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We Joined As Boys


But Left As Men
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PART 1


The Junior Leaders


1962 -1965





by


23923598 J/Tpr. Alan Brown









This is a somewhat humorous insight into what were probably my most formative years – aged 15 to 17½ − and the people, events and places that most certainly moulded me into the man that I am today.
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In the Beginning


I was born in 1947 in Dundee, Scotland, into a typical working class family, comprising of my mum, who was an auxiliary nurse in an old folks home, Dad, a Sergeant in the local police force, and my big brother Derek. My younger brother, Graeme, arrived in 1956. In 1960 we moved from a much-loved prefab in Glamis Road, our home since Dad had been demobbed from the RAF after the war, to a brand new three bedroomed house on what was to become one of the biggest housing estates in Dundee – Menzieshill. In fact we were only the sixth family to move there and apart from our house, which sat at the end of a little cul-de-sac, much of the rest of the intended estate was nothing more than fields. Shops and other amenities such as the public bus service came a lot later. I and the few kids that lived there to begin with had to walk about a mile before catching the school bus. It felt like what I imagined it would be like to live out in the country, and with all the building work going on, at weekends we had loads of fun and great adventures exploring all the half-finished buildings and ‘playing’ on the various machines. We were forever getting into trouble with our parents on arriving home, usually late for tea and covered in muck and brick dust! Life was carefree and just great.


From the age of five I attended the Harris Academy, a very fine old school with an educational pedigree, for children aged five to eighteen, situated down in the Perth Road area of Dundee. Both my brother and I initially went to the primary school, however, my class was the last Primary intake. At the beginning of the sixties a decision was taken to turn the school into a secondary school only. This was mainly due to the exceedingly large numbers of parents who wished to enrol their children into what was a renowned academic and sporting establishment.


The school had many extracurricular events and classes, and shortly after starting secondary school I joined the Army cadets who paraded every Thursday night. Based in two old Nissan huts within the school grounds and affiliated to the ‘Parachute Regiment’, we all thought that we were the ‘bees knees’, dressed in our immaculately-pressed uniforms, sitting on the bus, usually on the top deck, showing off, puffing on our illegally purchased five Domino cigarettes. Afterwards we sucked a packet of strong mints to disguise the smell on our breath before going home so that our parents wouldn’t find out about the smoking. How gullible were we?


As well as spending most weekends training, exercising and camping down at Barry-Buddon Camp near Carnoustie, we also had a two week annual summer camp which usually took place in old wartime Army barracks or airfields. Not only was I in my element at all these camps, but it was the first time that I experienced any real travelling, whether by road or rail, due to the fact that as a rule, every second year the camps were usually held somewhere outside of Scotland.


Although I thoroughly enjoyed the sporting side of school life, especially playing rugby, had loads of school pals, and even though my teachers informed my parents that I had the brains to do well − if I were to put my mind to it I should pass both my ‘O’ and ‘A’ level exams with flying colours − I am afraid that from about the age of fourteen my mind started wandering. I was constantly wondering what to make of my life after school, which by then I couldn’t wait to escape from.


When you look back through my family tree then I suppose it was inevitable that I would end up in some sort of uniform, considering what Dad had done, and was doing, and also because my grandfather had been a senior warder up at the notorious Peterhead prison. Mind you, I still think that it came as quite a shock to my parents when I suddenly announced one day, towards the end of third year, that I wanted to leave school as soon as I possibly could in order to join the Army.


After getting over the shock and asking if I had definitely made up my mind, Dad came with me down to the Recruiting Office in Barrack Street where we met a Sergeant in the Scots Guards who tried everything under the sun to get me to join his regiment. However I was adamant that I only wanted to drive a tank.Until then I had never realised that there were so many different regiments, so it is probably true to say that ending up being badged to the Royal Scots Greys was down to luck more than judgement.


After taking the oath, swearing on the Bible, and with my shiny new signing-on shilling in my pocket, it was home to spend my last few weeks of freedom, dreaming of new adventures and untold, hopeful pleasures to come, as well as trying to console my tearful mother who kept mumbling something about ‘her wee boy going off, all alone, into the big, bad world’.


