ten weeks, accumulating to a total cost of £5. The bike ride would take me about twenty minute’s tops.

         The journey was very scenic from my house, which was about a mile from the outskirts of my nearest town Nantwich. I would pass over the canal bridge that spans over the Shropshire Union Canal. The canal straddles Staffordshire, Cheshire and Shropshire; it also connects with the Llangollen Canal, which is about two to three miles from where I would stop on top of the hump-back bridge. I would pause only for a few seconds to admire the narrowboats that were moored up and, maybe, if I was lucky, see a fish or two being caught by the many fishermen who had decided to make an early start.

         The journey continued along Queens Drive, past the house of Paul Simpson, one of my school friends, who was almost part of the family with the fact that my mother thought as much of Paul as she did myself; maybe it was the name she liked. Riding through Nantwich with all its black and white Tudor buildings was next. At the far end of the town, I would cycle over a railway crossing with its old-fashioned gates and signal box. I would always be hoping that the gates would close and a train would come past; how times have changed. Today, everybody seems to rush around at 100 mph, getting frustrated if they so much as have to give way to a pedestrian crossing the road. After the crossing, it was about another half mile to my school. This is where I would take the opportunity to pick up some speed. I had a speedometer on my bike, so getting my speed up to 30mph was a must; with my bum in the air and my legs going up and down like a fiddler’s elbow it took only a few seconds to reach max out speed. It would take me no more than a few minutes to complete the final stages before arriving at school.

         It was an all-boys’ secondary school, with the girls’ school actually connected by a corridor. I was always the first pupil to arrive, with the exception of the odd occasion when I was running late. I would see some of the teachers arriving in half decent cars as I made my way over to the bike shed that was just behind the playground. This is where I would wait for my mates to arrive so we could have a game of football.

         Within minutes, they all started to arrive by their various modes of transport: bikes, buses, cars, on foot, whatever it took to get them away from their parents for a few hours. Once there were enough of us to start the game, we would place our blazers on the ground to represent the goalposts. I was football mad and could not get enough of the national game, whether it was playing, reading or watching; I was an encyclopaedia of knowledge. We had to play with a tennis ball in the playground for safety reasons. Those were the rules that we had to abide by. The fun and excitement was just the same though; scoring a goal with any kind of ball always gave me a buzz. We would play until the bell rang at 8.55am and then, line up in long files military fashion, before being escorted into the assembly hall for the morning’s assembly.

         On arrival in the assembly hall, we all took our seats waiting patiently for the Headmaster to address us. I remember looking up at the huge stage; there were many seats strategically placed for all of the teachers, a piano was to the left of the stage for the music teacher to show his skills. It was very noisy in the hall, with the sound of our chairs being scraped on the wooden floor, and the fact that everybody had something to chat about. Personally, all I would be chatting about was whether or not I had made the school footy team for the game later on that week. The teachers arrived. “Quiet everyone,” was the command. They made their way onto the stage and took their seats. You could hear a pin drop as we waited for the Headmaster to arrive. Finally, the head arrived. I can still see him now with his National Health glasses and his funereal suit. He would march onto the stage as opposed to walking. His arms would always be swinging like a continental soldier. Once on stage, he would address you, looking over the rim of his glasses as he stood behind his podium. “Good morning,” he would say in a quiet but stern voice. “Good morning, Sir,” was the reluctant reply from the floor. “Stand up everybody for our first hymn,” said the Headmaster. I could see the very old, grey-haired music teacher Mr Kirkham getting all excited; it was his time to show us all how he could knock out a bloody good tune on the ivories. To be honest, I was one of a few that actually enjoyed singing hymns; I spent quite a few years in the local choir, as well as having to go to Sunday school with my brothers and sisters. The assembly would last about thirty minutes, with the Headmaster talking to us about various topics and bringing us up to speed on any developments that would be of interest to us and the school. Little did I know at this moment in time that what he was about to say next would have such a bearing on my future.

         “Later on, this afternoon, we will be welcomed by the Army Recruitment Team. They will be giving you all a talk on life in the British Army, they will be showing you a short film on what it’s like in the Army and whether you feel it may be the life for you.” At first, all I was thinking about was what lesson I would be missing; I never thought for one minute of joining the Army, I mean to say, I was just a fifteen-year-old lad still attached to my mother’s apron strings. I wouldn’t harm a fly, let alone be able to shoot someone if needed. I did get into a few fights at school but surely that doesn’t count? With assembly finished, I made my way to my form class for registration then on to my first lesson of the day.

         The narrow corridors felt so claustrophobic with everybody hustling and bustling and occasionally banging into each other, trying to get to their respective classrooms on time. The swing doors were flung open repeatedly, banging and crashing every few seconds. My mother was a very superstitious person and would always say that you shouldn’t pass on the stairs. That worked fine at home, however, at school, not a chance. I don’t think a day went past when I didn’t meet someone else coming up or down the two flights of stairs. I’m afraid that superstition went out of the window on day one.

         The first lesson of the day was normally an hour long, followed by a twenty minute break before our next lesson. There was a clock hanging on the wall behind the teacher’s desk that everybody could see quite clearly, and, as I didn’t have a watch of my own, I would find myself looking up at the clock and staring at it at every opportunity; I was drawn to it like a rabbit to headlights until the final minute ticked by.

         “Okay, put your books away” said the teacher in a loud and clear voice. “Tidy up your desk and place your chairs quietly underneath.” We made our way quietly and slowly out of the classroom, until out of sight of the teacher. Our pace gradually got quicker and quicker as we raced down the two flights of stairs to the ground floor. Normally, it would be straight onto the playground for a quick game of footy; however, on this occasion, I had some money in my trouser pocket that my brother Allan had given to me for running him an errand. The going rate for going to the shop for my brother was 10p; six bags of crisps and six chocolate bars is what my brother would ask me to go and buy for him. I was fine with that; he could have bought the whole shop of chocolate for all I cared, as long as I got my 10p. I could almost hear the tuck shop calling my name from the bottom of the stairs. The tuck shop was always run by one of the school teachers, on this occasion, it was Mr Green, the woodwork teacher, who would set up a wooden table in a small part of the corridor: Chocolate Fingers, Jammy Dodgers, Marshmallows, Potato Puffs, Ice Buns and all sorts of other amazing goodies. Jammy Dodgers and Potato Puffs were my favourites; they would always be my first choice, unless my funds were running low, then, it would have to be the cheaper option of Chocolate Fingers. The Jammy Dodgers were to die for; I would normally gorge on them first and then fill my jacket pockets with two or three bags of potato puffs to eat discreetly in my next lesson. Depending how much time was left before the bell rang for next lesson; I would go and have a kick around with my mates.

         The rest of the morning would be roughly the same, with one double or two single periods before lunch. Lunch break was about a half hour long and, this time, it was straight onto the playground for at least half hour of footy, before trying to prise myself away to eat my lunch. Lunch was served in the dining room that bordered the assembly hall, by the time my mates and I arrived for lunch there was an upside, there was no queue; everybody else had eaten. On the down side, there was not much choice left, but I suppose I wasn’t too bothered; after all, I was still full up from the Jammy Dodgers and Potato Puffs. Just before leaving the dining hall, my mates and I could see the Army moving in. They were setting up all their equipment onto the stage for the afternoon recruitment campaign. We looked at them with curiosity running through our minds; without so much as a single blink, I could see them looking back at us. I felt hypnotised. I couldn’t seem to look away. It felt as if their eyes were talking to me, saying in a loud voice, “You’re mine, my lad.”

         I headed back to the playground, still feeling transfixed; with only a few minutes to go before the bell would ring, I needed to clear my head of any thought of me joining ‘The Professionals’. The bell finally rang to end what seemed to be a much shortened lunch break. You would see the odd teacher hurrying us along as we started to trundle back to our respective classes, still chitchatting away, for our afternoon registration.

         “Bradley!”

         “Sir”

         “Cornes”

         “Sir”

         “Moss”

         “Sir”

         “Taylor”

         “Sir”

         “Wolfendale”

         “Sir”

         I was always the last name to be called, as registration was always called in alphabetical order. I just wish sometimes they could have maybe called the register in reverse alphabetical order, just so I could hear my name being called out first.

