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This book is dedicated to all the men with whom I served during my time with the 1st Battalion Welsh Guards. Thank you for the honour of standing shoulder to shoulder with you guys as we experienced the colours of life and grew together.


I must also mention my parents whose patience has never failed me. Your embrace is a safe harbour for the freedom to dream and aspire to a potential seemingly out of reach. I am so grateful to have been a seed sown in the soil of your unconditional love.


Thank you.
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JOINING THE ARMY: JUNE 1977


I joined the army for the love of a beautiful Greek woman called Maria Kakia. Whether it was true love or teenage infatuation, who knows now? All I know is, her name sang to me and whatever the word love meant to the young man I was then, I certainly wrapped the word around Maria. I had known her for about six months, but it had taken me a while to pluck up the courage to invite her on a date – well, I was only eighteen at the time and she was a truly stunning woman! By the time she returned to Greece we had only dated a couple of times, but I began writing to her and was ecstatic when she replied. At the time I was just a porter working for British Rail at Cardiff Central train station and I felt completely unworthy of her. Therefore, I clearly remember the day I walked past the army recruitment offices on Cardiff’s St Mary Street on that June day in 1977: ‘Join the Army and Be a Professional’ the poster in the window read. I distinctly remember misreading, ‘be a professional’ as ’be a man’. I guess you could call it a serious case of low self-esteem but, whatever the reason, I saw this as the perfect opportunity for becoming worthy of Maria’s love.


I wasted no time: I walked straight in as the opportunity knocked in my mind and asked, ‘Where do I sign up?’


Back then my hair fell to my shoulders and my prized garment was a pink brushed denim jacket and I had only recently bought the Sex Pistols single, ‘God Save the Queen’. Facing me was a man in a sharp-edged uniform, where starch had been lavishly applied, who promptly arranged for me to sit a basic entry test a week later.


This is why, although I had left school at sixteen, having failed all the exams, I found myself, a couple of weeks before my nineteenth birthday, sitting at a desk taking a test. At that age, tests and examinations meant judgements and invariably people in authority classed me as a ‘failure’ – or worse. I was told time and time again the results of those examinations categorised me as a failure for the rest of my life. Of course, I now know all such labelling at that early age is complete nonsense, but at the time I believed I could be rightly considered useless when faced with a test.


All I can remember about the army basic entry test is answering a long series of questions where I had to pick a domino to go next to another domino from a selection of domino images. To me, putting those dominoes together seemed pretty dumb but apparently, some bright spark somewhere saw a point to it and I wanted to pass so I could look Maria in the eye and ask her to marry me.


A week later I returned to discover that, through some unexplainable fluke, I’d passed and had been accepted into the army. In fact, I had passed with very high marks, which was a big and very welcome surprise to me. (Actually, I was convinced that bright spark somewhere had made a terrible mistake, but I kept my mouth glued!)


Before getting my results, I had spoken with my family about my intention to join the army. Northern Ireland was a very big issue in those days and my parents were concerned I might be stationed there. After much discussion, my father insisted that, if I was determined to enlist, I should join the Welsh Guards. He had actually served with the Pay Corps during his national service, but he had a friend who had recommended the Welsh Guards. My father was – and still is – without doubt, the man I respect the most; therefore, if he wanted me to join the Welsh Guards, then the Welsh Guards it would be. When I discussed my intention to be a Welsh Guard with the recruitment guys, they really tried to talk me out of it. Apparently, I had qualified for the Military Police, Military Intelligence and, actually, I could have gone into any specialist area of the military I wanted. However, my father wanted me to be a Welsh Guardsman, so the Welsh Guards it was. I signed on for nine years and became a committed soldier. It was the best decision I have ever made, although the recruitment guys looked at me as if they thought a mental institution would prove more suitable. Within a week of basic training I understood why.


I had to wait a few weeks for my enlistment date; I was to step into military life in July, shortly after my nineteenth birthday. I wrote to Maria and told her of my decision, hoping she would be impressed. However, I didn’t tell her the reason for making that choice was so I could take the first step towards becoming a ‘proper man’ for her.


