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Preface



My dad was rarely lost for words. One such occasion, however, was Father’s Day 2006 when I presented him with a full transcription of his war diaries and recollections. So many memories and emotions must have raced through his mind as he held the book, visibly moved.


It was a labour of love turning the diaries into a fascinating chronological history of one man’s unique experiences of the Second World War. I am fortunate to have the originals, written with great foresight – albeit against regulations, but then Dad did seem to be a bit of a rebel. It is remarkable that they survived the war and the seventy subsequent years largely intact.


The whole process of transcription, and the discussions we enjoyed, provided a fascinating insight into the many emotions experienced during the years of active service: the fear, frustration, anger, humour, sadness, joy, stoicism, uncertainty and relief. Some of the events described lend credence to my dad’s own view that someone must have been watching over him.


It has long been my ambition to weave his unique experiences into a biographical account. I can only try to imagine what those seven long years of war must have been like. Despite wider research I have had to utilise fictional licence to build the story around the actual events. No doubt a discerning military historian could point out some errors and any errors are solely my responsibility. My primary goal has been to capture the war through the eyes and feelings of one man who endured it from the beginning to the end.


All the characters in the book are real. There were a number of instances where all I had was a first name so I have made up some of the surnames. Several of the main characters will be recognisable by respective family and friends and I hope all will agree that I have tried to be careful with what I can’t know as much as with what I do know. What is clear is that they all formed incredible bonds of comradeship and often showed great humour during dreadful times.


This story takes place in the middle of the last century and there is no point pretending that they didn’t use words that would be considered unacceptable now. The story is totally authentic, as is much of the dialogue, lifted directly from the diaries. For that reason I have retained language that would not be appropriate today. For example, the word ‘wog’ is used very occasionally to describe a native of the Middle East and North Africa. I apologise if this causes any offence but I hope you will understand my reasoning. Also I have used the spellings of the place names as they appeared in the diaries. Subsequently, some of the names may have changed completely or now have a different spelling.


There are so few of these remarkable men left and soon their memories will be consigned in full to the history books. So here it is, warts and all. A unique insight, a priceless record and one which, while making me feel very humble, also makes me incredibly proud to say that this is the story of my dad’s war.





Chapter 1



Meeting my Mates


April 1946 and May 1939


____________


April 1946


Beneath the Victorian grandeur of the curved roof of York Railway Station stood a man with a suitcase and a mind full of memories. Seven years earlier, in May 1939, Neville Wood had waited for another train, one that would take him to Durham and the beginning of a life-changing adventure. The war might have been over, but it would never leave Neville, or the millions of others who had fought for their country.


York Station was both familiar and different all at once: the steam from the trains and the smell of the coal filling the air brought that day back to him as though it was yesterday. All around Neville, people rushed: young couples in the early stages of romance, workers hurrying off to work; people with lives to lead. But dotted along the platform were men like Neville – tall and still as statues, stiff in their pinstripe suits, there and not there at the same time. Veterans. Could these really be the same men who had shown Hitler he couldn’t mess with England?


Neville didn’t need to speak to these men to know how they were feeling. Bemused. Uncertain. Even a little scared. Like him, they didn’t share that sense of euphoria when it was announced that the war was finally over – more a sense of sadness that those they had shared years of hell with were to be left behind. So many of their friends would never return home – some striking out for a new life in a far-flung land, others forever England in some corner of a foreign field.


For those back in Britain, stepping out on Civvy Street felt as daunting as anything they’d faced abroad. Neville watched those other people scurrying by and envied them their lightness, their effortless ability to get on with their daily lives. Do they understand what we’ve been through? Do they even want to know, wrapped up cosily in their world of normality? Not even a glance, he thought. They don’t damned well care.


‘All aboard!’


The sharpness of the shout from the guard pulled Neville back to the here and now. The way the guard had barked, it was almost like an order. Blimey, it could have been Sergeant Major Thorpe himself. Neville found himself standing up straight, pulling back his shoulders. He joined the rush of passengers clambering on to the train, making his way down until he found a compartment with a seat free. In the compartment, already settled, were two couples, laughing to each other and oblivious to the rest of the world. Neville lifted his luggage on to the rack and tucked himself into the corner. As he did, another male passenger took the final seat in the compartment. His actions mirrored Neville’s: the same placing of the luggage on the rack, the same tucking himself into his seat opposite Neville, the same vacant stare through the grime on the carriage window.


Just after midday, the train pulled out with a whistle and a jolt. The jolt shook Neville forwards and he caught the eye of the other lone passenger. There was a wariness in the stranger’s stare, a reluctance to reach out that Neville recognised.


‘You just on your way home?’ he asked.


‘Aye, I guess you can tell.’ Neville watched as the man relaxed in front of him. ‘I was thinking exactly the same about you. Bob Morris,’ he introduced himself, offering his hand.


‘Nev Wood. Good to meet you, Bob.’ Neville shook his hand firmly. ‘Army?’


‘Fiftieth Division before they disbanded it and bloody proud of it. East Yorkshires, then stayed on with Second Army. What about you?’


