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To Katherine
Without whom Life, to say nothing of Art,
would be infinitely the poorer
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‘We must not send the youth of Britain from the barrack square to the street corner. Some substitute must be found which will
         have the same beneficial effects of character-training as National Service.’ Mentally I phrased a reply. ‘I think it will
         be difficult to find a substitute which will inculcate bad habits, bad language, idleness, slothfulness and the amiable philosophy
         of “I’m All Right, Jack” half so successfully as National Service …’ For the vast majority, National Service was an irksome
         suspension of freedom, rather like being forcibly compelled, as an adult, to go back to school – a particularly bad type of
         boarding school, staffed by brutal, snobbish, cynical and incompetent masters.
      

      David Lodge, Ginger, You’re Barmy







      PREFACE

      
      
         ‘This is an odd sort of book for you to write, isn’t it?’





      In September 1960, on my first day at Bury Grammar School at the age of eleven, the class stood to attention as Mr Ferley,
         our form master, entered. ‘Right!’ he said, ‘Who’s going to join the CCF?’
      

      Thirty-one hands shot up, including those of the class weaklings, the ‘sensitive and artistic’ boys, and even ‘Happy’ Appleby,
         who had contracted polio as a small child and wore a leg brace. Only two (or possibly four) hands remained down. One (or two)
         of them belonged to a boy called Shepherd, but for some reason Shepherd’s common-sense approach to life and its preservation
         attracted no response from our outraged form master.
      

      ‘Shindler!’ he expostulated, clearly aghast and fixing me with the sort of stare he had presumably learned on being singled
         out at inspection. ‘Are you a coward?’
      

      The truthful answer was, of course, ‘Yes, sir.’ However, even I knew that admission wasn’t the best way to start Big School, so I mumbled something about religious and political doubts.
         ‘Besides,’ I said, perking up a bit, ‘I thought there was a choice.’
      

      ‘There is now,’ agreed the normally jovial Mr Ferley bitterly, ‘but there wasn’t when they sent me to Korea. It’s a scandal
         the way this government has stopped National Service.’
      

      I’ve never forgotten that exchange, and that’s why an old school friend who remembered me as an eleven-year-old pacifist/coward
         said to me on hearing of my new project, ‘This is an odd sort of book for you to write, isn’t it?’
      

      Though I am still relieved that I went home after school on Tuesday afternoons instead of marching up and down the playground
         in a uniform so appallingly itchy that many boys wore their pyjamas under it, I remember only too clearly the sight of squaddies
         on the streets of Manchester where I grew up. Those squaddies are now in their seventies and early eighties and their stories
         deserve to be told before they are lost for ever. After all, National Service was, as the cartoonist Mel Calman defined it,
         ‘half adult boarding school and half lunatic asylum’. That seemed to me to be confirmation of both my own instinctive suspicion
         of the armed forces (‘Cossacks!’ I could hear my immigrant grandparents crying) and David Lodge’s acerbic analysis in Ginger, You’re Barmy, informed by his own practical experience.
      

      I soon found out that this is a somewhat partial and prejudiced point of view. Many of the men whose recollections of their
         days in uniform during National Service form the main part of this book did not share that possibly too cynical attitude.
         For many of them National Service represented an escape from the inevitable drudgery of manual labour and the opening of new horizons. For these people National Service was their gap year and what they experienced in the army or the RAF changed
         their lives, usually for the better.
      

      Norman McCord, formerly Professor of History at Newcastle University, and still living in Culvercoats on the north-east coast
         near Tynemouth, looked at me sharply when the audio cassette clicked off after the first forty-five minutes of our conversation.
         ‘You can throw that thing away,’ he said caustically.
      

      ‘Why?’ I asked with evident surprise.

      ‘You’re leading the witness,’ he replied critically. ‘You are asking me questions designed to produce evidence of conflict.
         It is both unethical and unhistorical.’
      

      I suddenly felt like I too was eighteen again, not as a National Serviceman being screamed at by a sadistic corporal for being
         too slow getting down from the three-ton lorry that brought me from the railway station to the camp but as an undergraduate,
         back in a tutorial, having submitted a palpably under-prepared essay after too many play rehearsals and football matches.
         I defended myself stoutly. ‘I am asking the same questions of everyone. I am not looking to change your answers or transcribe
         the tapes in such a way as to make your positive experience of National Service any less positive. If I ask you “Were there
         any problems?” you are perfectly entitled to reply “No, I loved everything about it” and I will record that in a faithful
         Boswellian manner.’
      

      He seemed only partially appeased, but I realised on the drive home that actually Norman was hugely enjoying my temporary
         discomfiture because it must surely have reminded him of his old tutorial self, and I hope it made him feel twenty years younger.
         I also hope he – and indeed all its readers – will feel that Norman’s entertaining account paints a picture of National Service entirely consistent with his evident enjoyment
         of his time in the RAF. I hope too that all my respondents will feel I have given a scrupulously fair representation of what
         they said.
      

