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To anyone serving in the Household Cavalry Regiment - or, for that matter, the British Army - the name of Mike Flynn is legendary. He stands for what my Regiment, the Blues and Royals, is all about; a man of great humanity and humour, but also a superlative fighting soldier. These memoirs reflect these timeless qualities with resonance and immediacy. It is as if Mike Flynn is there talking to you - and, as every young Household Cavalryman will tell you, when Mike Flynn speaks it is worth listening.

 



I believe that this book will take its place amongst the defining literature of this era of British military endeavour. It reflects all that is best about our superb Army and a great fighting regiment.
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PROLOGUE

Northern Helmand Province, Afghanistan

30-31 July 2006

 



We were in the ‘Wind of 120 Days’. Between June and September, a stiff, stinging breeze scours Helmand province, driving fine sand and dust into the eyes, turning noses and throats to rough sandpaper. We’d been in Afghanistan since early June, and there hadn’t been a single drop of rain. Our tracks threw up huge plumes of dust that not only kept swallowing the column, but also gave the enemy plenty of notice we were coming.

Our orders were to be at Musa Qal’ah District Centre by first light on the following day.

The Musa Qal’ah DC was a fortified compound made of thick-walled mud-brick reinforced with sandbags, ramparts and lookout towers. A modern version of the movie Zulu was playing out there. But instead of impis attacking with spears and flintlock muskets, hundreds of Taliban fighters armed with rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs), heavy machine guns, hand grenades, recoilless rifles, 107mm rockets, mortars and AK47s had the garrison cut off, pinned down and under constant fire. Besieged with a small unit of Danish light cavalry and like them down to the last of their ammunition, water and food were two dozen men of the Parachute Regiment’s Pathfinder (PF) Platoon. Trained to near-Special Forces levels, the PF has some of the best fighting soldiers in the British Army. If those guys were in trouble, it was bad trouble.

 Map 1: Helmand Province, Afghanistan
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Our job was to stop the enemy overrunning the DC and slaughtering the garrison down to the last man: use our armour and extra firepower to beat back the Taliban, secure the area and make sure the planned relief mission went in.

We had 24 hours to get there.

No pressure.

We rolled through the gates of Camp Bastion, the main British forces base in Afghanistan, shortly after dawn on 31 July. As the most experienced - and the oldest - NCO in the column, I commanded the lead vehicle in a reinforced troop of six Scimitars, four Spartan support wagons and three 105mm guns. The Scimitar is a small armoured fighting vehicle with a crew of three: the driver sits low down in the front left of the hull; the commander sits up on the left side of the turret; and the gunner sits next to him on the right. Not much bigger than a Range Rover, the Scimitar is armed with a 30mm Rarden cannon and a co-axial 7.62mm General Purpose Machine Gun (GPMG). For its relatively small size, it packs a mighty amount of punch.

On a good day, the whole trip from Bastion to Musa Qal’ah should have taken no more than six hours. But this wasn’t going to be a good day. For the first few kilometres we struck fast and hard along Highway 1, the main east - west route that cuts across the heart of Helmand province. Then, given the high risk of ambushes and improvised explosive devices (IEDs), we swung off-road onto the barren open ground to the north and picked up a parallel track.

By six-thirty, the temperature was already nudging 38°C. The heat from the Scimitar’s engine and electrical equipment added to the sense of being shut inside a small furnace. Like everyone else, I was already soaked with sweat and chugging water. Later on in the day, the mercury can top 50°C: hot enough to fry an egg on the Scimitar’s decks, or sear the flesh if you accidentally touch the aluminium hull of your vehicle. With the heat, the flies started getting busy, the snakes, scorpions and  camel spiders woke to a new day, and who could say what the human pests might have in store for us?

Making reasonable speed over the khaki-coloured moonscape, we reached the town of Gereshk, about 30 kilometres east of Bastion, well before noon. At Gereshk we ran into trouble: local Intelligence reported the Taliban had laid new minefields around the town, but as yet there were no clear lanes marked through them. Faced with that risk in unknown territory, we had no option but to dismount and sweep ahead for mines on foot, with the vehicles trundling slowly along behind.

When we were clear of the mined areas we pushed on north-west, stopping for a brew and some food when the heat was at its blistering worst before hooking back round to the north-east. We skirted the Sangin river valley towards the town of the same name. As we rolled north the land started getting hillier, the going got tougher and we began to suffer breakdowns. Mechanical, not nervous - that’s old equipment for you. Attaching the broken-down vehicles and then towing them up hill and down dale slowed us to a grinding, frustrating crawl.

At dusk, two of the Spartan support vehicles broke down completely. But the news wasn’t all bad: we were now no more than 10 kilometres from Musa Qal’ah. And we still had a good twelve hours before we needed to be at the DC. While the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers (REME) guys in the Light Aid Detachment (LAD) vehicle tried to fix the duff Spartans, I joined the officers and senior NCOs in a quick conflab. I already knew most of the men in the circle; some of them I’d worked with for a long time. They included the column’s OC, Major Alex Dick; Captain Alex Eida; Lts Tom Long and Ralph Johnson; and Steve ‘Squirty’ McWhirter.

‘I’ll stay here with the broken Spartans and the Squadron Headquarters, ’ Major Dick said. ‘The rest of you press on to the DC. As soon as we’ve fixed them, we’ll come up to join you.’

‘We have to get some armour up there in time for the RV,’ Captain  Eida put in. A forward observation officer (FOO) with 7th Parachute Regiment, Royal Horse Artillery, Captain Eida was one of the few men in the column not in the Household Cavalry. When and if we got there, his job was to direct artillery and other ordnance onto the enemy at Musa Qal’ah.

‘We need to support the drop with whatever we’ve got,’ I agreed. ‘Let’s go.’ We mounted up on the working wagons and set off.