‘Fiftieth Div too, Royal Army Service Corps.’


‘Ah.’ Bob nodded in recognition. ‘You lads did a great job for us on more than one occasion. How long were you in?’


‘I was training to be a vet when I joined the Territorials in ’thirty-nine. Dad thought I was crackers! “Don’t worry, Dad,” I said, “it’s only for a maximum of four years.”’ Neville smiled at the recollection. ‘We could see it coming; bloody Germans. Went to Durham for training and damn good thing we did. Twelve weeks or so later I remember me and the lads were in barracks back in Hull crowded round the radio. September third it was and I can still hear those words as if it was yesterday.’


I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, the Prime Minister had informed the nation. And that consequently this country is at war with Germany.


Neville broke his eye contact with Bob and stared out through the grime-encrusted window; the streets of York were giving way to the greens and browns of the Yorkshire countryside. He knew the landscape well, the soft sweep of the Wolds ahead of them, his home town of Hull on the other side. But Neville’s mind was moving elsewhere now, remembering another journey, and where the shit of the last seven years really began.


May 1939


‘Well, if I’m going to spend goodness knows how long with you gentlemen, I’d feel a whole lot happier if I knew who you are. Charles Spandler Esquire at your service.’


It was ten minutes into the transfer in the army wagon from Durham Station before anyone spoke. Neville had disembarked from his train to be greeted by a wall of sergeants and corporals, all shouting and pointing and steering the new batch of recruits into a convoy of wagons. Following the instructions, he found himself squeezed on to an unsympathetic wooden bench lining the inside of one such wagon. Once the wagon was full, the tailgate was raised and slammed shut, and the bright May sunshine was replaced with a haze of semi-darkness.


As the wagon set off Neville counted up that there were eighteen or so men in the back, each bouncing and bumping and clinging to the benches to stop themselves from falling off. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, the silhouettes became people and he could see their expressions more clearly. Some were leaning back against the stiff canopy, looking pensive. One or two looked almost tearful. A few were hunched forward, staring at the floor, while others just sat bolt upright, staring straight ahead. As the journey continued the silence seemed stifling and hung heavy in the air. Until, that is, Charles Spandler spoke up.


Neville, along with everyone else, turned towards the corner of the truck nearest the driver’s cab, where Charles was sitting. He had his trilby in his hand, held aloft above smartly combed, slightly quiffed hair.


‘Come on, you lot.’ He smiled with mild amusement. ‘Loosen up a bit. It’s not the end of the world. At least not today, anyway.’


That got a few smiles from those sitting around him and a handshake from the man to Charles’s left – a heavily built man with short, combed-back hair.


‘Alan Such, Charlie. Good to meet you.’


‘Good to meet you, Suchy.’ Charlie shook his hand back. ‘Just call me Span.’


‘Freddie Nichols,’ chipped in a short, slightly older man.


‘Jim Oliver,’ added a slim, broad-shouldered man with a piratical gap in his teeth.


‘Stan Curlew,’ shouted another.


‘Nev Wood, Span.’ Neville was the next to speak up. ‘Just call me Nev!’


‘Woody!’ Span gave him an impish grin. ‘Well, by the look of you I expect you will always be falling over, so we’ll call you Timber.’


Span got a chuckle from the rest of the wagon. And Neville got a nickname that was to last the rest of the war.


The first Neville and the others realised they had arrived at Hardwick Camp, Sedgefield, was when the wagon pulled to a halt and the tailgate was dropped with a crash. The next thing he knew, voices were shouting at them to get out and stand in line. Neville blinked in the warm sunshine and took his place alongside his new-found friends. Together they were marched off and lined up in front of someone Neville would come to know well.


‘Squad . . . attention!’


Sergeant Major Thorpe had a voice that could wake the dead. Neville and the others jumped to. Shoulders back, head up, feet shuffled into position. Thorpe looked up and down and gave a firm, disappointed shake of his head.


‘Squad will turn to the left in file, left turn!’ he bellowed. ‘By the left, quick . . . march!’


Standing alongside Thorpe was another soldier, Sergeant Moore. As Neville’s line meandered forwards with all the precision of the hind legs of a donkey, Thorpe turned to him. ‘And we’re supposed to get this lot ready to win a bloody war?’ He shook his head again. ‘Take over, Sergeant.’


Neville’s squad were marched in line to the end of a pathway where there were a set of tables draped in the Union Jack. The pathway led on to a large square, half the size of a football pitch, bordered on three sides with Nissen huts, alongside the occasional, more robust-looking, single-storey timber-framed building. The camp looked exactly what it was: one constructed in haste.


One by one the men stood before one of the tables, where they were asked their name. Neville gave his, saw his name found and ticked off a list, then was handed a booklet.


‘Dismiss.’ The officer pointed to his right. ‘Get reading and report to the NAAFI, that way.’


Neville moved off to join the rest of his group, scanning the booklet as he walked. It was the programme for 59 Company, Royal Army Service Corps (Mechanical Transport). With a gulp, he read how he was now recorded as having reported at his ‘place of joining’ and, having been attested into the Territorial Army, was subject to military law.


