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Foreword


To gain some understanding of what a soldier feels like before going into battle it is only necessary to read Ray Ward’s account of an action in Italy in October 1944 which saw British infantrymen attacking a heavily defended German position on Monte Cavallara. At the time he was commanding a rifle company in 1st Battalion The Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders during the long and frequently bitter assault which took the Allied armies up through Italy towards the Gothic Line, the formidable German redoubt which ran from La Spezia in the west to Pesaro in the east and which made good use of the unbroken line of the Apennine mountain range. The task fell to A Company and the orders received by Ward were unambiguous. It was vital, said the commanding officer, that the position be taken ‘at all costs’. In other words the men of the Argylls had to press home their attack regardless of casualties and that is precisely what they did. At dawn on 7 October 1944 the attack went in as planned but all too soon A Company was in trouble as it ran into sustained German machine-gun and mortar fire. Reinforcements arrived in the shape of B Company and eventually the position was captured but at some cost. All told, the Argylls lost 15 men killed and 44 wounded—30 percent casualties. Later, Ward reflected that it had not been ‘a big show, just a routine attack with a limited objective; wishful thinking by the brass to seek a breakthrough then in that part of the line’.


In the wider history of the Italian campaign Monte Cavallara was probably little more than a footnote but at the time it was a sobering reminder of the price which must be paid by a thin screen of infantry ordered to attack a heavily defended position to prevent the wider advance stalling. However, behind that bleak arithmetic of war Ward tells another story describing the kind of men who went into the attack and delineating their hopes and fears. It soon becomes clear that it was not all derring-do and happy warriors. Amongst his three platoon commanders was a newly arrived subaltern who admitted his fears and thought he would not survive the battle, thereby breaking a taboo amongst men in the front line. Sadly, it turned out to be a self-fulfilling prophecy. Another officer died in agony, his ‘mangled guts spilling out on the ground’ as Ward tried to comfort him with a tot of rum. During the fighting a reluctant sergeant could not hide his relief when a bullet hit him in the foot, thereby providing him with a legitimate passport out of battle. Then, in the second wave Ward witnessed his fellow company commander kicking some of his men who had seen the killing power of the German spandau machine-guns and were not exactly keen to go over the top. None of this is related in a critical way but it is telling. By that stage of the war Ward was an experienced soldier who had seen sights no humans should be permitted to see and his words are a reminder that in the hellish fear of battle men sometimes forget to die like heroes. It is small wonder that his sons remember that their father was plagued by flashbacks and nightmares from that period in his life, probably suffering from what we now know to be post-traumatic stress disorder.


In that sense, these memoirs bear witness to a conflict which has become almost unimaginable for later generations. Written in retirement and based on his wartime diaries Ward’s reminiscences are at once candid, revealing and deeply human; they are the real stuff of history. They give a wonderful insight into the impulses that drove young men in 1939 and 1940 to address the unfinished business of the earlier global conflict. Thomas Raymond Ward was far from being an unwilling conscript and during his basic infantry training he emerged not only as a natural soldier but at an early stage showed that he was ‘officer material’: the encomium came from a prewar regular sergeant with experience of service in China and India’s North-west Frontier—a good judge. Posted to an Officer Cadet Training Unit, Ward continued to make good progress as the large and frequently unwieldy wartime army began to take shape.


In many respects it was the nation in uniform, a huge melting pot in which youngsters came from every kind of background, having been thrown together to do their bit for king and country. In general they were malleable and reasonably willing soldiers. Most did not fight for well-defined abstracts such as duty and honour although it was not difficult to uncover a deep seated and genuine belief that Nazism was evil and had to be crushed. Above all, a quest for adventure played a part and it was never far away from Ward’s mind especially when he found that his battalion was bound for service in North Africa. At a time when the majority of the British population did not have access to foreign travel and cheap package holidays belonged to the distant future the chance to travel was a huge spur and one which most recruits embraced even though service overseas brought with it the possibility of seeing action. After all these were young men who believed that death happened to other people and that with luck they would emerge from the fighting unscathed.


Added to that heady optimism which has always encouraged young men to place themselves in danger there was also the certain knowledge that for most of them the war was finite, that they had signed up for the duration and that there had to be something better in store once the guns had finally fallen silent. In no other episode is this belief more tellingly exposed than in Ward’s observation about the treatment of soldiers aboard the troopship taking them to Egypt by way of the long route around South Africa. Whereas the officers enjoyed peacetime standards of cruise ship comfort, the soldiers occupied cramped and fetid quarters below decks. While this did not turn Ward into a socialist overnight he remained convinced that treatment of that kind must have influenced returning servicemen to vote Labour in the first postwar General Election in the summer of 1945.


