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The Government had been right.

The time I finally realised that, I think, was when I  was squatting in a fox-hole on Salisbury Plain, in the middle a war-ravaged and devastated England, waiting for the Russians to attack, and knowing that if they didn't, then the battle was turning our way and we'd defeat the East Europeans and save the country.

We'd been fighting over that particular patch of ground for nearly three weeks, and they'd pushed us back many times, but each time we'd regrouped, taking advantage of the Government's forethought and planning in stock-piling machines and weapons all over that area, and managing to force our way forward once again. That night, the one I'm thinking of, we'd just had a conference in an old farmhouse with its back to the river, and the Quartermaster had told us the position.

"We've food for a month," he'd said, "and ammunition for a fortnight, here and in the dumps up ahead."

It didn't seem much, many of us thought it wasn't enough, but the point was that it was what we had, and the other side had nothing. They couldn't last, they'd collapse in two days, and we knew we'd won. With their line broken and divided, forced back to the east, we could take control of the whole of the south and march on London again. The War was as good as over.

And it was thanks to the government planners.

I hated to admit it. I'd spent a wild sort of youth opposing the government, and everything that Authority and Old Age represented. I'd spent my working life developing alternatives, new applications of technology, convinced that the old ideas, the old systems, didn't work and had to be replaced. But, in the end, it was the old stuff, the same old bullets and bombs we'd had for generations, that had saved us from the disasters that took other parts of Europe off the map completely. Of course, the ordinance was applied in a new, a completely different way. That was the key.

Some time in the early years of the 21st century, the government had looked at the nation's defences and come to the obvious conclusion that nothing we had would work. Nobody knew what the Third World War would look like, but they saw that the only scenario we were ready for was a kind of 1945-type confrontation, and the deteriorating situation all over the world told them that whatever else happened, it wasn't going to be the smooth, chessboard-precise battlefield that the Generals were looking forward to. The clever thing for the politicians, the genius they displayed, was to realise that and leave the Army more or less intact, while sweeping its feet away from under it and completely rebuilding the ground on which it stood.

Five years on and it was almost unrecognisable, but then, that was the plan, wasn't it.

Firstly, there weren't any bases. The troops were out in the countryside, in barns and tents, sleeping under hedgerows, or else in bivouacs in the middle of forests; or maybe in the towns, in ordinary houses in ordinary streets, or flats in tower-blocks of ordinary people, or converted factories or warehouses. Anywhere, in fact, so that they couldn't be spotted from the air and targeted; they were split up, in small groups, living next door to you and me, hard to find, hidden in plain sight, but still in touch, still under command, kept a fighting force by the marvels of modern communications.

Next, their weapons. There were planes hidden in barns too, or farm outbuildings, next to motorways that could serve the short take-off models as well as an old-style airfield. There were tanks in garages in towns, personnel carriers camouflaged in back gardens, artillery and rockets on the backs of ordinary lorries, ready to roll at a moment's notice. Helicopters, that essential transport requirement of the modern armies of the world, were all over, designed to be repairable by any able mechanic, and refuelable at any temporary stop. Perhaps the oddest thing to get used to, in the first years, was that extra pump in the motorway services, full of aviation spirit: you never knew if a plane, or a chopper, or a Land Rover-size tanker would be fuelling up right next to your saloon, but it was a good feeling, knowing that the defences were here, around you, not remote and ineffective.

Then there was the rebuilding. Every new house, new office block, new hospital and factory, had to comply with a wholly re-designed set of Building Regulations. Not just the obligatory basement, that could be fitted out as a field hospital, a bunker, a command centre, there were changes in the very structures themselves. Tower blocks were discouraged; the new style was low and squat, turned in on itself with few entrances, so that it was defensible and easy to isolate. The lessons of Stalingrad had been painfully learned; during that two year-long conflict, opposing armies had fought street by street, building by building, so the new layout would facilitate any similar struggle that was coming. We would help defenders, it was decreed, by building obvious strong-points, constructing dumps and fresh water supplies, laying hard-line communications that could continue after the telegraph poles and phones masts were blown away. Everything possible that could be done, was done. It made a number of architects redundant, but those who adapted to the new methods found themselves in the middle of a new building boom, the like of which Britain had never seen.

Then there was the Navy. If anything was clear since 1945, it was that large capital ships were vulnerable; the British Navy abandoned them. It was back to the years of the Motor Torpedo Boats, but with new types, the foil craft and hovercraft, that were many times faster. They had torpedoes and missiles and could hit just as hard as their bigger sisters, but the new force, bigger and more adaptable, could operate out of the smallest ports around the coast, and did.

The new Navy had fitting-out facilities in every small fishing village in Britain, so that no enemy could find every vessel in time of war. Submarines too. That was the plan; they were small, fast and independent, but could assemble and collaborate as necessary, to apply whatever pressure was needed at whatever point along the seaboard. To the men themselves, it was a return to the adventures of the first Elizabethan age, and with something of the excitement and the responsibility. More boats, more Captains. Recruitment to the Senior Service of Britain climbed steadily throughout the period.

Finally, there was the Reserve, the shadowiest aspect of the whole enterprise. Old graduates of the military establishment were recruited and kept in training; a whole new tier of the Territorial Army was established and extended; and a new job, Civilian Co-ordinator, was devised. This last post allowed for the fact that men and women throughout the land could be expected to react to an external military threat with pugnacious enthusiasm, but no experience or skill. The Co-ordinators would know where weapons could be found; would be told where the enemy was likely to strike and had to be stopped; and could see what was fragile in their area and needed defending. It was a strategy that could only slip into place once hostilities began, and was therefore the most questionable as to its reliability, but constant practise, years and years of scenarios and trials, produced a network that worked when it was tested, that responded magnificently to the threats when they arrived. Perhaps, most of all, it was civilians who won the War; that, was what the Government, in their wisdom, had foreseen and allowed for. It was a plan that had won the day.