‘Hey,’ said Jim Oliver, who was reading ahead of him, ‘look at number three: “Your first duty will be to tear off the ticket in the top right corner of this page and to exchange it at the counter for a cup of tea and cake.” Now that’s what I call hospitality!’


Neville followed Jim over to the NAAFI counter, where Span and Alan were each receiving an enamel mug of lukewarm tea and a piece of fruit cake.


‘Hmm. Maybe the hospitality is not so great after all,’ murmured Jim, taking a sip.


‘Hey, Span,’ Neville looked up from the programme with a smile on his face, ‘“A welfare officer is available but only to those applying on compassionate grounds for exemption from training.” They’re bound to be compassionate to a skinny bloke like you.’


Span laughed. ‘You wait till we get training, Timber, and then we’ll see who needs compassionate grounds.’ He danced lightly on his toes and assumed a classic southpaw stance.


‘You’ll all be begging for bloody compassion when I’ve finished with you.’ The pair looked up to see Sergeant Ron Moore standing in the NAAFI entrance, his six-foot-plus frame filling the doorway. ‘Now stop the little party and get yourselves into line over there for medical inspection.’


Neville, Span and the others joined the back of the queue, which snaked across the Barrack Square at the entrance to a long Nissen hut. Neville was ready for a long wait but inside there were four examination rooms in use, two to the left and two to the right, and everything moved with surprising speed. Neville was directed to the second door on the left, where he was met by Dr Munro, a tall, bespectacled man in a white coat, a stethoscope around his neck, with little in the way of niceties.


‘Strip to underpants, Wood.’


As Neville undressed, placing his clothes over the back of a wooden chair, Munro made notes in an A4 file.


‘Any illnesses, operations or other medical conditions we should know about, Wood?’


‘No, Doctor; fit as a fiddle.’


Munro eyed him above his spectacles. ‘Any medical history with your immediate family: father, mother, brothers, sisters?’


‘Mother died four years ago, Doctor, when I was fourteen. Cancer.’


‘Sorry, Wood. Sit down.’ The fleeting tone of compassion disappeared as Munro examined both ears. ‘We’ll keep an eye on those, Wood. May need syringing, but okay at the moment. Right, look at the wall over there and the letters. Cover your left eye first then the right and read the top line down.’


Neville read the letters down to the line second from bottom. Munro nodded to himself as he scribbled. He moved closer and said, ‘Open mouth.’ Neville’s teeth were examined, followed by the stethoscope being placed on his chest and then his back. ‘Breathe deeply . . . and out again. And again.’


Munro gestured for Neville to stand up. His abdomen was prodded and poked and then the doctor’s hand went to the genitals. ‘Cough.’ Down the examination went to the knees, legs and feet.


‘Up against the door, Wood.’ Munro noted the measurement. ‘Five feet ten. Now on the scales.’ He peered over. ‘One hundred and forty-nine pounds.’


Munro moved away, finished making notes and passed Neville a slip of paper. ‘I’m pleased to say you are fit for active service,’ he said, without sounding remotely pleased. ‘Dress and dismiss.’


Back out in the Barrack Square, Neville found Span, Jim and Suchy. ‘Flippin’ blimey,’ he exclaimed. ‘I felt like a piece of meat.’ He looked around at the group. ‘Everybody staying?’ They all nodded.


‘When you’ve quite finished,’ Sergeant Moore shouted from behind, causing them all to jump. Is he always here? Neville wondered. ‘Everyone passed fit over there.’ What now? thought Neville as he followed Moore’s directions to another long hut to the left of the Barrack Square. Inside was a row of three desks, with a uniformed clerk behind each. Neville waited his turn, then stepped forwards and stood to attention.


‘Number and name?’ the clerk asked.


‘81874. Private Wood, Neville Dalby, sir.’


‘Address and National Insurance number?’


‘778 Holderness Road, Hull, East Yorkshire. National Insurance number SK047428B, sir,’ Neville added.


‘I have next of kin as father, Frederick Wood, at the same address. Is that right?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Okay, Private Wood, please hand in your civilian ration book and railway ticket.’ Neville handed the items over and the clerk opened a metal box from which he counted out ten shillings. ‘Advance of pay. Sign, please.’ Neville put the money in his trouser pocket and signed the form presented by the clerk.


Next, the clerk produced two coloured discs and a three-foot length of thin cord. ‘Identity discs,’ he explained. ‘A green one and a red one, okay? Both are to be worn at all times under your shirt. The red disc goes on this piece of extension cord. That’s so it can be removed. This disc will attach to your respirator when you get your equipment. The red disc will be removed before we bury you, but the green one will go with you to the grave.’ The clerk gave him a crooked grin.


Some sense of humour, thought Neville, not deigning to smile in return. He looked at the discs. Each had his army number, initials and surname, plus the letters CE denoting his religious denomination. At least they’ll put me in the right cemetery! he thought.