Once in North Africa the 1st Argylls became part of the Eighth Army, the great desert force which defeated the German and Italian armies in 1942 and in so doing gave the first signs of hope that the war could be won. In common with other soldiers who served in North Africa Ward was enormously impressed by the wild beauty of his surroundings which had few comparisons with any other theatre of the Second World War. At first acquaintance the North African terrain was harsh, barren and inhospitable, but it was also strangely compelling, a landscape which imprinted itself on the minds of the men who fought there. In fact, very few failed to be affected by the sheer size of the desert arena over which the two opposing armies fought and noted with approval its absence of definition and the seemingly limitless horizons with few roads or tracks to break up the bare expanse of sand and scrub. Responding to its similarities with a classical sporting arena, war correspondents on both sides tended to report the conflict using an imagery which spoke of a courtly tournament involving valiant rivals and chivalrous generals. Ward, too, seems to have been similarly enraptured and his response was probably influenced by the fact that part of his service in the desert saw his platoon acting as headquarters bodyguard to the eccentric but gifted General Bernard Law Montgomery who was admired by his men because he was obviously a winner yet was cautious of their lives.


Memoirs of this kind are one of the means in which later generations gain their understanding of past conflicts and in that respect Ward does not disappoint. Unlike volumes based on the recording of veterans’ memories which became such a standby of military historiography in the later part of the twentieth century, and in so doing frequently distorted past events by seeing them through the prism of the present, Ward’s reminiscences have the freshness of being based on words that were written at the time. It’s the old story: the closer the writer is to events the better chance the reader has of being able to understand them. Read in that unforgiving light With the Argylls passes a vital test. Not only is it a classic in its own right but it can happily take its place alongside other luminous works of literature from the same conflict such as Peter Cochrane’s Charlie Company and Martin Lindsay’s So Few Got Through, both of which describe the dirty business of war from the point of view of a junior but thoroughly engaged infantry officer. It really is as good as that.


Trevor Royle


Edinburgh, Spring 2014




1  The Castle


My call up papers arrived in March 1940. I reported for an interview and army medical at Whiteinch recruiting office, a wooden hut on Dumbarton Road in Glasgow. The process was rather casual, like the Phoney War of the time. There had been no significant action in Western Europe since Nazi Germany invaded Poland on 3 September 1939, and no jingoistic rush to the recruiting offices at the start of the War as there had been in 1914. The interview was with a whiskery First World War veteran who confirmed my place and date of birth: Glasgow, 18 November 1916. I was 23 years old. He passed me as fit and asked which branch of the services I wanted to join. He almost had me down for the navy because my father, Alexander Ward, had been military bandmaster on the Empress, a cadet training ship on the Clyde. I chose the army, the infantry, preferably the Argylls. The Regiment was based at Stirling Castle, near the battlefields of Wallace, Bruce and Bonnie Prince Charlie whose exploits I had been taught at school and had read about in the novels of Buchan, Stevenson and Scott. I fancied the ceremonial uniform with its kilt bristling with a badger-head sporran, its wildcat and boar’s head regimental badge and its chequered glengarry. The Argylls recruited from my part of the country, so my request was granted.


On 18 April 1940 I travelled by bus with a group of young conscripts to Stirling. Its streets were full of soldiers: squads of men marching here and there; off-duty officers and men walking about saluting each other right and left; military vehicles aplenty. It was a garrison town and this was wartime. Its castle is perched on the crest of an ancient volcanic crag and the walk to it on cobbled streets is a long one, uphill all the way. We were a ragged outfit of all shapes and sizes and all manner of dress, all of us variously fearful, resentful, resigned or bewildered. The only thing we had in common was our youth and an acceptance of our duty to serve our country and do our bit, like the men of the previous generation.


I recall the curious allure of Armistice Day when all the staff where I had worked, as a clerk in the office of a construction firm, John Train and Company, opposite the City Chambers in George Square, would gather at the windows overlooking the Cenotaph and see the vast crowd, bare-headed and motionless for the two minute’s silence. Then a bugler would sound the ‘Last Post’ followed by beating drums, the skirl of the pipes and the swagger of kilted soldiers in the March Past which closed the ceremony. I had left school at sixteen at a time when many were out of work (as my father had been periodically) and there was much poverty, and was fortunate with a white-collar job. Nevertheless, military service offered an escape. I was physically fit and I looked forward to an adventure: to being a soldier, performing heroic deeds, winning military glory and all that.