         Even if I’d suggested the idea, it would have fallen on deaf ears.

         “OK everyone, listen to what I am about to say,” said the form teacher. “Shortly, we will be making our way over to the assembly hall in a quiet and orderly fashion. For the benefit of all of you who were not listening in this morning’s assembly, and also for all of you who were listening but have forgotten, this afternoon, the Army will be doing a presentation for those of you who have any ambition in life. If you think you have what it takes to become a soldier, then far be it for me to stand in your way.”

         In the light of the day I was thinking to myself, “What gives him the right to address us in such a patronising way?” OK, some of us were not the brightest sparks on the planet, but I personally, would not talk to anyone in an unfriendly manner.

         The teachers didn’t seem to have time for anyone who couldn’t keep up to the same standard as the boy who was destined to be an astronaut, but I’m afraid that’s what it was like at a secondary modern school; classrooms full to the rafters with one teacher in charge of about thirty plus students. It wasn’t an ideal situation, and it certainly didn’t work. After one more final humiliation speech by our form teacher, we made our way to the assembly hall, along with the rest of the school. I think the only people that were excused from the presentation were the ones that were too old to sign up; you’ve got it, all the teachers. As we entered the hall, we were told to sit anywhere we wanted by the skeleton staff of teachers that could be bothered to attend. The noise level was double what you would have expected it to be.

         “Quiet everyone, stop talking!” said a loud voice that came from one of the teachers that was standing at the side of the hall. I think he was just trying to impress the Army personnel who we could all see on the stage standing very stiff and upright in their uniforms and shiny boots, waiting for the signal to start. With the hall now silenced, the teacher handed over the assembly hall to the Army personnel, who were now ready in all respects to start their presentation.

         “Welcome everyone. First of all, I would like to tell you a little bit about myself and my recruitment team over on my right hand side. My name is Sergeant Boucher. I was a young lad once, just like all of you sitting out there in front of me today, confused with what I wanted to do with my life. Do I want to be a train driver, or maybe a farm worker? Maybe I’ll end up in one of the local factories where some of my family worked.

         “All these ideas were going through my mind, until one day, I was walking down Nantwich Road in Crewe, when I stumbled upon the Army Careers Office; the posters in the window were very inspiring. ‘Come Join the British Army’ was printed on all of the posters. ‘See the World’, ‘Come Have Some Fun.’ ‘The Army Needs People Like You’. I peered through a small gap in between the posters to see this military man, sitting at a desk, talking on the phone. I am not sure if he saw me or not, peering through the window but, what I do remember is, within seconds, I was sitting in front of him, looking up at this fine specimen of a man. Although he sold the Army to me, it was still my decision to join. I have never looked back once since the day I walked into the Army Careers Office on that day.

         “I joined up in 1961, some twelve years ago: Join the Navy and See the World, Join the Army and Sweep it, was the motto. Well, if that were the case, I wouldn’t be standing here today; if I’d wanted to be a road-sweeper then I’d have joined the local council. Over on my right are Corporal Dobbs and Lance Corporal Evans, both of whom have recently come back from a tour of Northern Ireland.”

         Sergeant Boucher continued with his speech, telling us about different regiments and corps’ you could join; it sounded impressive, however, it meant little or nothing to me. I was a young lad from a hard-working farming background, the only gun I knew about was a twelve-bore shotgun that my father had locked away in his shed. He would use the gun to help feed us all by going up the farm fields to find a rabbit or two for Sunday lunch. It wasn’t long before the Sergeant was asking the Corporal to start the projector rolling. “Lights out and close all side curtains,” said the Sergeant. No sooner said than done, was the response from the two or three teachers that were present.

         With the hall now in darkness, the Corporal switched on the projector to start the recruitment film. We all waited with bated breath, our eyes fixed on the screen that was hanging from the top of the stage; within seconds you could hear loud military music vibrating from the school speakers that were strategically placed on the stage, then, the screen lit up with the sight of a military band marching across an Army parade square. The film lasted about forty minutes before all of the curtains were reopened and the lights came back on. I suppose, looking back on it now, it was just propaganda, or in Army terms, ‘bullshit’. Everything they wanted you to see was included and everything they didn’t want you to see was kept within the confines of the Army.

         I am not sure how many of us were taken in by the film, but from a personal point of view, I was impressed by what I saw. ‘Sucker’, you might think, and you know what, you might be right. But there was no doubt in my mind that life in the Army was something I would be seriously considering when I left school.

         We were invited onto the stage in an orderly manner to chitchat to the Army personnel and to take home some paraphernalia. I remember, just before I stepped down from the stage, asking the Sergeant what regiment he was with. He took off his beret and pointed to his cap badge and said, “This, lad, is the badge of the Royal Artillery and, if you do decide to sign up, I would like you to bare that in mind when you choose which corps’ you would like to join.”

         “OK,” I said nervously. “Thank you again for the presentation; it has been very enjoyable and informative.” He shook my hand with a vice like grip that had me saying, “Ouch!” under my breath; however, I wasn’t showing him that it hurt. Eventually I managed to prise my hand away from his hand with my fingers all stuck together.

         There was a final closing speech by Sergeant Boucher and his men before the show was finally over. It was now time for one of the teachers to step up onto the stage in a very unmilitary manner to thank Sergeant Boucher and his men for all of their hard work and endeavour on putting on a great presentation. I was actually feeling very disappointed that it was all over, as the teacher asked us to put our hands together for Sergeant Boucher and his team. They were going back to serve their country and I, well, it was back to my daily routine for me: five days of school with weekends off. Still, I thought to myself with a smirk on my face, I only have about ten months left at school then, maybe God willing, I too can join the Army and become a soldier.

         “Listen in, everybody!” was the cry from the stage, “I would like you all to make your way to your form classes for the end of school registration, where your form teacher will be waiting for you. Please leave in an orderly manner starting with the front row first.”

         After the first few rows of pupils had made their way out of the assembly hall, it was like a stampede: chairs being scraped along the floor once more, people pushing to get through the swing doors; typical school chaos at its best. I made my way the short distance along the corridor to my form classroom, where most of my class had already arrived. “Sit down and be quiet,” said our teacher. “Say your name when I call it out.”

         I knew it would be at least two minutes before he called my name out, so I started to read the leaflets that I had taken from the stage; I was so engrossed in them that the teacher had to call out “Wolfendale!” twice before I answered.

         “Sir!” was my reply feeling startled.

         “About time,” he said. “OK, sit up straight. I shall be letting you out of school ten minutes earlier today; there is not a lot of point in starting something new.”

         We just looked at each other and smiled like Cheshire cats.

         “Class dismissed,” said the teacher.

         I was out of the school main entrance like a bat out of hell, almost forgetting I now had a bike to ride home on.

         It made a nice change for me to be able to ride through the school gates and along the road without having to worry about running one of my school mates over, who would normally be walking in the road. Four or five abreast they would walk, without a care in the world. I could see all the girls in their respective classrooms as I rode past their school. I felt like an escapee from a prisoner of war camp, as I picked up speed and headed home, with not another pupil to be seen. The journey home was as per normal: across the railway crossing, through the town, over the Canal Bridge then out into the countryside. As I cycled past the farm that was on my left, just before my house, I could hear the droning noise that the generator made when it was switched on. It supplied the air pressure for the milking machines; you could normally set your watch by the sound of the generator being switched on. I could also see the grey smoke tunnelling its way out of the chimney of my house and being blown up into the cloudy sky.

         I finally turned left into my drive. There were three farm cottages on the drive that were all attached together. I lived at number three, the one at the end of the drive. It had a big open wooden garage even though we couldn’t afford a car. There was also my dad’s shed, a shed that was always locked up, in respect that it was where my dad and my brothers kept their shotguns. I would always say hello to the two dogs we had, one of them was called Patch and the other called Judy. Patch was always chained up, which at the time seemed quite normal back then, but now as I look back some forty years on, it fills me with unremitting sadness. We had acres of fields in front of our house, so even now find it hard to understand why this beautiful black and white collie dog spent most of its life chained up. Judy was a corgi, who for some unknown reason had the run of the house. She wasn’t one of these dogs that would welcome you with a smile; in fact, she had a tendency to bite whenever she felt inclined. I still have a scar on my right arm to prove it. However, dogs will be dogs and bygones will be bygones.

