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            This is a story of ten years in the life of a British soldier who was fortunate to serve in the two finest regiments in the
         British army: the Irish Guards and the Parachute Regiment. It covers one of the most eventful decades in British history,
         1938–1948. It is a true story and is dedicated to those infantry soldiers who paid the piper for those who called the tune
         . . .
      

   
      
      
      JOHN KENNEALLY, VC (1921–2000)

      
      To be a non-commissioned officer with a Victoria Cross – to have superiors obliged to salute when one passes – is to be in
         a singular, and potentially awkward position. The egalitarian inspiration behind the creation of the VC – as a medal available
         to individuals of any rank, for acts of outstanding courage – could be at odds with the hierarchical traditions of the Army.
         Kenneally always felt, and maintained, that his VC was an honour for the Guards. (Had he known, at the time, about the Cabinet-level
         discussions as to whether he should be kept out of the front line during the latter stages of the war – lest the Germans score
         a propaganda victory by killing one of the few living holders of the VC – he would have been aghast.)
      

      
      Modest (though no ‘modest fool’) in his self-assessment, he remained somewhat insouciant about the wider public acclaim and
         fame brought by his VC (as well as a little alarmed at the possibility that his assumed identity would be ‘rumbled’). His
         affection for the Guards would only increase over the years, however; and he would receive the signal honour of being one
         of the few persons not of Royal blood ever to present the shamrock to the regiment at the Saint Patrick’s Day parade.
      

      
      After the war, he worked in the motor industry and, later in life, as a security guard. After his first marriage to Elsie
         Francis, by whom he had two sons, Michael and Shane, ended, he was to marry Elizabeth Evelyn, a divorcée with a child of her
         own, Timothy, and to have four more children by her: Martin, Joanne, John and James (who died in infancy). Martin, to whom
         he dedicated his memoirs, died tragically young in a motor accident in 1981: the writing of his memoirs was prompted by this
         experience of bereavement.
      

      
      He would become, over the years, more comfortable with his position of distinction, particularly valuing the opportunities
         it brought to attend re-unions of VC winners, and events commemorating and honouring those who fought and sacrificed so much
         in the Second World War. He died, aged 79, in 2000.
      

      
      
   
      
      To 
Martin Peter
      

   
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      A CHILDHOOD

      
      This is as I saw it, as I felt it, and I make no apologies for this . . .
      

      
      I was born the illegitimate son of Gertrude Noel Robinson, daughter of a Blackpool pharmacist, on 15th March 1921. She was
         eighteen years old. My natural father was Neville Leslie Blond, Croix de Guerre and later a Companion of the Order of St Michael
         and St George. He was in his late twenties, Jewish and the son of a wool manufacturer. I was named Leslie.
      

      
      In those days a pregnant unmarried daughter in a middle-class Lancashire family of considerable respectability was a social
         stigma of great proportions. My mother was packed off with £250 to a family friend in Birmingham and told never to darken
         their doors again. She changed her name to Jackson and I was born in Alexandra Road, Balsall Heath, Birmingham.
      

      
      My earliest memories of Birmingham are naturally vague but by the age of seven or eight I began to take notice. We were still
         living in Alexandra Road, which in those days was quite a respectable area – the houses were fairly large, with gardens, and
         most were occupied by middle-class Jews.
      

      
      The household consisted of Uncle Jack, Auntie Pearl, my mother and myself. There was also Mary who came in every day to clean
         up. Jack and Pearl were not married and I think he was a commercial traveller.
      

      
      My mother worked as a dance hostess at Tony’s Ballroom in the city centre. Pearl did not work. In later years I knew why:
         my mother and Pearl were a couple of fairly high-class whores. Pearl was somewhat older than my mother. She also had a son
         who used to visit her occasionally and who was a soldier in the DCLI (Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry). He was a very glamorous
         figure to me, so smart in his uniform and clean and meticulous in his habits. He had got into some trouble in his youth and,
         as was quite common in those times, given the choice of Borstal or the army. Pearl was a beautiful woman – at eight years
         old I could see that. She was gay and irresponsible and the house was full of laughter, when she decided to get up. I remember
         her with great affection.
      