A little less than a month later, I was issued a train ticket by the recruitment office and my father waved me off at the train station with firm instructions not to start smoking in the army, as that was where he had picked up the bad habit. Within the first week of basic training I had bought my first packet of cigarettes and it took me another twenty-five years to give it up.


The Guards Training Depot, Pirbright, was about a mile away from Brookwood, which is where I arrived on the train, excited about the future. I’d been informed I would be transported to the camp from the station and it was the first time I climbed into the back of a four-ton truck. I didn’t know it then, but soon I would be so tired after army exercises I would actually be able to sleep on the cold metal floor of such a truck while being transported from A to B. There was already a group of guys aboard and a few more climbed on after me. We sized each other up warily; we were a very mixed bunch. There were skinheads, heavy metal enthusiasts – commonly known as ‘headbangers’ due to their habit of nodding insanely while playing air guitar – a punk, complete with dyed hair and ripped T-shirt held together with a safety pin, and a few more traditional-looking guys like me, although many adults had written me off as a long-haired layabout (I was into T. Rex, Elvis Presley and, more recently, the Sex Pistols). Normally, individuals with such diverse musical tastes didn’t mix socially, but in the back of that four-ton truck, we were basically in it together right from the first minute.


Alexander Barracks, Pirbright, is the training barracks for the Queen’s Household Division and is more commonly known as the Guards Depot. Passing through the gates was like the first day of high school – only a hundred times more intimidating, because at least school was a familiar environment and I recognised many faces there. At the Guards Depot I didn’t know anyone and, as for the environment, I may as well have been taking my first steps on Mars – even the smell was alien. Squads of men in differing arrangements of uniform ran and marched in a variety of formations. Everywhere I looked was busy with cloned, disciplined movement and all I could hear was the thumping rhythm of men running in time while barking, angry men snapped at their heels.


An important-looking man, wearing a red sash and a cap with the peak edged with shiny brass that lay flat on his forehead to the bridge of his nose, was waiting for us. His dark eyes glared venom and he carried a stick tipped with shiny brass and strutted in big, mirror-shiny, metal studded boots, surrounded by an invisible cloud of omnipotent authority.


As we stepped off the four ton truck, he barked strange and aggressive sounds that succeeded in being truly menacing. The world had just changed for the little group of fifteen guys to which I suddenly belonged. I don’t know what it is like to find oneself in the prison system, but I can imagine the experiences are very similar.


The very second our feet hit the ground, we were herded like cattle. An assortment of smartly uniformed men joined the person with the red sash and all of them shouted at us. I think they were issuing instructions, but I couldn’t understand a word they said so I just allowed myself to be hustled along by the guy beside me. We passed squads of men running in formation; we were soon to learn this was called double time and the formation was known as three ranks. In that first hour my brain was like a sponge soaking up information; it was a different world with different rules and, as raw recruits, we occupied a space beneath the dirt underneath the red-sash man’s highly polished boots, who, I later learned, was our platoon sergeant.


We were herded into a room, which looked a bit like a wooden hut and contained about thirty beds in two rows along each side. Our little group occupied only half the barrack room and we were ordered to drop our kit beside a bed and stand to attention. It is interesting to note that, at that point in time, I didn’t even know what standing to attention meant so I just copied the other guys who stood straight, hands clenched down their sides with heels together. I later found out those who had snapped to attention had been junior soldiers since leaving school at sixteen. After learning that little nugget of information I kept my eyes firmly fixed on the ex-junior soldiers and copied what they did, as they already had a head start on the rest of us.