A few weeks later I received an Army Regimental Route and Movement Order which informed me that on the 10th of September I had to proceed and report to Bovington Camp, Dorset, England. Also included in the large brown, OHMS envelope was a single second class railway ticket from Dundee to some unheard of place called Wool. On the evening of the 9th September 1962, my parents drove me down to Taybridge Station. As well as packing my case, my mother had also made ‘a few sandwiches and snacks’ for the journey (I think I could have fed half the train). Everything was fine until the train pulled into the station which was when my mother started crying and wailing. Needless to say, that was the last time she went with me to the platform. From then on we said our farewells in the house before Dad would take me down to the station to see me off.
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1962: Let The Adventure Commence


As the train pulled out of the station so the adventure started. And what an adventure it turned out to be!


I was only fifteen at the time and had never really journeyed far on my own before, but there I was, sitting on an overnight train to London. In London I then had to go from one side of the city to the other, using the underground, in order to change stations, before catching another train to this silly-sounding place in Southern England. I eventually arrived at Wool Station -
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− only to find probably another one hundred and fifty like-minded souls aimlessly, but excitedly, wandering around, up and down the platform, not sure what to do or where to go next.


Out of nowhere, came this thunderous noise which some say was the voice of the devil:


“Quiet!”


“No talking!”


“Get on the buses and trucks and if I hear a whisper from anyone then you’ll all be walking to Camp.”


With that, a column of nervous, quivering wrecks clambered aboard the transport.
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You could have heard a pin drop.


As the convoy moved further and further away from civilisation as we knew it, and towards our final destination, everyone was keeping note of all the turns and twists, just in case at a later date we got a chance to escape.


After all, we had just met the Devil, so surely we must be heading towards hell . . .


After what seemed like hours, but was really only minutes, we arrived at our journey’s end –










Stanley Barracks, Bovington Camp
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The transport stopped outside what we were later to come to know as ‘Satan’s Headquarters’ or in anybody else’s eyes, as the guardroom.


The Devil, had now been joined by more of his helpers who had magically appeared from his nerve centre, and had obviously decided that there was to be no more Mr Nice Guy, as he shouted,
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“Get f***ing fell in and keep f***ing quiet!” “Listen for your name being called, answering in a f***ing loud voice – Sir – as an acknowledgement!”


After the roll-call we were moved en masse as smartly as possible to our designated block which, like all the other accommodation blocks, was three floors high. Each floor had four large bedrooms, two at either end, separated by a wide corridor which ran the full length of the floor. Mid-point on each floor was a large assembly area complete with notice-board. On arrival at the block we were all assigned to our rooms. Each had eight single beds, three down each side and one either end. My room was on the middle floor, right-hand end, overlooking the back of the building. On entering, lying on his already made-up bed, closest to the door, was a young chap smoking a pipe. I, like the rest of my new room-mates, immediately thought from his demeanour that he was our room Corporal. He introduced himself as Percy Doughty. As all the other single beds looked the same it was just a case of which to choose. I decided to take the one in the middle of the three, which was under a window. Beside each bed was a tall, steel, green locker on one side and on the other, a small wooden bedside locker. Above the bed, attached to the wall, was a small personal light. The room very quickly filled up and all the beds soon had new occupants.


On my left was a guy, Neville Bottom, slightly older than me, very well-spoken, who played the violin – exceptionally well as it turned out. Unfortunately, none of us got to know him very well since a few weeks later he was transferred to the Officer Cadet Training establishment at Welbeck College in Essex. (For the duration of that term his bed-space was never reallocated, unluckily for me as it would turn out). On my other side was a ginger-haired chap from Bournemouth called Winston Maskell who was to turn out to be, and still is, my very best and closest friend.


That first night was a very pleasant and surreal one as we were allowed to wander round the block as well as having an hour’s chaperoned visit to the NAAFI (Navy, Army, Air force Institution) Services Shop and Canteen for some pop and sweets. The rest of the night was spent getting to know all our roommates and listening to their various travel adventures in getting here. All this chatting went on until very late into the night. I think that from our first night’s experience we all thought that Army life was really quite easy, relaxed and very enjoyable. Oh, how wrong we were! If only we had known what lay in store for us, I think most of us would probably have run a mile and caught the first train home.
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Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Sailor
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Junior Troop – designated by an all-black shoulder flash.