With medical and identity details sorted, Neville joined a third queue outside one of the more substantial timber buildings on the other side of a concrete roadway. After another wait, he and the other recruits filed in to stand around a group of tables. At one side of the hut was a long counter, with columns of shelving behind. A corporal stepped forward to issue instructions.


‘Each of you take a kitbag,’ he ordered. ‘Open the top and proceed along the counter where your kit will be dropped in. You should all know what items will be issued to you, but since some of you may have memories like a sieve the lists are displayed above the counter. If the issue does not tally with the list, complain at once. No complaint of non-issue will be considered after you leave the issue counter. Your responsibility. Now keep moving.’


Neville moved along the tables, kitbag open. Into the bag was dropped an array of items – two angola and bush shirts, anklets, socks, shorts, cap, woolly pullover, braces, gloves, vest, canvas shoes and hand towel. Next came a pair of stiff, sturdy boots and a greatcoat. The khaki serge jacket with its buttoned epaulettes and fastened down the front with five buttons hidden by a fly front was folded neatly on the table. It had two-pointed flap breast pockets, each buttoned, and an integral half belt which fastened on the right hip with a built-in buckle of dull metal. On each side of the jacket just below the epaulettes was the insignia of RASC, underneath which the two bright red letters ‘T’ interlinked on a black background denoting Tyne Tees and Humber, the area from which the 50th Division was drawn.


Next, a stiff backpack was pushed across the table complete with ground sheet and blanket rolled on the outside. Neville was ordered to check the pack contents on the table, glancing up several times to compare the printed inventory with the items in front of him. He mentally ticked off one water bottle, knife, fork, spoon, two rectangular mess tins and white enamel mug, hair-, tooth- and shaving brushes, razor, soap, comb, spare boot laces and anti-gas cape.


On the final table, Neville was provided with an anti-gas respirator; a Mk 1 steel helmet; the .303-inch rifle, No.1 Mk III, Short Magazine Lee-Enfield (SMLE), and a long, sword-type bayonet, which clipped on to a boss below the end of the barrel. The bayonet was eighteen inches in length, almost half as long as the rifle itself.


It was quite a lot to carry. As Neville exited the building, haversack on his back, kitbag over his right shoulder, rifle over the left, helmet looped over the arm and bayonet tucked into his belt, he caught up with Span.


‘Didn’t know I was training to be a bloody Sherpa,’ he grumbled.


But before Neville could reply, Sergeant Moore appeared again.


‘Look after that kit, you lot. It doesn’t grow on trees. Right, you can now follow me to your barracks rooms, where you will all change into uniform. You may keep your civilian clothes at your own risk or take them for safekeeping to the Company Quartermaster Stores.


‘Food,’ he continued. ‘Tea will be between 1600 and 1800 hours, supper 1900 to 2359 hours, then I want you all up bright-eyed and bushy-tailed for breakfast between 0700 and 0730. You will be on time and dressed smartly for check parade on the Barrack Square at 0800 tomorrow.’ Sergeant Moore put a strong emphasis on the words will be on time and glared at the group. ‘Is that clear?’


‘Yes, Sergeant.’ Neville joined in the collective response.


Sergeant Moore marched them briskly towards a timber-framed hut with a corrugated iron roof. ‘Your hotel,’ he snarled. ‘No rooms allocated so sort it among yourselves. If you need any information there is an information room. Turn right on exiting your block and follow the signs. You’ll find a training programme and plan of the camp in your barracks block. You are now free to settle in. Just make sure you’re ready for the 0800 check parade tomorrow.’


Still carrying all his kit, Neville entered the hut. Moore wasn’t kidding: in front of him were rows of identical bunk beds, with what looked like rudimentary washing facilities at the far end. Neville was still debating which bed to claim when Span dropped his kit on the floor and clambered to an upper bunk.


‘Come on, Timber,’ he said with a grin, ‘I can see you’ve no head for heights. You take the bottom one.’


Neville put his kit down and sat on the bed. It was every bit as hard as it looked. Welcome to the British Army, he thought. One day down. How many more to go?


If someone had told him the answer to that question was going to be 2,550 days, he’d never have believed them.





Chapter 2



The Phoney War


May 1939 to January 1940


____________


At 0800, the 120 recruits of 59 Company, Royal Army Service Corps, were standing two lines deep with the rain stinging their skin and soaking their new uniforms. The rain was lashing down, bouncing off the concrete of the Barracks Square. Neville could feel his uniform becoming leaden and chafing.


‘Think they’ll let us nip in for another cup of tea until it stops?’ asked Span mischievously.


‘Quiet over there, on parade!’ barked Sergeant Major Thorpe, who was standing in front of the recruits, alongside Sergeant Moore. Moments later, Thorpe shouted, ‘Atten-shun!’ He let out a barely audible growl. ‘You’ll bloody well do better than that.’


From one of the buildings across the square, Neville spied a lean, angular figure of medium height marching over towards them. He had the bearing of authority that caused Neville to stand up that little bit straighter. The officer stood behind Thorpe, scanning the recruits with blue eyes that pierced through the rain. Neville stood up straighter still.