It was all very well wanting to drive on to the objective, but now we faced a new problem: light, or to be more accurate, the lack of it. There was no moonlight, and no starlight. Thick clouds blanketed the whole sky. Generally, the Scimitar’s sights provide excellent night vision, but if there’s no light at all then the intensification system struggles to do better than the naked eye. The same was true of the individual night vision goggles (NVGs) we all carried. In the absolute darkness, both systems were no better than your Mark 1 eyeball.

Determined to keep making ground, we trundled up the western edge of the Sangin valley at a snail’s pace. As the most experienced Corporal of Horse, I was still leading from the front. My driver James Leech was straining every nerve to steer a safe route across the increasingly treacherous ground. Driving in daylight would have been tricky; driving on a moonless night was in a league of its own. Leechy was on the small side, but stocky and strong with it. Straight out of the box marked ‘Scimitar drivers’. He had what sounded to me like a strong Mancunian accent, but if you said he was from Manchester, Leechy went mad. ‘I’m not a fucking Manc,’ he’d snap furiously.

‘You are a Manc, Leechy,’ I’d insist. That was usually enough to wind him up good and proper.

‘I’m not from Manchester, I’m from Salford. Is Salford fucking Manchester ?’

‘Yes, Leechy, it is. It’s a suburb of Manchester.’

That really got him. Pretty soon, the other lads joined in. In the end Leechy got so hacked off he had a T-shirt made especially with the words: ‘I AM NOT FROM MANCHESTER’ printed across it in big  letters. Nothing wrong with Manchester. Can’t think what the problem was. People started calling him ‘not-from’.

Peering out into the blackness, I kept up a constant to-and-fro with Leechy on the intercom (i/c), trying to help him stay on a firm track. Eyeballs out on stalks, we saw huge boulders loom up suddenly out of the night like Arctic icebergs. Leechy dragged the Scimitar round to avoid bone-crunching troughs, murderous ravines and wagon-killing wadis. What I most feared was going over a sheer drop. The ground was so rough it was like being in a small boat in high seas. Strapped inside the turret, we were constantly being thrown against our harness straps. The terrain grew ever more difficult as we tried to push on, and the pitch darkness meant that we kept losing the safe route.

Then there was a massive jolt. Leechy slammed on the brakes. I peered out into the darkness through the NVGs. It was like staring through grey-green soup. I couldn’t see what we’d hit or what lay ahead of us. ‘Feels like we’ve come off the track,’ I said. ‘I’ll go and see if I can find it again.’ Leech and my gunner, Paul Minter, grunted acknowledgement.

Paul Minter was the nephew of the famous lightweight boxing champion Alan Minter. From a hard London East End family, he was built like three brick shithouses stacked on top of one another: I’d want him on my side in any fight. A massive West Ham fan, he wasn’t entirely a stranger to trouble. Along with his fighting spirit, Minty was a good gunner.

I climbed out of the hatch, jumped to the ground, crouched and felt around for some nice reassuring ruts with my hands. No ruts. I snapped a Cyalume glow-stick and shoved it in the back of my helmet. The dim light it pushed out was invisible to potential enemies, but Leechy could see it through the wagon’s night sight and his NVGs. ‘Simple plan,’ I told him. ‘I’ll walk ahead and feel for the track. You keep following my glow-stick. The rest of the column will follow on behind you. OK?’

‘No problem.’

I walked round in front of the wagon, stared out into the darkness, gathered up my courage and took a couple of steps forward. A few metres further on, I stopped. I couldn’t see a safe track for toffee, but I sensed some kind of drop-off in the darkness directly ahead. If it was a small wadi we should be able to drive through it. If it was something other than a shallow wadi - like a 100-metre sheer cliff - then we’d either have to turn back and go around, or make camp where we were and wait for daylight.

I had a bad feeling - the kind it’s best not to ignore. I took another step into the unknown, still without being able to see the edge, and then stopped again. Even when they’re operating perfectly, it’s hard to estimate distance or depth-of-field accurately with NVGs. I flipped them up and tried to see what lay in our path without them. No improvement. It was madness trying to move like this in the middle of a moonless night. I had to remind myself the lives of the guys up at Musa Qal’ah might depend on it.

I got down on my hands and knees and started to crawl forward. I thought I’d be safe if I moved ahead on hands and knees. My fingers went sprawling into empty space. The rest of me followed. I seemed to fall for a long time. I tried to flip round in midair, but just as I did that I hit something solid.

Rock.

It knocked the breath from my lungs. I lay there for a few seconds, winded. Looking up, I realized I’d fallen 4 metres or so over the edge of a cliff. By some miracle, I’d landed on a narrow shelf below the lip. The ledge ended a foot or so away from my right arm. Beyond it, I knew without seeing, there was more empty space. A lot more. I felt around. My body armour had taken most of the impact, but my back was now perfectly indented with the shape of the dorsal protection plate. It hurt like hell. Nothing else hurt, and nothing seemed to be broken. My helmet and NVGs were still attached, my rifle was still on its sling and my webbing kit was intact. It could have been a lot worse.

My brain started working again. ‘Fuck - the rest of the column! If I don’t stop them, they’ll drive over the edge! They’ll roll over into the ravine and I’ll be wearing a Scimitar on my head!’ I heard the roar of an engine from overhead and hauled myself upright. ‘Stop! Stop!’ I yelled as loudly as I could into the darkness above. It was useless: with their headsets on and the noise from the vehicle’s engine, Minter and Leech would never hear me. It was like trying to catch their attention from the bottom of a well. I started scrabbling up the shale wall, giving it everything I had to get back up and warn them, fingers, knees and boots trying to catch a hold on the splintering face.

I had to stop them.

My head broke clear of the cliff edge. I looked back. Not 3 metres away, the Scimitar was rolling slowly towards me. I waved an arm and shouted, ‘Stop! Stop!’ at the top of my voice. No one could hear. I watched the massive bulk of the Scimitar grind closer and closer to the edge of the cliff.




CHAPTER ONE

I was born in Neath in 1960. We moved to Cardiff when I was three. We lived in a rented house in Windsor Road, Adamsdown, an old working-class area close to the city centre. Another family lived upstairs. We had the ground floor and the garden.

