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PROLOGUE:


LISTENING TO THE SILENCE


Throughout my childhood, there were many odd silences and matters unspoken. I never noticed any of it. As a young child you accept what you are wholeheartedly, particularly if you are surrounded by as much love and happiness as I was. It was not until years later that I realised my upbringing was different from that of my peers. Sadness and sorrow arrived only when my parents died, when I was in my teens. Now, though, I feel a different sadness and heartbreak having discovered the things I have discovered, which have led me to understand the pain and suffering my parents endured in their lives. What I would give to embrace them both now.


This book started out as a tribute to my father, whom I loved dearly, for his courageous feats during the Second World War. It was something about which he always remained silent. He never talked about that part of his life, and it appears he told only a few close family members about his war journey. I have gathered up here all those remembered glimpses into his incredible war experiences.


For over two years, I dedicated myself to carrying out extensive research on all aspects of my father’s story. I read voraciously all the publications and books I could find relating to the British Expeditionary Force, the Maginot Line, Stalag XXA, the Second World War and the Resistance. In many ways, this was a delight because ever since childhood I have been fascinated by anything to do with the Second World War and with heroic escapes. I also spoke with people who knew my parents and anyone who might be able to shed some light on my family history. Some of these people knew them quite well and were able to share wonderful insights.


The big break came when I discovered an account, dictated by my father as part of his debriefing, in the National Archives in London. There, I read for the first time my father’s own words and descriptions of his war experiences. It opened a conversation with my father that I am still engaged in to this day. It allowed me to finally hear the things he never said to me.


Unexpectedly, while researching this book I also discovered new, hidden information about my mother that showed what a brave woman she was. I also loved her deeply and I hope that the words I have written will provide her with the long overdue vindication she deserves.


The following is a work of non-fiction inasmuch as I tell my own story and the surprising truths that I uncovered in my parents’ stories. In trying to piece together the experiences of my parents, I gathered as much evidence as I could and then used fiction in an attempt to understand the unspoken parts of their lives. I wanted to imagine the blanks, to try to conjure up what they must have gone through, to try to walk in their shoes during the most challenging parts of their lives. To imagine is to begin to understand; that is the basis of this account. Undoubtedly, some things didn’t happen in exactly the way I have written them. There were many dots to connect. But without trying to connect them, how else could I have made sense of it all?


What I have set out to do is to leave an account of a time in history that placed ordinary people, through no fault of their own, in cruel and dangerous situations. The unusual nature of this story – a mix of fact and fiction – allows me to explore their lives in detail and also the times in which they lived.


So much of our lives are unspoken. If we don’t speak into those silences, others will. I am happy to be the one to tell the stories of my mother and father – as they are remembered, recorded and imagined.




PART ONE


MY FATHER’S STORY


BASED ON THE RECORDED ACCOUNT OF HIS WAR EXPERIENCES AND ESCAPE, HELD AT THE NATIONAL ARCHIVES, LONDON, AND ON HIS CONVERSATIONS WITH FAMILY MEMBERS AFTER THE WAR YEARS
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The father I knew.
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The father I discovered.







1.


PORTLAW TO ALDERSHOT 1904–1939


My name is Tommy. I was born on 17 January 1904, the seventh of thirteen children, two of whom died in infancy. My father and mother had a large family and, though they were not wealthy, they did their best to provide for all of us with great love and affection. Originally, we lived in a small house on George’s Street in the village of Portlaw, which is twelve miles from Waterford City in the south of Ireland. By small, I mean a little one-storey house that was shared with my father and mother and my five brothers and five sisters. In later years, when my father was promoted to head forester in the Curraghmore Estate, my family moved to a larger house in Coolfin, on the outskirts of the village.


We had a tough life, yet it was vibrant and challenging. The central square in the town had only horses and carts traversing it, with some hitched to the posts outside the small family-run shops. The place was often bustling with farmers and tradesmen, little old ladies in shawls, old men in caps with clay pipes dangling from their moist lips, some walking on the dusty ground, others gathered in small groups for a hearty chat. The inside of the local public house, Harney’s, with its dark and smoke-filled bar, yellow walls and sawdust-covered floor, was the focal point of the town’s social universe.