      
      My mother was an enigma to me. She was a good-looking girl of excellent family, well educated, well spoken, but wild and with
         a devil-may-care attitude, both of which traits she passed on to me. In our years together I felt that she cared for me and
         loved me in her offhand way but I never got rid of the feeling that I was an appendage that she could well do without.
      

      
      At this time of my life, in the late twenties, there seemed no shortage of money; I was well fed, well clothed and I even
         went to a private school, Calthorpe College.
      

      
      Meanwhile my life at home was much the same. My mother broke her ankle which finished her dance work but it did not stop the
         succession of ‘uncles’ who came to visit her. Pearl too had her share of visitors when Jack was away. In my innocence I thought
         how lucky I was to have so many uncles who gave me coppers to buy sweets and keep me out of the way. My mother discouraged me from bringing other children home to play and consequently I was rather a lonely boy.
      

      
      I spent a lot of time in other people’s homes, especially Jewish ones. To this day I can recall what to me were their strange
         practices: the smell of the cooking, the darkness of the houses on the Sabbath, the strict religious observances, the fasting
         on various days.
      

      
      One day Mary took me to school as usual, but when we arrived there was uproar; children and parents were milling about in
         the school yard, the headmistress was on the roof of the four-storey building shouting and screaming she was going to jump,
         and below a posse of policemen were cajoling her to go back inside. She jumped, and from the back of the crowd I remember
         a flurry of black bombazine skirts and a flash of her long white drawers – it was very exciting. I never returned, and the
         school was closed.
      

      
      My mother enrolled me into Tindall Street Junior Council School. It was a tough school and discipline was very stern. Most
         of the kids were tough too. I was I suppose a ‘posh kid’ to most of my schoolmates, having had three years at a private school.
         I did not have the strong Brummie accent of the others and I had a hard time at first but I soon learned, and began to develop,
         a natural resilience which bore me in good stead in later life. Gradual acceptance came from the other kids and I soon became
         a ‘rough nut’ like them, much to the horror of my mother.
      

      
      One day in the spring of 1930 I came home from school rather bedraggled and late; we had played marbles in the gutter all
         the way home. ‘You are going on holiday to a nice farm in the country,’ my irate mother said. ‘Have a quick bath and put on the clean clothes I have put out for you.’ I was bewildered, fearful and
         full of questions, and it transpired that I was going to Preston by train, alone. There I would be met by my Uncle William,
         my mother’s eldest brother, and taken on by coach to his farm on the Lancashire coast to stay for a fortnight (which turned
         out to be four months). I was told to shut up, not to ask so many questions and hurry up as the taxi would be here in a minute.
      

      
      The taxi arrived and my mother and Pearl came to see me off at New Street Station. My mother had put in my pocket a card with
         my name and address and the address of my destination, together with some money. When the train came in she sought out the
         guard, gave him half a crown and told him to look after me. I said my rather dazed farewells, very near to tears. Mother gave
         me one of her brusque kisses and said she would come in a fortnight to bring me back. Pearl was rather different; she gave
         me a kiss and a long hug and slipped a large piece of white paper in my pocket. It was a white fiver, a lot of money in those
         days. I still remember the sweet smell of her paint and powder and the feel of her white fox fur against my cheek. I never
         saw her again.
      

      
      My uncle duly met me at Preston and we caught a coach for the long, slow journey up the Lancashire coast to the farm.