As I remember, Windsor Road was very long, it took my little legs forever to walk to the end of it. My mother, Myrna, was born in Port Talbot. Like many women then, Mam stayed at home and looked after the family. This was a full-time job, with as much unpaid overtime as she could handle. That’s devotion for you. I have five sisters: Christine, who is three years younger than me, Tricia, Catherine, Bernadette and last but not least, Beverley, the baby of the family, who came along later.

My father, Vince, came from the rural west of Eire: it doesn’t get much more Irish, Catholic and conservative than that. I went to visit the area he came from, on the edge of Ballina, County Mayo, a few times when I was a kid. Dad’s large, rambling family had a farm there, but in those days they struggled to make any money. There was no running water in the cottage where we stayed - we had to walk down the lane to collect it from a spring. I thought that was great fun, but it was pretty basic; some of the people we knew had layers of old newspapers plastered on their walls to keep out the draughts.

Ballina’s changed now, it’s much bigger and brighter. But it wasn’t a good place to be unemployed - if there ever is one. When the farm  stopped making any money at all and began to lose it, my dad hopped on the ferry to England, hoping to make a better life for himself. He ended up labouring on the roads: laying drainage pipes to begin with, and then later on cable ducts for broadband and TV. He was your average working-class man, by which I mean everything good - fiercely independent, honest as the day is long and no nonsense. Even when he was sick he hardly ever took a day off work - if he did, then he got no money for the time missed. When we were young my dad was firm but fair. He set clear boundaries for us kids to live by.

It was just as well he did: when I was still just a nipper, the authorities started knocking down large tracts of Cardiff, sweeping away the old, grimy streets to make way for what would eventually become the shiny new docklands development. We moved out to Trowbridge Green, Rumney, on the north-eastern edge of the city, where it was a lot rougher; Mam, Dad, me, Christine and Patricia. The other girls were still a twinkle in my dad’s eye. Our house was like most of the others: a small, grey-faced, three-bedroom end terrace, with a little scrap of garden at the back. Being the only boy, once I’d reached the age of ten I got a bedroom to myself, which was luxury in our house. God knows how my sisters managed in one room when they came along. I think my Mam bought a couple of double beds. My window looked south, towards the Severn estuary. On misty nights I’d hear the ships sounding their foghorns in the Bristol Channel and I’d want to be on one. I wasn’t unhappy - more like restless: a part of me wanted to be free.

 



The people I grew up with in Trowbridge were working or lower-middle class, with a strong Welsh identity. It was a tough place to grow up - if you didn’t stand up for yourself they’d pick on you. My dad was no slouch in a fight; the first time I ran into trouble as a small kid he showed me how to use my fists and gave me a few lessons in boxing and street fighting. Vince was stocky and strong, with big hands and arms from working the roads all his life.

‘Keep your fists up. Move; don’t stand still or you’ll get hit. Jab, jab,  jab with your left - and then smack ’em in the face with your right. Feint if you get the chance, like this.’ He dropped his right shoulder, went as if to throw a straight right, then snaked out a hard left. ‘If you’re up against a street fighter, try and get your back to something so no one can come up on you from behind, get them in close so they can’t kick you, get in between a couple of parked cars if you can. Watch out for the head butt, and use it yourself if you get the chance.’

He showed me how to stick the nut on the best way, to damage the other guy, and not myself. My dad had been forced to fight hard in his day. In South Wales, Irish incomers were seen as a threat to the locals, taking their jobs away and working for less money. I didn’t get hugs from my dad, I got lessons in self-defence. That was Vince’s way of showing me love.

I went to St Illtyd’s Catholic High School, which sounds as if it’s posh. In reality, it was a standard state-funded comprehensive for people who believed the Pope was infallible - or said they did. I wore a different-coloured school uniform, which for some of the locals meant I belonged to a different tribe, along with the Donovans, the Kavanaghs and all the other local Irish Catholic families. There were times when the moves Dad had taught me came in very handy. On the estate you either fought or they made your life hell. I fought.

Despite my dad’s best efforts, on the stretch of turf where we lived the only crowd was the wrong crowd, unless you wanted to live like a social outcast. I fell in with a loose gang of about ten lads, with a hard core of four or five looking to make the wrong sort of name for themselves. The rest of us floated in and out as and when. We’d meet up and get into various kinds of trouble.

I’d been taught wrong from right, but that didn’t stop me joining in with some of the bad stuff when I got a bit older. It started in a small way: breaking into an ice-cream van when I was fourteen to see if the takings were still in the cash box - they weren’t - and moved up the scale. One night I found myself inside a dental clinic, ransacking the cupboards and drawers, trying to find where the dentist kept his  stock of gold teeth. Mr Cosgrove fitted people with gold teeth, so the gleaming, golden gnashers had to be in there somewhere. It stood to reason.

I yanked open a metal drawer. There were lots of sets of teeth inside. They gleamed a horrible white in the dark. They were probably dental moulds, but to me they looked like the real thing. Cold terror struck through me. As certain as my next breath, I felt that all those sets of teeth were going to jump out and start biting me. I wanted to run from the surgery as fast as I could. But greed, just as strong, held me fast to the spot. I stood staring down at the drawer. If only I could find all those lovely, shiny, gold teeth! Just think how I’d be in the money.

On the estate, money - especially illegally acquired money - bought you respect. It’s a funny way of earning it. And dangerous: pretty soon, I’d come to the attention of the police, like some of the others in the gang already had. My dad gave me a leathering when he found out about my night-time escapades, but that still didn’t stop me knocking about with the rest of the lads.

I was going in a bad direction, and at the age of fifteen I began to realize that. And anyway, the failed ice-cream van heist and the daft idea about the dentist’s hoard of gold both told me the same thing: I wasn’t ever going to be an international criminal mastermind.