We endured the bitter cold during the winter months. All we had was a small turf fire in the kitchen to heat our humble dwelling. The cramped living conditions, the screams, the cries and the laughter of my brothers and sisters bellowing forth from the tiny house on George’s Street – that was home.


There were many days of wonderment and joy. Days spent playing in the open fields and splashing about in the crystal-clear waters of the nearby lakes and the Clodiagh River, all the while wrapped in the security and comfort of companionship, feisty rivalry and a feeling of belonging. The excitement and challenges encountered on the local hurling pitches, when either playing for or cheering on the local team, cemented our shared sense of camaraderie. And then the awkward transition from adolescent to man, taking on the mantle of responsibility, whether it was chopping wood in the forest, hauling sacks in the mill or curing skins in the tannery.


In my late teens I worked in the forest on the Curraghmore Estate of Lord Waterford. I met a local girl called Mary Fowler in the village and we started courting. She and I got married in the Catholic church in Portlaw on 4 May 1927. For a while, I continued to work in the forest while Mary did housekeeping for two elderly sisters in a large house just outside the village. Although wages were low, we lived comfortably. Nevertheless, something within me made me restless and sparked a desire to seek a life elsewhere.


One day in 1930, I saw an advertisement in the local Waterford newspaper, The Munster Express. A wealthy family in Surrey, England, was looking to employ a gardener and a housekeeper. We nervously sent off our application and, some weeks later, received word that we had been successful and that we could start the following week.


We sold whatever furniture we owned and packed the few personal belongings we had into a little old suitcase. Having said our goodbyes to our families and friends, Mary and I boarded the bus that would take us to the railway station in Waterford. From there, the three-hour journey found us alighting onto the platform at Kingsbridge Station in Dublin.


It was damp and cold as we made our way on foot to the city centre from where we would take a tram to bring us to the harbour at Dún Laoghaire to board the boat to England.


‘Don’t cry, Mary,’ I said putting my arms around her to comfort her. ‘We’ll be alright, you’ll see. Things will be grand.’


We were both numb but had hardly even noticed the chill. It was fear of the unknown that had frozen us stone-cold. We were young, innocent and naive to the ways of the world. Neither of us had ever set foot outside our own local community and yet we were also hugely excited to be setting off on this journey to the big lights and a whole new world.


Having travelled all night by boat and train, we finally arrived at London’s Euston Station. From there, we took a bus to our new employer’s residence in Leatherhead, Surrey. During the journey, we were mesmerised by the sounds and sights of the biggest place we had ever seen. There were cars, buses and trams of every variety, and buildings so big that we could not grasp how they could stay up, nor imagine how they possibly could have been constructed. We were two lost souls in a strange new environment. We knew no one and could barely understand a word through the heavy local accents.


At the house of Dr Graham Maxwell and his wife, Dorothy, a butler opened the door and asked us to step into the parlour. A little while later, the doctor presented himself, shook our hands and told us we were very welcome.


We were accommodated in a small flat, 23 Kingscroft Road, not far from the Maxwells’ home. Our employers treated us very well. Mary looked after the housekeeping and cooking while I tended to the extensive gardens encircling the premises. About a year after our employment commenced, Dr Maxwell told me that he wanted to send me on a course to learn how to be a car mechanic. He also said that he wanted me to learn to drive because I would be his new chauffeur when Richard, his current driver, retired.


Our jobs were demanding, and life was not easy, but overall we were happy. Of course, there was always the constant sorrow in our hearts of missing our families and friends back home, but we had each other and that was all we needed.
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Throughout 1939, there had been a lot of talk and newspaper coverage of what was happening in Germany. This was brought to a head when Germany invaded Poland on 1 September 1939 and, soon after, war was declared by France and Britain in response.