      
      I was a little afraid of him at first; he seemed a very big man to me, dark-haired, going a little grey at the sides, and
         he smelt of horse manure. The coach stopped some way out of Preston on the coast road. We alighted and started to walk up a
         narrow rough lane which branched off. He carried my small case for me and when he spoke, which was not much, his Lancashire accent sounded strange to me. We came to a rutted track where an old
         tatty farm cart trundled up to meet us, driven by a big, raw-boned woman, with her hair pulled back tight in a bun – his wife.
         She looked very stern (she wasn’t). On her face was no trace of make-up and she wore muddy men’s boots. A great difference
         from my mother and Pearl’s frills and flounces, paint and powder. It was not a large farm but they kept milking cows, a few
         store cattle, pigs and the usual hens and ducks. There were four large arable fields and plenty of grazing land, and Jem,
         their one horse and my sole friend.
      

      
      My aunt and uncle were a dour couple with no children. However, as I got to know them I quite liked them and when my mother
         eventually came to collect her offspring they wanted to adopt me. The farmhouse was quite old and rambling – here it was oil
         lamps, water from a pump in the garden, and an outside toilet consisting of a shed over a cess pit. After the initial shock
         I loved it. From the back of the farmhouse it was only half a mile to the sea; it was a boy’s paradise. When the tide went
         out I used to collect fish that were trapped in the rocky pools and inlets, mainly flatfish, plaice, etc. Occasionally I would
         find a large crab and I would glow with pride when my aunt thanked me. Sometimes when there was no work for Jem my uncle would
         allow me to take him on my travels. He was a very placid old horse and it would have taken a stick of dynamite under him to
         make him break into a canter. We would wander for miles along the cold and windswept beaches, picking up fish and bric-à-brac
         that the tides brought in.
      

      
      The fortnight turned into a month and there was the odd letter from my mother. I cannot remember her writing to me personally.
         After a couple of months my aunt was becoming agitated about the amount of school I was missing. I would lie in bed at night
         and listen to them discussing me. The last thing I wanted was to go to school. I was warm, well fed and happy, and had new
         adventures every day.
      

      
      It had to end, and it did. A small two-seater coupé came trundling up the farm track. It was my mother and her latest paramour,
         who had come to collect me. I was broken and reluctant to leave my aunt and uncle and Jem. The car had what we used to call
         a ‘dickie seat’ and I sat in that, very dispirited, all the way back to Birmingham.
      

      
      We did not go back to Alexandra Road but to some rooms my mother had rented a few streets away, with no Pearl and no Mary.
         Everything had changed. Some puritanical neighbours had complained to the local police about the goings on at Alexandra Road
         and they were accused of keeping a ‘disorderly house’. Pearl gave up the tenancy and moved to the Bristol area.
      

      
      The Dolce Vita being over, my mother started to get her life into some sort of order. The first thing she did was to take my father to court
         and obtain a maintenance order against him for my upkeep. I do not know if my father had helped mother prior to this; she
         was always very reticent with information when speaking of him.
      

      
      My mother started a ladies’ hairdressing business in Mary Street. I renewed my relationship with Mary, and her children Frank
         and Marie, and returned to Tindall Street School. A settled life was good for me and I did well at school without trying too hard. I loved sport, especially athletics, and the
         love of sport has stayed with me all my life.
      

      
      The hairdressing shop just about kept us going. There was never any money to spare and my mother’s taste for the good things
         in life never changed. She went out most nights and went away occasionally for a couple of days with her latest lover. At
         such times I would stay with Mary, and Marie, being older than me, would look after the shop.
      

      
      I began to get rather wild and undisciplined, often playing truant with other boys, especially in the summer months. We would
         roam the streets of Birmingham getting into all sorts of trouble, and my fleetness of foot served me well in getting me away
         from irate shopkeepers and policemen. We used to ‘scrump’ apples, steal bread and cakes from crowded shops, take milk off
         steps and crates of empty beer bottles from one pub back yard and cash them in at another.
      

      
      Betting in these times was illegal and I had a ‘permanent’ Saturday morning job of collecting small bets in small leather
         satchels from various pubs and back houses in the Mary Street area. I would deliver them to the bookie who lived in a posh
         house about a mile away. He had a big refectory table on which he would empty the cases; it would be overflowing with money
         wrapped up in betting slips. He used to give us boys, there were three of us, two shillings, or, if he was doing well, half
         a crown, each for our services. We would blow it on going to the pictures and fish and chip suppers. We had a great time. I
         was ten years old and very street-wise.
      

