
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			To the three bravest of women:

			my mother, my sister and my daughter.
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			Author’s Note

			This book is based on my diaries, records and recollection of events. The following names are pseudonyms: Corporal Gregg, Jane, Ken, Captain Wallis, Staff Sergeant Beech, Captain Flatley, Colonel Knight, Miss Morton, Ben, Jackie, David, Graham, Roger, JJ, Bob, Mark, Tennison, Thompson, Newman, Taylor, Corporal Thorpe and Fred.

		

	
		
			In Memoriam

			Captain Lisa Head

			Killed defusing an IED in Afghanistan 19 April 2011

			Aged 29

		

	
		
			‘I fear there is a complex against women being

			connected with lethal work. We must get

			rid of this.’

			Prime Minister Winston Churchill to his

			Secretary of State for War, 1941

		

	
		
			Prologue

			‘This could be it,’ I mutter to myself, as I try in vain to make out the faces of the people on the pavement, all just a blur by the time we’ve reached and swept past them. The buildings we whizz past blend into one amorphous block. I am in the passenger seat of a speeding Land Rover, its blue lights flashing as we try to keep pace with the police escort up ahead. I cast a sideways glance at the driver, Corporal Gregg, whose eyes are bright with excitement. He bites his moustached top lip and grips the swinging wheel for dear life as he just about keeps the wallowing hippo of a vehicle in the middle of the narrow Kent road. Our Land Rover is heavily laden and rolls perilously on the corners. I cautiously glance back to check the kit stowed behind us; we are carrying boxes of sensitive detonators but also enough plastic explosive to practically vaporise us. The hairs on the back of my neck prick up in nervous anticipation as my lunch begins to make itself known in the pit of my stomach. I’m starting to feel nauseous – I hate being car-sick.

			I am twenty-six years old, a Duty Bomb Disposal Officer, the first woman ever to be listed on the Operational Bomb Disposal Officer Roster and this is my very first emergency call-out. We are on our way to investigate the report of a bomb found when a homeowner was digging in his garden on a newly built housing estate, trying to set out the flower beds. 

			Corporal Gregg glances over at me. I have worked with him before but only in the relative calm of the Regimental Headquarters, where he is one of my troop of clerks. I trust him completely but I don’t want to give anyone the chance to tell the story of the vomiting female bomb disposal officer. There are plenty of men who still think the high pressure, high stakes world of bomb disposal is no place for a woman. It’s one extra distraction I have to get out of my mind if I am going to focus on the job ahead. Not for the first time I think of the old Ginger Rogers adage, that she had to be able to do everything Fred Astaire did but backwards and in heels. 

			Luckily Corporal Gregg is clearly enjoying himself too much to notice my nervousness. As we hurtle through the countryside in the wake of the police car, he hauls us around a roundabout. The opposing traffic has pulled over to let us pass. All they see is a large white Land Rover flash past with its front wings painted red. No one remembers that the red wings were the wartime equivalent of blue lights when the blackout didn’t allow lights at all – and for fifty years they have put out the same message: ‘Let us through,’ they scream, ‘there’s a bomb we need to make safe.’ 

			I grit my teeth, trying to focus on the task ahead and resisting the temptation to hang on to the grab handle above the passenger door. As well as the nervousness, a bigger part of me is alive and buzzing with the excitement of possibility – this could be it! My big World War II German iron bomb! The type every Royal Engineers bomb disposal officer longs to be called to. This is what all the training was for: all those hours spent practising drilling into bomb fuzes, learning to wire up explosive charges and examining suspicious rusting lumps of metal. When we arrive at the bomb all eyes will look to me for guidance. I’ll be making decisions that are the difference between life and death. Ever since the beginning of the Blitz in 1940 it has always been men who set off to deal with the unexploded bombs and munitions that war leaves behind, with little protection against the danger. Today, for the first time ever, it will be a woman – me. No pressure.

			A few hours earlier I had been spending a quiet Sunday afternoon ironing my kit, a classic military pastime, and checking my duty pager every few minutes. I wasn’t nervous so much as expectant, as if I suspected what the day would hold.

			Right now, as I’m flung sideways against the door, it’s like being on the fairground waltzers and we’re gaining on the police escort that is guiding us to our target. As we race through the empty Dartford Tunnel all traffic is stopped, because live explosives aren’t allowed to share the confined space with other vehicles. Not for the first time I think about the route that has brought me here, to this point. 

			‘We’re getting close.’

			I nod. This is it. 

		

	
		
			1

			Brave New World

			Sometimes what happens in life comes down to whether you are prepared to eat the raw hedgehog or not. 

			It’s three years before I’m sitting in the wailing Land Rover alongside Corporal Gregg and I’m aiming to be selected to join Operation Raleigh, a development charity which aims to inspire young people to make a positive impact in the world. Jane and Ken, the two laid-back twenty-something former Operation Raleigh Venturers leading us would-be Venturers, look down at the remains of the half-cooked hedgehog and then up at me. Their meaning is horribly clear. I feel it wise to clarify the situation so there is no misunderstanding. 

			‘If I eat that, then I pass?’ Grins and nods all round. 

			The charity’s mission is to send young Venturers aged between eighteen and twenty-four to far-flung corners of the globe so they can help local communities and return with life skills to assist people in their own country. One of the options is to join the crew of a tall ship sailing around South America, up the Amazon and into the Caribbean, monitoring sea life and water quality. That sounded much more exciting than digging a well in Chile, so I put my name down for the ship.