Boys and young men in those days had their imagination stirred by stories of wartime heroism in books and films and by middle-aged veterans with tales to tell. I recall two old soldiers in the office. One was the senior clerk whose clearest memory of the Salonika campaign was of a troop train full of bayonet-brandishing soldiers inflamed by alcohol fighting among themselves. He would regale the office juniors with a blow-by-blow account of the brawl, which he told as a warning against the evils of strong drink bringing out the violent streak in men. We were suitably impressed since we knew nothing of strong drink and the only violence any of us had seen was on the school playground. The other veteran was the foreman joiner whose enormous, calloused left hand was minus two fingers. With grim relish he would tell how that very hand, after having been mauled by a piece of shrapnel from a German artillery shell one day in Flanders, had been thrust into a bucket of boiling tar to cauterise the wound.


We emerged from Stirling town onto the Castle Esplanade, a wind-swept parade ground we would come to know well. At its far end were the castle’s ramparts, turrets and crow-step gables. A wooden drawbridge was flanked by two sentry boxes. Neither sentry deigned to give us even a glance. We crossed the bridge and approached the massive sixteenth-century Gatehouse where we got a foretaste of what was in store. We were stopped in our tracks by our first army command and challenge: ‘Halt! Where do you miserable lot think you’re going?’


The roar of sergeant-majors, the parade ground stamp of drilling troops, the rattle of musketry, the skirl of the pipes and the bugle calls that divide a soldier’s day have echoed over Stirling’s rooftops for over 200 years. In 1794 the Duke of Argyll raised the 91st Argyllshire Highlanders, recruiting men mainly from Glasgow and the west of Scotland; the 93rd Sutherland Highlanders was raised in 1799, from the Countess of Sutherland’s militia and crofters. In 1881 the 91st and 93rd merged as The Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, 1st and 2nd battalions respectively. Stirling Castle became the Regimental Depot. In 1940 it was the Infantry Training Centre.


When the 93rd was raised each man was invited to step forward for a customary dram with Major General Wemyss, cousin of the countess. That was the only formality. There was no whisky with the castle’s commanding officer for us. Instead, we lost our civilian identity in an army number and our hair in a brutal cut. Next we got our kit: boots, battledress, balmoral; mess tin, enamel mug, cutlery; sewing and shaving kit, and brushes and polish for buttons, badges and boots. Later, we were each issued with a service rifle, ammunition clips, bayonet, steel helmet, gas mask and an anti-mustard gas oilskin cape. The weight of all this gear was about 50 pounds. None of the items had changed much since the First World War.


The sergeant at the Gatehouse had directed us across the cobbles to our quarters in the Top Square, the upper courtyard. Most recruits at the castle were housed in the sixteenth-century Great Hall, once the Stewart kings’ ceremonial and banqueting chamber. This sounded grand until you went inside. The vast space had been filled with three floors of spartan accommodation, to billet soldiers sent north to subdue and punish the Jacobites after the rising of 1745. Our barrack was in the adjacent Chapel Royal, another venerable building which had been adapted crudely by the army. This was where we were thrown together before Lights Out that first night and where I got to know my fellow conscripts. They were from Stirling and its hinterland, Glasgow and Clydeside, west-coast towns and the crofts of Argyll. Some fellows were hardy country lads. Most were city boys, many in poor physical shape, some from slums. We were split up into squads named after regimental battle honours: Corunna, Lucknow, Balaclava, Mons. I was pleased to find myself in Balaclava Squad, as I had thrilled as a boy to the story of the Thin Red Line when the 93rd repulsed a Russian cavalry charge during the Crimean War.


Each day began with Reveille at 0600 hours to shouts of ‘Shake a leg!’ from our non-commissioned officers (NCOs). They were our instructors and were feared and respected, demanding instant obedience always. We stumbled out of our beds into sandshoes, singlet and shorts. Then we were turfed outside for 45 minutes of physical training in the cold dawn air. We shaved, washed and dressed for breakfast which was taken in the Palace Block, the old royal apartments. Our mess hall and kitchen were on the lowest floor, formerly King James V’s pantry and wine cellar. What wine there was now was out of bounds in the Officers’ Mess, located in the former royal courtiers’ and castle governors’ chambers above us. That was a source of sardonic interest. So was the food, although some recruits thought it was better than they got at home.