Each year was broken into three distinctive sections with an intake at the beginning of each section and a pass-off at the end. During each section we would be placed into a troop, i.e. our first troop name was ‘Junior Troop’ with our final one ‘Pass-Off Troop’. Depending on your age upon joining, that would determine how many sections / Troops you would complete. If, like me, you joined at fifteen and left at seventeen and a half then you completed eight.





The next morning, while it was still dark and most of us still happily in the land of the nod, we were abruptly and noisily woken up at 6:30am when a very uncouth and foul-mouthed person entered our room, strolled up and down, belting his pace-stick off the end of each bed, shouting at the top of his voice,


“Wakey, wakey, rise and shine! Hands off c***s, hands on Socks! Come on, get up! Welcome to the Army!”


Woe betide any person that was still in bed, or not suitably dressed, on his return after about five minutes. It transpired that this was our real room Corporal, and not Percy as we had all thought and which he had never contradicted. He was just one of us, so as you can imagine, he was ragged rotten for quite some time afterwards, as we had all bought him pop down at the NAAFI the previous evening, trying to butter him up in the belief that he was in charge of our room.


After breakfast we were instructed to assemble in our rooms and our Corporal came round to introduce himself and the other members of staff. As well as informing us that we were now all part of Junior Troop, we were also issued with our eight digit Army numbers which we had to memorise at once, because initially we had to quote it wherever we went and whatever we did. If we quoted incorrectly we would immediately be sent to the back of the queue and that would continue until such times as we were able to recite our numbers off by heart. (Still to this day I can remember and recite it instantly and without hesitation.)


On my first pay parade, and like many others, it took five or six attempts to get it right,


“23923598 Junior Trooper Brown A. Pay and pay-book correct, Sir”, before eventually being paid the princely weekly amount of 2/6d in my hand, with the other 10 shillings being compulsorily paid into my Post Office Savings Book to be used when on leave.


Later we were marched, after a fashion, down to the Quartermaster’s to be issued with all our kit. Standing in a line on the balcony of the QM’s block we were ushered into the storeroom one at a time, where we were assessed by this small but very intimidating Scotsman, an ex-serviceman who had the astonishing knack of being able to look a person up and down and instantly size them, including what size of boots they required.


Amazingly, he was very rarely wrong. We had to hold our arms out and as we proceeded along the length of the counter all our kit was loaded onto them. Each item was held aloft for us to see, as well as being given its correct Army title, i.e. Shirts, flannel x 2; ties, knitted x 2; pumps, PT, brown x 1 pair; mug, china, 1 pint; fork, knife, spoon, metal x 1, etc., etc. Soon, we all had this massive pile of kit held out in front of us, unable to see where we were going. We were then told to double-up back to the block. It was sheer purgatory. Heaven help anyone who dropped anything as they were immediately given ten press-ups as punishment.


Arriving back at the block we were instructed to put all our kit onto our beds and line up outside. We were then marched down to the regimental barber’s. He came across as a very mild-mannered man who, once he had settled you into his barber’s chair, politely enquired how you would like your hair cut. We were all convinced that he must have been deaf as it didn’t matter how explicit you were in describing a trim here and there, with a little off the back and nothing off the sideburns, everyone trooped out of his shop virtually bald, having had what we were to come to know as a ‘number two haircut’. I dread to think what a number one was.


If it weren’t for the fact that we all looked the same, I think most of us would have burst into tears thinking about how we had carefully groomed and looked after our locks in the past, and in all probability spent a fortune in doing so. It was a very quiet and dejected group that made its way back to the block.


Still feeling extremely sorry for ourselves, we had to stand round our beds, now weighted down by the kit lying on top of them, and wait for our Corporal who was going to instruct us on a) how to look after all these strange and foreign items of clothing and equipment, b) when to wear it, c) how to clean and polish it, and finally d) how to store and display it all in our lockers.