A few months later I was mitching off school with Jimmy Donovan and Kenny Cassimas. I’d started concentrating much harder on my school work, but still took the occasional day off for old times’ sake - especially when we had Maths. We snuck out through the art room - it was the best escape route, only 100 metres down a steep slope and into the bushes at the bottom. Then it was school ties off, hop onto a number 62 bus and away. We’d got about halfway down the hill running hell for leather on this particular occasion when I heard a sharp cry: Jimmy had caught his foot in a bramble root. He went flying past us, tumbling head over heels, cartwheeling out of control. He somersaulted all the way to the bottom of the slope and landed in a crumpled heap. He lay there in a daze, moaning and groaning. Kenny  and I were in stitches. We laughed all the louder when we saw that his school uniform was covered in green and brown skid marks: Jimmy’s mum was going to kill him. If any of the teachers saw the show from the classrooms above, they never let on. My bet was they’d seen us and they were still laughing when the bell rang for home time. The three of us flagged down a 62 and headed for the centre of Cardiff, chuckling when Jimmy’s great escape came back to mind.

It started to rain, and we were trying to think of somewhere we could go that was dry and warm. Jimmy Donovan had always wanted to join up. I had no intention whatsoever of joining the British Army. Apart from anything else I reckoned my dad, who clung to his Catholic roots like ivy to a stone wall, would have killed me. So we only ended up in the Cardiff Army Careers Office because Jimmy suggested it. The boy was keen. Mustard. Kenny wasn’t quite as Colman’s but he was interested. I thought the pair of them were raving lunatics. But they were right: it was dry and warm in there.

The recruiting sergeant welcomed us with open arms. Business was slack that day, and we had the place to ourselves. The sergeant was good at his job, easing us in with a couple of jokes. He saw what was what, took my more gung-ho mates through to sit the test and then came back. I was just sitting there, minding my own business. The sergeant fixed me with a skinny eye. ‘What are you doing here, then?’

‘Nothing,’ I said, ‘I just came along with my mates.’

He nodded. ‘They’re doing the test - would you like to take it?’

I shook my head. ‘To be honest, I’m not bothered.’

‘Take it anyway,’ he urged, ‘it’s better than sitting there twiddling your thumbs.’ I quite like twiddling my thumbs - it beats working - but I stood up. He took me through to join the others. It was mainly English and Maths, with some general knowledge questions thrown in for good measure. Then there was a separate aptitude test, to find out which bit of the Army you’d suit best.

Kenny failed. He was very upset. I told him he should have done  more school work - that made him feel a whole lot better. Jimmy and I passed. The recruiting sergeant took me to one side: ‘Going by your scores, Flynn, you’ve got the makings of a good NCO. How about we send you to the Junior Leaders at the Armour Centre in Bovington?’ I stared at him. For all I understood, he might as well have been speaking double Dutch. The sergeant recognized total ignorance when he saw it. ‘The Junior Leaders at Bovington is the fast-track way of becoming an NCO in the Royal Armoured Corps,’ he chanted, as if he was reading it from a book. I still looked blank. With a visible effort he mustered his patience. ‘Royal Armoured Corps? Tanks and armoured fighting vehicles? Large metal things that go bang when they fire their guns?’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I know what a tank is, thanks. What’s an NCO?’

He pointed to the stripes on his arm. ‘Non-commissioned officer - like me. Corporals, sergeants and suchlike, they’re called NCOs, see?’ I kept playing dumb, he’d needled me.

‘So you’re an officer,’ I asked, ‘but at the same time you’re not an officer? Why not?’ I could see him beginning to bristle.

‘Because I don’t hold the Queen’s Commission.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because. I’m. A. Non-commissioned. Officer!’ The last word came out as a half-swallowed bark.

‘I see,’ I said. ‘So like a corporal or a sergeant, then? An officer, but not one?’

A malevolent gleam appeared in the sergeant’s eye. ‘Are you taking the mickey, Flynn?’

‘No, Sergeant.’

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Well, what about it, then?’

‘What’s the money like?’

‘I can’t pretend it’s brilliant when you first join. But it gets better as you move up through the ranks. And remember - you get your food and accommodation for free. Not to mention excellent training; as much sport as you can handle; and you get to fire a big gun.’ I thought  about it. The words I liked most in everything he’d told me so far were: ‘money,’ ‘sport’ and ‘gun’.

‘I’ll think it over’, I told him, ‘and let you know.’

 



I thought about it all afternoon. Which was a long time for me, at that age. I was doing OK at school now, but I couldn’t see all that much future in the local employment market. On the other side of the coin I was knocking around with the gang - not the old gang, a new one: Pat, Jackie, Andrea and Kerry. Yes, I’d discovered girls. Still, if I stayed in Trowbridge, there was a danger I’d slip back down the criminal chute and end up in Cardiff prison. Which didn’t look like a very nice place. I knew that, because for the early part of my life I’d been able to see most of it from outside my front door. Either that, or I’d wind up in some dead-end job, stacking shelves in a local supermarket.

That evening, after supper, I told my mam I wanted to join the Army. She’s strong, Mam, but the news threw her. She grabbed me and pulled me into a corner of the kitchen. In a stage whisper, she mouthed: ‘We can’t tell your dad!’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘He’ll kill me if he finds out. But I need one of you to sign the form. Will you sign it for me?’

‘Are you sure, Michael? You never wanted to join the British Army before.’

‘I’m sure, Mam. They’re offering me a good job - Junior Leaders. It means you get promoted faster.’

‘What if they send you somewhere dangerous?’ I knew she was thinking about Northern Ireland. The Army had been fighting there for seven years, and there was no sign of the conflict stopping any time soon. My dad would wring my neck if the Army sent me over the water and he found out I was fighting Catholics; then he’d bury what was left of me in a nice, deep ditch. After all, he was a professional at digging ditches. In a way it was the worst thing I could do to my father - I’d be cutting my ties, all right, maybe for all time. But I’d be free.