      All the tapes have obviously been edited to a greater or lesser degree which, by Norman’s exacting standard, renders them
         therefore useless as objective oral history. However, I have spent most of my life writing dialogue for film and television
         drama and I am always conscious that what people actually say in ordinary conversations is frequently dull, banal and rambling.
         If dramatists really wrote dialogue the way people speak, it would be unbearably tedious. ‘Drama,’ said Alfred Hitchcock quite
         rightly, ‘is life with the dull bits cut out.’ You only have to sit next to someone on public transport using a mobile phone
         to realise that many sentences in a conversation ramble pointlessly up hill and down dale, frequently ending in a ditch full
         of brown water, chocolate bar wrappers and discarded cans of lager. This book is full of different kinds of conversation but
         in editing them, creating sentences where none existed, incorporating my questions into what appears to be their stream of
         consciousness, I have at all times felt acutely aware of my responsibility to present all the men honestly and accurately.
      

      That is of course based on the assumption that the recollections themselves are accurate. How many of us can remember where
         we were, what we were doing and precisely what we felt six months ago, let alone fifty years ago? Although as the ageing process
         gathers pace many people find the times of their youth shining ever more brightly, in the memory these men are recalling events
         from more than half a century ago and we should approach their accounts as memories that are honestly recalled rather than as sworn legal testimony. They have considerable
         historical value even if some events might have been recalled with colourful elaboration. ‘Old men forget; yet all shall be
         forgot/ But he’ll remember, with advantages, what feats he did that day,’ declaims Henry V just before the Battle of Agincourt.
         The key phrase is of course ‘with advantages’. It would only be human to exaggerate emotions for good or ill. Some interviewees
         might, for example, have struggled with the shock of basic training rather more than they are now disposed to admit but that
         is itself, of course, just a guess.
      

      In setting out to find thirty or so men whose experiences would give readers a fair understanding of National Service and
         its many ramifications I had three guiding principles. The list of men should span the entire fifteen years or so that this
         unique peacetime conscription lasted; men from as many different parts of the country as possible should be included; and
         a reasonable balance between officers and ‘other ranks’ should be sought. It is something of a coincidence that men were gathered
         in roughly the proportion they went into the different branches of the forces. The figures I have seen demonstrate that only
         2 per cent of National Servicemen went into the Navy, while 25 per cent joined the RAF and 73 per cent were swallowed up by
         the Army. The fact that Julian Mitchell is the only naval National Serviceman therefore seems to be entirely representative
         of the whole.
      

      There is also a balance in many other ways. Some really enjoyed National Service and some quite clearly did not. Some felt
         they had a moral obligation to serve their country (though those numbers declined dramatically as the Second World War receded into history) but most had no patriotic feelings whatsoever and just wanted to get it over with and go home as soon
         as possible. Although I was vaguely looking to attract men with experience of the different trouble spots to which Britain
         traditionally sent its young men in uniform, I was surprised how, within the thirty interviews, it was possible to encompass
         Korea, Egypt, Cyprus, Kenya, Malaya and Aden – and of course Germany – as well as men who never passed Dover. Older readers
         may remember the posh male voice on the wireless announcing, ‘This is the BBC Light Programme and the British Forces Network
         in Germany’; Two Way Family Favourites with Cliff Michelmore and Jean Metcalfe maintained the link with British servicemen in Germany for many years.
      

      All the men were asked the same questions regarding their early years and their experiences during basic training – which
         was the first, frequently terrifying, introduction to forces life, particularly in the army. Interestingly, nearly all of
         them knew of fellow conscripts who had broken down under the sort of harsh discipline they had never previously experienced,
         although only one interviewee admitted that he too had been of their number – well done, George Penny! What soon became apparent
         was that public schoolboys who had long been separated from their mothers found National Service easier to bear initially
         than those who had lived all their lives in protective and supportive homes. Julian Mitchell is particularly entertaining
         on this score.
      

      Their stories pretty much finish after demobilisation but in most cases the lives they went back to after this unique two-year
         experience have been briefly summarised. These are not intended as mini-biographies but rather to give the reader a personal and historical context within which it is easier to understand the National Service experience.
      

      Slowly, in the course of the interviews, two significant factors emerged which still exist to a smaller degree in Britain
         today but which in the 1940s and 1950s were much more apparent. These are of course the issues of class and what we would
         now call racism. Britain has always been a country in which the class into which people were born frequently dictated the
         course of their lives. Because the Navy was looking primarily for officers in its National Service intake and the other services
         demanded five O levels before a man could be considered as a potential officer, the ‘officer class’ was distinctive. Geoff
         Bennett is one of the few men in this selection who rose from humble beginnings to be commissioned as a second lieutenant,
         and it is clear that he planned his rise meticulously.
      