‘My name is Captain Bonner,’ the officer introduced himself, ‘and I am your commanding officer.’ Bonner’s voice was clipped and clear, easily audible through the hiss of the rain. ‘I apologise for not arranging better weather for your first parade, but this is County Durham and you’ll get used to it.’


Bonner paused, as if considering his words carefully, creating an air of expectation in the process. ‘You are now part of the best army in the world. You will regale your children and grandchildren in years to come with the heritage and achievements of this Company. We are 59 Company, Royal Army Service Corps, a big cog in a big wheel which is 50th Division. We are part of a big and formidable family of north-countrymen. We will be joining up with the East Yorkshires, the Green Howards, Durham Light Infantry, Royal Northumberland Fusiliers and artillery regiments drawn in the main from Tynecastle. We will serve those units with efficiency, pride and distinction. Whatever they may achieve, they will say it could only have been done with the support of RASC.


‘You will note that on your shoulders you bear the insignia of the two superimposed Ts.’ Neville glanced sideways at the badge, the Ts red on a black background. ‘They stand for Tyne Tees,’ Bonner continued, ‘but if you look at the badge sideways they form an H for Humber. As you know they are the main rivers of Northumbria, the Tyne and Tees to the north and the Humber to the south. The majority of you men come from Hull and you will make your city proud.


‘Work hard, become good soldiers, be proud you wear the TT and help make 50th Division the pride of the British Army. Good luck, men. That is all. Carry on, Sergeant Major.’


As Bonner marched back inside, Neville’s attention turned to Thorpe, who stood in front of the recruits, impressive, stern and professional. ‘You heard the officer. You will work hard, harder than you’ve ever worked in your life. We can all read the papers and the Germans are throwing their weight around again. You may have heard rumours that they can’t possibly have rebuilt their army since nineteen thirty-three and the tanks on parade are cardboard for show. To believe rubbish like that is to vastly underestimate a formidable nation and bloody good soldiers. So, yes, you will work hard and you’ll hate me for it. But remember everything I make you do here and be grateful when you meet the enemy and beat him. And look,’ Thorpe glanced up to the sky, ‘the rain is stopping just in time for your first bit of exercise. Carry on, Sergeant.’


Moore stood to attention and saluted. ‘Okay, you lot. Back here, thirty minutes. PT kit. Dismiss.’


Six weeks of intensive training began in earnest. The programme covered parade-ground drill, rifle and pistol shooting, physical training, gas training, elementary map reading and tactics.


Basic drill entailed hours of ‘square bashing’: learning to mark time by marching, without forward movement, in the quick-time pace of 116 paces to the minute. Neville and the others learned to turn in file to the left and the right, forward march in quick time without breaking step and to change step on the march. Within six weeks the drill was smart and precise, meriting a barely discernible smile of approval from Thorpe.


Not all the training went as smoothly. Weapons training focused on the rifle, light machine gun and anti-tank rifle. The new recruits learned to strip, clean and reassemble the weapons at speed, as well as target shooting. Practice with bayonets saw the recruits, in threes, assume the left-foot-forward prepared stance and charge at straw-filled bags, screaming in simulated aggression. Following a charge by Alan Such, Neville overheard Freddie Nichols taking the opportunity to wind him up.


‘That won’t frighten the bloody Germans, Suchy. You sounded more like me mam when her knickers are too tight!’


The simulated aggression quickly became the genuine article as Such shoved Nichols back, the banter giving way to a more primal form of combat. Only the rapid intervention of a corporal standing close by stopped things from escalating further. Such was the pressure the recruits were under.


The first five weeks of training brought its mix of hardship, anger and tension, but it also created a close-knit camaraderie and a sense of belonging. Neville and the others were drilled rigorously and repeatedly until they were able to unpack and secure their gas respirators within fifteen seconds. They endured forced marches into the Durham countryside, in full battle kit, where combat simulations had them crawling, running and hitting the ground in cold muddy fields.


‘Hell, Curly, we’ve got to clean this lot later,’ groaned Neville, as he and Stan Curlew, working in a pair, threw themselves to the ground in thick, clinging mud.


‘Come on, Timber, stop moaning. It might be muddy but at least we get a bloody rest!’ retorted Stan.


The final week of basic training brought with it the TOET, or Test of Elementary Training. The rifle test included aiming and rapid firing. Recruits had ten seconds to assemble the light machine gun and aim accurately and twenty seconds to fill the anti-tank rifle magazine.


However, what really stoked the good-natured rivalry among the men were the basic physical efficiency tests. On Friday 16 June, Neville, Charlie and the others found themselves loaded on to wagons in their PT kit, and taken to Sedgfield Athletics Club for their physical tests. Marks were to be awarded for each event: an achievement of 84 per cent or better was classified as Special. A score greater than 68 per cent was First Class and above 48 per cent Standard.