         The huge, heavyweight front door was partly open with the weather being warm, so with a slight push of my hand, the door opened to reveal the steep flight of stairs that led to the bedrooms. Without knowing whether anyone was at home, I made my way briskly and loudly up the staircase into my bedroom. Within minutes I was changed into my play clothes, (not that I had a lot of clothes} ready to take on the world. There was no homework in my day, so when school was out, that meant school was out. I placed the Army leaflets that I had acquired underneath my mattress, along with all my football magazines, for safekeeping. 

         It was most definitely the safest place in our house if you didn’t want to lose anything. As I made my way back down the stairs, I noticed that there was some form of human life in the house after all. It was my mum, pottering around the kitchen in her slippers and apron. I think at my age, as a young fifteen year-old lad, you just don’t take any notice of your surroundings; the house could be getting ransacked and I probably wouldn’t have noticed or cared for that matter; getting on the field in front of the house for a game of footie was all I was interested in. My mum never had much to say, like, “how was your day?” or, “how come you’re home early?” As long as she could see some sort of movement from my skinny frame, and as long as I looked like I was still breathing, that was fine.

         My mum had more important things to concern herself with, like cooking dinner for all the hungry mouths that would be coming home in the next hour or two. I was tempted to tell my mum about my day and how I was contemplating joining the Army, however, I thought I would ponder the idea a little longer, maybe wait for the right opportunity to tell both of my parents together.

         After a quick rummage in the fridge for my daily intake of milk, I was soon in the field, kicking a football around on my own, trying to avoid all the cow pats that were lying randomly on the playing area. Unfortunately, the cows didn’t understand that it was a no shitting area. Sometimes, one or two of my mates would cycle up to my house for a game, and then when my brothers came home from work, about six o’clock in the evening, they would have their tea (a northern word for dinner) before joining me and my mates in the field. We would normally finish about eight o’clock, but the problem was, as soon as one of us had called time, I knew then, it was time to make a quick dash across the short distance towards to the fence that divided the field from the drive. I use to high-jump the fence before my menacing oversize brothers could catch me. As soon as I was over the fence, I felt safe. I knew I could make it into the house and into the safe haven of the living room to where my mum and dad were.

         My older brothers, for some reason, would attack either me or one of my school mates and inflict a lot of pain on one of us. They would get you into a Boston strangle (a wrestling term) where they would turn you over and sit on your back whilst at the same time, pulling your legs up in to the air. Technically, it was like they were trying to snap your back. Unfortunately, I had failed to inform one of my mates as my brothers attacked him like a lion pouncing on its prey. He had little or no chance of getting out of the hold he was in. He was subjected to a lot of unnecessary pain; screaming to the point where he was actually crying, they finally let him go. To them it was just a bit of harmless fun, but you try telling that to my mate. He still stayed my mate for the next eight months or so that I had left at school, however, he never did come back to my house. He had been scarred for life. If I ever see him now in the street, it is always the topic of conversation. I didn’t like to mention the fact, but he always seemed to walk with a kind of concave curve in his back, unless it’s just my imagination. Who knows, maybe it’s just my eyes playing tricks on me in my old age?

         When we were all a lot younger we would have to go to bed at eight o’clock, right after Coronation Street. Judy the dog would always bark as soon as she heard the trumpets of the theme tune to bring Coronation Street to an end. She would round us up like sheep until we were all out of sight and in our bedrooms. Now, with me being the youngest, the boundaries had changed. I would go to bed whenever I felt like it, within reason. Television programmes would end at about eleven and, unless you wanted to watch the test card all night, there was very little to do. It was warmer in my cold bedroom than to stay downstairs watching the embers of the fire slowly die out. I would normally go to bed about ten o’clock, the same time as most of my sisters. Occasionally, I would go into the girls’ bedroom, sit on the end of their bed and chat about general things before turning in.

         Most of my brothers would spend a couple of hours at the pub that closed at eleven, before making their way home and waking me up as they got into bed. Judy always slept on the end of the bed right by my feet. The only problem with that was if I wanted to turn over in the night or just stretch my legs out, she would start growling as if to say, “This is my space. One false move and I will bite your toes off.” This night was one of those nights when she was giving me a hard time; I woke up in the early hours of the morning and was just about to move my legs when I heard her growling. I just froze as the growling got louder. I was too terrified to move. I started shaking my brother. “Allan! Allan! Wake up, I can’t move my legs! Judy is growling at me!”

         “What’s up?” said Allan still half-asleep.

         “It’s Judy!” I said. “Please get her to move… she’s growling at my feet!” But before my brother could move her, she sank her teeth into my big toe. I was almost in tears with pain. My brother managed to kick her off the bed onto the floor. All I heard was a thud, then the sound of her little feet on the wooden floorboards, walking away from my bed. I think she must have been trying to find a warm spot somewhere else to curl up and go sleep.

         I had to wait until the morning when it was light to inspect my toe. Oh yes, she had drawn blood. I could see four teeth marks on my toe. I was going to tell my mum what had happened, but thought better of it; it was my problem, so deal with it, is what she would have said. That’s how it was with us all. We all learned to take care of ourselves. I had more scars on me than I care to remember. It wasn’t long before I was making my way to the Army Careers Office in Crewe without a word to my parents. As far as I was concerned I was only expecting to have a formal introduction into Army life, how wrong could one be; when I was asked to take an IQ test that I was unprepared for.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER TWO

            ARMY CAREERS OFFICE

         

         It was now mid-July and the school summer holidays were almost upon us. I would be entering my final seven months when I returned to school in September. It was in the summer holidays I decided to venture out to Crewe without telling anybody. “Bye mum” I said “just going out to play.” If I was lucky she might respond with, “OK.” It was only when it got dark that my mum would start to question my whereabouts. “Where’s our Paul? He should be in by now,” she would say.

         I walked the two miles into Nantwich to catch the bus that would drop me off near the Army Careers Office on Nantwich Road in Crewe. Top deck, front seat, looking out of the window was my favourite position on the double-decker bus; I use to find myself ducking my head at all the branches from the overhanging trees. Every time we went around a corner, it seemed certain we would hit a house or two. I suppose that is why I liked it on the top deck. I think I must have been born with the fear factor running through my veins. The half-hour journey seemed like forever until the bus finally arrived at my stop.

         There were no doors at the back of the bus, just an open space where the conductor would stand when he was not collecting fares. I always took the opportunity to jump off the back of the bus just before it had fully come to a stop, in a kind of audacious way. Occasionally, I would fall over my own feet onto the pavement; it got a few laughs from bystanders that were walking past, minding their own business; however, I would just get up, brush myself down and carry on as if nothing had happened. Luckily for me, on this occasion, I managed to stand up on my own two feet. It was probably a good job because when I managed to get my bearings together, I realised that I was standing outside the Army Careers Office with one of the soldiers doing some window-dressing.

         I looked over my shoulder towards the road, to hear the roaring sound of my bus driving away; I could hear the grinding of the gears as the bus struggled to pick up momentum. This was it. I felt quite alone even though the streets were full of traffic and pedestrians. It reminded me of standing outside the dental practice, not wanting to go in but, at the same time, knowing that I must. Regrets are something I don’t take kindly to, my philosophy is, go for it: better to have tried and failed than not tried at all.’ I tightened my lips together and at the same time, trying to control my squeaky bum, took one last breath and made my way through the beautiful, shiny glass door that was covered in decals. The waiting room that welcomed me was very small and triangular in shape, decked out with military posters wherever you looked. There was probably enough room for about four or five people maximum.