      The subject of racism is always a minefield and I asked the questions and transcribed the answers on this matter with great
         care and attention. All the men answered honestly about their attitudes to the local population. Ben Perry’s comment that
         he was told by an officer that the local Malays were to be treated fairly but they were not his equal seemed to be very representative
         of wider British attitudes at the time. Some, though by no means all, of those sent to outposts in the Middle East would remember
         that they always referred to the native population as ‘wogs’, but if we can lay our 2012 anxieties to one side this has to
         be typical of the way in which British soldiers in the 1950s saw the local population they had been sent to keep ‘in order’.
         Rewriting the past to avoid current sensitivities does not make good history.
      

      At the end of Part Two, we meet Nicolas Hawkes, who is the first to see the locals, in his case Ghanaians, as people he felt privileged to help as they achieved their independence.
         Here is an indication that immersion in the schoolboy adventure stories about empire did not automatically lead to an imperialist
         posture and it could foster a point of view of African natives that could be reconsidered in the light of experience. To the
         British, African leaders like Kwame Nkrumah, Hastings Banda, Jomo Kenyatta and Kenneth Kaunda were, bewilderingly, terrorists
         who were quite rightly in jail one moment and Commonwealth heads of state the next. The wind of change that Harold Macmillan
         was to speak about in 1960 was already blowing through Africa. The Gold Coast, which had been reassuringly pink for the lifetime
         of most British people, was now in the hands of ‘natives’ and we weren’t sure that this new country called Ghana was a particularly
         Good Thing, which makes Nicolas Hawkes’s liberal, unprejudiced attitude so remarkable.
      

      However, we begin back in the late 1940s, in the days of the Attlee government, with Britain trying hard to recover from the
         shattering effects of six years of total war. So welcome now to that grey world of postwar Austerity Britain in which these
         children and teenagers were going to have to make their way. It was the Britain of Passport to Pimlico and Denis Compton, of snoek and spivs, of rationing and optimism about a better tomorrow. In short, it was a long time ago,
         but these men all lived through it.
      

   




      PART 1

      THE BEGINNING 1946–1951


      
      
      There was something very endearingly British about the start of the Attlee government that was to revolutionise society in
         the late 1940s. On 5 July 1945, less than two months after Germany had surrendered unconditionally and more than a month before
         Japan was to do so, the country went to the polls. The ballot boxes remained sealed for three weeks to permit the collection
         of those votes which had been cast by men and women in the armed forces who were still overseas. Although Labour won a landslide
         victory with an overall majority of 146, the result, in an era blessedly free of today’s ubiquitous opinion polls, came as
         a surprise, particularly to the Conservative Party leader Winston Churchill. Mrs Churchill, worried about the strain of continued
         high office on the health of her husband, called the result ‘a blessing in disguise’. Churchill growled that as far as he
         was concerned it was very well disguised indeed.
      

      
      On the evening of 26 July, having tendered to the king his resignation as Prime Minister, Churchill left Buckingham Palace
         in a chauffeur-driven Rolls Royce. Fifteen minutes later Mrs Attlee drove her husband in the family Standard Ten into Palace
         Yard. As revolutions go, it lacked the iconic symbolism of the storming of the Bastille in July 1789. During the election
         campaign, Mrs Attlee had sat patiently in the Standard Ten knitting the time away as her husband made his speeches from the
         hustings. Now she was driving Clem in his best formal clothes to kiss hands with the mystified monarch who had admitted that
         the result ‘had come as a great surprise to one and all’. The crowd of Labour supporters who lined The Mall cheered and shouted,
         ‘We want Attlee,’ as the Standard Ten clanked its way towards the Palace. The new prime minister waved politely from the passenger
         seat. This was not an image to inspire future film-makers as the attack on the Winter Palace in 1917 had inspired Sergei Eisenstein.
         Mr and Mrs Attlee and their Standard Ten were more likely to inspire an Ealing comedy than another Ten Days That Shook the World. It was, however, the start of a particularly British revolution.
      

      
      There were two things that almost everyone who voted for Labour was agreed upon, male or female, middle class or working class.
         There must be no more war, and there must be no return to the economic and social conditions that had existed in Britain in
         1939. For all their genuine admiration of Churchill as the man who had won the war, there was an ingrained belief that he
         was more interested in foreign affairs than domestic concerns and that his party was still the party of appeasement, privilege
         and the dole. There had been much grumbling about the controls imposed by the coalition government during wartime but it was
         grudgingly admitted that they had succeeded in creating a fairer society. The Conservatives would, judging by their past
         record, be only too keen to return to the laissez faire economics that had in part created the Great Depression. The new Britain that everyone wanted to see rise from the ashes
         caused by the German bombs had therefore to include significant government intervention and legislation. Attlee was just the man for this kind of job.
      

      
      The problem was that the nation was virtually bankrupt and what Attlee believed the Labour Party had been elected to do was
         drastically to reform society at all levels. The railways and the mines were to be nationalised into new organisations called
         respectively British Railways and the National Coal Board; a national health service was to be formed; the secondary school
         system was to be transformed by the provisions of the Butler Act of 1944; and the recommendations of the Beveridge Report,
         published in 1943, had to be executed to create a more just system of welfare in a society that would now care for its citizens
         from the cradle to the grave. Perhaps most significant from the standpoint of the men whose stories comprise the main part
         of this book, legislation also included the National Service Act of 1947, which enlarged the armed forces following the demobilisation
         of 1945, and raising the school leaving age to fifteen, although something like 80 per cent of schoolchildren still left school
         as soon as they could.
      