			Before I can get there though, I have to spend the last couple of days stomping about in the grounds of Welbeck, the military sixth form college, failing to impress in a variety of stamina, raft-building and map-reading exercises. On the final day, after a brief demonstration, we are required to make a campfire and then cook and eat a meal based on a dead animal, plus whatever we can forage. After a long weekend of draining activity I am so hungry that even a dried-up old tea bag from the car park bin is looking tasty. My small group is allocated a dead chicken to pluck and cook, along with some tatty vegetables, so we divide up the tasks and set to work lighting a fire and picking nettles for our nettle tea. A dead hedgehog has just been discovered in the car park and Jane and Ken are demonstrating how it can be cooked by baking it in clay. We need to be prepared to eat whatever is on offer in whichever remote corner of the world we may find ourselves. I think my group do quite well but Ken inspects our progress and announces that it is not substantial enough and we need more nettles. 

			As I wander out into the bushes, I wonder what I’m doing here. I only applied for this because my employer had sponsored the selection weekend and I wanted to show that I was keen for promotion. I hadn’t considered that I might actually pass these demanding tests and now that I am here I really, really want to succeed and my hitherto dormant sense of adventure is suddenly awakened. As I trudge along wearing a numbered bib I realise that I’ve been missing out by playing it safe with a decent, steady job in airport security. I need to try something else before I end up joining in with my older colleagues, who are constantly moaning about pensions and retirement planning. First of all, I want to truly live. I can see the long familiar road of career and family stretching out ahead of me, as it did for so many women of my age, and I decide I want to try something else first. 

			By the time I return with armfuls of nettles, the other candidates have eaten the cooked outer hedgehog and all that is left are the raw bits in the middle. I close my eyes, push the wet, pink blob into my mouth, hold my breath so I can’t taste it, chew briefly and swallow fast. Little did I realise that by making this bizarre, seemingly insignificant choice, I was setting myself on a path that would have me pushing my personal boundaries and rising to the challenges I was faced with for the rest of my career. 

			Thankfully the hedgehog did me no physical harm (although the fact that I can still remember it suggests that maybe it’s had a lasting mental impact) and I passed the Operation Raleigh selection process. Six months later I found myself on board a tall ship, the brigantine Zebu, which I would call home for the next three months as she sailed from Salvador in Brazil to Belém, the gateway to the Amazon, and went island-hopping, finishing her two-year round-the-world voyage in Antigua. Our crew was small, just sixteen Venturers like me, guided by a professional crew of six. 

			I felt seasick immediately after setting sail from Salvador. And so the nightmare began. After two days at sea – while everyone else had gained their sea legs – I was at death’s door, lying spread-eagled on the deck day and night, only moving to crawl to the leeward rail to be sick or to find some kind of shelter from the baking sun and tropical rain. Dysentery then added to my misery. I tried to eat every meal but Mouthful Number Two would meet Mouthful Number One going the other way. After twenty minutes of failing to get the same cold, soggy, bile mush to stay inside my body I would give up. By Day Four, not only was nothing staying down but I was also too weak to crawl out of the sun and my eyelids were so badly blistered it felt like agony. I wasn’t sure how much more I could take. By the sixth day at sea I had had enough: my hips were badly bruised and my joints were sore from lying on the hard-rolling deck all week. Life had reached an all-time low. I had to be tied to the leeward rail as I was not strong enough to hold on by myself and I was not even cheered up by watching the dolphins follow the ship – their long, silvery shadows visible under the water at night. I dread to think how much weight I lost during the truly most miserable week of my life. I looked like a burnt matchstick with all my strength and fitness gone and I wasn’t sure how much longer I could carry on. 

			Rescue from this waking nightmare came in the shape of an island, Fernando de Noronha, some 220 miles off the Brazilian coast. Never had a sight been more welcome. After a few days of respite at anchor, while I gained strength, we set sail once more, stopping at the Amazonian port of Belém before departing on the evening tide towards Devil’s Island and French Guiana.

			One evening, about two hours after sunset and hundreds of miles offshore, I’m lying below decks on my narrow bunk feeling nauseous as usual. All I can hear is Venturer Pete the Pilot’s gentle snore and the splatter of rain overhead. Other Venturers Malaria Matthew, Aussie Lindy and Ski Instructor Sue are playing cards quietly in the saloon next door. Suddenly we hear a piercing scream.

			‘Man overboard! Man overboard!’ 

			There’s a crash from the saloon as the card players hurl themselves towards the steep companionway that leads to the deck. My heart thumping I launch from my bunk, getting my feet on the stairs seconds before Pete does. Someone is ringing the ship’s bell continually to sound the alarm, increasing the sense of urgency. It has only taken seconds for everyone to get on deck. The watch, who were sailing the ship at the time, have already thrown both safety flares overboard to mark the location where someone was lost. The life rings have also been flung behind the ship for a swimmer to cling to if they were heading for the flares. Skipper Pete (yes, there were two Petes aboard our boat) is at the helm, holding a straight course so the small inflatable boat, kept on board for emergencies such as these, can head directly astern in the right direction. The ringing bell also helps to indicate our location in the dark, giving the swimmer a target to aim for when all they can see around them are walls of dark water. 

			We all know what to do because we’ve practised this before, but only in good weather and in daylight – never in the semi-darkness of a three-quarter moon on a rainy night in heavy seas. We are desperate to stop the ship from sailing away from the spot where the person went over. Ships have no brakes so we rip down the sails to reduce her speed. She is under full sail and every inch of canvas is pulling us further away from someone fighting for their life in the churning sea. Their only hope is that we can slow down enough to be in range when the little inflatable boat is launched to go back and search the rolling swell for the dark dot of a human head above the water. 