      
      At school I was caned hard and often for my absences and for my general bad behaviour. It all culminated in a visit to my
         mother by the school inspector and a subsequent visit to the headmaster.
      

      
      In this visit it was made plain that I was a bad boy and it was wicked of me to cause my mother so much heartache (at which
         remark my mother started to cry – she was a good crier) and what a pity it was that I had shown so much academic promise which
         was going to waste. If I would attend school regularly and work hard I would pass for the Grammar School. My mother assured
         the headmaster that things would change, that he would have no more trouble with me and that she would ensure that I attended
         school.
      

      
      At home there were the usual recriminations and scoldings, the outcome of which was if I would study hard and pass the Grammar
         exam she would buy me a brand new bike (something I had always yearned for). Of this I was a little dubious – I had had some
         of her promises before. However, I attended school, apart from the occasional lapse, and put in some effort; I passed. I got
         my bike – a brand new ‘Hercules’, price £3-19s-9d – and I became a Grammar School boy at King Edward’s School, Five Ways,
         Birmingham.
      

      
      In 1932 Grammar Schools were fee-paying. Everything had to be supplied by the scholar: cap and blazer, all books (which came
         to a tidy sum), rugger kit, PT kit, etc. We were poor and as there was no way my mother could afford all these necessary things,
         she got in touch with my father. It was the first time I was to meet him. He was a tallish, dark-haired man, and what impressed me most was the camel-hair coat he was wearing and the flashy, black and cream saloon that was outside.
         He was ‘gentry’. He came up trumps and I was kitted out with everything necessary. It was another eleven years before I saw
         him again.
      

      
      At King Edward’s I was middle of the class academically. Sport was my forte and I represented the school through the 4th,
         3rd, 2nd and 1st teams at athletics and swimming. I joined the school cadets and had my first taste of ill-fitting khaki uniform
         and rudimentary drill. We formed fours in those days, learned to shoot and how to put on puttees – we had great fun.
      

      
      It was a habit of mine to go swimming twice a week and it was here I met my first real friend, Albert Tipping (‘Tipp’), a close
         friendship with one lad that was to last for many years. We were both eleven at the time and he introduced me to a Boy Scout
         Troop attached to a Methodist Church in Birmingham. We learnt to camp and to cook, how to light fires, first aid, morse and
         semaphore – all sorts of varied skills. With great pride I won my first class badge, became a Patrol Leader and picked up
         my green cord for twelve skills.
      

      
      Time was marching on and I was approaching my matriculation year. Tipp had left school at fourteen and was working as an apprentice
         electrician. He earned a pittance and I was no better off, although I worked three evenings and all day Sunday at a petrol
         station. The hairdressing shop had long since gone and instead my mother had several jobs, none of which paid a lot. We lived in semi-furnished rooms, mainly in the Edgbaston area of the city and always moving on when she got too
         far behind with the rent. We did many a ‘moonlight flit’. There was little home life. I did as I pleased. I was well able
         to look after myself and I did not go without.
      

      
      In 1938 I matriculated with no particular merit in any subject. I was glad to leave school in July, get a job, earn money
         and make life a little easier. My mother wanted me to take a white-collar job so I became an office boy in a large engineering
         firm. I absolutely hated it and my streak of wildness and insolence soon came to the fore; we parted company with no mutual
         regrets. I had still kept my part-time job at the petrol station, the owner of which I got on with very well. He had lost
         an eye in the First World War and was a bit of a father figure to me. He had built a small workshop at the back of the station
         and wanted to expand; he offered me the job of running the petrol and sales side of his operation.
      