While we stood to attention at the end of beds where the mattresses were folded back, baring a sparse springy mesh, three uniformed men who we would learn to collectively hate, admire and respect over the next six months, told us we would be marched at double quick time to the Quartermaster’s stores where we would be issued with bedding. We were to return immediately and learn how to make our beds and how to prepare them for inspection. After that we would be left alone for the first evening to settle in. Then I learned a new word, ‘reveille,’ and was told it would happen at six o’clock every morning. Apparently a bugle would sound and we were to leap out of bed without removing sleep from our eyes, scratching our balls or stretching or thinking. We were simply to get up and shave and wash our ‘grimy, nasty’ little bodies, dress and be ready for breakfast. We were to go to the ‘mess hall’ – another new label – as a squad. We were not to wander around barracks and look around. If we had somehow mistaken this barracks for a holiday park we were advised to think again. We were not to leave this barrack room without permission. We were not to talk to any non-commissioned officer (NCO) or commissioned officer without permission to speak. If we wanted permission to speak, we were to ask for it only when stood to attention. We learned the soldier with two stripes on his arm was a lance-corporal in the Guards division. Two stripes in other regiments denoted full corporal and he promptly demonstrated how we were expected to snap to attention from a standing-at-ease stance whenever an NCO or officer entered the barrack room. If we were wearing headdress, we were to salute commissioned officers after we had snapped to attention. A salute was demonstrated as the longest way up and shortest way down. We were only allowed to speak to each other when alone in the barrack room and at meal times. If we had been given permission to go to the NAAFI shop (Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes) we were not to amble down there chatting. We were never to speak unless specifically requested to when formed in ranks. In short, we were not allowed to do anything except breathe without permission and, I suspected, they only grudgingly allowed breathing. The next day we were to be issued uniforms and we were only allowed to wear the order of dress instructed.


Collecting our bedding was a shambles. We were shown how to form three ranks and the intention was for us to robotically move as one. The result of our first attempt was hilarious, only we were strictly forbidden to laugh. At the Quartermaster’s stores, blankets, sheets and pillows were stacked onto our outstretched arms and we were promptly marched, for want of a better word, in double time back to the barrack room. My arms had turned numb and ready to fall off by the time I dumped my supplies on the bare springs. As we had struggled to run in time, without being able to see where we were going due to the highly stacked blankets, sheets and pillows, the NCOs had bombarded us with abuse heavily spiced with the most colourful expletives. The main message was that we were all utterly useless and the ants behind the mess hall were more deserving of an evening meal than we were. My lungs were bursting and I was in no state of mind to argue their point; even if I had been allowed to mouth one word without one of them screaming in my face to shut up and that I was a particularly nasty, worm-like creature whose paternal origin was immensely suspect. I would have liked the opportunity to argue that particular point as it had only been a short time since I had waved goodbye to my father at the train station. I would have liked to have politely enquired, ‘If I didn’t have a father, who was that man waving me off?’ I would have asked the question with my voice laced with a sincere desire to know the truth, but I doubt whether they would have seen the humour.


The screaming in my ear sounded something like (if you object to foul language I suggest you place your hands over your ears before you read on): ‘I see those f***g arms drop another f***g inch, my f***g boot will enter your f***g ass with such f***g force you’ll have f***g boot polish on the back of your f***g teeth! Did you f***g hear me, you f***g useless excuse for gnat’s piss?’ And this particular sergeant could say all that without seemingly drawing breath! In case you were still wondering, I can confirm that they did use the F-word with liberal abandon. The word wasn’t new to me but, until I joined the army, I had only ever used it after darting quick, nervous glances to make sure no adults could hear me. Hearing the F-word used several times in one sentence made the sergeant look, in my eyes, like a man whose mental stability was highly suspect and certainly a person I didn’t want to upset. So, even though my arms felt like they were about to break under the pressure, I clenched my teeth tightly against the pain and made it back to the barrack room without dropping one blanket.


We had been ordered to shout our replies as loudly as we could, in order to make doubly sure we had been heard so, while he screamed in my ear, I had been screaming back at the top of my voice, ‘Yes, Sarn’t! No, Sarn’t!’ and my voice was hoarse. Speaking at normal volume was considered asking the NCOs and officers to make an effort to listen and, we were assured, no one anywhere was going to make an effort to listen to what we ‘crows’ (i.e. new recruits) had to say, because nothing we had to say was worth shit. Later I learned new recruits were labelled ‘crows’ because it was the view of the British Army that crows were particularly worthless creatures. As a lover of all wildlife, I would have liked to complain bitterly about those birds being considered worthless and would have, perhaps, pointed out the ravens at the Tower of London are even deemed prized national assets – not that anybody would have listened to my protestations.