			Who is it? Who’s missing? I lock eyes with Lindy and our hands touch briefly as we both try to grip the wet rope to haul the huge mainsail onto the deck. The rescue boat cannot be launched while the sail is up. Venturers heave at the tarpaulin that covers the small inflatable boat, muscles straining to pull the soaking cover away from the one thing that could save our shipmate. The moment the heavy sail is down Venturers grapple with the harness that enables the inflatable to be lifted off the deck. The bosun, Tony, leaps up into the swaying rigging to release the hook and the instant that hook meets harness the cry goes out: ‘Haul away! Haul away!’

			Fear and worry still show on all our faces as the boat is swung over the leeward rail. A searchlight skips the surface of the heaving water and finds the bobbing flares before they disappear behind a wave. Skipper Pete steers into the wind in order to slow Zebu down yet further and Venturer Rob and crewman Kev quickly don lifejackets, grabbing a spare for the victim before scrambling down into the inflatable. The engine roars and they speed away towards the flares, but are quickly lost behind the towering waves. With the immediate rush over there is nothing more we can do but keep watch and wait. Breathless from our exertions and stunned by the shock of it all, we ask who has gone overboard and what happened.

			As we catch our breath, Bob, one of the American Venturers, explains what had happened just five minutes earlier. He and Steve, a British Venturer, had been stowing the sails on the bowsprit, he said, when: ‘The footrope that Steve was standing on suddenly snapped and dropped him, like a stone, into the bow-wave. I couldn’t do anything to help except shout the alarm.’

			The next twenty minutes are agonising as we sit and wait, but thankfully we see the lights of the lifeboat drawing closer with a clearly shaken, and very wet, Steve sitting aboard. There is no real celebration, just a huge sigh of relief and nightmares all round as we now have no smoke flares or life rings left. Without them even daytime rescue is nigh impossible. 

			As soon as we’ve all recovered from the drama, Steve tells us that after he fell into the water the ship then sailed straight over him, pushing him under the shallow hull. He surfaced behind the stern and watched it sail away into the inky night. Luckily for him the propeller had not been turning so his only injuries were scrapes from the underside of the hull. He acted quickly by diving under the water to wrestle his waterproof jacket off and then made a float with it to keep his head above water. Looking for the ship in the dark was hopeless but as the swell lifted him he caught sight of the black outline of Zebu turning into the wind. Being a strong swimmer he started to head for the ship, then above the sounds of the sea he heard the engine of the inflatable boat and screamed ‘Over here!’, while waving frantically. The little boat came alongside him, Rob and Kev hauled him aboard and he is back on Zebu’s pitching deck just twenty-one minutes after the footrope snapped. 

			I zone out for a couple of moments, letting my mind wander back to the safety of the airport and the job I left to take part in Operation Raleigh. I can’t help but think that my work there now seems very monotonous and flat. At first, I had naively assumed that I would gradually adjust to normal living once this adventure was over but something is telling me that I wouldn’t, couldn’t, settle back into my previous existence – I would never be able to get through another twelve-hour shift. I’d loved the job for years before Operation Raleigh came along but I am fast losing interest, so returning to that life is out of the question. I’m jolted out of my thoughts by Lindy, who elbows me and nods towards Skipper Pete just as he says: ‘In all my years at sea, Steve is the first person I’ve ever known be found alive after dark.’*

			Two years later, it’s the second day of the year and although I’m still recovering from a joint New Year’s Eve and leaving party, I’m off to Sandhurst to join the Army. The previous night I was so hungover that I had to phone my mother to come help me carry my bags down the stairs. Perhaps not the ideal preparation for what will be one of the hardest physical and mental challenges of my life. I’m off to start a totally new life equipped only with a pasty tinge and an ironing board.* 

			After driving for an hour and a half, Sandhurst’s red-edged sign creeps into view. ‘Royal Military Academy.’ The words make the butterflies in my stomach morph into nausea. What have I done? I’ve given up a well-paid, secure job and rented out my house and here I am on the doorstep of the world’s premier military academy for officers, with no real idea of what happens next. What was I thinking? My little car seems to drive itself towards the formal, white-pillared facade of the small gatehouse, surrounded by austere black, gold-topped railings. 

			As I find out over the coming months of training, somewhere behind this lodge lies a complex of buildings similar to a university campus; library, gym, swimming pool, shop, classrooms, lecture halls, accommodation blocks, etc. Unlike a university, though, it is also equipped with assault courses, shooting ranges, gas chambers, stables, parade squares, a hospital, a chapel, a cemetery and a housing estate for the permanent staff. The extensive, immaculate grounds are also steeped in history, as they are spattered with large bronze statues, such as that of the Prince Imperial surrounded by bronze eagles,* massive mortars and weaponry that has been captured through the ages. All this I will soon discover as I run past these landmarks, lungs burning, trying to keep up with the racing snakes* on yet another timed run, each statue indicating how far to suffer till the finish line, but as I approach the formidable gate with its stripy barrier and metal skirt, I know nothing apart from the brief contents of the glossy Sandhurst brochure.

			Back home, when I first flicked through the brochure, I was enthralled by the pictures of helmeted cadets on the assault course, marching in handsome blue uniforms on a gleaming parade square and running exhausted through a muddy stream carrying a telegraph pole. One of the details the brochure missed was that there are three colleges: Old College (the standard image of Sandhurst with its cream façade, Grand Entrance and captured Waterloo cannons); red-bricked mansion house New College and concrete Victory College. But perhaps more importantly, the brochure also failed to mention that while male cadets are split into numerous* companies, only two companies are made up of female cadets, who largely train separately from the men and have a slightly different syllabus – more paperwork, less trench digging. 