         As I took a seat, I could see another glass door immediately in front of me. The door was partially open. I could see a military man sitting behind a large heavy wooden desk. It was all coming back to me now, the things Sergeant Boucher was talking to us about just a few weeks ago. The soldier that I saw dressing the window was the first to greet me, as he stepped down from the window ledge. In a stern but gentle voice; dressed in his immaculate Army uniform, he said, “Hello, how can I help you, son?”

         “I am interested in joining the Army,” I said with a kind of nervousness in my voice. I am sure he must have noticed that I was nervous, but at the same time, he made me feel very comfortable by not saying anything.

         “Brilliant. Joining the Army, hey” he said with a smile on his face? “Just give me a minute and I’ll be with you.”

         “Thank you, that’s fine,” I said, as I watched his every move until he was seated alongside his military comrade.

         “OK, would you like to step forward please into my office.”

         I was smartly out of my seat, thinking, the Army is no place for losers. In simple terms, I was trying to make an impression.

         “Take a seat,” said the soldier. “OK, my name is Sergeant Dave Boucher. You’re more than welcome to call me Dave or Sergeant Boucher, if you prefer. Sitting next to me is Corporal Gavin Batty, who is here to assist me in my duties… So you want to join the Army? Then tell us a little about yourself: how you got to hear about us and the reasons why you think the Army would be the life for you.”

         I replied in a slightly high-pitched voice, as my voice had not fully broken yet. “My name is Paul Wolfendale, I’m fifteen years old, soon to be sixteen. I go to the boys’ secondary modern school in Nantwich; that’s where I first got the inspiration to join the Army… I was present at your recruitment campaign.”

         “Ah right; that was about six weeks ago, if mind serves me right,” said the Sergeant.

         “Yes,” I said. “I recognise you both from the fine presentation that you put on for us all.”

         The Sergeant replied by saying, “It’s nice to see that our time at your school hasn’t been a total waste of time and effort. You’re actually the first boy to have shown any kind of interest, so I would like to thank you once again for coming here today.”

         Ten minutes of what I would describe as interrogation, to find out whether or not I had what it takes to join the professionals was next. “How do you think you’ll cope when faced with hostilities on the streets of Northern Ireland?” they said waiting for my answer.

         “I will probably be scared at first, I won’t deny that,” I said, “but it’s something I’ve thought about and I am pretty sure I will be ready for the task.”

         “How do you think you’ll react when being kicked out of bed at 0530hrs in a morning? Your mum won’t be there to wipe your nose,” they said pushing me once more for a more than one word answer.

         “I come from a large hardworking family,” I said “so I am use to fending for myself.” After a few more questions the interview was over. They seemed pleased with everything I had told them, making me feel a lot more comfortable with everything.

         “OK,” said Sergeant Boucher. “Would you have any objection in taking part in an IQ test?”

         “Did you say an IQ test?” I said in a shocked voice.”

         “That’s correct, an IQ test” said Sergeant Boucher.

         “Err, yes, I don’t mind at all, when would you like me to come back?”

         “Come back, Come back young man! You don’t need to come back, you can do it right away!” he said chuckling to himself.

         Ouch, I thought. I wasn’t prepared for this. Unfortunately, I could not think of one solitary reason for not doing the test right now. “Yes,” I said. “Of course I will,” I said in a kind of, I am ready for anything you can throw at me type of voice. I was still feeling uncomfortable with the situation but thought, ‘what the hell; just go and do the test and see what happens.’

         “Corporal Batty, could you escort Paul upstairs and get him started on the test please.” 

         “Yes, Sarge,” said the Corporal as he stood up from his seat. “OK Paul, would you like to follow me please, if you could just make your way up those stairs on your right and I will follow you up.”

         They were just like the stairs from my house: very narrow, very dark and very squeaky. At the top of the stairs a voice from behind me said, “There is a door on the right Paul, which should be unlocked. Just press the handle down on the door then give it a little nudge.”

         No sooner said than done.

         “You should see the light switch on the wall by the door.”

         The room lit up as I pressed the switch to expose the room to my eyes. It was just like a small store room, with no windows, just a wooden desk and a wooden chair. There was a grey metal locker standing up against the wall that was locked and, to be honest, that is about as descriptive as it gets. The Corporal followed me into the room and made his way over to the grey metal locker. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a bunch of keys, one of which unlocked a small brass padlock. “Just take a seat Paul, and relax,” he said as he removed the padlock from the locker.

         I could see lots of paper work on the shelves in the locker as the Corporal opened the locker doors. He reached into the locker and pulled out some sort of pamphlet. “Be with you in a second just need to lock the locker up.” The Corporal put his keys back into his pocket and then placed the pamphlet on the desk in front of me. “Just keep the pamphlet closed for now until I tell you to open it,” explained the Corporal. “You will have thirty minutes to complete as many questions as you can from the time that I tell you to start. If you don’t know the answer to a question, don’t spend too much time dwelling over it; just move onto the next one or before you know it, you’ll find yourself running out of time. Are there any questions that you would like to ask before you start the test?”

         “I cannot think of any at the moment,” I said as I was staring down at the test sheet.

         “OK then, I will leave you to get on with it. You can now open the pamphlet in front of you and start the test when you’re ready. Good luck,” said the Corporal as he left the room, closing the door behind him. I could hear his boots working on the wooden steps as he made his way down the staircase and back into his office. I was now feeling even more alone without a care in the world. I had one last look around the room (for what earthly reason I just don’t know). 

         I opened the pamphlet without any clue to what I might find or be faced with. It was very self explanatory, it was just a series of puzzle with questions like, what number precedes the following: 1 2 4 7 11… answer 16; 1 + 1 = 2, 2+2 = 4, 4+3 =7, 7+4 =11 so, naturally, 11+ 5… the next numbers would be 16+6, as the numbers that you add go up in a numerical order (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6); which was the odd one out of 17, 26, 35, 44, and 54… answer 54, as all the other numbers add up to 8, if you add the two numbers together. I felt myself rattling through the questions very quickly, and was just thinking to myself that I might get through the whole test at this rate, when suddenly I heard the office door open and the sound of someone coming up the stairs. I was pretty sure by the sound the stairs were making that it wasn’t the Fairy Godmother coming to help me.

         “OK, stop writing,” said the Corporal as he opened the door.

         I probably had a few more pages left of the test, but felt quite satisfied I had done well enough.

         “How did you find the test Paul?” said the Corporal with a smile on his face.

         “Yeah, not too bad, thanks. I managed to finish most of the questions.”

         “Good,” said the Corporal. “If you would like to make your way back down the stairs and take a seat in the waiting room, I will follow you down and then mark your test paper.”

         Once in the waiting room, I could see the Corporal sitting next to Sergeant Boucher, marking my test sheet. He had a kind of stencil that he put over the page, with little square holes in it and, if your answer was correct, it would show up in the respective square hole. If your answer didn’t show up, then it was obviously wrong. I waited anxiously, but at the same time, I remember not feeling too worried. I think I did as well as I could within the allotted time. I saw the Corporal having a kind of whispered conversation with Sergeant Boucher before he finally stood up and inviting me forward into their office. “OK Paul, if you would like to step into my office and take a seat please.”

         I wasn’t sure where to look or where to put my arms, I felt myself fidgeting in my seat… please put me out of my misery, I was thinking.

         “Right Paul, let me first put you out of your misery,” said Sergeant Boucher – as if reading my mind “You have passed.”

         My hand that was covering my mouth slowly slid off the end of my chin to form a clenched fist, my head went back as I looked up to the heavens as if to say, “Thank you, Lord. Thank you.” I brought my head down from the heavens and looked at Sergeant Boucher, breathing a sigh of relief. “Thank God for that,” I said.

         “You actually did very well Paul; your score was far more than you needed. What you will need to do now, because you’re still only fifteen years of age, is come back in about six months time, around February time, then we will take things forward to the next stage of you joining the Army. Are there any questions you would like to ask myself or my Corporal before you leave?”

         “Just one,” I said. “Will I need to do the test again when I come back in February?”

         “No, of course not,” said Sergeant Boucher. “Your test will be filed away until you return in the New Year. Do you have any more questions?”

         “No, that’s fine, thank you,” I said feeling contented with how it all went.

