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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            A WARNING AND AN APOLOGY

          

        

      

    

    
      This book tells it like it was for a lower deck rating in the Royal Navy Fleet Air Arm during the 1970s.

      There’s the odd swear word and a few sexual references — of course there are.

      It was a different Navy and a different world back then. Words like ‘woke’ hadn’t entered the vocabulary — we just got on with things, often without questioning much.

      You need to know that the Royal Navy has a language of its own. It could better be described as a ‘slanguage’.

      The stories between these pages contain many words and abbreviations you may never have heard before. Not unless you served yourself, in which case crack on.⁠1

      Omitting this ‘Jackspeak’ would have been a sin.

      Therefore, you’ll see many footnotes like the ones on this page scattered throughout the book.

      It’s my hope that they add to your enjoyment.

      If not. I’m sorry. That’s life in a blue suit.⁠2

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 Continue at an increased pace

          

          
2 Resigned acceptance of the vicissitudes of life in the Navy

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            JOIN THE NAVY, SEE THE WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      I joined The Royal Navy in 1975. One of the last intakes at the notorious shore-based training establishment HMS Ganges. (It closed a year later).
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      ‘Ganges’ was located at Shotley Gate on the East Coast of the U.K. near Ipswich. It had been the entry point for all lower-deck members of the Royal Navy since 1905.

      In 1907, the 143-foot (44m) high mast of the old steam corvette HMS Cordelia was erected on the parade ground. As far as I know, it’s still standing there today.

      Many books have been written about ‘Ganges’. It turned boys into men, or broke them in the process. The training was tough, brutal even. Perhaps less so when I passed through. Not least because we only did 6 weeks there before moving on. It was still testing.

      My proudest (and most frightening) experience there came from climbing that mast as far as the final tiny platform 128ft (ca. 39 m) above the ground. Once there, you had the option to shin up the last fifteen feet and pull yourself onto a wooden disc about a foot across.

      When the mast was dressed for ceremonial parades the ‘button boy’ as he was called, had to stand on that disc and salute. Only the lightning conductor gripped between his knees to stop him falling.
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      I regret to say that I chickened out short of that last fifteen feet. That said, most didn’t make it as far as I did.

      There was a ‘safety’ net beneath the mast, but the chances of landing in it once above halfway were slim. Even if you’d managed it, the ropes it was made of would probably have killed you anyway.

      The GI⁠1 made a point of telling us that should we fall and miss the net, we’d best be sure to hit the parade ground and not go through the asbestos roof of the adjacent Post Office. The latter would result in disciplinary action for damaging Naval property.

      Our messes⁠2 ran off at 90° to a covered way running down to the water. A split-second of slovenliness getting out of your pit⁠3 of a morning would result in you doubling up and down that covered way with your mattress on your back until the GI decided you were awake.

      The Tannoy gave us fair warning before he flung open the mess doors to see if we were up. Some comedian on the duty watch would bellow something like “wakey wakey, rise and shine. You’ve had your sleep, now I want mine”. Or “Come on you lot. Hands off cocks and on with socks”.

      We did a lot of doubling at ‘Ganges’. The ‘Shotley Shuffle’ it was called. There was an area designated the Quarterdeck, we weren’t allowed to cross it at anything besides the double.

      Then there was Faith, Hope, and Charity. These were three flights of concrete steps running from the foreshore up the hill to the main part of the camp. They were also a favourite punishment venue.

      It’s a sign of how much the world has changed that back then, the Iranian Navy was also using ‘Ganges’ to train its sailors. We witnessed them enduring punishments that made us happy to be Brits.

      These poor sods had been shipped thousands of miles from home. ‘Ganges’ was perched on top of Shotley Spit. The wind, rain, and cold off the North Sea were notable even for us. For them, it must have seemed like hell.

      Even the food was alien to them. I remember doing breakfast duty one morning. My job was to ladle a helping of BITS⁠4 onto the passing plates of eggs bacon and fried bread. The monotony was broken when a bowl of cornflakes with milk was thrust towards me. It belonged to one of the Iranians. I looked at him in puzzlement. He looked back at me and nodded his head. A ladle full of BITs was duly tipped into his Cornflakes and Ali Baba was off, happy as Larry.

      It’s no wonder they had a revolution a few years later.
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        * * *

      

      I’d signed up to be an Aircraft Handler in the Fleet Air Arm. So, after basic training at ‘Ganges’, I was sent down to HMS Seahawk⁠5 for specialist training.

      It was fun. After ‘Ganges’, discipline was far more relaxed and we were doing some exciting stuff. As the name suggests, a big part of the job was moving helicopters and jets around. For that, we had to drive the towing tractors. Aircraft handlers are also firefighters. We had to learn about tackling blazes on both ships and aircraft, rescuing trapped aircrew and working in smoked filled compartments. It looked like I’d made a good choice.

      But there was a problem. Defence cuts, ships in refit and over recruiting meant there were too many of us for the available drafts. The buzz was that we’d likely end up on an airfield buffers⁠6 party somewhere, bored out of our bats⁠7.

      Then I found out that there was an option to transfer to the Survival Equipment branch.

      The SE branch looked after aircrew equipment and was responsible for service and maintenance of kit such as life rafts and survival packs, flying clothing, lifejackets and helmets.

      For fixed-wing aircraft, they also had to pack ejector seat parachutes and aircraft brake chutes.

      Lastly, they trained aircrew how to use all the kit and survive hostile environments.

      There were more opportunities for promotion and the work looked interesting. I signed up.

      After another intensive training course at Seafield Park⁠8 on the South Coast, I qualified as Naval Airman SE.
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      The next two and a half years were some of the best of my life.
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