			As I draw near I’m still amazed that I got into Sandhurst at all. I never expected to pass the rigorous medical in the first place. When I was seventeen my wrist was crushed in a motorbike accident and as a souvenir my right hand is now twisted at the wrong angle as well as being out of line. The result is a weak right arm with limited movement in my crooked wrist. My simple solution to passing the medical was to wear a special yellow T-shirt. The sheaf of instructions for the medical appointment said to bring PE kit as the assessment would involve vigorous exercise, so based on its previous success on the Operation Raleigh selection weekend I wear my bright yellow Krypton Factor* T-shirt. I hope this will distract the doctor and create the impression that I might be fit. 

			I am so nervous that I arrive an hour early and my heart rate is still far too high by the time the appointment begins. I have a chest X-ray and the usual blood pressure and stethoscope stuff, so far so good, but then we move on to the tricky bit I have been dreading – my crooked and now arthritic arm. Arthritis set in only months after the accident, when I was just eighteen. At first glance it looks fine but compared to the left forearm it is obviously deformed. This means that the bones of my forearm can’t cross over as the hand tries to rotate, so I have very limited movement in any direction and have to use my shoulder to compensate. I focus on persuading the doctor that I should be allowed to join up. First of all, I demonstrate the extent of the movement I do have and then explain that I find it difficult to do gym exercises as my wrist won’t bend backwards far enough to put my hand flat on the floor for a press-up. I can usually get round the problem and I prove this by doing a press-up on my fingers, karate-style. However, I don’t mention that I can’t do chin-ups at all as the forearm is fixed – I just hang there, immobile, unable to bend my arm even a fraction. There is a long pause as he looks at me over his glasses. 

			‘Did you actually go on the Krypton Factor?’ he asks, pointing at my T-shirt with his pen. 

			‘Yes, I did.’ 

			‘And how did you do on the assault course?’ 

			‘I was the second fastest woman in the series,’ I reply truthfully, but completely failing to mention that I was last in my individual programme. 

			‘Good, that’s the hardest physical challenge your arm will have to cope with, so Sandhurst will just have to deal with the fact that you can’t do certain gym exercises.’ 

			And with that I am through! 

			My arm is not a major problem in ordinary civilian life but it becomes a real issue when I do anything adventurous. As soon as I joined the tall ship Zebu on Operation Raleigh the year before Sandhurst, and looked up at the swaying rigging high above me, I knew my injury would be put to the toughest of tests. Halfway up one of the masts was the crow’s nest or platform and to reach it I had to briefly hang from a single handhold. I looked up at the overhang in dismay, not fully trusting the damaged wrist to hold my weight. I would have to lean back to grasp the rigging above with one hand and then pull up from hand to hand, my hands and arms bearing my full body weight while my legs dangle uselessly in the air underneath the platform. I watched with dread as the other Venturers scrabble for a handhold and I could see their arms straining with the effort of what was essentially a one-handed chin-up, high above the unforgiving deck. 

			Once I’d climbed up the tapering rigging as far as the platform underside I stopped to assess the situation, trying not to look down at the deck far beneath me: a fall from this height would be fatal. On my first attempt, I decided to hang from the crook of my elbow and clamber awkwardly up onto the platform. Once there, I sat down with my back against the mast, feet swinging free. I had done it! It wasn’t fast or pretty but at least I’d achieved it somehow. 

			I was slightly more confident the second time aloft, although my inner elbow was so badly bruised from the first attempt that I quickly reverted to using my dodgy hand. I just had to hope that my wrist would support my bodyweight. By the end of the three-month expedition, I could hang by the fingertips of my crooked hand and I climbed the 85 feet from deck to masthead as easily as walking upstairs. It’s all a matter of overcoming one’s initial fear and self-doubt and then building up confidence.

			Now, as I approach the Academy gates, I begin to realise that Sandhurst is going to test both my wrist and my confidence to the absolute limit.

			My military experience to date is limited to just two weeks of basic soldier training a year ago with the Territorial Army (TA). It took place at the all-female WRAC* Centre in Guildford (where all female soldiers train). There I learned how to march, iron uniform and lace my boots correctly, but not much more. This introduction to military life was followed by a few weekends running around an assault course in between studying radio procedure and a bit more marching, which sums up my total practical knowledge. Like so many others, I enjoyed my experience with the part-time TA and was convinced that joining the full-timers was my next step. Now I have taken the plunge to join the Regular Army I will have to learn a whole lot more – and fast – if I am ever to become an officer. 

			A stern-looking soldier in combat dress waves me to a parking bay, so I dutifully park as neatly as I can. I’m instructed to sign in and then I am directed towards the solid-pillared building beside the gate. The smell of floor polish hits me hard as I enter, so strong I can taste it in the back of my throat. I immediately feel queasy again. There is a bored-looking contractor in grubby overalls standing before the desk, clearly waiting for permission to enter. He looks very out of place in this shining palace of efficiency and control. I glance around me momentarily, taking in the noticeboard, which is like none that I have ever seen before. Notices are equidistant and perfectly aligned, with a drawing pin at each corner. Nothing is so much as a millimetre out of place, which I find rather unnerving. 

			The immaculately dressed soldier standing behind the huge desk looks me up and down and curtly instructs me to fill in a form, then a line in a book: date, time, name, unit (what’s that?), car registration. I’m handed a sheaf of paperwork and given a few concise directions: past the statue, past the lake, Victory College on the right. Park first, then offload kit, move car to distant car park later. I walk back to my car, put the pass on the dashboard and quickly look at the map on the back, because I’ve forgotten everything after ‘past the statue’. I resolve to pull over and have a proper look when I am not being watched. 