There was a massive dose of standard teenage rebellion in all of this. Now I was fifteen and starting to feel my water, Dad and I no longer saw eye to eye on anything. The biggest cause of trouble between us was girlfriends, as in Pat, Jackie, Andrea and Kerry. Dad was such a staunch Fenian that if I met a girl and wanted to take her home, then she and I both had to pretend she was a Catholic. Or better still, a Catholic who wanted to be a nun. Given that the last thing any of the girls I knew wanted was to take the vow, this made things difficult; so difficult that in the end I gave up trying to bring my girlfriends home. I’d persuade them we had to go to their place instead. If they noticed my lack of hospitality I’d tell them, ‘You wouldn’t like my house,’ when what I really meant was, ‘You wouldn’t like my dad. Especially when he finds out you don’t know one end of a Hail Mary from the other.’

My father was stuck in time and place, trying to impose the old, 1950s rural Catholic Irish ways he’d grown up with onto a new generation: me. He went to Mass every Sunday, regular as clockwork. He’d get hopping mad when I refused to go with him. If I went out in the evening he’d tell me I had to be back home by a certain time, which might have been all right if the times hadn’t kept on getting earlier as I grew older.

So knowing he’d hate me joining it was part of the Army’s attraction. My mother made it plain she didn’t like the idea of my joining up one little bit. But she liked the head-to-head between her husband and son even less. A few days later, when my dad was out working, she signed the parental consent form.

Once I’d made the decision and the form had gone in, I was impatient to leave home. But in the end, I had to wait five months until I reached the school leaving age of sixteen. In the meantime, I decided the best course of action was to lie low and do what my father said. Which made things between us a lot easier. So did the fact that, because I’d told him I’d be learning how to fix engines, my dad thought I was doing an apprenticeship. By the time I was sixteen we were getting on reasonably well. When the day came round for me to go, Mam and  Dad came to the stop with me. Mam wished me love and Dad wished me well. I climbed on the number 62 bus. Only this time, I wasn’t a truant, nor a trainee crook. I was a tank boy in training.




CHAPTER TWO

Bovington camp and the Junior Leaders’ Regiment was a bit of a shock to the system - especially the ferocious discipline. There always seemed to be someone yelling at you, and the reason they were yelling frequently struck me as small-minded, unnecessary or plain stupid. It was the standard treatment most armies employ when it comes to moulding new recruits: they want to knock the civilian out of you, and the soldier in. My dad was strict, but he was my dad; plus, he’d put in the time and the effort to earn my respect. Most of the guys in my face now were only four or five years older than I was. To me, they were hiding behind the power of their stripes. Where I came from, if someone got in your face and started yelling like that, you stuck the nut on them first and asked questions later.

They had some strange ideas in those days, which were almost guaranteed to cause problems. One was the queueing up for the milk machine. They worked us really hard at Bovington, so we needed a bit of building up. Only there was never quite enough milk to go round. One day, I was waiting in the milk line as usual when a tall, skinny bloke pushed in at the front of the queue. Neither of the trainees in front of me said anything. I overtook them and walked up to him: ‘Hang on a minute, mate,’ I said, ‘there’s a queue here.’

He looked at me scornfully: ‘I’m in pass-out term - mate. That means I get to go before you - so piss off.’

‘Pass-out term’ was the year ahead of our own; they liked to believe  this made them superior and gave them special rights. I couldn’t quite see how it made any difference to the milk queue. And I didn’t like the guy’s attitude. I stepped round, grabbed him by the shirt front and said, ‘Listen, mate - there’s other people in this queue before you. Get to the back.’ I must have been having a bit of a bad day. ‘I’m in pass-out term,’ he insisted. He was talking, not listening.

‘You will fucking pass out if you don’t get to the back of the queue.’ He tried to stare me down. When I didn’t blink he said, ‘Let’s go outside.’

‘Fuck going outside,’ I snarled.

I yanked on his shirt front, nutted him and then slammed him backwards into the milk machine. It smashed, spewing milk everywhere. ‘Pass-out term’ was on his arse in a big, white spreading puddle of spilled milk. He looked dazed: that would be the head butt. Another bloke from pass-out term was standing there. He came up to me and said: ‘I see you’re good with your head. But there are other ways of using it. You know?’ He was telling me to take it easy, but I wasn’t in the mood to listen. I was about to tell him to fuck off as well, when he held out his hand. Thirty seconds later, the orderly corporal came running up. He grabbed hold of me and marched me off to the jail. Not many people got milk that day. And I got seven days ROPs (restriction of privileges). No use crying.

I managed to get through the rest of my fourteen months’ training at Bovington without getting mixed up in any more trouble. I passed out as a trooper in December 1977 and joined B Squadron, The Blues and Royals Regiment in Detmold. Back in the deep dark days of the Cold War, Germany was seen as the front line in case of hostilities with the Soviet Bloc. But instead of the Communists, once again I found myself fighting my own battles.

I was minding my own business having a drink in ‘the Piggery’, otherwise known as the NAAFI bar, one evening. The ‘crows’, as the older hands called new members of the regiment, used to sit and drink in rows at the tables in this great big long bar. There’d be a row of A  Squadron, B Squadron and so on. We hardly ever mixed: the Army can be very tribal, not just between regiments but within them. Despite the rigid separation, you did occasionally bump into someone from another squadron. On this particular evening, I found myself talking to a bloke in A Squadron. A Very Tall Bloke. ‘Anthony Thornett,’ he said, sticking out a bony hand. Tony was a little bit older than me, and by nature very cheerful: he always had a smile on his face. One of the things I liked about him, apart from his easy-going nature, was that although he had one official girlfriend, he also had a whole string of part-timers. I could relate to that - or at least aspire to it.

I’d just sat back down with a fresh round of drinks when the duty corporal, Paul Buxton, came up to the table. Bucko was a mean man. Baiting crows was his favourite sport. ‘Time you were out of here, Flynn,’ he said.

I glanced at my wrist-watch. ‘Out of here? Why? It’s only ten o’clock.’