Early one morning, while I was at the sink drying my face after shaving, I spotted the outline of the postman through the lace curtains above the mirror. He was leaning his bicycle against the garden gate. He knocked on the door and handed me a letter. From the emblem on the envelope, I immediately knew what it was. It was a notice from the Ministry of Defence instructing me to report to Aldershot Garrison for training. I was being conscripted into the British Army.


Out in the kitchen, Mary and I locked eyes. My mind was racing.


‘Oh! Tommy, they’ll send you to fight.’ As tears rolled down her cheeks, she whispered, ‘I’ll never see you again. What am I going to do here? I’ll never survive on my own.’


‘It’ll be fine,’ I said. ‘Sure, I hear that nothing will come of it, and this is all just a precaution.’


‘Can we not go home? They can’t make you join up.’


‘That’s not the answer, Mary. You have to understand that once I’ve received this letter, I have no choice.’
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It was little over an hour by train from Leatherhead to Aldershot, although the journey seemed to take for ever. The dank carriages were bursting at the seams, mostly full of young men engaged in nervous banter, knowing that they were embarking on a journey, the destination and duration of which they could not control.


When we reached Aldershot, I joined with the mass of other men who were lining up to gain entry to the barracks. I found myself in the midst of a mob of bodies, which seemed to pull me towards the gates. I looked around at the faces of men who had already been hardened by the realities of life through hard work and toil, and faces of those who were still just boys, naive and innocent, nonchalantly chatting with one another. As we approached the registration desk, we were asked to provide our personal details: name, address, next of kin and religion.


‘Right, McGrath, off you go. Follow that sign and queue up for your medical. Then report back here for your kit.’


‘Sir, would it be possible for me to be assigned to the Royal Irish Regiment? My father and eldest brother fought in the Great War with that regiment, and my father was held as a prisoner of war in Limburg in Germany.’


‘Now look here, Paddy, you’re in the British Army now. You’ll do as you’re told, when you’re told. Understand?’


‘Yes sir, but –’


‘No “but”s! Fuck off down to the medic. Now!’


The medical examination was basic. The doctor checked that I was in a general state of good health, had sufficiently good eyesight and did not have flat feet. Then I was told to report back to the gate at the main entrance and join the queue to be given my uniform, boots and weapons, which consisted of a Lee-Enfield rifle with bayonet and an Enfield revolver. We were also given a gas mask, underwear, a towel, a razor and a bar of soap.


Later that evening I was assigned to my billet, which was in a dormitory with twenty or so bunk beds. A man was already sitting on the bunk beside mine. ‘I’m Frank,’ he bellowed, as he thrust forth his massive hand for me to shake. I could tell he was from Yorkshire by his accent.


‘Hello,’ I said, ‘I’m Tommy.’


‘You’re Irish!’


‘Yes, but I’ve been working in England now for a number of years. I was conscripted and told to come here.’


‘Bet you’re sorry that you left the old sod, eh?’


‘It’s safe to say that this wasn’t in our plans when we came, but, really, England has been good to me and my wife. It has given us a good living and, sure, everyone is saying that there’ll be no war. That it’s only all talk and bluff from the Germans.’


From the far side of the room, a short, stocky soldier called out, ‘Not sure we bleedin’ want your help, Paddy.’


I could sense the atmosphere change.


‘I had no choice; I was told to be here.’


‘Well, I for one don’t want you. So, my little ploughboy friend, all I’m saying is watch your back, if you know what I mean,’ my aggressor snarled through tobacco-stained teeth.


Later that night, when we were having supper in the general mess, I was approached by another Irishman. Having introduced himself as Jim Creagan, he said, ‘I overheard that conversation earlier in the billet. Keep your eye on that little bollocks. His name is Ronnie. They tell me he has a reputation for being a tough guy who tries to make life difficult for fellows he doesn’t like. Apparently, he’s from London’s East End and grew up tough.’


‘I don’t know what the hell I ever did to him.’


Jim just shrugged and said, ‘Don’t let him get to you, boy.’


As it turned out, Jim and I had a lot in common. We were both Irish emigrants who had come to England to find work. He had relations in Waterford and knew a lot of the places I talked about. I was glad to have found someone I could talk to and trust. In time, Jim and I developed a strong friendship which helped us enormously with the trials and horrors we were to face.