This was essential as every morning while we were in Juniors, our lockers and bed-spaces were inspected by our room Corporal and once a week by our Troop Leader. Failure to pass any of these assessments usually resulted in lockers being tipped over and kit being strewn all over the floor. This would be followed up by extra inspections, usually held in the evenings, starting right after our meal, and would be every hour on the hour up to lights-out (10pm) or until the Corporal got tired of playing silly buggers. This was when I began to regret having an empty bed space next to me as I had to clean that one as well as my own.


Over and above having to instantly absorb all this information we were also shown how our beds had to be made up each morning. This was called bed-blocking and consisted of stripping our bed down to the mattress cover then folding three blankets and the two sheets to precisely the width of eighteen inches (45cms), laying them out at the top of the bed in a block, and then using the fourth blanket to bind them all together as shown in the photograph.
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If it was a really important inspection or occasion, e.g. the monthly Squadron Leader’s rounds, the previous night would usually be spent working feverishly making up our bed-packs, polishing and bumpering the floors, before spending what was left of the night sleeping in the bathroom − if you were lucky, in one of the baths − or upright, sitting on the toilets. We did all this rather than fail the inspection and experience the wrath of our Corporal or even worse, the indignation and shame of letting down not only ourselves, but also our room-mates, by ending up on Squadron Leader’s Orders.


However, believe it or not, most of the time we were able to lie or even sleep in our beds.


The following day it was the turn of the Medical Officer to have his ‘wicked way’ with us. We were moved down to the medical room where we had to strip to the waist, get in a line and fold both arms with a hand on each hip. There were two nurses and two medical orderlies, one of each on either side, and as we shuffled along between them they stuck various needles and pins in each arm. Having a huge needle phobia, I felt physically sick when it was my turn to be the human pin-cushion but at least, I didn’t faint like a couple of our lads. For the next couple of days everyone felt terrible and suffered aches and pains in their arms.


In Juniors we were marched as a troop to the cookhouse at mealtimes, obviously because we were still deemed incapable of getting there under our own steam, carrying our knife, fork, spoon and one pint china mug clutched in our left hand, held behind our back. On arrival we joined the back of the queue. This was when we discovered how low in the pecking order we really were, as the rest of the troops arrived and just forced their way in front of us, with pass-off troops going straight to the front of the queue. One thing that was instantly noticeable was that everyone, apart from us, were carrying and using small, green, plastic mugs. Over the next few days we were soon to discover, much to our dismay and cost, the reason why. While we patiently stood in the queue to be served, some of the older and bolder recruits would silently creep up behind us and flick their metal knives at our china mugs. This usually shattered them into a thousand pieces which we had to instantly sweep up while getting a bollocking from the catering officer for messing up his cookhouse. If the mugs survived, the cookhouse tea soon discoloured and stained the inside so that they were no use for inspections. It quickly became a very steep learning curve, as each time a mug was smashed or a bit of equipment was damaged or lost, it meant a trip down to the Quartermaster’s for a replacement, with the cost coming out of our meagre wages. We soon learned that the majority of issued equipment was kept purely for inspection while the items we bought while on leave were for use on a daily basis.


We were not allowed to leave the block or camp for the first few weeks without obtaining the necessary authority and therefore had plenty of time to learn skills such as ‘How to shave’. For the majority of us this was a first and had to be done religiously every morning whether we needed to or not. We were also shown and taught how to iron our clothes and uniforms; in most cases this had previously been done by a parent. Most evenings and any spare time that we had were spent ‘bulling’ our second pair of boots, which were nominated as our ‘best boots’.


These would be worn on ceremonial parades such as passing-out parades, guard mounting and punishment parades, i.e. Troop Leader’s Orders, Squadron Leader’s Orders or even worse, Commanding Officer’s Orders. Many hours of spit and polish were spent trying to get your boots up to the very high standard expected by your Corporal. You knew instantly when someone’s best boots had not passed inspection as they would be flung out of the window followed by a shout of anguish as their owner, usually in tears, ran out of the block praying that the boots hadn’t suffered too much damage from their short flight to the ground.