      
      I jumped at the opportunity and took my first venture into the motor trade. I was responsible for ordering petrol and oil
         and the few accessories he sold, organising the two shifts and booking in work for the workshop. I learned very quickly and
         enjoyed the responsibility. My mother had had misgivings about the job at first but soon lost them when I was able to help
         her financially; the maintenance order against my father had expired when I reached sixteen. My employer paid me well and
         life seemed set fair.
      

      
      Scouting still took up a lot of my leisure time but both Tipp and I were rapidly approaching the age when we would have to transfer to a Rover Troop. We began to look for something else. Girlfriends never came into our lives. In those days we
         were very immature sexually and like most young men of that time were just not interested. I felt – having been brought up
         by women – the less I saw of them the better. In the early part of 1939 the papers were full of war talk but the ‘peace in
         our time’ message of Neville Chamberlain assuaged those fears. However, the hoardings were full of posters encouraging young
         men to join the Army, Navy or Air Force. There was also massive advertising for recruits for the TA (Territorial Army).
      

      
      Tipp and I went to a sort of seminar at Digbeth Town Hall where immaculately dressed army officers explained what it was all
         about. It entailed instruction at a local drill hall two nights a week, one weekend a month and three weeks’ training in the
         summer months. We would learn skill at arms, drill, Physical Training, map reading, etc., and we would be paid at regular
         soldiers’ rates for the time we attended. It sounded great and we were very interested. It boiled down to two choices, a TA
         Battalion attached to the Royal Warwicks or a Battery of the Royal Artillery.
      

      
      I took the advice of my boss, ‘Don’t join the bloody infantry, all that muck and mud and you march everywhere. Join the RA
         and you will ride.’ We had visions of riding big powerful horses and wearing breeches and spurs. So in January 1939, coming
         up to my eighteenth birthday, Tipp and I joined a TA Battery of Twenty-five Pounders and I started a love affair with the
         British Army which has lasted to this day.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      THE START OF A LOVE AFFAIR

      
      Like a lot of young men of our generation we were not politically conscious; the only parts of a newspaper we read were the
         sports pages. Our lives were full of work and the TA. We had only just been issued with our uniforms which were of World War
         I type: tunic and riding breeches with the long puttees, no spurs (much to our disappointment), the flat service cap and the
         usual denim fatigue dress and soft cap, also the heavy webbing equipment and fifty-six pound packs of those times. Strangely,
         we were also issued with the artilleryman’s leather bandoliers, for which we never found any use. Battle dress was to come
         much later. We went gaily off to training in the middle of August. The camp was about ten miles from Barmouth in North Wales
         and was staffed by regular army Instructors who were very different from our own slightly amateurish officers and NCOs.
      

      
      The Battery Commander had seen some service. He had a couple of medal ribbons as did the Battery Sgt Major, who wore the North
         West Frontier campaign medal. There was a sprinkling of ex-regulars amongst the NCOs, but all the subalterns were amateurs.
         However, it was all good fun and Tipp and I enjoyed the holiday. Discipline was not hard and so long as you looked after your
         kit, kept clean, did as you were ordered, paid attention and saluted all the officers, you could not go wrong.
      

      
      It was a glorious summer; the tents were dry and the food was good and we had trips to Barmouth. Life was great, then the
         bombshell dropped. In late August 1939 the British Army was mobilised and on 3rd September war was declared on Nazi Germany. We
         all became regular soldiers from that date and I was on the threshold of a great adventure.
      

      
      Chaos reigned at the camp: there was much tooing and froing with dispatch riders tearing up and down, and a general air of
         urgency prevailed. We were all confined to camp, and after two newly married erstwhile Gunners went ‘over the wall’ we had
         to parade twice a day for roll call. A new Battery Commander and Battery Sgt Major arrived and discipline tightened up dramatically.
         Guards were placed at all four corners of the camp, the whole perimeter was patrolled and we were on guard or picket duty
         every other night. What had started out as a bit of a lark was now deadly serious. The powers-that-be started to sort us out. We
         were issued with AB64s, the personalised little red book that every soldier in the British Army had to carry at all times.
         It detailed everything about the soldier concerned: regimental no., height, weight, date of birth, where he enlisted, next
         of kin, etc., and on the back page was the soldier’s Last Will and Testament which we had to fill in. I naturally named my
         mother. We were also issued with red identity discs stamped with name and number which we wore around our necks on a piece
         of string.
      