At 6 a.m. the next morning, we were woken by the loud sound of the reveille being trumpeted throughout the barracks. Its shrill pitch pierced the fresh morning air. Within thirty seconds, Sergeant Major Terence Strawbridge was stomping through the dormitory, bellowing orders for everyone to jump out and stand to attention. ‘Well, good morning, my little darlings, and welcome to Aldershot. This is now your home for the next few months. This is where you will eat, drink, shit, fart and vomit until you earn the right to call yourselves soldiers. This is the place that you enter as boys and walk out as men – that is, if you survive. Do you understand me?’


‘Yes, sir!’


‘I can’t hear you.’


‘YES, SIR!’


‘I still can’t fucking well hear you. DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME?’


‘YES, SIR!’


‘You’ll be glad to hear that every one of you has been assigned to the 51st Highland Division, a division typically filled with our Scottish brothers up north. But even though the bulk of you are not Scots, you’ll be proud to become part of this infantry regiment, which carries such an enormously heroic pedigree and a gallant history of battles won. But I warn you, we have very high standards and I expect no less from every last one of you. Anybody who dithers, falls or fails to give me one hundred per cent will be put on half-rations for a week and will have me to reckon with.


‘Normal training for infantry recruits is two years, but since we don’t know what to expect from the Jerries, we must prepare you as best we can within a matter of months so as to be ready if they do make a move. Unfortunately for you, my little dears, that is not such good news. You’ll be expected to work hard and not complain. You’ll receive basic training on armaments, map-reading, drill, physical engagement and overall discipline. When I say jump, you’ll jump. You will not question an order. From now on, you’ll think like soldiers, you’ll behave like soldiers and, until this conflict is over, there is no you, only your regiment. Are we clear?’


‘Yes, sir!’


Days led into weeks and weeks turned into months. We were put through a gruelling regime of training, which seemed to border on torture, yet, somehow, we slowly felt ourselves grow. Our bodies became leaner, fitter and more agile. I had played hurling and football back home, but I was now finding muscles in parts of me that I never knew existed.


We were made to polish our boots until you could see yourself in them. Our trousers and kits were ironed to perfection so that the crease was razor-sharp, and the brass buttons on our uniforms glistened.


The day we were told to pick up our rifles, I was amazed at how heavy they were. Yet, after three months of daily contact, it was as if they were part of our uniform. But what shocked me most of all during our training was being shown how to use a bayonet by the sergeant major.


‘Now, me laddies, I will give the order to affix bayonets. When I do, you will each attach your piece to the top of your rifle just as you were taught. You will do so in unison, and when they are attached, you will stand to attention until I give further orders.


‘When I order you to attack, you will charge forth towards the hanging sandbags. Only, in your minds, they’re not really sandbags. They’re Jerries. And you’ll drive the spearhead in deep under the ribs with all your strength and twist it as if your lives depended on it. Remember, the day will come when it will be for real, and it will be either you or him who will survive. The choice is yours. Learn to do it right now and you just might come out on top.’


I felt a knot in my stomach at the thought of what the sergeant major was saying. I could never imagine committing such an act upon another human being. When it came my turn to charge, I imagined I was running against a haystack in the field at the back of our house in Portlaw. It made it easy to do, and the sergeant major seemed pleased. I wonder did he ever suspect what was in my mind. Nor did he utter a word when I tripped on my run and fell into a pool of mud. I often asked myself if he had actually seen, all the way down the line, that it was Ronnie who had put out his foot just as I began to charge.


Towards the end of December, we all assembled in the large mess hall and were addressed by Colonel Patterson. An air of apprehension filled the room.


‘Gentlemen, as you know, Hitler has no respect for treaties, or for anything else really for that matter. He has invaded Czechoslovakia, Austria and now Poland. Britain had pledged to support Poland in such an event and has, as a result, now formally declared war on Germany. We do not believe that Hitler will stop at what he has plundered thus far. Therefore, a decision has been taken to set up a defence along the France–Belgium border to support our French allies in preventing any further incursions. You are to be assigned to the British Expeditionary Force, which will commence disembarking for France beginning at 0600 hours tomorrow. I wish you all good luck and pray that this will all be over soon.’