Although I had joined the army to be a ‘man’ worthy of Maria, at that point I really wanted to go home and the only thing stopping me was my father. It was I who had insisted on joining the army – he was against my decision – so how could I look him in the eye if I returned home within a day?


Sweating profusely from the physical exertion of carrying the bedding, we then had to watch a demonstration by a lance sergeant (three stripes, no sash) on how to make our beds. Every fold was precise and to be measured; I couldn’t believe what I was watching: this was a bed for goodness’ sake! But it didn’t end there: next came a demonstration on how we were to make our beds every morning, which would be undergoing an inspection at ‘zero six hundred and thirty hours’ (we were also only to use the hundred hour expression of time).


Preparing the bed for inspection was a laborious task: every blanket and sheet had to be folded in a measured square, layered on top of one another and finally wrapped up by the last blanket – this was called a bedding block. The bed was to be made with just the counter-pane on the mattress with the corners folded with very precise neatness and the pillows stacked neatly behind the bedding block. There were to be no creases at all in the counter-pane – utterly, utterly ridiculous! So we had to wash, shave and have these bedding blocks completed by half past six, ready for inspection; moreover, they warned us if one man failed, the whole platoon would suffer. They also told us other recruits would be arriving over the next two weeks, before our training was due to begin in full.


Over the next couple of days we were to learn how to dress in our uniforms and take care of our equipment, and the following day the platoon commander was going to inform us about what we would be doing in the time we had available before the commencement of training. They left us that first night with instructions to buy black shoe polish and dusters to be used when ‘bulling’ – another new word – our boots. We were assured that all the stuff we needed was sold at the NAAFI, so we were permitted to go there that evening. They also added that, after being issued with all our army uniforms and equipment the next day, it would then be time for haircuts. Hoping to change my mind about joining, my parents had reminded me the army would give me a short back and sides – and their tactic almost worked because my long hair was a statement of my individuality. Although, since the Beatles had grown their hair, a whole generation had made the same statement of ‘individuality’, a fact that hadn’t registered with me yet.


That evening we headed for the NAAFI as a squad and I got to know the other recruits destined for the Welsh Guards – three great guys. One of them, Berwyn ‘Spike’ Rodgers, was huge – and I mean man-mountain huge – and he quickly became my best mate. Other guys in the small, initial squad were destined for the Scots Guards, the Irish Guards, the Coldstream Guards and the Grenadier Guards, with only a couple of the guys heading for the Household Cavalry, the Blues and Royals and Life Guards.


After buying polish and stuff from the NAAFI, we all headed for the bar. There were lots of recruits in training platoons ahead of us and the looks we received laid down clear boundaries and obviously conveyed the message: ‘know your place’. We were the fresh-faced recruits and therefore the lowest of the low; no one spoke to us and we were left alone. I found being surrounded by people in various uniforms very intimidating at first, especially since we were the only people in civilian clothes, which forced us to knit closer together.


Over a beer, we swapped stories about why we had signed up. For a couple of them it was a career choice from an early age, whereas one guy had just married and found out the army provided housing. A couple more had found themselves in the same boat as me: they had failed at school and therefore felt their options were severely limited. I didn’t admit to being in love and wanting to be worthy of the woman I loved, I thought that would make me sound silly. For most of us there, we summed up the decision to sign up as: ‘It seemed like a good idea at the time.’


All of us displayed a macho attitude at the prospect of serving in Northern Ireland and we were all ignorant about why the Protestants hated the Catholics and vice versa; even the couple of guys who had signed up to the Irish Guards didn’t have much of a clue about the conflict. They were both from Liverpool and their only connection to Ireland was a parent or two. My true feelings about serving in Northern Ireland could be described as casual disinterest. The news frequently showed soldiers patrolling the streets of Belfast and there were regular bombings and shootings, but at the time I never took much notice. However, the likelihood of me having to go to Northern Ireland was the first thing everyone mentioned upon hearing I had joined the army, so I began to take more of an interest. But the truth is, back then, I simply thought the IRA were a bunch of nutters.


Eventually, the topic of conversation quickly turned to our platoon sergeant and our conversation could be summarised roughly like this: ‘F**k me! Carrying those blankets and stuff was a killer, wasn’t it?’ one guy moaned.