      
      The pay structure was also sorted out; the married amongst us had to produce their marriage certificates and their wives were
         paid marriage allowance. As a young single soldier with no special military skills I was paid two shillings a day, fourteen
         shillings a week, of which we were strongly advised to pay our mothers an allowance of four shillings so that when and if
         we went on leave we would have some money to go home to. Not if you knew my mother, I thought, I bet she’ll have a few drinks
         on me with that. However, I signed for her allowance. My friend Tipp did the same.
      

      
      Our camp was enlarging rapidly and real training began. There was a big influx of TA and Yeomanry units, also Regular Army
         officers and senior NCO military instructors, and we embarked on a twelve-week crash course. This was the period of the ‘Phoney
         War’.
      

      
      It was at this time that the seeds of disillusionment with the RA began to appear in my mind. Those amongst us, and there were
         quite a few, who had affluent parents and connections began to disappear discreetly on OCTU courses to become officers. I
         could not tell them that my father had been an officer in the ‘Blues’ and had the Croix de Geurre, and I had no affluent family
         to support me. There were some Regular Officers, not many but some, who treated we ordinary private soldiers as absolute dumbos.
         Any man who has carried a pack will soon tell which officers had reached their rank by dint of wealth and privilege alone.
         Make a pointed remark or ask an incisive question of officers of this type and you were immediately regarded with suspicion.
         Being young and at times foolish I began to develop a raised eyebrow type of insolence. In Kings Regulations it was a chargeable offence coming under the heading
         of Dumb Insolence. I suffered for it and it took me a long time to learn that you can’t buck the army.
      

      
      December was approaching and we were nearing the end of our basic training. We had moved into the new type Nissen huts which
         were rapidly being built to accommodate the ‘Militia Men’; these were the first of the conscripts, and we ‘old soldiers’ took
         great delight in telling them the horrors of the British Army and of the Royal Artillery in particular. These men were all
         aged twenty-one and with the booming war economy were pulled away from their well-paid jobs to fight for King and Country
         for two bob a day. They were not too well pleased.
      

      
      We finished our training and were due to be given fourteen days’ Christmas leave. Both Tipp and I looked forward to it – our
         first leave since we had been mobilised – and spent our last week in Barmouth getting our kit organised. The new type battle
         dress had recently been issued and to our eyes it was horrible and very badly fitting. We were allowed to keep our old type
         tunics and breeches and we bought a set of nickel silver spurs each. With our polished leather belts and bandoliers we looked
         every inch like old-time Gunners. My mother was really pleased to see me: absence really does make the heart grow fonder.
         She said I had grown and filled out a bit which I had – I was a touch over six feet and weighed eleven stone. She had quite
         a surprise for me, too. She had obtained quite a good job for herself at the Midland Red Omnibus Depot at Digbeth and had no need of the four shillings a week I had allotted to her so
         she gave it all back to me in a lump sum. I had misjudged her.
      

      
      She had not changed much. She still liked her drink and cigarettes and she liked me to sit with her in the local pub with
         her cronies. I think she was a little proud of the way I looked and that her lad was doing his bit. She was also secretly
         pleased that I was in the Artillery and not one of those common infantry men. I did all the usual things. I visited Frank
         and Marie, spent an evening with my old Scout Troop and called on my old boss at the garage. He gave me a couple of pounds
         to have a drink with him and told me to keep my powder dry; he knew the strength all right. I also did the traditional thing
         all soldiers did: I had a posed photograph taken in uniform.
      