That night, in our bunks, we nervously chatted among ourselves. ‘You know that if they do invade, we’ll be obliterated, don’t you?’ Frank’s question cast a silence over the room.


‘What d’you, mean, Yorkie?’ Ronnie asked.


‘I mean that while we were eating bread and jam, the Jerries were busy building up their army, navy and air force.’


‘So much for the Treaty of Versailles! That bastard Hitler doesn’t give a rat’s ass for treaties – as we have seen time and time again,’ retorted Jim, my Irish pal.


‘Bollocks! Have you not seen that our kits, from our uniforms down to our weapons, are the same as those our fathers used in the Great War? We’ll be no match for Hitler’s boys if they decide to invade, which they will,’ Frank replied.


‘We’ll just have to rely on the likes of our Paddy friend here, or his pillock family back in the bogs, soaking in whiskey, who might dig us up a few potatoes in the French fields to throw at the Jerries.’ Ronnie sniggered.


‘Oh, give it a break, Ronnie. It’s getting tedious!’ said Jim. Shortly after, the lights were turned off and I lay on my back and gazed into darkness, thinking about what might be ahead.
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In the dead of night, I was awoken by the sound of muffled noise coming from somewhere close by. I opened my eyes but did not move. The noise continued, ever so faintly. I sensed that it had to be some disturbance close to my bunk, which meant that it was one of two things: either Frank going through his kit, or someone was rummaging through mine.


My eyes adjusted and I could make out the outline of whoever it was who had woken me. Immediately I saw that he had too small a frame to be Frank. With that, I leapt from my bunk and, with an almighty thrust, grabbed Ronnie by the shirt. I could see that he had my bag open.


‘What the hell do you think you’re doing? That’s my kit,’ I yelled.


‘No, no, nothing. I made a mistake, that’s all. Got confused, I guess, ya know,’ gulped Ronnie.


‘I’ve had it with you, Ronnie! Ever since the day I arrived here, you’ve done nothing but cause me problems. Well, I’m not taking it anymore.’ Gripping him by the collar, I lifted him a foot off the ground and pinned him to the wall. Keeping my voice low and maintaining composure, I left him in no doubt that he would regret pulling any similar tricks with me in future.


‘Ah, c’mon, lad, I meant no harm. I just got mixed up, that’s all.’


‘Oh, yes, confused, mixed up, is it? Let me just warn you, lad, keep away from me in future, do you understand?’


‘Sure, okay!’ he gasped as I let him down.


I returned to my bunk. There was a chilled atmosphere. My muscles were tingling with frustration. This can’t go on, I thought to myself. This fella is a bastard, and I’m not taking any more of it. My mind was torn. Nobody knew what was behind Ronnie’s swagger. Sure, he liked to portray an image of bravado, but I wondered how he would manage when the time came to face the Jerries. Someone at the back started singing ‘Pack up your troubles in your old kit bag …’ and before long the atmosphere changed and there was boisterous harmony from all with ‘and smile, smile, smile!’




2.


LE HAVRE JANUARY 1940
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Western Europe, 1940.





The vomit swished to and fro against the ship’s cold, damp walls. Each time the bow of the boat rose with the waves, the reeking swill would slink back towards the stern, only to gush forth again when the next wave was hit. The toilets were overflowing with a mucousy slime. Up on deck, ashen-faced men were doubled over the side rails in anguish, many having never set foot aboard a ship before. The weather was horrendous. A gale force wind was toying with our vessel, which was being thrust from side to side and bobbing incessantly over the white crests of the black waves. We tried our best to cling to the rails to stop ourselves being propelled overboard. Our uniforms were drenched in vomit and sea spray.