         “OK then Paul; we shall both look forward to seeing you soon.”

         I stood up and was greeted with two firm handshakes from Sergeant Boucher and Corporal Batty, who wished me all the best.

         I felt like a million dollars as I exited the Army Careers Office and stepped back into civilisation. I made my way across the other side of the busy road to the bus stop whilst, at the same time, trying not to get splattered as I dodged the traffic. There were about four other people already at the bus stop, all a lot older than me I hasten to add. I was yearning to tell one of them about my day. I was hoping that someone might start up a conversation with me as I stood and waited for the bus. I looked up to the sky to see the sun shining in between the white fluffy clouds, very representative of the day I was having. Pathetic fallacy is what I believe this is called. To be honest, I felt I had more chance of getting a conversation from the sun that seemed to be trying to tell me, “Well done, young man. I am shining my warm beautiful sun rays down just for you.”

         Finally, I could see the bus in the distance among all the slow moving traffic; the noise of the diesel engine could be heard for miles. It seemed to take ages for the bus to arrive, along with the fact that I could not wait to get home and tell my parents the news. The bus eventually pulled up along the edge of the kerb, with its squeaky brakes working on its massive wheels before coming to a complete stop. I allowed all the other passengers that were waiting with me to embark first before I got on and made my way up the metal stairs to the top deck. I was hoping to sit at the front like I would normally do; with the fact that the bus had just come from the main bus station it was quite full so sitting at the front wasn’t going to happen. I decided that the next best seat would be to sit on the right-hand side of the bus so that I could look out of the window at the Army Careers Office, and reflect on what I had just done as the bus drove away. By the time the bus had reached Nantwich main bus station, I had made my way to the front seats on the top deck with most of the passengers already disembarked.

         With the bus now parked up, I made my way home. It was about a half hour walk through the busy town out into the countryside, before finally reaching my house mid-afternoon. As I entered the house, everything was as normal as could be, apart from the fact my father was at home along with my mother. My father was now retired but occasionally would help out on the farm when asked. He was sitting in his normal place on the settee watching the 21” colour television we had, with his cap on, smoking a woodbine. It could be difficult enough for me to talk to my father at the best of times, let alone when he was watching his beloved television; disturbing him wasn’t an option. I decided it would be best to tell my mum first, then she could tell my dad the good news later. “Mum,” I said, “I have something to tell you.”

         “What is it now?” she said as if she had better things to do than listen to me.

         “I am thinking of joining the Army,” I said in a firm voice.

         Her attention was forthcoming. “Joining the Army” my mum asked?

         “Yes,” I replied. “I caught the bus into Crewe today and went to the Army Careers Office. I did an Army IQ test and passed it.”

         I don’t think my mum knew what to say; she seemed a little perplexed to say the least by what I had said. “That’s wonderful,” she said. “Your father will be really pleased and so chuffed with you.”

         It made me feel so proud to hear those words from my mother, knowing that joining the Army meant so much to her and my father.

         My mother went off into the living room to tell my father all about what I had just told her about joining the Army. I don’t know how the conversation went as I’d already gone outside onto the field to practise my footy. My parents were one of the main reasons why I decided to join the Army. My father served in the Army between the two world wars. He enlisted on the 28th of December 1923, at the age of 19, into the Kings Shropshire Light Infantry, and had an honourable discharge on the 18th of September 1931. I know from talking to him and my mum that they would have liked for one of their sons to have joined the military. One of my brothers, Robin, did deliberate with the idea of joining the Army, but then decided against it; I guess I was the last chance saloon for one of the eight lads to follow in my father’s footsteps.

         Later on that evening, I ventured back into the house after several hours of climbing trees in the near-by woods. I don’t remember too much of what my father had to say (like I said he was a man of very few words), however, it didn’t matter a fig to me because, deep down, I knew that he and my mother were both equally as proud of me as I was to have them as my parents.

         September arrived, the month I always looked forward to. It was my sixteenth birthday (on the 14th to be precise) and, instead of the normal toys and games I would receive from my parents, I received clothes. I felt very disappointed and remember thinking what do I want with clothes? It was a major shock to the system, but I guess it is all part of growing up in life; dealing with these sorts of changes was something I would have to get use to. One day, you’re a boy without a care in the world then, the next day you’re a man with responsibilities. I soon got over the shock and started looking forward to Christmas; the colder months and darker nights meant that football was limited to the school playground. I started to learn how to speak German at our local college along with my school buddy Paul Simpson. I use to go one day a week from school and would practise it at home in the evenings whilst lying in my bed under several blankets. I knew that speaking German would be advantageous to me, with the fact that a huge part of the British Army was based in Germany, and I myself, might get posted overseas one day.

         Christmas soon arrived, with me knowing that this would probably be the last traditional Christmas that I would be part of. My presents would still be laid out on the settee alongside all of my sisters’ presents; I knew I would be getting more clothes again, so it didn’t come as such a shock when I opened my presents: Trousers, shirts, pullovers, socks, underwear and, of course, some obligatory hankies were the format for the day. I was always grateful for what I got, but it felt like Santa had deserted me this year. After the festive period had come and gone, it was now time for me to start preparing for 1974. I had about four months left at school before stepping out into the real world. I wasn’t too sure what the first few months were going to bring, shocks and surprises of plenty I was expecting, but even I was taken aback when I went to see my local GP. What he asked me do was something I was not fully prepared for, it was that smile on his face that will stay with me forever as he went about his business.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER THREE

            DROP YOUR TROUSERS YOUNG MAN

         

         As February dawned, the snow was laying nipple deep on the ground. It was about 7.30am on this very cold Friday morning. I had just got dressed ready for school. I took a quick look out of my bedroom window; all the fields that I could see to my right looked liked they had been covered with the biggest white blanket I had ever seen. I looked over to the farm that was immediately in front of me to see if I could see any activity, it was as if time had stood still; all the cows were being kept in the cowsheds until the weather improved. My brother and sister were nowhere to be seen. With the fact that milking was almost over, I guess they were probably having a warm cup of tea somewhere.

         It wasn’t long before I made my way down the creaky stairs and made myself a brew.

         “When are you going back to the Army Careers Office?” asked my mum as she handed me my bowl of un-burnt porridge.

         “On Monday morning,” I replied in a cheerful voice. “I will tell my form teacher today that I won’t be in school because I have a careers interview.”

         “Oh, OK then,” said my mum. “You must make sure that you dress smartly; we don’t want them thinking that you can’t dress yourself, do we now?”

         “No, mum, you’re right,” I said sarcastically.

         “I will sort some clean clothes out for you and put them on your bed,” said my mum.

         “Thanks mum,” I replied.

         “Make sure you have a bath on Sunday night. I’ll make sure there is a good fire burning in the grate so that the water is piping hot,” said my mum.

         I gulped down my porridge then finished my cup of tea before saying goodbye. It was a nightmare of a journey in the snow and, by time I had reached the school gates, the bottom of my trousers were soaking wet. I wasn’t sure whether we would be allowed to play football in the playground or not, but luckily for me, the teachers were showing some sort of common sense for a change allowing us to play.

         Most of the school decided to stay inside at all break times that we had throughout the day. It was only me and a few of my mates that would brave the elements. We had a few snowball fights and a few rolls in the snow; it’s what’s known as having fun, I thought, as I looked towards the school to see the rest of the pupils in their respective classrooms. At the end of the day it was make your way home time once again. The snow was now very slushy and, just when I thought I couldn’t get any wetter, I was completely wrong; every time a vehicle drove past me as I cycled home I got an absolute drowning with dirty, slushy, freezing cold water. I arrived home to the sound of my mum saying in a loud voice, “Look at the state of you, our Paul!” Then (in a stern voice), “What have you been up to?”

         “Don’t blame me mum! It’s all those crazy drivers on the road; they don’t even slow down when they pass you, ‘In fact’, I think they speed up on purpose to see if they can get the slush to go over your head.”

         “Get your shoes now, I will stuff them with old newspapers and put them by the fire to dry,” said my mum.