      
      Traditionally there had always been a suspicion in Britain of a standing conscript army, but in the aftermath of the Second
         World War there remained military obligations as part of the need to administer the war-torn countries liberated from Nazi
         rule as well as the normal duties associated with maintaining an empire. Even though India and Palestine were to be abandoned
         in 1947 in the face of overwhelming local hostility, there was still the matter of Britain’s prestige on the world stage as
         one of the Big Three. All this had to be paid for with money the country didn’t have, particularly now that Lend-Lease had
         ended along with the victory of the Allies. John Maynard Keynes was sent off to Washington to negotiate a loan from the only developed country with any money, but he found the USA
         unexpectedly unwilling to reward with cash the gallant sacrifices Britain had made in 1940 and 1941 and he returned home without
         the grant or gift that had been hoped for. Instead Britain had to make do with a loan of $4.33 billion at 2 per cent that
         at least permitted Attlee to begin his revolutionary legislative programme, although many critics regarded the interest to
         be paid as punitive. Only Marshall Aid, which arrived to save Europe from Communism a few years later, kept the British economy
         afloat in these desperate years.
      

      
      People might have felt at the end of six long years of war, with all the sacrifices that hard-earned victory had entailed,
         that they were entitled to some of the fruits of victory. Instead the welcome arrival of peace did not diminish the queues,
         fill the shops with goods or end the rationing. It might be salutary to examine briefly what these men as hungry youths were
         allowed to eat a week in 1946:
      

      
      
      
         1s 2d (6p) worth of meat

         3 oz bacon and ham

         8 oz sugar

         2.5 oz tea

         2.5 pints of milk

         2 oz butter

         2 oz cheese

         4 oz margarine

         1 oz cooking fat

         1 egg (per fortnight)

         12 oz sweets (per month)





      
      
      This food of course could only be bought after lengthy queuing. In newsreels of the time it is rare to find obese young people,
         which is perhaps the only positive note to strike as the full implications of rationing sink into our overfed, over-privileged
         minds.
      

      
      Houses that had been destroyed by the Luftwaffe were not replaced, although the prefabs and the planned new towns offered
         hope to a small number of fortunate families. Couples who wished to marry frequently had to continue to live with their parents.
         Britain was, and continued to be for the first six years after Victory in Europe, a country of exhaustion and drabness, its
         towns pock-marked by ubiquitous bomb sites. Its population was grateful for the gift of life and the cessation of hostilities
         but it was still an unremittingly hard time for most of them.
      

      
      Although people could now enjoy themselves without the constant admonition, ‘Don’t you know there’s a war on?’, the morals
         of the time returned to those of pre-war days after the relaxation caused by the experience of total war and the relentless
         knowledge that death was all around. In the summer of 1946, two young women who were permitted to go on holiday without adult
         supervision for the first time, arrived in Blackpool and paid their landlady in advance two pounds and fifteen shillings for
         full board for the week. That first night they went to a dance at the Tower Ballroom where they met two nice young men. Suddenly
         aware that their landlady had told them to be back by 9.30 p.m., they left the dance and their partners at 9 p.m. and ran
         all the way back to the boarding house. The following night they sat outside the boarding house talking to the boys. At 9.29
         p.m. the landlady emerged and told them it was their bedtime. Their independent holiday notwithstanding, the young people knew better than to make a fuss. There was a deference to authority
         then that is unknown in the twenty-first century.
      

      
      To make sense of National Service it is important to see it in its social and historical context. This was the Britain that
         Keith Bolderson, the first of the men to tell their stories in this book, was living in when he was called up in September
         1946. He was perhaps particularly unfortunate in that within a few weeks of his induction into the RAF, Britain was experiencing
         its harshest winter for nearly seventy years. From the middle of December, a Britain already desperately short of coal faced
         paralysis. Heavy snow continued to fall day after freezing day and soon the entire country was deeply covered and frozen solid.
         It was the worst kind of freak winter and it could not have chosen a more unfortunate time.
      

      
      Ships could not get in and out of the docks and the import/export trade was immobilised. London’s commuters could not reach
         the city because the roads were impassable and train services disrupted. Schools were closed, and power cuts deprived people
         of warmth just when they needed it most. Even electric fires in the sitting room were banned at certain times of day, and
         it wasn’t only homes that were deprived of gas and electricity. Soon there was no electricity for industry over huge areas
         of the country and two million men were out of work. Farmers suffered just as badly. Crops were ruined and livestock died,
         all of which had a knock-on effect on the production of food for the heavily rationed populace. The fledgling television service,
         tentatively restarted after the war, was suspended again.
      