One of the first things we were taught was how to stand properly to attention and salute smartly. Drill was deafening. The words came rattling out through the drill sergeant’s teeth like machine-gun fire: ‘Eyes to the front. From the right, quick march. Left, right, left, right. Swing those arms. Squad, halt!’ We birled around in our new boots, trying not to slip on the cobbles or bump into each other. Anyone larking around was made to quick march around the square while the rest of us watched. I was the tallest man in the squad. I wore my balmoral in the most acceptable manner, got a good shine on my boots and polish in my cap badge. One morning I was praised as ‘the only man in this bloody squad who knows how to wear an ’effing balmoral’ and appointed right marker: the first to take up position in the Top Square whenever the squad paraded, and on whom the front rank formed up. The sergeant knocked us into such good shape that Balaclava Squad was named the best-drilled in the class, able to parade smartly in platoons of 30 or companies of 100 men.


After breakfast I often slipped off with my mug of tea to enjoy a first cigarette of the day (almost everybody smoked in those days, especially soldiers). I had discovered a quiet spot above the south ramparts with a panoramic view: to the south the Church of the Holy Rude and the pantiled rooftops of the town; to the west a spread of open country and the distant mountains of Argyll. It was my only chance in the day for a moment’s solitude. Time up, I would toss the tea leaves down the side of the escarpment and send the fag end spinning through the air before dashing over the cobbles of the Top Square to prepare for the 0800 parade and the sergeant’s shout, ‘Right marker’.


We attended lectures on military history, infantry tactics and weapons, care of kit and hygiene. Each of us took a turn as barrack room orderly, floor scrubbing and tidying up while the squad was being harried about elsewhere. Each week, at the squad sergeant’s command ‘Stand by your beds’, every item of our bedding, clothing and equipment was displayed for inspection. Any flaw exposed by the army’s fetish for scrutiny and cleanliness usually provoked a verbal assault and a charge, which meant three days confined to barracks and menial tasks. There was little time to grumble about having our lives disrupted by the restrictions on our freedom and the demand for unquestioning obedience; by being shouted at all day, by the lack of home comforts and privacy, by the loss of personal identity in the military machine. Such time off as we got was spent in a canteen and recreation room run by the padre who was liked and respected by the recruits for his encouragement, advice and help solving personal problems. I had no inkling that wartime service would take a big slice out of my life. That’s what happened to a whole generation of young people then. Generally biddable, we were not given to questioning authority, the established social order or the imperial certainties of the time.


We were marched across the drawbridge to the Esplanade many times as the months passed, on our way to and from church parades, route marches and weapons and battle training. We drilled for battlefield formations which would have been familiar to the Duke of Wellington. I didn’t think the Nazi blitzkrieg on Poland had been achieved that way. However, drill had the intended psychological effect: replacing the individuality of civvy street with the unity of the regiment.


On 9 May 1940, less than a month into our training, the unreality of the Phoney War was shattered when Hitler attacked Denmark, Norway, the Low Countries and France. Our weapons training took on a sense of urgency and purpose. A soldier’s best friend is his service rifle and we were drilled thoroughly in its proper care, use and purpose. Ours were Lee Enfield bolt-action rifles, single shot with five-round ammo clips (later ten). We were also introduced to the Bren gun, a Czech-designed light machine-gun with a 30-round magazine. These were the standard British infantry small arms of the day, along with the .38-inch calibre Webley service revolver for officers. I was astonished by the kick from the recoil of the rifle if it was inexpertly held, but once you got the hang of its smooth and fast bolt action the Lee Enfield was a joy to handle. An instructor told us how British troops armed with it halted mass German attacks at Mons in 1914 with fire so rapid that the Germans thought they were facing machine-gunners. It was reliable and accurate up to half a mile, twice that if fired by a marksman. The Bren gun could be fired from the hip but the prone position, with the gunner’s mate lying alongside to change magazines, was preferred. It fired up to 450 rounds per minute and often seized up when it got hot. We were taught to loose off effective short bursts rather than just blaze away and to change mags quickly and clear the mechanism when it jammed. I think I could still strip and reassemble a Bren today.


Then there was bayonet training. Shooting practice was obviously necessary but I thought bayonet drill was daft. Despite frontline service throughout the war I never saw a single soldier use his bayonet to deadly purpose, although I dare say some did. We had the usual barrage of commands: ‘Squad attenshun. Fix bayonets. Slope arms. Quick march. Charge!’ We were shown the straight jab to the belly and the rifle-butt stroke to the face. We practised them repeatedly in lieu of much target practice because there was a shortage of .303 ammo. But I think the army’s real interest in cold steel was its ritual, intended to get the adrenaline flowing, stir the blood and arouse the killer instinct. This was stimulated by shouts and curses from our instructors as we charged and lunged at canvas and straw dummies, maniacally roaring our heads off all the while. Bayonet exercises were an excuse to let off steam. We imagined the dummies were the instructors and dealt with them with relish.