‘You’ve had too much to drink. Go to bed.’ I’d had five beers, true. And true, I was still only seventeen. But I certainly wasn’t drunk and I wasn’t causing any trouble, just swilling and chilling. And they’d told me it was a man’s life in the Army. ‘No,’ I said evenly, ‘I’m not going to bed. I’m having a drink with my mates.’ I could feel myself starting to get riled. Who the fuck did he think he was, telling me to go to bed like that? My dad?

‘You are fucking going, Flynn,’ he said, taking a step closer. ‘Out you go.’ I had a glass in my hand. I should have put it down. Instead, I stood up, grabbed Buxton by the throat and put him up against the nearest wall. I held the glass up in front of his face. ‘You try and fucking put me to bed,’ I said quietly, staring into his eyes. At this, about ten other people in the Piggery came up and pulled me away. They wrestled the glass out of my hand, frog-marched me to the door and threw me out.

I went to my room and lay down on the bed, furious, planning all the things I was going to do to Bucko when I next got the chance Finally, I dropped off to sleep. A short time later, the door burst open. Three or four of Bucko’s mates charged in. They were drunk and the  smell of alcohol filled the tiny room. They rushed me, lashing out with their fists and boots. I sprang out of bed and fought back. The drink slowed them, and I managed to get in a few good whacks before I got a kicking.

After my visitors had left, I lay back down on the bed feeling even more sore and sorry for myself. A few minutes later, an older trooper everyone called Joker came in. He didn’t knock and I hadn’t asked him, but in he waltzed and sat down on the end of the bed. ‘Are you all right, Taffy?’ I lay there in silence, nursing my bruises and my hurt pride. Joker moved up the bed and leaned towards me, smiling, and before I knew it he was stroking my hair. I pulled myself up painfully and shoved his hand away. ‘I’m all right - don’t bloody touch me! Fuck off and don’t come back!’ He left. It wasn’t the best night I’d ever spent. And along with the treatment from Buxton it put a serious question mark in my mind over Army life.

Still, a few weeks later, things improved. The squadron went to BATUS, otherwise known as British Army Training Unit Suffield, the huge armoured warfare training facility run jointly with the Canadian Armed Forces in Alberta. The range they have over there is enormous. In fact, it’s the same size as Luxembourg. There was great excitement as tank regiments deployed to BATUS for six weeks’ training. The live-firing Medicine Man exercises were about as close as you can get to war without actually being in one. Everybody joins in: infantry, artillery, armour, air defence, close air support, engineers, logistic units, you name it. When the whole thing gets rolling at full tilt, it’s like being caught up in a rehearsal for Armageddon.

At Detmold, the Army had trained me to drive the Chieftain main battle tank. Charging about the Canadian wilderness in a 55-tonne metal monster firing live 120mm shells and a co-axial GPMG chain gun was my idea of paid fun. But not as much as the larks to be had in Great Falls, Montana, a few hours further south across the United States border.

On completion of the first Medicine Man exercise, a coachload of  us went down to Great Falls on a weekend jolly. Great Falls, which sits astride the Missouri River, was brill. They had moose there, or at any rate they had a statue of a moose in the middle of town. And they had spit-and-sawdust bars with pool tables and country music. ‘I like America,’ I told the boys after we’d been in Great Falls for a couple of days. ‘In fact, I like it so much I’m going to stay here a bit longer.’ I might just have been a little bit headstrong back then.

In the fond belief I was joking, they laughed at me. ‘Don’t be daft, Mike. We have to be back up at BATUS tomorrow. And when we get back, they’re sending us to train for Northern Ireland.’ I’d forgotten about that. I quite fancied the idea of fighting, even if it meant fighting on my father’s home turf.

Still, I bloody-mindedly shook my head. ‘I don’t care. I like it here a lot, and I’m staying.’ That evening I got chatting to a couple of the local ranchers. They told me Seattle was the place to be: it was full of game girls and there was a much better chance of finding a job there. Next morning, the rest of the boys went back north on the bus to rejoin the unit. I hit the highway and thumbed it 100 miles or so further south, to a small town called Livingston. If I’d taken to Great Falls, I liked Livingston, Montana, even better. It was a real cowboy town, in the wide open range land not that far north of Yellowstone National Park. Livingston was even more traditionally Western than Great Falls. They still had spittoons in the bars: and they needed them. Just about every man in the place went around chewing - and spitting - tobacco. Framed by mountains and surrounded by rolling prairie, Livingston wasn’t crowded and cramped like the place where I lived: its open, free-and-easy Wild West atmosphere made me feel happy. It reminded me of Westerns I’d watched on telly with my dad when I was little, only with country music instead of The Big Country soundtrack.

With the rest of the lads gone I stayed in town for a couple of days, learning to play poker and drinking beer in the local bars. On the third morning I hit the road again. The first person to pick me up was a local farmer. We got talking as he headed west, and I asked if he had  any work. ‘Well,’ he told me in a drawl that was so slow it took him about a week to get the words out, ‘I’m getting roads put in on my farm, right now: the company that’s doing it hails from Chicago. I know they’re looking for hands. I can talk to the guy in charge of the gang if you want?’

I did want.

We reached his farm. It was roughly the size of Wales. Sure enough, there was a gang of about two dozen men laying Tarmac across bits of the landscape. I started chatting with them and we got along OK. An hour later the boss turned up. It was my kind of job interview: no forms, no referees and no bullshit, just me driving a scraper slowly down a dirt track for about ten minutes. Not that much of a problem after driving a 55-tonne Chieftain tank across the Canadian wilderness at top speed. Next thing, I had a bunk to myself in a Portakabin and was laying roads and digging ditches good style. If only he’d known, my dad would have been proud to see me established in the family business - only with rattlesnakes for company instead of earthworms and rabbits. As far as my family knew, I was on my way back to BAOR Germany. I wondered briefly if Mam and Dad would be happy when they found out I’d gone absent without leave (AWOL) from the British Army.