      
      These climatic scourges hit Britain with the force of biblical retribution and from flooded tube tracks to heavy snow in the
         Channel Islands there was no relief for anyone. As late as March 1947 the blizzards and frosts continued, with hundreds of
         main roads still blocked by ice and drifts of snow which were alleged to reach thirty feet in some places. Then, in the middle
         of that month, came a sudden thaw. Ben Perry, working for the fire brigade in the Royal Army Service Corps (RASC), recalls
         not only the chicanery that went on as men tried everything to keep warm but also the chaos that came with the resultant floods.
         It was like a tempest loosing a swirling deluge, inundating nearly a million acres of farm land. It drowned sheep and cattle
         in their thousands and his job was to pump the water out. As the ice melted and the waters rose, rivers burst their banks
         and flooded houses.
      

      
      The restrictions which had to be imposed as a result of this, the worst winter in living memory, were as stringent as any
         in wartime. Instead of the hoped-for gradual rise towards some form of prosperity the population of Britain shivered and groaned
         as imports were drastically curtailed. Even if you had a car there was no petrol to go anywhere in it. If you wanted to sit
         in your overcoat and read the paper it would be of brief duration because of the timber shortage which meant that newspapers
         reverted to four pages. Just keeping warm with the limits on clothing, footwear and fuel was a full-time occupation. The icy
         grip of the cold weather was numbing and created an indelible memory on the young people who experienced it.
      

      
      The months of Arctic conditions were followed by the Brylcreem summer of 1947, as it was affectionately called in recognition
         of the record eighteen centuries and more than three thousand runs scored by the nation’s favourite pin-up cricketer, the glamorous Denis Compton. Robin Wright, in the Royal Army Service Corps, was based in Aldershot and, maximising
         his leave and as a keen sportsman, he recalls with evident pleasure his days in the sun watching Compton and his regular batting
         partner Bill Edrich, who also scored over three thousand runs that summer, scampering up and down the sun-drenched pitches
         as county cricket enjoyed the best attended season in its history. It is perhaps salutary to add that as Robin was watching
         Compton and Edrich and Hutton and Washbrook putting South Africa’s bowlers to the sword, the British economy was being similarly
         attacked. The convertibility of sterling, an integral demand of Keynes’s American loan the previous year, caused an immediate
         and catastrophic drain of Britain’s dollar reserves. The result was yet more cuts in government expenditure at a time when
         it seemed that there was no flesh left on the bone to be cut.
      

      
      Robin, who was born in 1928, looks and sounds twenty years younger than his age. John Dixon, whose interview follows and who
         was born in the same year, has not been treated so fairly by the passing years, leading to the inevitable conclusion that
         for all of us the ageing process is both unpredictable and capricious. John has fewer positive memories than Robin of his
         National Service, yet in a way it seemed to shape his life more significantly. There is a lovely description of his discovery
         of jazz and the evocation of a shared learning experience at his RAF station offers a sharp contrast to the conventional view
         of life in the army.
      

      
      It seems to reinforce the belief that for a few years after the end of the war, there was a moral seriousness about life in
         Britain that was not to endure. I refer to the establishment of the BBC’s Third Programme on the wireless, ‘the envy of the world’ and the forerunner of Radio 3; there was also ABCA, the
         Army Bureau of Current Affairs, and the Arts Council, which grew out of the wartime Committee for the Encouragement of Music
         and the Arts. Did this seriousness perhaps relate to the lack of alternative forms of entertainment? Certainly cinema attendances
         and football and cricket crowds were never as large as they were in the immediate postwar years. In the mid-1950s, with the
         end of rationing, the beginnings of commercial television and the ‘affluent society’, this high moral seriousness faded, but
         what one gathers from Keith Bolderson, John Dixon and Norman McCord is a delight in learning and a feeling that whatever their
         backgrounds, a place at university was possible because they were bright enough. Such an attitude of mind probably wouldn’t
         have been possible before 1945.
      

      
      The interview with Dennis Warwick confirms this sense of a Britain that was (very) slowly loosening its class ties. When he
         talks about his father wanting him to work as a draughtsman in the office of the factory where he himself was employed, one
         hears the authentic voice of working-class folk who wanted the best for their children but didn’t dare hope for too much or
         encourage them to aspire to a station in life they could not achieve. When he speaks of his growing affection for his girlfriend
         Pam who lived in Tolworth near Surbiton in Surrey and his parents’ suspicion of the relationship, we are confronted by the
         very common anxieties of the times. For parents in Wakefield who had never left Yorkshire, this southern girl was clearly
         not to be trusted, simply because she lived off the A3. We hear lots of stories of men who were confronted in the barrack room by accents they had never heard before, but this particular anecdote I find very revealing of northerners and
         southerners. I have to say, as a Mancunian who has lived most of his life in the benighted south of England, that I entirely
         understand that suspicion even though I have an American daughter-in-law and two half-American grandchildren whom I love dearly.
         Some traditional suspicions still linger in the breast of good solid prejudiced northerners.
      