They were a mixed bunch. In Balaclava Squad we had one corporal instructor, an old China and North-west Frontier hand, who was foulmouthed and brutal. Others fell in our esteem when we saw the cringing deference they showed towards the officers. Most were good types: older regular army men who behaved according to a code of conduct learned from years of service. Their immaculate turnout, brisk commands and air of authority impressed us all. Off duty they were often approachable, even sensitive, and helped us with problems and grievances. They taught us tricks of the trade: how to keep out of trouble and flannel a way out if landed in it; how to beat the system without overstepping the mark; how to shortcut army bullshit and military bureaucracy that plodded on at peacetime pace. We learned how to look after ourselves and each other, having discovered qualities of tolerance, decency and kindness we shared, especially with those whose backgrounds had done little to foster such character traits. If the army’s intention was to dehumanise and brutalise us to fight the Nazis, it was unsuccessful. We were freethinking, egalitarian men at arms, members of a citizen army, not professional killers. Whatever our social conditions had been, six months of the Infantry Training Centre’s physical exercise, outdoor life, regular meals and discipline changed us all: we became uniformly smart, fit, confident and proud to be Argylls.


Because I’d been a clerk and could read and write, I was sent to Dundonald camp at Troon to help with the documentation of a new intake of conscripts. I was promoted lance corporal (acting unpaid) and given my first stripe. At the camp I sat at a trestle table, pen in hand and papers in front of me, my stripe lending me brief authority. I felt superior to the nervous, suitcase-carrying civilians who shuffled forth. I’d forgotten that I had been in the same position myself a few months before. I must have had a sneaking sense of the dangerous, corrupting influence of power and the importance and significance of rank in the army, and began to understand better the attitude of the few officers I had been in contact with. I strutted around Glasgow on a visit home welcoming the approach of any passing officers on whom I could practise my well learned salute: ‘Longest way up, shortest way down’. I was brought down to earth by my fellow squaddies back at barracks: ‘Chancer, scrounger, sergeant’s pet’, they joked with underlying mockery.


I blotted my copybook only once during initial training. Weekend passes were issued infrequently. I had one and was hurrying down from the Top Square. On the Bottom Square, which I had to cross, a squad had formed for a guard-mounting parade. Unseen by me, around a corner of the Great Hall, stood the duty officer and his sergeant about to march forward to inspect the guard. Impatient to be off I stepped out across the square, arms swinging and giving the officer, when I saw him, my best salute. I was stopped by a furious roar from the sergeant: ‘You there. That man. Where the bloody hell d’you think you’re going?’ I was still ignorant of military etiquette and had interrupted a hallowed ritual. I was made to stand there, mortified and resentful, until the whole thing was over. The officer was too aloof to speak to me, but by Jove the sergeant did. I’ve never had such a telling-off. My pass was cancelled and I was confined to barracks, where I had time to reflect on the injustices of life.


That incident made me decide to apply for a commission, as soon as I could win myself into favour again. I must have succeeded because Corporal Stewart, the bullying China and North-west Frontier veteran, surprised me by saying I was ‘officer material’. I was summoned to a Selection Board. There were three officers on it, all of First World War vintage: a couple of elderly majors and a colonel wearing the red tabs of a staff officer. All three had my papers in front of them and pens at the ready.


The colonel invited me to sit, which I did as if I’d been bolted to the chair. He asked why I wanted to become an officer. I said I needed a challenge, something to aim for. They seemed satisfied by that clichéd response. What I really wanted to say was that I liked the uniform and dreamed of martial glory; that now I was in the army I wanted to get on and make the most of it; that I was attracted by the privileges of rank, its better living conditions and pay; that I was fed up being bossed about by NCOs and that I looked forward to doing some bossing about myself; that I would make as good an officer as some I had met. There were the usual questions about family background, schooling (Hyndland Secondary, which I doubt had any significance for them), civilian occupation, sporting activities and hobbies. It must have been on my record that I was a singer, in church choirs and the Glasgow Orpheus Club, and that I had sung in fund-raising concerts for Forces Charities, because I was asked about that as well. Without stretching the truth too far I presented myself in as good a light as possible. I felt I was playing a game where they had made the rules; felt justified in bending them to my advantage.