‘You know what, Span,’ said Neville, with a steely glance at Charlie Spandler, who was sitting next to him in the wagon. ‘It’s my birthday in five days and I could think of no greater present than giving you a good hiding today. Nev Wood: Special; Charlie Spandler: Sub-standard!’


‘In yer dreams, Timber.’ Span grinned. ‘I should’ve been in Berlin in ’thirty-six, but they didn’t want me upsetting Hitler!’


Sedgefield Athletic Club turned out to be a grand title for what was little more than a flat field with faded lap markings. The tests began with the 100 yards: marks were awarded for the time achieved, with ten marks given for twelve seconds, eight marks for thirteen seconds and so on. The high jump was graded in four-inch increments with ten points awarded for a jump of four feet eight inches or better. The running long jump was marked in one-foot increments with the maximum ten points scored for a jump in excess of sixteen feet. Heaving the nine-pound medicine ball involved standing feet astride with the ball in both hands, in front or above the body. You started the throw by bending the trunk downward, swinging the ball between the legs then forward and releasing. The marking was done in four-foot increments, with ten points awarded for a thirty-four-foot throw or better.


The final event of the day was the one-mile run. As Neville and the others lined up, they were told that points were awarded in twenty-second increments, up to a ten-point time of five minutes thirty seconds. Although the day had been long, the element of competitiveness had not diminished. The race began with the recruits bunched together in a large group, with much jostling and jockeying for position. But it didn’t take long for the runners to spread out. At the end of the second lap Alan Such accelerated away, with the rest of the group stringing out behind him. Such’s kick of speed continued, and by the final lap, he was twenty yards clear, with Neville and Charlie leading the chase group. The two were neck and neck, matching each other pace for pace, until they rounded the final bend and Charlie hit the gas for home. He burst clear, and for a moment it looked like second place was his. Neville, though, was not to be outdone. The first Charlie knew about it was when he gave a flick of the head, and saw Neville on his right shoulder. Then, with a clearly audible grunt, Neville accelerated away to finish in a time of six minutes ten seconds.


‘Bastard,’ gasped Charlie, hands on knees, chest heaving, as they caught their breath. ‘You held me back.’


‘You’re not turning into a bad loser, are you, Span?’ wheezed Neville.


At 1700, back at camp, the recruits gathered around the noticeboard, waiting for the test results. As Sergeant Moore pinned them up, everyone crowded round closer, desperate to see what their scores were.


‘Look at that! Suchy got 92 per cent. Well, that figures; he thinks he’s special anyway. Spends hours polishing his halo.’ Freddie Nichols was closest to the board and read the results out to the others. ‘Here we go, lads. Span, you score 68 per cent. Timber, 72 per cent . . .’


Charlie punched Neville on the shoulder. ‘Guess that makes us both first class.’


‘Yes, Span,’ agreed Neville with a smile. ‘It’s just that some are more first class than others!’


Hull, late August. It was two months since Neville and the other RASC recruits had finished their training. Life, in limbo, had carried on; normal lives, as far as they could be, had resumed. The proliferation of men in uniform was the most outward sign that things were different. But there was a sharpness to these individuals, too: callow youths disciplined into shape, poised and ready to step up when the command came. In the meantime, all they could do was bask in the sultry, late-summer heat, and wait.


If Hull was hot in August, it was even hotter in Neville’s father’s butcher shop. On the last Monday of the month, Neville was at the counter in his greasy, smeared butcher’s apron, feeling the heat prickle on his forehead when Fred came running through from the back.


‘Get yourself home quick, lad. That was your mum on the telephone. Fritzy has the window cleaner trapped up his ladder.’


Fritzy was a German shepherd, generally as daft as a brush. Except, for whatever reason, he would let people into the garden but he wouldn’t let them out again. Neville whipped off his apron and hopped on to his bike to ride the short journey down Holderness Road. It wasn’t far, but the cooler air from the cycling was a welcome change from the shop. As he pulled into number 778 and propped his bike against the garage wall, Neville could hear the barks and shouts. Running round to the front of the house, he saw his stepmother, Hilda, attempting to restrain the dog as the terrified window cleaner clung to his ladder halfway up.


‘Fritz!’ Neville shouted. ‘Heel, now! Here!’ He pointed to his side. With a growl and a grumble, the dog ceased its barking and walked over to sit by Neville.


‘You keep that bloody thing away from me or you can clean your own windows,’ snapped the window cleaner. ‘The brute let me in, ’appy as Larry, but wouldn’t let me out again. Sure you’ve got him?’ he asked, glancing down. He descended the ladder step by step, pausing each time Fritzy looked up at him and growled. But when the window cleaner hit the ground, he was suddenly all speed: the ladder was on his shoulder in one movement as he lunged past Hilda, out of the garden gate, and scurried off down the road.


‘Best get back, Mam,’ said Neville, ruffling Fritzy’s fur.


‘Before you go,’ Hilda said, ‘the post has been. There’s one for you. Looks official.’