         No sooner said than done; my feet were like ice blocks. I went upstairs into my bedroom to find some dry clothes to change into, before making my way back downstairs. I put my bare feet close to the flames on the open fire to thaw them out, almost burning my toes in the process. My mum brought me some clean, warm socks that had been drying out on the cylinder upstairs and gave them to me. “Put these on,” she said. “They will keep your feet warm.”

         As I put them on, the feeling of the warm socks on my cold feet was to die for; I was feeling so much warmer now, so decided that football was definitely off the menu. I went into the living room where my father was watching television in front of another raging fire. “Hi dad,” I said in a kind of happy voice. My father just nodded his head downwards to acknowledge that he had heard me then continued watching the television.

         It was always nice to have the weekend off, although I didn’t have any plans to do anything. All my thoughts were now focused on Monday morning and nothing else. The weekend passed quickly, as is normally the case when you’re not at school. Saturday morning was spent playing in the woods and in the nearby council yard across the road at the end of my drive. My sister and her friend came along later in the morning to see what I was up to and just to have a chat. “What are you up too? Ah Paul” said my sister.

         “Not a lot. Just playing around, climbing trees and playing in the sand,” I replied. 

         My sister then said, “I’ve just been telling my friend Amy about all the clothes that mum and dad have bought for you instead of toys and games. I also told her about the dicky bow that they had bought for you.”

         I was sat thinking, why did you need to tell her about my dicky bow? But, before I could say anything, Amy and her super-quick thinking shouted, “Wow, that’s good. I have a dick but it’s not in a bow yet.” I was stunned in to silence and didn’t know what to say.

         After a while we all made our way back home. My sister and her friend Amy went to the girls’ bedroom to do what girls do, and I went into the dining room to listen to the afternoon’s football on my transistor radio. I would normally watch the television, however, come four o’clock my father would always be watching the wrestling; all this meant is, that I would not get to find out how my beloved team, Leeds United, were getting on. Saturday night was Match of the Day night. The problem I had was staying awake; there would be times when I would be watching the news on my own, waiting for Match of the Day to start, then all of a sudden, I would wake up to the tune of Match of the Day, signalling that the programme had finished. I would be fuming, basically because that was it; it would never be repeated in respect that we didn’t have modern technology like a VCR. I would go to bed all disgruntled and have to settle for reading the football stories in the Sunday paper the next day.

         Sunday was pretty much the same as Saturday without the sport; we did use to have to go to Sunday school when we were younger, but all that has stopped now that we were older. Sunday evening was soon upon us. I was sitting in the dining room talking to one of my sisters, when I suddenly heard the water pipes rattling upstairs in the cubbyhole where the cylinder sat. The next thing I heard was my mum saying in a loud voice, “Paul, I am just going to run the bath water for you to have a bath. Don’t be too long or the water will be cold.”

         Not a chance, I thought. The water would get that hot in the bathroom that it took the paint off the walls. “I’ll be up right away,” I said, in an anything-you-say-mum kind of voice.

         “I have put your clothes that you will be wearing tomorrow on your bed; try to make sure you don’t crease them up,” my mum said.

         I was just about to go upstairs when I saw my mum making her way downstairs.

         “Don’t you come up, our Paul, until I reach the bottom,” my mum said with her superstitions kicking in again. I waited until my mother was at the bottom of the stairs before being allowed up into the bathroom. It felt more like a sauna than a bathroom; there was steam everywhere. I turned the cold tap on and left it running until I was undressed.

         I decided to get an early night after my bath. I spent a little time with the light on practising my German. “Ich heisse Paul Wolfendale,” I would say to myself before my eyes wouldn’t stay open any longer. I just about managed to switch the light off before my head hit the pillow. The next thing I knew, it was Monday morning and I was eagerly waiting to see what the day had in store for me. I felt excited; it reminded me of the time we would all get up on a Sunday morning once a year in the summer holidays for our annual Sunday school trip to Blackpool. I got dressed in the smart clothes my mum had laid out for me: nicely pressed trousers that would be more suited to a golfer, not quite plus-fours, but similar, my shiny lace up winkle-pickers type shoes and a zip-up blue pullover.

         I had more colours in my clothes than a technicoloured yawn. My mum would always take one last look at me before I left home. Even though we were a very poor family, smart and tidy was top of her agenda; there was no excuse for scruffiness where my mum was concerned. “Stand still,” my mum would say to me. She would then get out her hankie and spit on the corner of it before wiping the edge of my mouth to get rid of any remaining food that may be present. I still feel the impact of that now as I write this book. The spit had a kind of smell of its own, it was disgusting.

         My mum and dad wished me good luck as I started my eagerly awaited voyage. First it was on foot to Nantwich, and then I would catch the bus to Crewe. The Army Careers Office was open as I arrived about 10.30am. There was no hesitation this time; I just marched right into the waiting room. Everything seemed the same as it was some six months ago until I noticed that Sergeant Boucher and Corporal Batty were no longer present; there were two different soldiers sitting at the desk where they would normally be seated. “Hello, how can I help you?” said one of the soldiers.

         I replied by saying. “I was here some six months ago. I was interviewed by Sergeant Boucher and Corporal Batty who asked me to take part in an IQ test that I passed. I was told that I was too young to join the Army at this moment in time, so I would need to return when I was sixteen. Come back and see us in February they said.”

         “Well unfortunately, Sergeant Boucher and Corporal Batty have now returned to their units. My name is Sergeant Danny Cromwell and this is Corporal David Huxley. We have now taken over their duties for the next two years. Did you say that you passed the IQ test?”

         “Yes,” I said in a confident voice.

         “Bear with me a minute,” said Sergeant Cromwell. “I will just need to check the files that should be in here somewhere.”

         After rummaging in the filing cabinet for a few minutes Sergeant Cromwell turned to me and said, “I am sorry, but there doesn’t seem to be any recollection of you being here six months ago.”

         “Oh,” I said, disappointed and confused. “Well, I definitely was here; it’s not the sort of thing I would lie about.”

         “No, I understand,” said Sergeant Cromwell. “That is not in dispute. All it means is that you’ll have to do the IQ test again.”

         “I was told I would not have to do the test again,” I said feeling annoyed.

         “Yes, I know,” said Sergeant Cromwell, trying to show some sympathy. “I understand how you feel, without the paperwork from the test you say you did, I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do.”

         I was not happy at all, I’m just glad there wasn’t a cat roaming around otherwise it would be feeling ill. All that said; I still had to understand that mistakes happen in all forms of life.

         Corporal Huxley escorted me to the so-called store room just like six months ago. After the time had elapsed, I was escorted back into the waiting room and waited for the Sergeant to mark my test sheet once more. “OK, Paul. Would you kindly make your way into my office and take a seat please,” said Sergeant Cromwell.

         I sat down and waited my result.

         “Well done Paul, you have passed the test with flying colours, and once again, I apologise about the mix up with your last test.”

         “No problem,” I said. I was just glad to have passed it for a second time. “What happens now?” I asked.

         “OK, what will happen now is that I will need to take all your details down: date of birth, where you were born, address, your religion, etc. All in all, it should take about ten minutes to complete the paper work. Corporal Huxley, could you get me the registration forms from the filing cabinet please?”

         “Right away,” said the Corporal. The Corporal handed over the forms to his Sergeant, who then started by saying, “Your full name please?”

         “Paul William Wolfendale,” I said feeling good that I’d got that one correct. 

         “Date of birth?”

         “Fourteenth of the ninth, 1957,” I answered

         “And who is your next of kin?”

         “Charles William Cooper and Adeline Harriet Cooper,”

         It seemed to take a lot longer than ten minutes to fill out all of the forms, but finally, the Sergeant said, “OK, I think that’s about it. I will just have one more look to make sure I haven’t missed anything out.” He checked the forms up and down several times before declaring. “Yes, I can’t see anything else that needs filling out; all the questions have been answered.”