But what can I say? Should I merely sing their praises, show how right they were to discontinue the reliance on the nuclear option and actually evolve a new way of looking at things and preparing for the inevitable? Or should I try and tell the whole story, the day by day growth of world tension and escalating horror that produced the War? We had all foreseen it: why couldn't anyone do that job?

I doubt if anyone can. You see, squashed in that hole in the ground, shivering in the mud and ducking the whining bullets and shell fragments, it was tempting to think that if ever I got out of there alive, I'd like to be the one who put it all down in words, and make sense of the years of clashing armies and wholesale destruction. But then, I realised that I couldn't, either: nobody could. All I'd seen, I knew, was an angle of the whole, a part, a fraction of the greater struggle, as soldiers and combatants always had. It would be decades before we had the information from the other side, ALL the other sides, to see the totality. And then, would it be worth it? My suspicion, since confirmed, is that the whole rotten, stinking mess was more or less a mistake from the start to the finish. A series of meaningless, crippling mistakes.  How can anyone justify that? And to describe it, I think, would be to start on the numbing role of trying to justify it.

No. All I can do is tell my story, a very personal story, hard and full of sadness and some despair, and if it is relevant and important to other people, it may only be because of the lesson I started with: they were right. If there is a Britain today, recognisable and in a sort of unity, it is only because the government took a U-turn in my youth, and changed the military posture of two generations from deterrence to defence. That's what saved us.

I was there. I can tell my story, and it's part of the story of those years.

The time of the Gypsies' War.
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Chapter  O N E
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I'd every reason to hate the gypsies: they stole my girl. 

It was the only real romance I'd ever known. I was wild as a teenager, fierce and argumentative, spitting like a cat and for no good reason. I finished school as soon as I could, proud and independent, convinced I was clever, but in a way that no teacher could recognise. I felt special, destined for glory, bound to hit an upward streak that would bring me fame, gold, whatever I wanted. From somewhere I'd got this idea that I was different, not set to slide down that channel that led to the dole queue and despair, as all my class-mates did. So I quit school. 

And spent four years in the gutter. 

First I hitched a lift to the Channel ports and talked a helpful trucker into taking me across with him in the ferry, in his cab. Maybe he put me on his docket as a spare driver, I don't know, but it got me over the water and into France. I didn't care. 

I stopped off in Paris and drank my way under the tables of every pavement cafe on the Left Bank, threw up in the Seine, hung around the artists and lived off handouts from rich American tourists looking for the glamour of the low-life. I developed a lasting hatred for the patronising ways of Americans, and I've hated them ever since.

As summer wore on I hitch-hiked south, lived rough on the white beaches of the Mediterranean, and worked my way along the coast to Italy and back, seeing North Africa and then Spain. At last, broke and a little more humble, I found a job, the first of many, washing-up in one of those boulevard cafes and sleeping in the top-most attic room of one cheap lodging house after another. Dirty, flea-ridden, my sense of importance slipping away with every greasy plate that passed through my fingers, I was still too proud to go home, and suffered it, put up with every last damn indignity, till the next ride to the next town, the next welcoming beach, the next week of hunger and the desperate, food-driven scramble to find some new sort of job.

Time passed. I was paid in pennies and cents, but it kept a roof over my head, kept me fed, with the scraps and left-overs of the tourists to fill my belly, and the long, sodden nights soaked by, with cheap wine drowning my dreams most times, or the wispy clouds of hysteria forming my nightmares, whenever I could afford the drugs that were always there, always available, always too expensive for me to buy, but not too proud for me to beg.

There were women. Some mornings, on my few days off, I would try to clean up and look the semblance of a human being from a civilised country, and hang around the beach and try and get picked up by a tourist. I was dark, my skin had long since tanned a deep brown, and it was best to act the native, the foreigner to these visitors, and charm them with a mixture of incompetent English and an irrepressible physicality. My reward was sometimes a few days sleeping in a hotel room, good meals and a better standard of alcohol; the long, sweaty hours of sex were a small price to pay.

Nothing lasted: tourists went home and holiday romance died. I promised to keep in touch, always, pretending to note their addresses in a cramped and spidery writing on the backs of envelopes, menus, napkins; I lost them all. It was a dirty, dishonest kind of loving, and I was soon back in the steaming back rooms, elbow deep in bubbly water and rubber gloves. Once, I thought I had an affair with a waitress, someone more normal, everyday, expecting nothing more than I could give, someone who knew me for what I was. Did it last? A week. Then she found happiness with a customer, a rich, well-heeled American, and left me and the cafe overnight. 

I expected nothing more. I was cold, hurt and angry inside, but it went with the life, the nights and days, the drinking. A bottle of wine was more real and better company than most of the people I met, or at least, the ones I could have any dealings with. The coast was bustling, of course, always full, always busy with the throngs of a dozen accents, but my scope was limited, given my position. I accepted what was happening. I was young, resilient, forgiving, and still very, very arrogant.

It ended. It had to. I woke up one morning in a cold bed, knew I had nothing to look forward to that day, that week, that season. So I stole some money out of the till of the cafe and bought a train ticket all the way back to England. I wasted a few days in London, visiting a pair of old school friends who had married each other so that they could stay together, move to the capital together and find jobs together, or nearly, in neighbouring boroughs. I slept on their sofa and listened to their success stories. It was worth it: they didn't begrudge me some clothes and a telephone call to my mother, and even the loan of a coach ticket to Manchester.

I had a plan.
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