We had set sail from Southampton early that morning, having been given our orders that we were to join up with the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) in France to assist the French Army in preventing a German invasion. After crossing the English Channel in such atrocious weather, we were glad to see the rooftops of the French port of Le Havre, where we disembarked in the early afternoon. It was freezing and damp. No one had warned us of what to expect.


Orders were given for all units to line up along the quayside. Major-General Victor Fortune, the Commander of the 51st Highland Division, addressed us and told us that we would commence our advance that evening towards the Belgian border, where we were to meet our French allies, and from there advance into Belgium. Along the way, we took up positions in set locations, where we were deployed in digging anti-tank ditches and trenches in case they were required at a later stage.


It was dusk when we set off on our march east. The ground was frozen, which hampered our progress. Late that evening, we came upon a small village that seemed deserted. Some of us decided to explore the adjoining farmhouses in search of food and hay to afford a night’s comfort. Later, as we lay in an empty barn, all was quiet. The village and surrounding farms had been evacuated by their populace, leaving valuable possessions behind. God knows where the poor souls had fled to.


One of our lads, Harry Mowatt, looked around and said, ‘This ain’t so bad. Sure, if things turn out as some say they will, and just suppose that Jerry has no interest in us, I mean, we can happily play a supporting act to the Frenchies all day long – right?’


‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, Harry,’ Ronnie said, ‘don’t you bloody well know that Hitler doesn’t care about borders, treaties or whatever the fuck any government says? If he wants something, he’ll go for it – and the lot of us better start praying that he doesn’t because with the load of shit that they’ve given us as excuses for weapons, he’ll stomp all over us with his jackboots.’


‘But Ronnie,’ said Harry, ‘we’re here in numbers to prevent that. And sure, we have the RAF boys watching over us. Here, have a fag, relax.’


‘I think Harry is right,’ I said. ‘We are where we are, and we have to make the most of it. Who knows, maybe when Jerry sees that we are serious about standing up to him, he’ll say he has had enough.’


We chatted a while longer before settling in for the night. As silence descended in the barn, the hoot of owls could be heard in the distance, while all around me I heard the fluttering of breathing from my companions. I began to think of Mary back home in Leatherhead, her lithe body under a sheet and a blanket, her soft skin against a pillow. She would be missing me and wondering where I was. And my poor mother and father. They were so worried when I wrote to tell them that I had been conscripted. Although Daddy hardly ever spoke about it, and during the times that he did I could see it pained him, he had told me of the horrors he had witnessed in the Great War and of the suffering he had had to endure when he was captured and thrown into a prisoner-of-war camp in Limburg, Germany. The poor man had been shot in battle and had even had two fingers amputated without anaesthetic. Apparently, he had never been the same again. My brothers and sisters, who had no idea of where in the world I was, would be wondering if I was even alive. I prayed for them all. I prayed for Mary, and I prayed that everything would be over soon, and we could all go back to our lives as before. But deep down I knew that that was not going to happen any time soon. We had been trained to fight an enemy, an enemy on a rampage, who was unlikely to stop now.


Over the next ten days, we marched on through thick mud, one squelching step after another, as soaked feet struggled to release heavy, sodden boots from the clinging soil. Finally, we were told that we would set up a more long-term base in the town of Béthune, twenty miles from the Belgian border.


Within a matter of weeks, we settled into a relaxed way of life. It came to be referred to as ‘the phoney war’ because both sides seemed to be content with the inactivity – although many of us did speculate that the Germans were using this time to reinforce before making their attack.


Yes, we still had our training exercises and ditch-digging, but in the evenings we could visit the local hostelries and bars, where copious quantities of French beer and wine were consumed. There were card games and brawls, singsongs and fist-fights. Some of the more adventurous would wander into Lille to chance their luck with the local lassies. At times we wondered if there was going to be a war at all.
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In late April, word spread that we were being mobilised and moved to the Saar region to coordinate a defensive back-up with French forces. On 22 April, we were detached to the Maginot Line. There was a mixture of fear and excitement among the men. Up to that point, nobody believed there would be an actual invasion. Now, however, it seemed inevitable.