         After all the forms had been neatly filled in using block capitals, I felt that the Sergeant knew more about me than I knew about myself. “Right, Paul,” said the Sergeant. “Now all the paper work is complete, the next step is to arrange a medical with your GP. I have all the details, so I shall be in touch with him right away; you should receive a letter in the post within the next few days explaining when your appointment is. After that, and, providing the medical goes well without any major issues, we will be in touch with you again by form of a letter for a further interview about the next stage.”

         “How long will all this normally take?” I said.

         “All being well, I will phone your GP later on today to arrange a medical for you. Hopefully it will be no later than the end of this week; once your medical is complete I should get the result back the following week.”

         “That’s great!” I said feeling contented that things were now moving forward. “I look forward to hearing from you soon.” I shook the hand of both the Sergeant and the Corporal before saying, “Thanks again. See you soon.”

         “Bye, Paul, have a safe journey home.”

         I made my way across the road to catch the bus that would take me back to Nantwich before the enduring two mile walk home. It felt just like the last time except this time, I really felt that this was it; there was no turning back now. I was now that much closer to joining the Army and ‘taking the Queen’s shilling.’ I decided to skip school for the rest of the day although I must say, it was a close decision, I just felt the road home seemed a more attractive proposition than an afternoon of lessons; well it was certainly more scenic.

         As I walked home, I could sense I was the only school pupil in the town. Where were my mates when I needed them? I felt like a stranger in my home town; people would stare at me as if to say, what are you doing, my lad, you should be at school? I took a few short cuts through alleyways and deserted car parks to avoid being compromised by all and sundry; it wasn’t until I eventually crossed over the canal bridge, some half a mile away from my house that I felt in my own comfort zone. It was all quiet at my house as I walked up the path to the front door. The only noise I could hear was from Patch, as she paraded up and down the length of her chain. I stopped for a few minutes to give her a hug and a cuddle before stepping through my front door.

         Judy was next to welcome me, with a little snarl; she liked to show me her teeth from time to time. I am the boss around here was the message I was receiving. Although the house wasn’t that big, three-up and three-down, including the kitchen, my mum and dad were nowhere to be found. It wasn’t long before I set eyes on my mum. She had been hanging out the washing in the back garden. “Oh, you’re home already,” my mum said in a surprised voice as she walked into the kitchen. She caught me swigging down a pint of milk from the small white stand up fridge.

         “Where’s dad?” I asked.

         “He’s in the garden, digging up potatoes for tea,” said my mum. “How did you get on today?”

         “Well, everything went well,” I said. “They made me do another IQ test that I passed with flying colours, they said the next step will be for them to send me an appointment letter for a medical at our local GP within the next few days and, providing the medical goes well, they will need to see me again soon after to discuss matters further.”

         “I am so pleased!” said my mother. “I will tell your father when he comes in from the garden.”

         I could tell from the look on my mum’s face that she was chuffed to bits with what I was doing; I also knew that my dad would be sharing the same sentiments. I can never remember my dad saying anything at all about me joining the Army after he was told the news by my mum, but he didn’t have to. Occasionally we would sit on the grass bank in the back garden and have a chat with his woodbine in one hand and a cuppa in the other; I’m pretty sure that my dad would sit there all day if he could. As far as my brothers and sisters were concerned, it was, I’ ll believe it when I see it. I remember one of my sisters being a little judgemental, in saying to me, “can’t see you sticking it out. You’re too much of a mummy’s boy.”

         Somewhere hidden in that statement was an element of truth; it always seemed in my sisters’ eyes that they got blamed for everything that went wrong and, that I was always the innocent party. Well, to put the record straight, I remember at least two occasions when my dad took his leather belt off his trousers and thrashed me hard on my backside. I could feel the anger in the belt as it thrashed against my paltry thin trousers as a lay bent over my dad’s knee.

         I shared a mutual love with my parents. Deep down inside my heart, I loved them more than anyone could ever know. Maybe that’s what my sisters saw when they made their judgement call, and, not the fact that I felt so much love towards them; maybe it was a love that could only be felt by my parents.

         A few days had past and I was still awaiting the arrival of my well anticipated letter. The post always arrived about 7am, just as I would be getting out of the comfort of my warm bed. Dressed only in my underwear, I heard the postman at the door whilst, at the same time, feeling the coldness of the room air chilling my body. I could hear my mum thanking the postman. I stood motionless for a few seconds, hoping that there was some post for me. Within seconds, my mum had shouted up the stairs. “Paul, there is a letter for you; it looks quite official. I would say by the looks of it, it’s probably from the Army.”

         “Be down in a minute mum; just getting dressed.” I said with a shiver in my voice. I felt adrenalin running through my veins as I accelerated my way downstairs missing every other step and jumping the last four.

         “What’s that noise?” said my mum in a concerned manner. “Paul, are you OK?”

         “Yes,” I said. “I just missed a couple of steps on the way down.”

         “Well, be careful you daft bugger, you’ll do yourself an injury” said my mum.

         “Where’s my letter mum?” I asked.

         “It’s on the table in the dining room in a brown envelope,” replied my mum.

         “OK, I can see it, thanks” I said.” I picked up the letter and carefully opened it, trying not to rip any part of what was inside the envelope.

         “Well, what does it say?” shouted my mum from the kitchen.

         “Give me a second… I am just about to read it,” I said as I unfolded the piece of paper that was in the envelope. “It says that an appointment has been arranged for you at your local GP on Monday the 18th of February at 10.30am.”

         “That’s next Monday,” my mum said.

         “Yes,” I said. “In four days’ time, it says that the GP will give me a full examination that should take no more than about twenty minutes… Please make sure that you take this letter with you and hand it to your GP,” I quoted. 

         “Is that it? Nothing else” said my mum.

         “No, that’s all it says,” I said.

         My sisters that were getting ready for work were too interested in not being late than bothered about my less concerning medical on Monday morning. That was fine by me, because I also had more interesting things to concern myself with, like getting to school on time and playing footie with my mates.

         Monday morning arrived and, after my mum had made sure I was shining like a new penny, I got my bike out from the shed and made my way to Nantwich, not forgetting my appointment letter. The weather was slightly murky with a slight drizzle in the air, so wearing my three-quarter Parka coat with its rabbit fur trimmed around the edge of the hood was a must. It actually did look more like a military coat with all its neatly sewn-in pockets and a pull-cord around the waist. I arrived at the GP clinic and parked my bike up against the wall of the practice, hoping it would still be there when I returned. I made my way into the reception area and walked over to the counter.

         “How can I help you?” said the smartly dressed lady in a posh kind of voice. Well, compared to mine, it was posh.

         “I have an appointment with my GP,” I said as I handed over the appointment letter for her to read.

         “OK, if you would like to take a seat please, and wait for your name to be called.”

         “Thank you,” I said politely as I made my way to the waiting room, only to be greeted by all the walking wounded that were hoping for sick notes. There were some magazines available, but of no interest to me: Women’s Own, Gardeners’ World, DIY, etc. I just bided my time by reading all the notices that they had posted around the waiting room walls, until it was time for my name to be called. No sooner had I finished reading about the impact of drugs, my name was called over the PA system. “Paul Wolfendale to Doctor Crawford please, Paul Wolfendale to Doctor Crawford.”

         I looked at everybody as I left my seat thinking, Yeah; go on, it’s my turn now. Enjoy your magazines. Along the short narrow corridor I went, passing several doors that were all closed: Doctor Harris… No, that’s not me; Doctor Sinn… No, that’s not me either, and then as I looked further down the corridor, I noticed a door on my left that was slightly ajar. I peered around the frame of the door to see this elderly gentleman writing some notes on his desk. I think he must have sensed my presence because, within a split second, he turned and looked up at me from the comfort of his chair. “Mr Wolfendale,” he said, with some authority in his voice.

         “Yes,” I said with trepidation in mine.

         “Come in and take a seat,” said the doctor. I did exactly what he said then waited for his next command which was, “Shut the door behind you please.”

         “Sorry,” I said apologetically.

         “OK, so you’re thinking of joining the Army, are you?”

         “Yes,” I said.

         “If you would just like to stand up please and strip down to the waist as I need to examine you.” He took out his stethoscope and positioned it all over my body, at the same time telling me to breathe in and out repeatedly. “OK, everything seems fine. Could you now take down your trousers, please?”