Needless to say, the amount of extremely hard work and exceptionally long hours that we all put in within the first few weeks, in order to try and achieve the requisite standard, was mindblowing. Every spare minute was given over to cleaning our kit or our rooms since we all wished to be acknowledged and judged as having the best individual kit or room when it came to the dreaded weekly inspections. For that reason our first six weeks on camp seemed to fly past and although some of us were feeling quite homesick and possibly ready to pack it all in, none of us wanted to let ourselves or our mates down. What made it all the more maddening was that on our forty-third day we were informed that, had we wanted to, we could have left within the first six weeks and nothing would have been said or done about it. In our second six-week period it was the Army’s turn to judge us, both physically and mentally, before deciding whether we were likely to make the grade or not. Our instructors had the final say as to whether we stayed or were booted out. And although everyone gave it their best shot we unfortunately lost six lads from our intake who were deemed to not have the stamina, tenacity or co-ordination to make it through basic training.


One other sadistic and so-called character building event that happened to everyone on their passage through Junior Troop was the boxing match which usually took place after the first two weeks of term. We were taken up to the gym where all our names were put into a bag. Two were drawn out and those chosen had to enter the ring and hammer hell out of each other for two minutes. The only problem was that most bouts were so mismatched that some of them became a bloodbath. In my case I was just under six foot and fairly stocky and was drawn to fight a guy who, although around my height, weighed a good two or three stone less than me. If either boxer didn’t appear to be trying they were both kept in the ring until they were judged to be making an effort. It would be true to say that many a young lad’s Army career would stutter or even end according to how well they performed in the boxing ring.


Our Troop Corporals and the Physical Training staff were also charged with making sure that our personal fitness was brought up to the same high standard as our kit. This was achieved by not only normal physical exercise but also team relays, carrying wooden telegraph poles, gruelling runs on the tank training ground through the mud-churned and rain-filled tracks and up and down the infamous ‘Heart-break Hill’. Those were the days!


After seven weeks the whole camp broke up for half-term. Unfortunately it was only for five days which wasn’t enough time for the majority of Scots lads to catch a train home and back again, so many of the lads whose parents lived close by were encouraged to take some of us home with them. I was lucky in that my best mate Winston’s parents lived in Branksome, Bournemouth, which was just over eighteen miles from camp. For me this was the start of having two places that I could call ‘home’, and much more importantly, having two sets of loving parents. Sadly, our time on leave was soon over and it was back to camp to begin the hard slog all over again.


As a squad we were now becoming quite competent at drill and were able to move round camp smartly and, mostly, with everybody in step. Our kit was up to the requisite standard and all the hard work and long hours had certainly paid off. More importantly we now felt part of a great and wonderful organisation which we could all be extremely proud of.


It was amazing to think that we had arrived at camp as ungainly, pimply-faced teenage strangers just sixteen weeks ago, from all parts of the country. The Army had literally taken us to bits, removed the parts that they didn’t want, added the bits they did, conditioned us, and now we were confident, articulate, self-assured, and had made many friends. Not to mention we were an awful lot fitter. The constant pressure and intake of new information and skills learned in our first term, plus the fact that it felt like we were being shunted from ‘pillar to post’ every minute of every daylight hour, and many of the night ones as well, left very little time for any of us to think, never mind feel sorry for ourselves, and before we knew it, it was time to go home on our first leave.


However just before we did, a few of us, including my best mate Winston, were called into the Squadron Leader’s office to be informed that as we had excelled during the term our reward would be promotion to the rank of Lance Corporal, in order to help look after next term’s intake.


Because it was our first long leave we travelled home in our uniforms with money in our pockets and a swagger in our step. On the long train journey north we were treated magnificently by all and sundry, and we were able to purchase a couple of illegal beers. Most of all, however, I was looking forward to seeing my family and friends again.


My family were all ecstatic to have me home and for the first few days wanted me to go everywhere and do everything wearing my uniform. They were so proud of me and wanted to show me off to their friends and work colleagues. To begin with it seemed very strange walking down the road with my dad in his police uniform while I was in my uniform, but in reality I felt very grown-up, almost an equal. However the first time out with my old school pals made me realise just how much I appeared to have matured in comparison to them. Towards the end of the three-week leave, although I had thoroughly enjoyed myself, I couldn’t wait to get back to camp and be with all my like-minded mates again and discover how they had spent their time on leave.
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