Neville followed Hilda into the kitchen where she handed over a brown envelope. It did look official. Neville felt both nervous and excited as he ripped it open and quickly scanned the one-page letter and attachment. It was what he had been waiting for: he was being called up for active service in His Majesty’s armed forces, effective from Friday 1 September. This was to be his official Date of Embodiment and he was required to sign the attached form agreeing to permanent and overseas service. This was it: there was trepidation at what lay ahead, but the great adventure for which he had trained was now beginning. It was all finally happening.


On the first day of September, Neville reported to the Fairground Barracks, Walton Street, Hull. The barracks were abuzz with noise and people. At first it all felt a little bewildering, until the warmth of familiar faces welcomed him in: Span, Alan Such, Freddie Nichols, Jim Oliver and Stan Curlew. Neville had last seen most of 59 Company at a 50th (Northumbrian) Motor Division Church Parade Service at Holy Trinity Parish Church, Hull, on Sunday 20 August. That day Major General Giffard Le Quesne Martel DSO, MC, AMIME, Commander 50th Motor Division had read the lesson, Proverbs 3, 1–20, something about trusting in the Lord and seeking wisdom. Span reckoned he was already the fount of all wisdom and got an elbow in his ribs for his trouble.


‘I was just saying, Timber,’ said Jim, welcoming him with a warm handshake, ‘trouble brewing if Herr Hitler invades Poland.’


‘We’ve been called up for a reason,’ said Stan, ‘and I don’t suppose it’s guard duty for His Majesty at the palace.’


Over the days that followed, life began to settle into a routine. All members of 59 Company reported at 0900 to the Fairground Barracks, went through a morning of drills, paraded at 1200 hours and then wandered into the city for light refreshments at the Regal Café. But on Sunday 3 September, at 1100, drill was interrupted by Captain Bonner.


‘Smartly now! I understand that our Prime Minister, Mr Neville Chamberlain, will be making an announcement to the nation at 1115 hours. Get along to the NAAFI, the radio will be on. Carry on, Sergeant.’


That news and the rumours that followed went through the barracks like wildfire. But there was little time to speculate: Neville and the rest of 59 Company crowded into the NAAFI just as Chamberlain began his speech.


‘I am speaking to you from the cabinet room at 10 Downing Street. This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note stating that, unless we heard from them by eleven o’clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.’


The absolute silence in the NAAFI was punctuated by a sharp intake of breath. At war with Germany. Chamberlain’s words echoed around Neville’s head.


‘You can imagine what a bitter blow it is to me that all my long struggle to win peace has failed.’ Chamberlain’s tone remained clipped and precise, but even so, his emotions seemed to seep through into every syllable. ‘Yet I cannot believe that there is anything more or anything different that I could have done and that would have been more successful.


‘Up to the very last it would have been quite possible to have arranged a peaceful and honourable settlement between Germany and Poland, but Hitler would not have it. He had evidently made up his mind to attack Poland whatever happened, and although he now says he put forward reasonable proposals which were rejected by the Poles, that is not a true statement. The proposals were never shown to the Poles, nor to us, and, although they were announced in a German broadcast on Thursday night, Hitler did not wait to hear comments on them, but ordered his troops to cross the Polish frontier. His action shows convincingly that there is no chance of expecting that this man will ever give up his practice of using force to gain his will. He can only be stopped by force.’


Neville glanced around the room as Chamberlain continued to talk. Everywhere he saw quiet, contemplative, intense expressions.


‘We and France are today, in fulfilment of our obligations, going to the aid of Poland, who is so bravely resisting this wicked and unprovoked attack on her people. We have a clear conscience. We have done all that any country could do to establish peace. The situation in which no word given by Germany’s ruler could be trusted and no people or country could feel themselves safe has become intolerable. And now that we have resolved to finish it, I know that you will all play your part with calmness and courage.


‘At such a moment as this the assurances of support that we have received from the Empire are a source of profound encouragement to us. The Government have made plans under which it will be possible to carry on the work of the nation in the days of stress and strain that may be ahead. But these plans need your help. You may be taking your part in the fighting services or as a volunteer in one of the branches of Civil Defence. If so you will report for duty in accordance with the instructions you have received. You may be engaged in work essential to the prosecution of war for the maintenance of the life of the people – in factories, in transport, in public utility concerns, or in the supply of other necessaries of life. If so, it is of vital importance that you should carry on with your jobs.


‘Now may God bless you all. May He defend the right. It is the evil things that we shall be fighting against – brute force, bad faith, injustice, oppression and persecution – and against them I am certain that the right will prevail.’


The radio was turned off, but the hush that had descended on the soldiers gathered in that room continued. Seconds, minutes slowly ticked by. Neville glanced across at his friends: they all looked at their hands, the ceiling, each other, unseeing, disbelieving.


‘Parade at 1200!’ Sergeant Moore broke the silence with a shout that made some of the soldiers jump. As he marched out, the hush became first a hubbub of whispers, then suddenly everyone was talking at once.


‘So this is it, then. It’s about to happen all over again.’ Neville breathed out.


‘Looks like it, and God help us all, because no one else will,’ murmured Suchy.