         Ouch. I felt he was now going to take away what little bit of dignity I had left. I saw him putting on a rubber glove and knew what was coming next.

         “Pull your pants down please.”

         I couldn’t believe that I was now standing bollock-naked in front of a man I had never met before. This was the most undignified thing I had ever done in my life. There I was with my trousers down to my ankles and my underpants resting on top of them; standing in front of this strange man with his face only inches away from mine, was making me feel very uncomfortable.

         I felt his rubber glove against my undercarriage.

         “Cough please,” he said as he continued his test to see if there was any sign of a hernia that could put a stop to my Army career right here and now.

         As I arched my neck back I made sure I kept my mouth closed, just in case I fired a foreign body out of my mouth. I remember the way he was looking at me, a way that made me feel that he was actually seeing whether I was enjoying the experience.

         “OK, that’s fine. Just take a seat please while I fill in my report,” he said.

         A few seconds later, after he had finished his report, he said, “I just need to do a test now to test for colour blindness.” He showed me a book with numbers that were hidden in a mass of bubbles on each page, my job was to recognise and call out the number that I could see on each page. I could see that I was struggling on one or two of the numbers; in fact, there was the odd one or two that I couldn’t even see at all. I knew then that all was not well. I felt a magnitude of sadness inside me as the doctor explained that I was suffering from a mild case of colour blindness that he would have to put down in his report. 

         “I shall have the report sent out today so you should get a letter from the Army Careers Office very soon,” he said.

         “Thank you,” I said as I turned towards the door, feeling like I had just been kicked in the undercarriage and not just having it felt.

         Back home, I explained to my parents what the doctor had said, but ever the optimist, my mum said, “Oh, don’t worry, you’ll be fine. You’ll see, don’t get yourself down.”

         I just agreed and thought, yes, my mum is right as usual. There is no point worrying over it; I shall just have to wait a couple of days to see what the result of my medical is. I could see the chances of me joining the Army receding with every word that was spoken by my mum.

         The letter arrived on Thursday morning. I was just having breakfast with my sisters when the post arrived, along with some other mail. The letter seemed a lot larger than I was expecting; it was a large brown envelope that was bursting at the seams. My mum was urging me to open it.

         “OK!” I said to my mum. “Just give me a moment.” I pulled out a three page letter that was stapled together and started to read it out aloud to whoever was listening.

         It read something like this. ‘Thank you for attending your medical on Monday 18th of February. Your GP has given us an unbiased report on your health, in respect to joining the Army. I am sure you understand that it is important for all potential soldiers to be medically fit for service, so as to take on any task in the Army that they’re given. A full report of your medical can be seen and explained overleaf.’

         “Well, what does it say?” asked my mum.

         I found it hard to completely understand the report as I scanned my eyes across the page; everything seemed in order until I reached section at the bottom of the page. It explained that due to my mild condition of colour blindness, I would need to be referred to a military doctor to see the extent of my condition. ‘We have enclosed a second-class return ticket for you to visit RAF (Royal Air Force) Cosford on Monday 4th March. Details of the whereabouts and a map of how to get there from the station are enclosed on page three of this document.’ I looked inside the envelope to find the return ticket, also a claims form for any other expenditure I might encounter.

         “Well,” said my mum. “That’s good news!”

         I suppose it was. At least I was still in there fighting. I would just have to stay positive. If nothing else came out of it, at least I would be getting a day out and a free train ride to an area of England that I’ve never visited before. It seemed to have been a long journey already, with the fact that I’ve had to do two IQ tests, endure an undignified medical, and now I had to go to RAF Cosford for more clarification of my status to be a soldier. It would be a week or two before I would find out. Was it going to be good news as I stood apprehensively in front of my parents about to open the letter?

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER FOUR

            OPEN IT UP PAUL, LET’S HOPE IT’S GOOD NEWS

         

         Back at school, some of my friends and I were all getting quite excited that we would be leaving in about four weeks time. Because of our age, we were all entitled to leave at the Easter half term at the age of sixteen. I am not sure if they all had jobs to go to but, what I do know is that none of them apart from me was joining the forces. One or two of my teachers knew that I would be leaving to pursue a career in the forces and made their feelings known to me. It felt good that they were finally taking an interest in me and my ambition to be a soldier.

         On Monday 4th March, I was out of bed early, making sure I didn’t miss my train to Cosford. My mum was busy doing the washing, so I thought I would make myself some breakfast: boiled eggs with soldiers swilled down with a cup of tea was the theme for the day. I seem to remember the advertisement on the television the night before, ‘Go to work on an egg’ in a nice tuneful way, so what better way to start off the day; after all, I had a long day ahead of me. I left my dirty plate and egg cup in the sink for mum to wash then made my way outside. “Bye mum! Bye dad!” I said.

         “See you later on,” they said.

         “OK, bye. Should be home later on in the afternoon,” I said.

         On arrival at the railway station, I made my way through the glass doors into the station. I felt a feeling of entrapment as the doors closed behind me to hide the noise of the traffic outside. The station seemed quite full of people for a Monday morning. I looked across and, in front of me, towards the ticket booths, there was a smart gent standing in front of one of them, donning a dark coloured full-length coat carrying a leather briefcase. “A first class return ticket to London please,” said the gentlemen in a posh voice.

         “Certainly Sir,” said the ticket master.

         “Two cheap day return tickets to Blackpool,” said two elderly ladies in a language more common to me. Everybody else seemed to have a companion of some sort with them. Not me. I was on my lonesome, thinking to myself, where the hell do I go? It was only then that I remembered I already had my tickets tucked away safely in my pocket. I turned to my left and saw a stand that was selling all sorts of goodies and magazines; I had a few bob in my possession, so I thought I would treat myself to some chocolate before making my way past the ticket booths to the small entrance that led to the train platform. The entrance was manned by a ticket master dressed smartly in his British Rail uniform. I handed over my yellow ticket, or was it orange, blue, brown, how the hell do I know… I am colour-blind. He punched a hole in my ticket with his small little hand punch. “Thank you,” he said. “Platform three to Wolverhampton should be leaving in about twenty minutes.”

         “Thank you,” I said as I made my way down the wide open stairs onto the platform, at the same time looking for platform three.

         I had only been on a train about three or four times in my life; it wasn’t the sort of thing that we could afford, so naturally, I was feeling a little nervous. There were whistles blowing all around me, and PA systems echoing, “The next train to arrive at platform three will be the nine twenty to Birmingham, stopping at Stafford, Wolverhampton. Passengers for Cosford change at Wolverhampton.”

         Shit, I was thinking, that’s my train. I could hear the wheels of the train working on the track as it slowly pulled alongside the platform that I was standing on. It seemed to go on forever. Carriage after carriage went passed me until, with a final screech of the wheels, the train stopped. Luckily for me, a lot of passengers disembarked at Crewe, leaving plenty of seating space in the second-class carriages. The train had small segregated compartments with closing sliding doors. Each compartment would hold about six to eight passengers. I managed to get myself a window seat so I could watch the world go by as the train picked up speed along the rails; if I remember correctly, there were only two other people of a more mature age in my compartment.

         I could hear all of the carriage doors closing; each one seemed to have its own distinctive bang, one after another bang, bang, bang… Then there was a loud whistle from the platform to signal the departure of our train. Within minutes, we had picked up speed and were heading out of the station into a more rural setting. There were lots of fields and woodlands to admire. The two gentlemen in my compartment got out their copies of the daily newspaper. I was quite content just looking out of the window, taking in the beautiful countryside. Occasionally, I would be snapped out of my day dreaming by the ruffling of their newspapers every time they turned to a new page; rattling their pages as loud as they could had me thinking they were in competition with each other to see you had the loudest rattle. It wasn’t too long before we were pulling into Wolverhampton station and saying goodbye to the countryside. I was just about to ask a railway porter as I stepped off the now stationary train, what platform I needed for Cosford, when I heard over the PA system, “Passengers for Shrewsbury please make your way to platform two.”
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