      
      This first period of postwar National Service coincided with Britain’s early and awkward attempts both to re-establish her
         old position in the world and to readjust to what was clearly going to be a new one. Geoff Rock’s description of his time
         in Libya brings this to life very vividly. Although he came from a quiet backwater of the country in Herefordshire, being
         conscripted into the British Army automatically conferred on him some of the privileges of Britain’s overseas role. It wasn’t
         just the automatic assumption that the Arabs would nick everything that wasn’t nailed down but the casual mention that the
         British played them at football and hammered them – the Arabs playing without shoes, possibly because, in their artless native
         way, they were used to doing so. In May 1947 a select Great Britain football team beat the Rest of Europe 6–1, confirming
         the triumphant delusion that we were top dog again, at least in that area of activity. Six years later, Hungary, the Magical
         Magyars, came to Wembley and hammered England 6–3, though they could have scored ten. The myth was destroyed for ever – or
         at least until 1966. Geoff Rock might have come from rural Herefordshire but he was still surprised to discover that there
         was no lavatory to sit on in Libya, just a hole in the ground, and that the women wore the veil and walked behind their men.
         Whatever problems the British had in the postwar years, we were still British and that jolly well stood for something.
      

      
      Stanley Price’s interview is probably the most amusing, because Stanley is a masterful writer of comedy and his view of life
         in the army as an outsider – National Serviceman, Irish and Jewish – is predictably both biting and thoughtful. I’ve known
         Stanley for many years but we had never discussed his time in the army until I started to write this book. Apart from sharing
         a profession, Stanley and I both married outside the Jewish faith. It was hard enough for me in 1972, but Stanley is nearly
         twenty years older than I am and it needed considerable courage to defy your parents in the 1950s and invite an almost inevitable
         family rift. Stanley’s brilliant demarcation of the subtle gradations of the class system as evidenced by schools and regiment
         is particularly revealing.
      

      
      Joseph Strode is your classic Scouser. The very idea of the young Strode, an Evertonian by genetic inheritance and nature,
         suddenly removed from Stanley Park and Dock Road, Liverpool, and deposited in Korea during the war would be amusing if it
         weren’t so frightening. Amazingly, he has lovingly preserved the propaganda that the Communists fired at him. His recollection
         of the Chinese and North Korean shells bursting and depositing their Christmas and New York greetings all over the exploited
         working-class lads from the British proletariat is utterly priceless.
      

      
      So here they are, the cast of the first act of our drama. All of them are delightful men and all of them enjoyed wandering
         back in time to the days of their youth. I hope you enjoy it too and, like me, are grateful that you are reading about basic
         training rather than about to go through it.
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      KEITH BOLDERSON

1946–1949

      
      RAF Clerk

      
      
      
         I wasn’t much of a clerk because I couldn’t type but … my acting abilities stood me in good stead because he [the wing commander]
            once said to me in front of some visiting group captain, ‘Bolderson, your bearing is superb so you’re only fit for one thing –
            you’ll have to become a bishop.’
         




      
      I’d like to begin by quoting my serial number but I’m afraid I’ve forgotten it. I know it starts 2323. I was born on 17 March
         1928 and I was eighteen therefore in 1946 when I went into the RAF. I had been brought up for half my life to that date in
         the East Riding of Yorkshire and then my parents moved to near Lincoln, which meant that I went to a small grammar school
         called the De Aston School in Market Rasen. I have nothing but fond memories of the place. I got involved in a lot of plays
         and drama when I was there, which had a bearing on my time in National Service. I finished my A levels in June 1946 and was called up on 19 September. At that time you didn’t know quite how long you’d be in for – it was a flexible thing.
         In the event it was two and a half years because the Berlin Airlift happened when I was there and they thought they needed
         to keep hold of the manpower when Soviet Russia shut off access to West Berlin by land and the RAF and USAF had to supply
         the city by air for nearly a year.
      

      
      I wanted to go into the RAF and my parents happened to know one of the chaps who worked in the recruiting office, because
         in Lincolnshire where we lived we were completely surrounded by RAF stations. We were only three miles from Scampton, from
         which Guy Gibson and the Lancasters took off on the Dam Busters raid.
      

      
      My intention when I went in was to do my time and then go up to Emmanuel College, Cambridge to read History. When the letter
         arrived after the medical I was told to report for duty at an RAF base near Wilmslow outside Manchester. That was the input
         place, where they sort you out and decide where they’re going to send you. I was quite looking forward to it because it was
         a release from the narrow background I’d experienced to date.
      

      
      At Wilmslow we were kitted out – you got your paybook and your eating irons. There was a special place to hang them in your
         bag. After you’d used them there was a place to wash them at the end of the cookhouse. My tunic fitted all right but the trousers
         were made for a man with a 46-inch waist, but of course in those days you wore braces – in fact we were issued with canvas
         braces – so it didn’t matter too much. I can’t remember precisely, but I think we did some paper tests and it was on the basis
         of those tests that I was considered to be sufficiently intelligent to be allocated to Yatesbury to become a radar fitter. The atmosphere at Wilmslow was fine. The shock
         of basic training was yet to come. There was a special train that took us from Wilmslow to Yatesbury, and it took us hours
         and hours to get there so we were issued with a packed lunch.
      