			After I crawl past numerous neat red signs I realise that there is more than one sodding lake, but I eventually pull up at Victory College: a monstrosity of thick pebble-dashed slabs, pencil-thin windows and ghastly grey concrete blocks on concrete stilts – a truly ugly building. They don’t put that one in the brochure so it’s not what I expect, but who cares? I am here now. I step out of the car and drag my luggage from the boot. I’ve parked on an asphalt area about a hundred metres from the concrete stilts – I find out later that no vehicles are allowed any closer in case they contain a car bomb, a hint of the danger from terrorism that I will face throughout my entire military career. Heart thumping, I’m greeted by unsmiling people with shiny peaks and shiny shoes. On their upper arms they wear their badges of rank: three stripes with a crown above them. From my time with the Territorial Army I already know what they are: staff sergeants! Welcome to the Army.

			A formidable slim woman with short, grey-flecked dark hair and a confident stride wields a clipboard with ruthless efficiency. In place of a watch on her wrist she wears a warrant officer’s* brass crown on a leather strap – this is our Company* Sergeant Major (just one rank above but in reality a massive leap beyond the staff sergeants who first greeted me at Victory College). I instantly realise that I need to keep a very, very low profile if I am to escape her withering gaze and avoid being found wanting. 

			‘Name?’

			‘Stephens,’ I reply quickly, trying to mask the fact that I am out of breath after just carrying my luggage up one flight of stairs. My suitcases are weighed down by the exhaustive list of kit we must bring with us. Every course in the Army has a detailed kit list among the extensive joining instructions and the Commissioning Course is no exception, with the list ranging from a full-length, plain, black skirt (handmade by my mother as no sensible shop would stock such a thing) to a can of spray starch.

			‘You are in Two Platoon so up another flight. Just drop off your kit and get your car moved, then back here for the next detail.’ She hands me a pin-on name badge, with my rank and surname on yellow embossed Dymo tape, along with a key ring bearing a single key and a metal number disc embossed with the number 112. Then she quickly switches her hawk-like attention to the person behind me and moves on. 

			There is hushed activity and movement everywhere as the women on my course are signed in and ticked off the lists on the clipboards. We are all nervous and excited that the day has finally arrived for us to start the long-awaited training course. I look at some of the confident young faces of the new arrivals climbing the stairs and wonder who will last the course and whose image will be blacked out of the mugshot photos that are no doubt pinned on some office wall. I’m determined to march out of this place as an officer and not walk out as a civilian who has failed to make the grade. 

			I’ve barely spoken a word to any other cadet yet. We make eye contact as we pass each other in the narrow corridors and perhaps exchange a snatched whisper about which room is which but no one says much – we all seem to know this is not the time. Right now, we are quickly dumping our ironing boards and bags on the floor – no time to unpack – or rushing outside to move our cars or say a hurried goodbye to those parents who have dropped their daughters off. Then it’s quickly back to the College. 

			Once signed in and luggage-free we stand silent in organised rows, a squad of over forty women aged between eighteen and twenty-five, all wearing either a smart skirt or a day dress as per the joining instructions. I’m standing to the right of a tall woman in her early twenties with short dark hair. She looks relaxed and comfortable in her surroundings, unlike some of the wide-eyed youngsters, who are clearly very nervous. Opposite us stands a mute squad of similarly smartly suited and booted male cadets, our mirror company of graduates, who also start today. Male staff circle them like sharks, armed with the now familiar clipboards. 

			Each company is then marched around the main roads of the Academy, stopping at each building to be told what it is and whether cadets are allowed in it. As we stop outside the swimming pool the tall, dark-haired woman beside me whispers in a distinctly Geordie accent: ‘The chlorine is so bloody strong you can barely see a thing all day after swimming in that.’ 

			A woman with long blonde curly hair standing directly in front of me turns her head a fraction to hiss back: ‘How often do we go swimming?’ Her gentle Welsh voice sounds worried.

			‘Not sure, but we definitely have to do the military swimming test . . . wearing uniform.’

			‘Oh God,’ says the Welsh voice, before we move off to the next building.

			Under the cover of the clip-clop of heels on tarmac, I learn that the tall Geordie is Moira, who has been here before with the TA, and the Welsh woman with the long curly hair (I can only see the back of her head) is Jane. We stride onwards.

			As we come to a stop, an extremely scary sergeant major launches out of one of the buildings to tell us something vitally important: 

			‘Only squirrels and the Commandant*,’ he pronounces it ‘squirrills’, ‘are allowed on this grass and as I know you are not the Commandant you must be a squirrill. Squirrills are vermin; vermin should be shot so you might not want to tread on this grass. Ever.’ 

			I still think twice and look both ways before stepping onto mown grass.

			In 1989, unlike today’s mixed groupings, the male and female cadets at Sandhurst lived and trained in separate companies and platoons. Male companies at Sandhurst have the names of famous battles or campaigns: Blenheim, Salerno, Rhine, Normandy, Waterloo, Marne, Burma and Amiens. We are Edinburgh Company, which strikes me as wimpy in comparison – it sounds more like a hen night location or a company that makes woollen goods rather than an overseas historic battle honour. There are two intakes a year, in January and September, so the only other female company is Windsor Company, which is made up of those cadets who started in September, just a few months before us. My course is WSC (Women’s Standard Course) 891, January intake of 1989. Graduates and all female cadets complete an eight-month, two-term course in ugly Victory College, while male non-graduates endure a full-year stint in the Academy’s magnificent New College and stately Old College. We share the dining room and bar (closed for the first five weeks) with our male graduate cadet counterparts but we sit at separate tables as fraternising is strictly forbidden for now. 