‘Thought me arms would drop off,’ another griped, shaking his head.


‘That sergeant is a right f***g t**t, isn’t he?’ someone else muttered.


‘Right bastard!’ another agreed.


‘I reckon his mam dropped him on his head when he was little,’ someone else laughed. ‘The t**t is a f***g loon!’


‘I thought he’d have a coronary, the c**t was screaming so loud in me ear!’ another added.


‘That’s just wishful thinking,’ another joker quipped.


I found myself talking to one guy from Glasgow but another Scotsman had to act as an interpreter because neither I, nor anyone else for that matter, could understand a word he was saying. We encountered similar difficulties in understanding a Geordie from Newcastle but, considering we had all come from the four corners of the UK, we got on very well. Apart from the ex-junior soldiers, our individual worlds had been turned on their heads and we were in this highly stressful situation together.


We had a few too many beers that night because, I suppose, we all knew the opportunities were going to be few and far between and it was a case of making the most of it while we could.


Promptly, at six hundred hours I regretted having all those beers. Someone else heard the bugle but I didn’t. I was shaken awake by Spike, who was already lumbering towards the washroom, shaking other guys awake as I opened sleep-encrusted eyes.


As I lay there, thinking: ‘I really don’t want to be here’, the lance corporal burst into the room, banging a metal dustbin lid and shouting words I still remember clearly: ‘Hands off cocks and feet in socks!’ He repeated the phrase over and over, obviously highly amused with the little rhyme. He was enjoying himself; I, however, was not.


The washroom was a room with two halves: one half, rows of urinals and toilets and the other half a row of shower nozzles in one big open shower. Down the centre of the room was a partition wall of back to back basins and mirrors. I shaved with my head fogged with sleep and booze and showered, more in an effort to clear my head than make any effort to wash. By the time I made it back to my bed space, it was already twenty minutes passed six.


Spike was dressed and swearing, as he struggled with the bedding block. One ex-junior soldier – a really great guy – had already finished making his bed and was helping someone else. I got dressed, wondering what the hell I was doing there and by the time I had finished, I had five minutes to do my bedding block. The vast majority of guys were in the same state as me and we were beginning to panic as none of us wanted to be the cause of the group’s punishment. I tore the bedding off and went to work folding blankets and sheets in the precise manner we had been shown, while glancing at other’s attempts to remind myself of the correct way.


A sergeant and lance sergeant stormed in and we all leapt to attention, abandoning our bedding blocks in a mess; unsurprisingly, we failed the inspection miserably (I later learned every new platoon does). The punishment meted out was circuit training for a solid, gruelling hour that evening and a wake-up call at zero five thirty hundred hours the next morning, as, we were told in tones dripping contempt, we obviously needed more time to prepare bedding blocks. ‘How f***g pathetic is that?’ The sergeant finished.


Two helpings of a great breakfast helped to sort my head out (at times I had reason to complain about the food in the army, but those occasions were rare) and after we finished eating we were ‘rifted’ – another new term and not the word defined in the dictionary. In army language it means marched in double-quick time, back and forth, collecting a wide assortment of uniforms. With our beds piled high with crumpled uniforms, we were ordered to dress in a red V-neck T-shirt and baggy blue shorts, green army socks and black plimsolls. The finished look would be enough to make a fashion designer weep in despair, but we couldn’t care less; there wasn’t a girl in sight on camp and the only people who could see us were other training recruits. Still, the look lowered even further any remnant of self-esteem we were still clinging to.


Next on our first full day’s itinerary were haircuts. We jogged awkwardly as a squad to another building and had to stand in three ranks on the road outside, while men peeled off to have haircuts. Many of the guys had long hair and it was a shock at first to see them returning with very severe short back and sides. Before long it was my turn and I sat in the chair while a guy, who couldn’t care less what kind of mess he made of my appearance, buzzed around my head. Once he was finished, I got up and looked down at my once flowing and highly prized locks piled on to a growing mountain of hair, and I mouthed a disconsolate fare-thee-well, as though saying goodbye to old friends.