      
      I went from that small school in a remote part of Lincolnshire to RAF Yatesbury near Calne in Wiltshire, which had nearly
         six thousand airmen on it, and a whole new world opened up for me. Yatesbury was only for radio and radar fitters and operators.
         I had no aptitude whatsoever for becoming a radar fitter, but they had a radar and radio training school. Now that required
         a fifty-week training course, so I was likely to be at RAF Yatesbury for some time after I finished basic training there.
         The lesser fry were operators and they were only there for twenty weeks.
      

      
      I was a village boy so I was used to mixing with all sorts of social types. I wasn’t a town boy from a narrow suburb. I never
         had any difficulty in meeting people and getting on with them. I started out as a day boy at De Aston and then became a boarder
         so I wasn’t surprised by sleeping in a hut with thirty other young men.
      

      
      What I do remember is that you didn’t have one mattress, you had three. The mattress divided into three, they were called
         biscuits, and the drill was that in the morning you had to pile these up and then fold your blankets (in the RAF we also had
         sheets – which they didn’t, I was told, in the army), and you did rather a smart sort of package on top of these biscuits
         with one blanket outside and then the sheet and then the next blanket and so on, all very neatly folded on top of each other.
      

      
      The huts we lived in had been very hastily erected on stilts because the ground was so marshy. This was the extremely bad winter of 1946–7, so when I looked out of my bed I could see
         the snow that had drifted underneath the bed.
      

      
      Although the war had only been over for just over a year when I was called up, I had absolutely no sense of patriotism. I’d
         been in Piccadilly Circus when I heard the announcement that the Japanese had surrendered and I remember feeling that that
         was it, there would be no more wars in my lifetime – the Cold War hadn’t really solidified then and the Russians were still
         our brave allies. They were awkward of course, but their suffering entitled them to be awkward. We knew nothing of Soviet
         atrocities. We weren’t taken into the armed forces to fight the Russians. We were there so they could demob the older men
         as fast as possible and get them back into employment. The country didn’t need useless creatures like me.
      

      
      I think we were lucky at Yatesbury because we had a lovely flight sergeant, Chiefy Hale, and he was terribly nice – I think
         he was very tolerant of young lads. However, there was one really unpleasant chap, a corporal whose name I can’t remember,
         and he was really fond of old-fashioned discipline. I think he was bitter because he was still only a corporal.
      

      
      In some ways basic training was like being on the stage because I thought I was performing a part. We were all pretending
         to be military and providing you did the things that made them happy you were all right. There were some unfortunate lads
         who never looked military and they got into the most enormous trouble – constantly being shouted at – but I was reasonably
         tall, reasonably fit and I could perform. We’d had an Air Training Corps at school but I never belonged to it. It was totally
         new to me.
      

      
      
      First thing every morning, whatever stage of service you were at, there was a parade at about eight o’clock. You were then
         marched off in groups to wherever your occupational training was happening. The basic training was largely square bashing
         and learning how to salute – longest way up and shortest way down. I can still do that – it only took me eight weeks. Then
         you had school sessions and one of them was the different ranks and how to distinguish them by the number of stripes and so
         on. Going up it was pilot officer, followed by flying officer, then squadron leader, then wing commander, group captain and
         so forth. We had proper classroom sessions to teach you and then there was the physical stuff.
      

      
      As part of your kitting out you were given a set of gym clothes. If the weather was nice it was outside on the parade ground
         but if it was inclement you’d be doing it inside a hangar. You just followed an instructor like you did at school. I suspect
         the basic training in the RAF was much easier than it was in the army because they weren’t training you for hard physical
         action in warfare. We didn’t have to know anything about planes, that’s for sure. At the passing-out parade the base commander
         was a group captain and he came down to take the salute. We practised that salute on the march past from week two. The NCOs
         were aware there were weak ones in the flight, so they made sure they were in the middle so they would be hidden by everyone
         else.
      

      
      The grumbling was less about the discipline than about the food. Don’t forget in 1946 rationing was very severe for the civilian
         population. Calne was the home of Harris’s Sausages so we had sausages in all sorts of form – even the wretched shepherd’s
         pie was made with sausage meat at the bottom. There was always plenty of bread so we weren’t that hungry, and we’d come from homes that had been rationed for years, so we were
         used to it. School grub certainly was much worse than what we got in the RAF.
      

      
      We were shocked by the start of the Berlin Airlift in 1948, mostly because it was going to delay our release and also because
         such a thing was happening, the danger of a real war. I don’t think any of us were really conscious of what was going on in
         the outside world. The only newspaper we ever saw was probably the Daily Mirror, which was not known for its news content. There was no wireless so no Dick Barton or ITMA – there was no such thing as a portable radio. There may have been a big wireless in the NAAFI but I didn’t go to the NAAFI
         much. I was running the theatre in the evenings. I never did any of the work associated with being a radar fitter.
      