			‘Don’t look at him Miss Stephens, he’s got nothing you need,’ shouts Staff Beech when she catches me making eye contact with a male cadet across a crowded dining room.

			As I quickly learn, everything in the Army is organised to the nth degree and is mostly done alphabetically using surnames, so as my name is ‘Stephens’ my monastically tiny room, with its wincingly garish bright orange paintwork and drab blue curtains, is between Jane Souch, the Welsh curly haired woman in front of me during the walkabout, and Moira Watson, the tall Geordie who’s been here before. Opposite is Cath Pearson, who already seems to know everyone (although I’m not sure how), and Claire ‘Pridge’ Pridgeon, who seems to know nothing. All cadets bar one are younger than me and the youngest, Bernie, is not quite eighteen so she is immediately christened ‘Baby Bernie’. There is a real mix of women, from giggly girls to serious bluestockings, but only Jane is married. Some have come from Army families, so are comfortable in familiar surroundings, while others like Pridge have no military experience at all so must be finding their new home very alien.

			All of the rooms have the same basic equipment and layout: an orange cabin-style bed with drawers underneath for equipment and uniform; a small orange wardrobe beside the orange sink unit; a grey desk with three orange shelves above; one wooden desk chair and one drab soft armchair, or ‘Chair, Easy, Low-Back’, which is its official title.* There is a plastic laundry bin with a hinged lid that is strong enough to sit on and a metal wastepaper bin. Only the two chairs and the two bins can be moved as all the other features are firmly built in. With nothing allowed on the walls and just a small cork noticeboard above the desk (everything on the noticeboard must have a drawing pin at each corner like the one in the entrance lodge) there is little opportunity for any personalisation or variation at all. 

			This first day at Sandhurst is a whirlwind of activity, all governed by precise rules and procedures. We are each handed a red tracksuit by a staff sergeant – we won’t be wearing civilian clothes at all for the next five weeks – and are given a few minutes to change into it and unpack our luggage, leaving the empty cases in the luggage room at the end of the corridor. Pridge is clearly destined to be the platoon comedian as we laugh at her disgust of the horrendous plasticky red tracksuit. ‘I look like a bloody garden gnome,’ she wails, posing with an imaginary fishing rod. Just as she strikes her pose, there’s a groan from one of the cadets in a room down the corridor as she discovers a porn magazine in the drawers under her bed. 

			Cases emptied, it’s off downstairs to the dining room for some Olympic-level form filling. There is so much documentation, from making a will to signing the Official Secrets Act, which will apply for the rest of our lives. An admin sergeant guides us through the piles of triplicate paperwork on the rows of tables laid out in the functional school-style dining room.

			While queuing for my turn at a table I learn that your next of kin is legally your father, so his is the only name allowed on the emergency contact form. One cadet is horrified. 

			‘I haven’t seen my father since I was two so can I put my mother down?’ The admin sergeant shakes his head. No, she can’t. They will track down her father and ask him to contact her mother if anything unfortunate happens. Nice. 

			At a neighbouring table, a red-haired, green-eyed cadet is asked what colour her eyes are for the ID form.

			‘Green,’ she replies. 

			‘Blue or brown?’ asks the admin sergeant. 

			‘They’re green,’ the cadet insists. 

			The sergeant sighs deeply. ‘Blue. Or. Brown?’ he says.

			‘Neither actually. As you can see, they are very green, emerald green really.’

			Another sigh. ‘BLUE . . . OR . . . BROWN?’

			‘Um, blue?’ comes the tentative response.

			‘Now you’re learning.’

			There is a similar issue with relationships; once married, your spouse becomes your next of kin and is to be informed immediately and considerately if anything should happen to you, but right up until your wedding day they are your ‘friend’ and appear at the very bottom of the contact list below ‘Other nominees’, to be informed by one means or another when someone gets round to it. 

			Once we have filled in the last page, on which we list the sports in which we pretend we are competent, we file out of the hall and go upstairs to our platoon classrooms in a neighbouring wing of the building. We sit silently in rows of school-type desks according to the regulation seating plan; that is, in alphabetical order. As an ‘S’ I am on the aisle in the back row, which means I have to squint to see the blackboard. A clear authoritative female voice outside the door commands: ‘Two Platoon, stand!’

			The silence is broken by a cacophony of scraping chairs as we stand up straight and watch a short, blonde-bobbed female captain in her late twenties walk down the centre of the room to the front of the class, followed by her yellow Labrador, who stops at my desk and flumps down beside me.

			‘Do sit down ladies,’ says the trim captain.

			As we dutifully sit, one of the staff sergeants from our welcoming committee strides purposefully down the aisle to join the captain at the front.

			‘My name is Captain Wallis. I am your platoon commander and this is Staff Sergeant Beech, who is Two Platoon’s staff sergeant. During your first five weeks here, Staff Beech will be the main focus of your daily routine and I will be instructing you for some of your lessons.’

			We all look at Staff  Beech, also in her late twenties, with renewed interest, taking in the steely glint in her eye that is only slightly diminished by her red lipstick and the glossy brown curls scraped into a neat bun at the nape of her neck. Her clear authoritative voice echoes round the hall as she says: ‘I’ll be settling you in, guiding you through the first five weeks and showing you how to present and care for your kit as well as teaching you drill. You come to me if you have any problems or issues.’ I quickly decide that I don’t have any problems or issues. 