It was July but the air around my head suddenly felt cold. I rubbed the back of my skull to feel my new haircut and got screamed at for moving in the ranks without permission. I was getting really fed up with all the screaming expletives and felt like asking whether deaf people made better soldiers, but I knew that I would ‘lose my name’ – a phrase we had learned meant to be placed on report. When a recruit is placed on report they are rifted in front of the platoon commander and given a punishment that, I was told, would usually entail reporting to the kitchens after every meal time and washing the dishes, pots and pans. It was called fatigues and nobody in their right mind wanted to do fatigues. Far better to shut up and do as you were told. I did, however, desperately want to ask what people were to call me after I lost my name, but I managed to button my lip against such a witless comment, as common sense insisted it would be most unappreciated. To say I hated the army at that moment was the understatement of the century and I knew I had made a truly monumental mistake. The problem now was: how could I possibly go home with this haircut?


After haircuts, we were jogged around the barracks for an hour. I don’t know how far we ran but, although my lungs were bursting and my legs felt like a particularly loose blancmange, I had managed to keep up with the leaders in the main squad. The stragglers were being yelled at by one NCO who was seemingly losing his voice by screaming so loudly into one guy’s ear. I did feel sorry for those guys who were really struggling but also felt just a little bit good about myself for not being one of them. At that point, as we didn’t have a measure by which to assess our fitness, we couldn’t foresee that in a couple of weeks’ time we wouldn’t even break sweat doing a little run around the barracks. All I can say is that, apart from the junior soldiers who were already used to physical training, we were one unfit and unhealthy mob.


Back at the barrack room, we showered for the second time that day. I felt exhausted after the run, but the hangover from the previous night had faded to the usual fog of teenage sluggishness.


We were shown what ‘fatigues uniforms’ looked like (green coveralls) and told to put them on with a white V-necked T-shirt underneath. As I rummaged through my pile of crumpled uniforms, it did cross my mind we were already dirtying a lot of kit and I did wonder who was going to wash the stuff. Silly question really, but I was only just nineteen.


Getting dressed in fatigues meant wearing a beret and we were shown how to shrink the flat hat in hot and cold water and then mould it into shape on our freshly shorn heads. All of us looked ridiculous, as most berets hadn’t shrunk enough and they were still soaking wet when we wore them to lunch. It was also the first time we had put on the DMS (Dunlop moulded sole) boots and they felt clunky and heavy on my feet. I hated them, but they were to be my main footwear for the next six years.


After lunch we returned to the barrack room to be met by our platoon commander for the first time. He was a fresh-faced Scots Guards second lieutenant (rank denoted by one pip on his epaulettes) who didn’t look like he had been in the army long and spoke with a very plummy accent. At that time I didn’t know much about Eton College but I later learned he was an Etonian. I no longer recall what his name was but I remember thinking it sounded very Norwegian. All I had to remember was to address him as ‘Sir’.


Actually, to imitate his plummy tones, he was rather a decent chap and gave us the first bit of good news any of us had heard since joining the army. The fifteen of us paraded in front of him in three very imperfect ranks had actually arrived a little early; apparently, they hadn’t known what to do with us. We learned we were called 14 Platoon and we were a part of Caterham company, and we weren’t scheduled to begin training until the following Monday. So, he announced, until the full training squad arrived at Pirbright, we would be sent to Scotland for a week at Tom McClean’s Adventure Centre on Loch Nevis, where we would be canoeing and exploring the Scottish Highlands, and looking at the wildlife and the scenery. It sounded like great fun and we were due to leave the next day.


We learned Tom McClean had served in the Special Air Service and had rowed solo across the Atlantic Ocean in 1969. Here we were: our first week in the army and we were off to meet a genuine hero of international repute. My only concern was it would mean going out in public with my new hair style.