      
      Our first leave fled by and in no time at all Tipp and I were on the crowded train heading for Wantage, Berkshire. At the
         depot we joined a Twenty-five Pounder Field Battery. I went into gun crew and Tipp into the signals section. We were only there
         a week when news came through that the unit was to join the British Expeditionary Force in France in early February. We young
         soldiers were thrilled and excited at the prospect. Almost all of us had never been abroad and we had all heard about Mademoiselle
         from Armentières – we wanted some of that.
      

      
      The unit immediately went into fourteen days’ intensive training: the guns were zeroed in, we learnt the art of camouflage
         and how to get in and out of action at speed. The unit began to knit together and develop a sense of comradeship. Then the
         bombshell dropped. Fourteen days before the Battery were due to leave for France, it was announced that all men under the
         age of twenty-one were not going. The order affected about twenty-five of us and we were replaced by older men from the training
         reserve in Wales. I was terribly disappointed, as we all were, and when the time came we helped them load up and gave them
         a ragged cheer as they went off to war. We learnt later that the Battery got as far as Belgium and were among the first to
         be hit when the German Panzers broke through. They had a lot of casualties, killed and wounded, many were taken prisoner and
         the remnants came back through Dunkirk.
      

      
      I was in for another shock: Tipp and I were split up. Those of us left behind when our unit left for France were divided into
         two groups, half to join the HAC (Honourable Artillery Company) based near London, the other half to join a Shore Battery
         based on Drake’s Island near Plymouth. I was to go to the HAC and Tipp was to join the Drake’s Island unit. We both marched
         in and asked to be switched around, either way did not matter. The Adjutant was adamant. The orders had come direct from RA
         HQ at Woolwich and he was not disposed to query them; we must learn that orders were orders and we all had to obey them. Another
         seed of disenchantment with the RA was sown within me. Tipp and I were like caring brothers and it was hard to break up when
         we went our separate ways.
      

      
      The HAC were a famous unit. They were raised in the 1600s to serve King Charles in the Civil Wars and had served the British
         Army as artillerymen in several campaigns until after the First World War. During the peace between the wars they had evolved
         into a TA unit of high quality; their ranks were mainly filled by upper-middle-class Southern County types with a touch of
         the ‘old school tie’ about them, and they had produced Master Gunners and Field Officers of the first class; they were almost
         an officer cadre. They were being put on a war footing and I was amongst the first of their intakes of young soldiers from
         all over the country. I do not think they viewed our arrival with any great pleasure; for that matter neither did we.
      

      
      On the second day after our arrival they gave some of us five days’ leave, no doubt to give their officers some time to sort
         our records out and decide what to do with us. I arrived back in Birmingham in not too happy a mood. My mother was pleased
         I had not gone to France. ‘You are much too young to go there,’ she said, ‘all those bad women and everything.’
      

      
      My leave was uneventful until the day before I was due to report back, when who should turn up but Tipp. He too had been given
         leave on his arrival at Plymouth; his was for seven days. ‘Sod it,’ I said, ‘I’ll stay with you.’ We had a good leave together,
         and we both left Birmingham on the same day to our respective destinies, I to face the music in London, he to Plymouth. We
         were not to meet again for some time.
      

      
      On reporting into the Guard Room, the Sergeant of the Guard immediately put me under close arrest and sent for the duty officer.
         Next day I appeared on CO’s orders charged with being nine days absent without leave. What a dressing down he gave me. I had
         let the unit down, myself down, in times of war everybody had to pull their weight and do their duty, etc., etc. The offence
         was much too serious for him to pass judgment and I was remanded for a Court Martial. I was marched in under escort to face
         two long trestle tables covered in green baize. At each end stood the Regimental Colours. I had never seen Regimental Colours
         before. The President of the Court was a Brigadier resplendent in red tabs and medals. He was flanked by two officers of field
         rank who wore full service dress. At the back of the court stood about fifteen junior officers. In front of the President
         lay the ‘army bible’, the large red book of King’s Rules and Regulations.
      