      
      Not very long after I’d finished the eight weeks of square bashing I got involved with the station theatre, and to cut a long
         story short within three or four months I was running it. As an aircraftman you were on the bottom rung of the ladder. No
         AC2 could do this but though there was an officer in charge, Pilot Officer Neal, he didn’t want to be doing anything as stupid
         as this and he was perfectly happy for me to be doing it. He said to me that he wanted to keep me so he was going to arrange
         for me to become the senior training officer’s clerk. So I was reclassified as Clerk GD and I became Wing Commander Wilkins’s
         personal assistant, which was great fun. I wasn’t much of a clerk because I couldn’t type but nevertheless he and I got on
         extremely well, and my acting abilities stood me in good stead because he once said to me in front of some visiting group
         captain, ‘Bolderson, your bearing is superb so you’re only fit for one thing – you’ll have to become a bishop.’
      

      
      The first thing I had to do was to programme a wide range of plays to appeal to all the men, otherwise Pilot Officer Neal
         was going to get into trouble. There were WAAFs on the station to play the female parts. I remember Maureen, who had to appear
         in a bathing costume in our production of French Without Tears – that brought a few whistles. I can’t say we treated them very respectfully. The WAAFs were regulars, they were usually
         a few years older than us and they tended to be referred to as ‘that bag So-and-So’. There was a lot of lewd talk about women,
         certainly. I mean, these were eighteen-year-old lads and the general attitude of men to women at this time was that women
         were rather ethereal beings and very dependent upon men.
      

      
      We got paid more than the pocket money I had at school and I wasn’t a drinker, so I felt rich. There was one man I can remember,
         a very rough, tough Glaswegian. I had never met anybody like him but I learned more from him than from anybody else. He had
         the ability to sink a pint quicker than anybody else. He loved going to the pub and challenging someone else to a contest
         to see who could down the pint first and the loser paid for the winner’s pint. He always won. He’d left school at fourteen
         and gone to work in a Glasgow shipyard. He was older than eighteen – I think he’d been deferred. He would say something like
         ‘I was fucking this bint on a Friday and this bint says to me “Dona yae look so serious,” so I says to her, “Course I look
         serious. I’m paying good money for this!”’ I’ve remembered that story for sixty years but I haven’t been able to tell it that
         often. I liked him. The only people I didn’t like were the boring ones who were mooning over the girlfriend they’d left behind, and there were quite a few of them.
      

      
      There was a training routine for how to behave on pay day. You were lined up in your hut and a corporal would come in with
         the cash, and he would call out your name and you had to be lined up in the order you were paid. We went up and saluted and
         said ‘Sir’ and gave our serial number and we got the cash, which was enough to take me to the theatre in London. We had lockers
         by the bed where you kept stuff, but I don’t remember anything being stolen. If you were paid as a radar fitter you’d be paid
         that bit extra, but I was paid as a clerk. It wasn’t easy to get that status – I had to go to Debden in Essex and take a test
         which included typing, which I could do well enough to pass the test – I learned the keyboard with two fingers but I didn’t
         have to look down. Making mistakes was a nightmare, so you desperately wanted to avoid making a mistake – particularly as
         you always had to make at least three copies, and they had to be altered too if you made a mistake.
      

      
      While I was doing National Service I met a whole new range of people and I decided that I no longer wanted to go to Cambridge
         and become a schoolmaster. I was much more interested in modern things, so I applied to the London School of Economics and
         I was accepted whilst I was in the RAF, so I knew I was going up to the LSE in October 1949. There was some talk about politics
         and it influenced me greatly. It was a genuine discussion – there were old-fashioned Tories and people who liked the nationalisation
         policies of the Attlee government. I wouldn’t want to over-emphasise the intellectual nature of these discussions but I certainly
         became aware of the world we lived in while I was in the RAF, which I hadn’t been before. I remember a lad from Leeds, the Alan Bennett of his
         day, who talked very vividly about what life was like in the back streets of Leeds. It was a huge eye-opener and mind-changer.
      

      
      After meeting all these people in National Service I was making, I suppose, a social statement by changing to the LSE. All
         the dreary people I knew in my life had been to Cambridge so that rather put me off and I met my wife at the LSE. Mind you,
         at that time I think it was only 5 per cent of the population that went to university. I got a grant of £240 a year from the
         Further Education Training Scheme, and your fees were paid, of course. It wasn’t the RAF that changed me. It was the chance
         that the RAF gave me to meet such a wide range of people that changed me.
      

      
      National Service was certainly beneficial to me and I have always been grateful for the experience, but I can’t argue generally
         today from my experience then. It is my belief that one of the biggest mistakes this country has made has been to send too
         many people to university instead of putting them through some kind of technical training that would enable them to do jobs
         that are needed in a modern society. I don’t think you can do that through National Service, you have to do it through reform
         of the education system plus other incentives. At the moment universities are serving the purpose that National Service was
         partly invented for.
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