That afternoon was spent getting sleeping bags and backpacks from the Quartermaster’s stores and packing for a ‘holiday’ in the Scottish Highlands. However, that evening we still had to do the circuit training. This consisted of even louder screaming while we did twenty-five press-ups, followed by twenty-five sit-ups, followed by lying on our backs and holding our legs an inch off the ground for unreasonably painful lengths of time determined by the instructor, followed by twenty-five laps around the gym, followed by yet more press-ups. It was torture and I use the word in its most literal definition. In my opinion, the Americans should forget water-boarding and just send terrorists to the Guards Depot for circuit training or maybe even have them running up and down the sand hill with gas masks on! This was another little torture the NCOs had in store for us. But, I suppose, it would probably be considered too cruel sending terrorists to the Guards Depot … You might think that, as we got fitter, circuit training and the sand hill would get easier but you would be wrong; as you get fitter, they simply found more endurance exercises with which to torture the body or simply did the same stuff for longer. The instructors at the Guards Depot were very skilled in the art of torture and, in my ever-so-humble opinion, they enjoyed it just a little too much.


After yet another shower, we were introduced to the barracks laundrette: a row of very basic washing machines and tumble dryers. So this was how the clothes would get washed! Unfortunately, Mum wasn’t there to man the machines and I had no washing powder but, luckily, the ex-junior soldiers did and we promised them a generous supply of washing powder to last for the rest of our training if they shared. There weren’t enough washing machines for everyone to wash clothes separately, so we did our civvies together with the little bit of army kit we had worn. Some guys were still washing and drying kit into the early hours; it seemed strange washing clothes in the middle of the night, but it soon became normal. While we washed our stuff, the ex-junior soldiers showed us how to improve the pancake-like berets we were wearing; we all re-shrank and re-moulded them to more respectable shapes. Later on in our training we learned a good beret sets a soldier apart. Indeed, even though it is a key ingredient of the uniform, the way a beret is worn can be very individual, which is why that evening we wore ours wet again and really tried to mould them to our heads – and even stylise them a bit. We were desperate to look like proper soldiers, thus clinging to a last vestige of self-respect – being a ‘crow’ was too demeaning.


We also had to sort through the jumble of uniforms on our bed that evening. A lot of the kit needed ironing and although most of it could wait until we got back from our trip to Scotland, some shirts and lightweight trousers needed to be ironed that night so we could repack them. We had been shown to pack ironed clothes in a backpack by rolling them up tightly. Thankfully, the ex-juniors had also brought irons with them to basic training. Theirs were the only ones we had, so everyone had to share them, which made the waiting time to use the irons very long. It did teach me a lesson, though: we were in this together and everyone was mucking in (another new word which means ‘doing your bit’) and helping each other out. Mucking in together is key to military bonding.


We were all up until the early hours and the next morning we were woken at zero five hundred and thirty hours by the lance corporal banging dustbin lids, as per our prescribed punishment. That morning we were all washed, shaved and had our bedding blocks ready by zero six hundred. The guys who had been quicker with their bedding blocks helped those of us who were slower and we passed the inspection with flying colours; we even earned a wink from our platoon sergeant. After a hearty breakfast, we handed in the sheets and pillow cases we had used to the Quartermaster for washing and then we attended a session where we learned how to salute and snap to attention properly. We were going to be travelling in public with an officer present and they wanted us to at least have a better grasp of the basics than we had so far demonstrated.


This was only my second proper day in the army and, I have to admit, I was getting used to the discipline; I’ll even go a step further and confess a big part of me was responding positively to it. In hindsight, I think that had everything to do with the camaraderie I shared with my fellow recruits. Arriving at the Guards Depot was like arriving on an alien planet: everything was new and totally different; together with the other ‘crows’, as we were even referring to ourselves now, I was part of something challenging. I had made lots of friends at school and where I lived but those sorts of bonds evolve because two or three people get along and share the same interests. However, the friendships I was forming now were with guys whom, perhaps in normal circumstances, I might not have got along with. We were bonding as colleagues due to a common need and that is something very different. We were in a situation where we were getting to know each other quickly and very intimately, meaning that we were all being made to look like complete fools in front of each other by the NCOs. Although I had known these guys for a very short time, we were together twenty-four hours a day: we were eating together, sleeping in the same room and showering next to one another. Previously, I had only ever lived this closely with immediate family members. Our self-esteem was being stripped from us and our weaknesses exposed before all – and we were still relative strangers. But we were also recognising strengths in each other and it is from standing straight in the face of such demeaning exposure that genuine respect began to blossom. A couple of the guys I had began to embrace as true friends.
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