			The initial welcome is about getting us processed quickly and is a sudden plunge into the cold bath that is military life. The officers will be present but at a distance, so we know they are there, but they will let the staff sergeants and the Company Sergeant Major do their job of sorting us out for the first critical five weeks, when we are learning to be soldiers. Later, the officers come to the fore and the staff sergeants drop more into the background.

			Captain Wallis explains the basic organisation of our female company: one lieutenant colonel, three captains, one company sergeant major, two staff sergeants (one of which is Beech) and an admin corporal. All competent, highly experienced women whose job it is to weed out the weak performers and mould the rest of us into officers over the next eight months. 

			We are asked to introduce ourselves by surname and previous occupation, so I discover that Cath and Jane are both qualified teachers who are joining the Educational Corps and have already met each other during the lengthy selection process. Jane is the first married woman to be a cadet at Sandhurst so she is addressed as ‘Mrs’ to everyone else’s ‘Miss’, something the instructors struggle with daily. Also, as a Welsh national hockey player, she is fitter than me by far. Cath appears very serious on the surface but has a dry wit that has us in stitches – usually just at the wrong moment. Moira, a tall Geordie, is a Hadrian’s Wall archaeologist, which the staff say will come in handy when it comes to digging trenches. She doesn’t look pleased. As a veteran of the University Officer Training Corps* she went on to become an officer in the Territorial Army, so she has been to Sandhurst before, although only for a couple of weeks. I quickly come to rely on her military wisdom to help me keep up and she is very patient with me. Claire ‘Pridge’ Pridgeon is desperately keen to excel at everything military, despite having only worked in an office before, and has the least experience of all of us. 

			The few of us at the end of the alphabet, and therefore at the end of the corridor, quickly become firm friends, helping each other through every aspect of this strange military life. It seems such a lottery that our closest friends will be determined by the first letter of their surnames. Little did Cath and I know that thirty years later our sons would go to university together, one a historian and one a physicist. It’s a small world. 

			While we wait patiently in yet another queue in the stores, this time being issued with our flat black lace-up shoes,* Cath, Moira, Pridge and I look carefully at the pin-on name badges that we’ve each transferred onto the revolting red tracksuits. Mine reads ‘OCdt Stephens’, officer cadet I surmise, the same as Pridge. Cath’s badge reads ‘2Lt Pearson’, showing that as a university graduate she will start one rank higher (second lieutenant) to give her an enhanced salary. I glance around at Jane’s and the other women’s name badges – Pridge and I seem to be in the minority as most of the company are graduates. Some of the other non-graduate women have served as soldiers for years and have been spotted for their potential and picked for Sandhurst.

			‘You lot will be quids in, since we can’t actually spend anything except on bloody boot-polish and spray starch for the first five weeks,’ I say, suddenly very aware of the fact that I have taken an almost 50 per cent pay cut to do this. 

			‘It doesn’t quite work like that. They keep our extra pay until the end of the course so we all get the same daily rate while we’re here, like,’ says Moira, slipping in a bit of Geordie for a joke. ‘It’s a nice little bonus but that’s months away. We’re really only second lieutenants on paper. They call us Mr and Miss but soldiers don’t salute us, not until after midnight on Commissioning Day, when we turn into proper officers.’ 

			That dream, to become an officer, was clearly one that I shared with all the women around me and it begins to dawn on me just how many obstacles we are about to face while being heavily outnumbered in this male-dominated world.

			Along with our ranks we have to work out abbreviations for ourselves, but out of the million or so acronyms and abbreviations that the Army loves so much we are issued a list of the basic ones and are expected to learn them like a French vocabulary test at school.* 

			‘What the bloody hell is a BFT?’ asks Jane of no one in particular as she calls out from her room, her voice revealing her exasperation. ‘We have to do a practice one, whatever it is, next Friday according to this timetable,’ she continues. She steps out of her room into the corridor so we can hear her, waving a folded sheet of paper that tells us what is happening when and where and while wearing which outfit in our first few weeks. This is the most important of the sheaves of paper issued on the first day. Jane is alone in the empty corridor and the hiss of steam irons is the only sound emanating from the surrounding rooms. One cadet is now deeply regretting bringing a tiny travel iron. Directed and overseen by the omnipresent Staff Beech, the marathon task of ironing the creases out of and then into all the newly issued clothing is under way. As well as uniforms and a stripy bedcover, we have just collected stacks of sheets and blankets from the stores and are working our way through them. After we’ve ironed them we put them into the wardrobe and drawers according to the very detailed guide that Staff Beech handed out.

			‘The BFT would be the Basic Fitness Test,’ calls Moira, the fount of all military knowledge, from her neighbouring room. 

			‘And what on earth is that?’ asks Jane.

			‘It’s all the fun of a three-mile timed run. You normally have to do it every couple of months or so, but here I think it’s monthly if not bloody daily . . .’ Moira puts her head round the door to see the expression on Jane’s face.

			‘That doesn’t sound too bad,’ Jane shrugs. ‘I run miles up and down a hockey pitch all the time in training, so I should be OK.’ 

			‘Well, you have to run a mile and a half in squad then line up and sprint the last mile and half as fast as you can. You can at least wear trainers, so it’s easier than the Combat Fitness Test. That’s an eight-mile timed squad march where you run in boots carrying all your kit, helmet and weapon.’ 

			‘I’ve never run in squad before – everyone’s so bloody close together, don’t you keep bumping into the person in front of you?’ Jane asks in her soft, distinctive Welsh accent. 

			Personally, I’m more worried about the mountain of precision ironing that’s got to be done within the next thirty minutes than a run next week.