Allied forces relied on the Maginot Line and the supposedly impassable Ardennes Forest to defend the French border against invading German forces. In less than a week, having travelled on foot and by train, we arrived at our destination. We were overwhelmed by the size of the fortresses that combined to make up the Maginot Line. We were told it stretched for hundreds of miles. It seemed impenetrable.


Over the following days we began the laborious task of digging trenches and command posts. By now we had heard that the enemy was only a few hundred yards away on the other side of the stream. Despite this, we managed to set up camouflaged positions that were connected by telephone lines. We were told that our mission was to gather intelligence about German movements and to establish the strength of their numbers. We were also to ascertain if there was an army build-up in force in preparation for an attack.


It didn’t take us long to settle into our dugouts interspersed between the beech trees, from where we kept watch, ate and slept each day and night. It also did not take long for us to realise that the phoney war wasn’t that phoney after all.


Night after night, a number of men from our unit would be picked to go out on patrol to garner as much information as possible. On occasion, there would be engagement with enemy fire. The first time I was ordered on patrol I was to accompany Billy Hamilton, Johnnie Ringrose and Sergeant Roy Murray. Billy was a young man who told me that before the war he had worked as a shop’s clerk in Bromley. He looked no more than sixteen or seventeen. Johnnie was older, in his late twenties, and he had been a baker in Manchester before the war. Having blackened our faces and geared up, we proceeded out of our dugout and hunched in a crawl towards no-man’s-land. Finding some gorse bushes to cover us, we straightened up and started to walk along the edge of the stream.


‘What on earth brought you here, son?’ I asked Billy.


‘I volunteered.’


‘Why would you do that? You’re only a young lad.’


‘I dunno,’ Billy replied thoughtfully. ‘I guess I wanted a taste of something more adventurous than sitting behind a cashier’s till all day. And besides, this won’t be for long. We all know that.’


‘How old are you, lad?’


‘I told the recruiting officer my real age, sixteen. He said I was too young to join up. But when he saw the look on my face, he winked and told me to go out and come back in and say that I was eighteen,’ Billy chirped with a smile of satisfaction.


‘And you, Johnnie, what got you here?’


‘I was conscripted, had no choice really. I hate it, I hate it all! This marching, digging, marching, digging, digging, marching – I’ve had enough of it. And now to be thrown out with this shite on our faces to actually go looking for Jerries is horrible. I can’t wait for this to end, whatever way it ends!’


‘Ah, come on, man, it’s not that bad,’ interjected Sergeant Murray with the maturity gained from years of army life as a regular. ‘Look at what our fathers went through on the Somme. I’d like to think this is a cakewalk in comparison, don’t you agree, Tommy?’


‘My father told me what they went through in that hell-hole,’ I said. ‘I would wish it on no one. The way I see it is, we have a job to do, and we have no choice in the matter, so we may as well do a good job once we’re at it.’


‘Sure, we have no option, lad. We have to fight the fascist fuckers, or we’ll all end up speaking bloody German,’ Sergeant Murray said impatiently. ‘Anyway, time to move up and on. Stay close! Alright, lads?’


As we progressed along the rugged terrain, we heard a murmur of distant sounds. The sergeant ordered us to drop to our bellies and crawl ever so gently forward and upward to the lip of a ridge above the stream. There, we could see a group of ten or twelve Jerries huddled around a small campfire with telephone cable equipment strewn around them. In the heat of the moment, on seeing the enemy, Johnnie began to get up and, in the course of cocking his rifle, was firmly brought back to ground by Sergeant Murray, who grabbed his ankles and tripped him.


‘Do you want to get us killed, you idiot?’ he hissed. ‘You, McGrath, take Hamilton and cut to the side. Await my order if we have to open fire. Understood?’


‘Understood!’ I replied nervously. We were tasked with getting a fuller picture of the group. Did it consist of only this dozen men or were there more positioned out of view? Hamilton and I crawled as silently as we could down the ridge. We crossed the stream, which again gave us a good view of the Jerries, who seemed to be chatting and generally relaxing after, no doubt, a hard day laying telephone cables from one communication centre to the next.
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