I told them my father had been a naval officer, hoping they’d think he’d been a destroyer captain, not merely bandmaster on a pensioned-off sailing ship where orphans and the miscreant youth of Glasgow were given a second chance as cadets. I told them, with some truth, that my favourite writers were Buchan and Kipling. That went down very well. On the strength of frequent swimming sessions at Whiteinch Baths, rambles on the Campsie Fells as a boy and youth hostelling in the Trossachs, where I’d once climbed Ben Venue, I made myself out to be a champion swimmer and skilled mountaineer. When I mentioned cricket, the colonel’s eyes lit up.


‘Cricket, eh!’ he barked. ‘Who did you play for?’


I’d anticipated that one. My local Baldwin Cricket Club in the Glasgow Parks League would have meant nothing to him.


‘West of Scotland, sir.’


I didn’t blink, or mention that I’d only played at their ground and against their second eleven.


‘Batsman, eh?’ the colonel went on.


‘No, sir. Fast bowler.’


I couldn’t have done better. The three officers exchanged knowing smiles and made marks with their pens. I was obviously the spirited, fiery aggressive type they wanted. I could tell I had made it when the colonel smiled and said, ‘Good man.’


At the end of August 1940 I was posted to 165 Officer Cadet Training Unit (OCTU) at Dunbar, the North Sea fishing and holiday town in East Lothian. Like Stirling it has historic military connections, having been garrisoned during the Napoleonic Wars with troops and artillery on the cliffs near the ruined medieval castle above the harbour. Local militia were based at Castle Park where Lauderdale House, a Georgian mansion, still stands. In 1940 Lauderdale House and the adjacent barracks were the HQ of 165 OCTU and we paraded regularly on Barrack Square, originally the mansion’s cliff-top garden. Many cadets from numerous regiments were being trained at Dunbar. Those who passed the course would be commissioned as second lieutenants, posted to a battalion and given the most junior command, a platoon.


The OCTU was organised like a battalion, with four companies, A, B, C and D. Mine was A Company, the recruits’ company (the other companies’ cadets were already serving soldiers). Every hotel and boarding house in the town had been requisitioned by the War Office to accommodate the training unit’s staff, cadets and other military personnel based in the area. My billet was the Roxburghe Marine Hotel where about 100 cadets were quartered, mostly four to a room. I shared digs with two Scots and a Welshman. The hotel, which had a panoramic seaside setting, had been built for Edwardian holiday-makers who once relaxed in its saltwater therapeutic baths. Little remained of that period or its style. The interior, stripped of its furnishings, was reduced to wartime austerity.


Days began with Reveille at 0600 followed by PT. We were used to that but not to swimming exercises at that hour in Dunbar’s unheated saltwater pool. After breakfast we were drilled by a formidable team of Scots Guards sergeants armed with pace sticks, powerful voices and a rich vocabulary. They treated us as raw recruits although we’d been through several months of infantry training, and we were not spared the fastidious formalities of kit and room inspections. Afternoons were spent on exercises: constructing fieldworks with entrenching tools and rolls of barbed wire, weapons and vehicle training, artillery observation and signals, map and compass reading; how to note the military significance of topography in sketches and appreciations, handle sections and platoons, and care for men and equipment. In the evenings we studied training manuals and technical papers or attended lectures on the hundred and one other skills an infantry subaltern needed to know. Lights Out was at 2215.


We were required to study the officers’ and sergeants’ bible, the Field Service Pocket Book, a sort of boy scout guide for the infantry. It began with a glossary of military terms and organisation in the field followed with the instruction that it not to be taken into frontline trenches, where it would have been most useful. Among its tips were: what to do with prisoners and captured documents; how to lead a patrol and what to look out for; how to interpret aerial reconnaissance photographs, camouflage your position, block roads with felled trees, defend a building, lay demolition charges; how to purify water, cook with mess tins and camp kettles (recipes for stews included) and camp in ‘uncivilised countries’.


We learned the army’s operational structure. Section: ten men; three sections, a platoon; three platoons, a company; four companies (plus an HQ company), a battalion; three battalions, a brigade; three brigades, a division; three divisions, a corps; three corps, an army. Infantry companies (nine officers, 120 other ranks) were named A, B, C and D. In the field, three would be active and one in reserve with the HQ company. Each company had machine-gun, mortar, anti-tank and Bren gun carrier platoons or sections, plus two supporting echelons (A and B) to handle logistics. Artillery and armoured support was from attached units.
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