      
      The proceedings were short. The Prosecuting officer read out the charge. I had no choice but to plead guilty, and my defending
         officer made his mitigating submission. He did well. It appeared that I was a young soldier of above average intelligence
         with excellent training reports and had no previous military misdemeanours against me. I had been very disappointed at not
         going overseas with my original unit and on meeting an old friend and comrade whilst on leave could not resist staying another
         week. That was it; the court adjourned to consider the sentence and I was marched out. ‘Guilty as charged’ was naturally the
         verdict and the Brigadier then lectured me in much the same vein as my CO had done. However, in view of my youth and previous good conduct and although an
         example had to be made, the court had decided to be lenient and gave me a one-month military detention.
      

      
      I was lucky. I thought I would be going to the dreaded Aldershot ‘glasshouse’ which all soldiers feared. However, with the
         vast increase in army numbers the place was full to capacity and I was to serve my sentence at a small detention centre at
         Wellington Barracks, Birdcage Walk, London, and it was here that I first encountered the magic of the Irish Guards. The Sergeant
         of the Guard directed my escort (a bombardier and a gunner) over to the Orderly Room where I was to be handed over and signed
         for. An Irish Guards Drill Sergeant came out and roared at us to stand to attention and immediately ticked off my gunner escort
         for standing in a slovenly manner. ‘Jesus,’ I thought, ‘what am I in for?’ He studied my papers carefully before signing them
         and dismissed my escort. They scuttled away, thankful to get out of that place. He then gave me the keenest inspection I ever
         had. He checked me from head to toe, front and rear, and made me turn out my kit-bag which he thoroughly checked. I had always
         kept myself and my equipment clean and in good order. I had my years in the Scout movement to thank for that. He then clearly
         and concisely told me what lay ahead.
      

      
      I was to be housed in cells at the back of the Guard Room with five others who were serving periods of detention. I was to do various fatigues every day including Sundays. I was to attend Punishment Drill Parade between 5 and 6pm every day bar
         Sunday, and Physical Training twice a week. These PT parades were taken by pukka army physical training instructors who were
         called ‘Tigers’ because of their hooped sweaters. Tigers they really were and these sessions were very rigorous. I was not
         allowed in the NAAFI and I could write one letter a week (which I never did). I was to salute all officers and address everyone
         above the rank of sergeant as ‘Sir’. Did I understand? I replied ‘Yes Sir’ rather apprehensively, and, to my surprise, he
         was kind to me. He said, ‘Don’t look so worried son, you look as if you have the makings of a soldier. You have just stepped
         off on the wrong foot; you will soon learn.’ I did.
      

      
      They were large cells with a double bunk in each corner. I had two cellmates, both from the Royal Corps of Transport, one
         in for absence like myself and the other for striking a sergeant. We were later joined by a guy from REME who had illegally
         disposed of WD property. We scrubbed floors and tables, polished cooking utensils, peeled potatoes by the half ton, emptied
         rubbish and did every menial task that a large garrison barracks entails. The worst fatigue and the one I hated most was ‘coal
         fatigue’.
      

      
      This consisted of loading coal from a lorry into heavy metal bins and delivering them to the married quarters – six-storey
         blocks of flats situated near the barracks. The drill was to take a full bin to each quarter, knock on the door, place the
         bin in individual alcoves and take away the empty one. Being the youngest soldier I always clicked for the top floor flat. There were no lifts in those days and it was hard and heavy work.
         It was not the work that hassled me though, it was the women. Being a London Garrison married quarters the tenants were wives
         of NCOs and men from all types of regiments and many of them came from countries in which their husbands had served. They
         were of all colours and creeds, and those living in the higher flats tended to be the younger ones and they gave me a hard
         time. I was not really interested in women at that time. I had gone out with the odd girl occasionally, but nothing heavy.
         These women saw through me like a pane of glass and they teased me unmercifully; some of the obscene suggestions they made
         to me would make your hair curl. The more I blushed the worse they were and I dreaded going up there.
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