After a month of laying roads, the rest of the gang went back to Chicago. I’d earned a fair bit of folding money. I decided to use the cash to go and see some more of America. I thumbed it all the way across the States to the Twin Cities, Minneapolis-St Paul. I stayed in Minneapolis for a few days with one of the two girls who’d picked me up on the road, then moved on. I was wondering what to do with myself - in the long term, the short term and even in the next ten minutes. I’d just turned eighteen. I was an illegal immigrant on the run in a foreign country with no passport or documentation other than my Army ID card - and with no fixed abode or steady source of income. Tramp status beckoned. And I was hungry.

The manager of the road-laying company had given me his card  and said that if I ever needed more work then I should get back in touch with him. As I headed for the bus station, I realized I’d already decided to do just that.

One extremely long but memorable Greyhound journey later, I arrived in Chicago. I found a phone booth and rang the number on the manager’s card, and to my surprise and relief he immediately offered me more work. I joined up with the same gang again and we set about giving the city what builds cities: Tarmac, concrete and nice, long stretches of paved road.

One Saturday afternoon when we were free, some of the guys invited me along to one of the city’s 24-hour discos. I’d never been in a 24-hour disco before; in fact, I didn’t even know they existed. I came from Cardiff.

The disco was a riot, throbbing with loud music and filled with people, all packed into a massive building on three floors. The joint was about five times the size of the Cardiff Top Rank dance hall. With five times the girls. Great! It had a sound system that punched the ears and brain like the road drill I’d been using that same morning, only now I no longer had a set of ear plugs. All the men were walking round dressed like John Travolta in the film Grease, and all the women looked to me like sexier versions of Olivia Newton-John. In other words, extremely horny.

I caught the eye of a girl sitting with a couple of her mates at the next table. She didn’t resist when I sat down and we got talking. When she said her name was ‘Candy’ I just managed to stop myself from making any dimwitted comments about how sweet she was. She had a strong Chicago accent. ‘What part of Texas are you from?’ I asked her, joking.

She slapped me on the arm - it was meant to be playful, but I’m sure it raised a bruise - she was well put together and no mouse. ‘Stoopid, ’ she said. ‘I’m from the Windy City, right here - Chicago.’ I bought us another drink.

‘Are you from England?’

‘No, I’m from Wales.’

‘Where’s that at? Is it a town, or something?’

‘It’s a country,’ I told her. ‘It’s near England, but Welsh.’ Candy had never even heard of Wales; she thought this was very funny. I liked the way she looked when she laughed: she was young, she was pretty, she was fun and she had her own place in Near West Side. My kind of town; my kind of girl.

After two or three more drinks and a slow dance, we were in love. A few days after that we were living together. Candy even took me to meet her folks, now we were really full on. ‘Right,’ I thought in an 18-year-old-first-love kind of way. ‘This is IT: this is the woman I want to be with for the rest of my life.’ And it was serious - we’re talking marriage. That meant I had to become a legal citizen of the United States. But before that could happen, I needed to be legal in the UK. A slight hitch in the grand plan.

There was only one thing for it: I had to go back to Britain, hand myself in to the Army, do my time, get them to kick me out and then fly back to the love of my life and eternal happiness. That was the plan. What could possibly go wrong?




CHAPTER THREE

I arrived back at Heathrow, took the bus to Paddington station and caught the next train down to Cardiff. I had a couple of cans of cider to ease the journey, fell asleep on the other side of Bristol and ended up in Swansea. Jet lag. Or cider lag. Or both. When I finally made it back to Cardiff later that night, I booked myself into the Centre Hotel, overlooking Cardiff Rugby Club. After the fleshpots of Chicago, Cardiff looked smaller, and greyer, and even more done-in than I remembered. But then I was looking at the world through love-tinted, Candy-striped Uncle Sam spectacles. It was a rainy Wednesday night and the whole place felt dead on its feet. Feeling a bit lost and lonely I found a telephone, called up my old pal Jackie and invited her round for a few drinks and a night of hot pash. There’s loyalty for you.

The next morning I went up to see my mam and dad, explained that I’d been on the run and told them I was going to hand myself in to the police. But that evening I went out on the lash with a few of my old school friends. There was an Eisteddfod on in Cardiff at the time, so we decided to pay it a visit. We were very pleased to find the Eisteddfod included our own special kind of culture: a beer tent. I got so drunk I fell asleep under a table. I woke up at three o’clock in the morning, freezing cold. My mates had disappeared. There was a jumper lying nearby: assuming it belonged to one of my mates I got up and put it on. It was a bit small for me, but at least it helped keep  me warm. Still pie-eyed, I staggered outside and ran straight into a couple of policemen.

After a spot of the old ‘Ello, ello, what have we got here then?’ routine they arrested me for being drunk and disorderly and in possession of a woollen garment two sizes too small for me, took me down the police station and bundled me into a cell. I woke up next morning with a brain like a dried walnut and a throbbing hangover, wondering where the hell I was and what the hell had happened to my mates. I dimly remembered getting arrested, and the horrible surroundings suggested I was in a police station. Small mercies. At least now I was in the right place to hand myself in.

A sergeant let me out and said I could go, as long as I promised not to be a naughty boy again. I said: ‘I’m on the run from the Army and I want to give myself up.’ The sergeant did a double-take. When I’d repeated the story a couple more times and he’d caught up, he took down my details and went off to check on my story. There was a long pause, while I sat in the waiting area reading an old newspaper. Eventually the sergeant came back. ‘We have no paperwork that says you’re AWOL from the British Army, Mr Flynn. Which being the case, you’re free to go.’

That struck me as odd. Maybe the Army hadn’t noticed I’d run away? Or maybe - I thought about the milk machine fight, sticking Buxton up against the wall and a couple of other minor incidents that no doubt featured lovingly in my personnel records - they were secretly glad I’d done a runner and didn’t want me back?

Whatever, I was free to go. I thought about that. I could walk out of there, grab a cab to the airport, get on a plane and be back in Chicago the next night. No one the wiser. I wanted to go, oh how very much I wanted to go back to my true love’s arms - but not if it meant trying to survive in the States on an illegal footing. How would I be able to get married, or drive a car, or do any of the other important things in life? I told the desk man, ‘If you ring up the Blues and Royals - that’s my unit in Germany - they’ll confirm I’m AWOL.’