			‘No, running in squad is really easy, much easier than running on your own. You just get in step with the person in front and switch off completely – the time just flies by. Focus on the movement of their shoulders or their hair and it’s quite hypnotic,’ Moira smiles. ‘Anyway, how’s the ironing going?’

			‘I’ve done all the shirts, skirts, trousers and PT knickers so now I’m just ironing the socks,’ calls Jane, back at her beloved ironing board.

			Cath, Moira and I rapidly appear in Jane’s doorway – this we have to see. ‘You’re ironing fucking socks?’ we say in unison. Jane looks up and shrugs, as if it’s the most normal thing in the world.

			Once we’ve finished ironing, we move on to hours of polishing shoes and boots, again under the ever-watchful scrutiny of Staff Beech, who patrols the corridors silently, looming behind me when I least expect her. We sit on the floor of the stone corridor outside our rooms so there’s no chance of any stray polish finding its way onto the precious carpet tiles. Cath and I are perched on our upturned waste bins which double as a stool, each with a shoe wedged onto our left hands, while Pridge and Moira sit cross-legged surrounded by tins of polish, cloths and pots of water. There are just twelve of us from Two Platoon downstairs, with the rest of the company on the floor above us, so it’s much quieter down here. 

			After balancing a glistening flat black lace-up shoe on my knee I dip a finger wrapped with soft cloth into a pot of water and then into a tin of black Parade Gloss shoe polish. Finally, I press down on the leather toecap, moving my finger in small, tight circles. It’s often said that your shoes spend more time on your hands than on your feet at Sandhurst. I learned intense polishing or bulling in my initial TA training, so I’m also trying to memorise all the sheets of information laid on the floor beside me as I polish.

			During the day, it had become increasingly clear to me that I am distinctly less knowledgeable about military life than most of the women in my company. However, luckily for me, Moira has considerable knowledge of military matters, so I always have someone to pester with all my silly questions. It’s the little things that give away military experience; due to my stint at the TA, I already knew never to lean against a wall or to put my hands in my pockets. Poor Pridge, however, has come straight from a totally civilian life, working in the City, and has absolutely no knowledge of anything military except what she’s been able to read during the selection process, so from day one we all try to help her out until she can catch up. Something I learn during my time at Sandhurst is that there is always someone worse off than you and if my learning curve is steep then Pridge has a vertical one.

			My somewhat less than extensive knowledge of Army ranks is based on watching Dad’s Army on TV as a child in the 1970s, so I understand the relationship between Private Pike, Corporal Jones, Sergeant Wilson and Captain Mainwaring, but I don’t know much more about ranks other than the basic tiers. I’ve realised that the most important abbreviation in my life at the moment seems to be NCO or non-commissioned officer, which means any soldier above the rank of private and below a sergeant major. After studying the top sheet diligently, I declare: ‘I think I’ve got this now, see if I’m right so far – the bottom soldier rank starts at private . . .’

			‘Wrong!’ shout at least three voices from down the corridor. 

			‘Sometimes it’s gunner,’ says Moira, having served in TA Artillery, ‘or driver.’ 

			‘Guardsman or trooper,’ calls Ali. 

			‘Sapper or signaller,’ shouts Tana. 

			‘Oh God!’

			It turns out, according to my Service Writing textbook, that there is also kingsman, airtrooper, fusilier, craftsman, ranger, rifleman or musician. Even staff sergeants are sometimes titled colour sergeants depending on which bit of the Army they are from, so it takes a while to get my head around the myriad of soldier ranks, but at least the officers are easier to understand.

			Although we are all soldiers in the broadest sense there are two very distinct career streams in the Army – one for officers and one for soldiers. I want to be an officer so, coming straight from the civilian world, I must first pass the Commissioning Course at Sandhurst. This is the same for both the part-time Territorial and the full-time Regular Army. The lowest rank on the officer career tree is officer cadet – a real no-man’s land, as cadets are neither proper officers nor soldiers. 

			‘So let me get this right,’ I say, ‘. . . as a non-grad, I am currently an officer cadet and then will be a second lieutenant* for exactly two years after Sandhurst regardless of what job I do or how well or badly I do it?’ This seems unfair somehow. ‘And I’m automatically promoted to lieutenant after two years?’

			‘Yep – you should’ve gone to uni!’ jokes Moira. ‘Don’t forget that we grads only get one pip instead of two in our first year, even though we’re actually full lieutenants. We’ll be “one-pip wonders”.* It’s a bit like wearing L plates. They don’t want anybody thinking that we know what we’re doing!’ 

			Not for the first time, I appreciate that it must be very hard for someone of Moira’s experience to start again at the bottom rung of the ladder. 

			‘If you pass the practical tactics exam you’ll be a captain after a few years, but that’s the furthest any of us will get on our short-term three-year contracts. If you’re fool enough to sign up to become a career officer, though, and survive the Junior Division course at Staff College you can get to be a major and beyond. Mind you, as the WRAC is a corps, the highest a woman can go is brigadier.* It’s a shame that I could join the artillery with the TA but not with the Regular Army, otherwise I could be a general!’ laughs Moira.

			Only men are allowed to join the ‘teeth arms’ – infantry, armour, artillery,* those parts of the Army that directly engage with the enemy – and it is from those teeth arms that the highest ranks of generals are drawn, so women are limited in their progress up the ranks. It’s not so much a glass ceiling as a steel reinforced one. A feeling of frustration at the restrictions on women’s employment bubbles inside me, particularly when it means that we can’t be promoted beyond a certain point.

			Right now, though, I focus back on polishing my shoes as I’m striving just to stay an officer cadet and not be relegated to being a civilian.
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