He looked at me blankly. ‘Germany?’

‘All right,’ I said, ‘just ring up the Household Cavalry barracks in Knightsbridge and give them my name. Tell them I’m absent without leave. They’ll call up my home unit in Germany and confirm it.’ At the end of another long pause, the Sarge went away and made the call. About an hour later, he came back out. ‘Trooper Flynn?’ he said sternly. ‘Get back in that cell.’

A few days later I was back in Germany, standing in front of Regimental Corporal Major (RCM) ‘Smacky’ McDougall, flanked by two Blues and Royal corporals. We called McDougall ‘Smacky’ because he had a face like a battered old plimsoll. A well-hard Glaswegian, Smacky marched me in to see the colonel of the regiment. The CO’s real name was Lt Col Hugh Smith, but everyone called him the Hook. Which might have been because he had a hook where his right hand had been before he’d lost it. The Hook had a very unsettling habit of rubbing his hook violently up and down on the sleeve of his good arm when he was feeling annoyed. He gave it a tremendous rubbing now. Judging by the hook action, I expected him to kick me out of the regiment right there and then - after I’d enjoyed a luxurious five-star vacation at the regimental jail in Detmold.

I was ready to go: once I’d been through however many weeks of hell they decided I deserved to spend inside its grim walls, the plan was they’d show me the gate, boot me out and tell me never to darken the army’s doors again. But plans are one thing, life is another.

The Colonel was busy with his paperwork. The silence was enough to make you deaf. I stood there at attention for what felt like a month of Sundays. At last the Hook looked up and caught my eye. ‘Where have you been for the past three months, Trooper Flynn?’ he asked mildly.

‘America, Colonel. Mostly Chicago.’

The Hook rubbed his sleeve, held his hook up to inspect the shine and then made a few more marks with the pen on the sheet of paper in front of him. At the end of another month of Sundays he looked up  again. ‘I see. And how did you manage to support yourself while you were on the run? Did you find work?’

I explained about the construction company, how I’d made money, found a woman and somewhere to live. When I came to the end of my little yarn he caught my eye again: ‘I know what you’re up to, Flynn. And I know what you want. But you’re not going to get it - not on my watch.’ The ground slipped a bit under my feet.

‘How do you mean, Colonel?’ Smacky swivelled, leaned, stuck a bulging red face into mine and shouted: ‘KEEP SILENT! ONLY SPEAK TO AN OFFICER WHEN HE ASKS YOU TO SPEAK. DO YOU UNDERSTAND?’ at the top of his voice. I gulped and nodded. Smacky looked as if he was about to have a heart attack.

In the same quiet voice the Colonel said, ‘You’re a young lad, Trooper Flynn. And yet you managed not just to survive in the United States but to find yourself a job and somewhere to live.’ I thought, ‘And a girl: don’t forget the girl.’ The Hook had more to say. ‘That shows initiative. It also tells me you’re the type of soldier I want in my regiment, even despite your unauthorized absence. So here’s what I’m going to do: I’m going to give you twenty-eight days in jail. When you come out, you’re going to rejoin the squadron and start training for Northern Ireland.’ I opened my mouth to protest, remembered Smacky and thought better of it. ‘You’re going to do the tour of Northern Ireland with us, Flynn,’ the Hook told me, after he’d given his curved bit another good going over. ‘It will be finished before you know it, and you’ll be a better man for the experience. By the time you’re due to leave the Army you’ll be twenty-one, and if we do it this way then you won’t have to go into civilian life with a dishonourable discharge spoiling your future prospects. You can go back to the United States as a legal citizen. Now, how does that strike you?’

The Hook was giving me a chance. The question was, did I want to take it? The answer, now I was back in Germany, was ‘Yes’. The magic of Chicago hadn’t faded - I was still hell-bent on going back to Candy and the fleshpots. But Colonel Smith was right: it was  much better for me to wipe the slate clean and start over. I’d enjoyed my taste of freedom - enough to know I wanted more. But unless I jumped over the desk and set about him there and then, they weren’t going to boot me out. I would just have to write my fond goodbyes to Candy.

‘Twenty-eight days imprisonment. Do you accept my award?’

‘Yes, Colonel.’ I wondered what would happen if I said ‘No’.

‘Very well. March out.’

‘Salute!’ Smacky yelled. I saluted.

‘About turn!’ I turned about. ‘Quick march!’ he bellowed and I started marching. Just as I was about to hit it, the door flew open. The provost staff corporal had been listening, and he’d snatched it back in the nick of time. ‘KEEP YOUR BLEEDING ARMS STRAIGHT WHEN YOU MARCH!’ yodelled Smacky in my left ear, shattering the fond daydream I was just slipping into - starring my American sweetheart.

It was so, so good to be back.

From the Colonel’s office I went straight to the regimental jail. Army jails in 1978 weren’t very nice places. I doubt they’re any better now. Unless you were having the provost sergeant’s baby, you got hell. I didn’t even know the provost sergeant, so I got the full treatment - much of it from Provost Staff Corporal Freeman, who was known to all and sundry as ‘Concrete’. Freeman thought he’d earned the nickname for being hard, but not everyone thought he was the sharpest knife in the box. Concrete and his team of helpers beasted me - drove me physically and mentally as hard as they could. The regime was horrible, and horribly relentless. We had to get up at the crack of dawn. As soon as the harsh neon strip light came on you had to jump out of your pit and get to work on your ‘bed block’ - that is, make your bedding up into perfectly square blocks with perfectly square corners. I got so that my bed block was a razor sharp rectangle, perfect in all its parts. Even so, most mornings Concrete or one of his henchmen swept it onto the floor and shouted, ‘That’s a fucking rubbish bed  block, Trooper Flynn! Pick that fucking mess up off the floor and do it again!’
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