‘We’ll sort Herr Hitler out. Be home by Christmas,’ said Span confidently.


‘Shut up, Span,’ Freddie came back. Usually Charlie’s humour could be relied on to lighten the mood. But there was little tolerance for his frivolity today. ‘That’s what we said in nineteen fourteen.’


On Monday 11 September, Neville turned up at 0900 as usual, expecting another week of drill, parade, the Regal Café and returning home by late afternoon. Instead, he found himself immediately instructed to be on parade. Sergeant Major Thorpe stood the Company at ease, then gave them the announcement.


‘You have two hours to get your kit together. You will report back directly to Paragon Railway Station no later than 1130 hours. The train leaves at 1200 with or without you. Dismiss.’


Within half an hour Neville had everything he needed together and was hugging his stepmother as he prepared to take his leave.


‘I must go, Mam. I want to stop off at the shop and see Dad.’


‘God go with you, Neville.’ Hilda hugged him one last time. ‘Come back safely,’ she shouted after him and Neville raced for his father’s shop.


When the bell to the butcher’s rang, Fred looked up. When he saw Neville there, in full kit, he paused, his meat cleaver in mid-air. Neville didn’t need to say anything for his father to know what this meant.


‘You’re off then, lad?’ he said finally, lowering the cleaver on to the counter.


‘Train leaves at noon. Not a lot of time for goodbyes, I’m afraid.’


‘Sometimes that’s best. Where are you going?’


‘No idea. You know what it’s like, last to find anything out.’


Neville knew that Fred knew that feeling only too well. Back in 1917, he had left England with the West Riding Division, heading for the mud, trenches and slaughter of the Western Front. As he looked across at his father, and his father looked back, Neville wondered whether he was remembering that moment.


‘There’s nothing much I can say, lad, other than look after yourself. I know you’ll do us and the country proud.’


His father stepped out from behind the counter, and after giving it a wipe on his apron, offered Neville his hand. There was a warmth in the handshake, a length to it that at one point Neville wondered if his father was going to let go. When he turned to leave, he felt a pat on his shoulder to send him on his way. Neville left the shop without looking back, not wishing his father to see the anxiety and distress etched on his face. Come on, Nev, he admonished himself. Shoulders back, stiff upper lip and all that!


By 1120, Neville was at Paragon Station: ten minutes to spare, to catch his breath and watch the other soldiers make it back in the nick of time. Thorpe, as usual, was true to his word: at 1130 sharp, 59 Company marched down platform 3 and boarded the train. At noon, it pulled out. The journey was long, taking them first across Yorkshire to Sheffield, then further south and west. Neville and the others watched the countryside as the train pushed on until, after six hours, it shunted to a stop at Evesham and a shout of ‘Everyone Out’ rang down the carriages.


‘Where the hell are we?’ asked Stan Curlew.


‘Did they not teach you geography at school, Curly?’ chided Jim Oliver, grabbing his kit. ‘Evesham is in Worcestershire – you know, where they get the sauce from. We’re in the Cotswolds. Wonder if we’re staying. It’s supposed to be quite pretty around here.’


Neville and the others were escorted on to a convoy of waiting trucks, and were taken to camp eight miles away at Broadway, a picture-postcard village at the base of the Worcestershire hills. Once in camp they were grateful to be given an evening meal after the journey. Afterwards, they were called together for a briefing, Captain Bonner marching on to a raised dais to address the assembled and intrigued Company.


‘Welcome to the Cotswolds, men. Sorry about the lack of notice of deployment but we are now at war and rapid deployment is what we are about. We will be here for a few weeks,’ he explained, ‘forming part of 522 Ammunition Company. Our objective is to train you all further in the art of mobilisation and the techniques for acting and moving in close cooperation with armoured forces. We will become a highly effective mechanised strike force, driving deep into enemy territory, disrupting his communications and supplies and creating havoc. I apologise in advance for the antiquated equipment you will be using for your training pending resupply, but as typically good north-countrymen I know you will make the best of it.’


* * *


‘Step forward any of you who can drive.’


The following day 522 Company was paraded before Sergeant Major Thorpe. At first, no one moved at Thorpe’s request. He waited. Finally, Neville stepped forward.


‘I have a provisional driving licence, Sergeant Major.’


‘Amply qualified, Wood. Fall out with Sergeant Moore. The rest of you have a lot to learn!’


Moore took Wood over to a group of vehicles, all 1914–18 legacies called Thornycrofts. A group of drivers had gathered there and each was assigned a particular vehicle. Neville stood beside his, alongside Span who had been allocated as his co-driver.


‘I can’t believe what I’m looking at,’ Neville said with incredulity. ‘Is this it?’ They examined the solid rubber tyres and canvas front canopy.


‘Let’s hope the weather’s bloomin’ good, or we’ll get soaked in this heap of junk,’ muttered Span.


‘Thornycroft J Type, Wood, Spandler. State of the art, top of its class in luxury,’ said Moore with a grin.


Neville and Span familiarised themselves with the basic mechanics. Then the cranking handle was inserted and the engine fired up with a judder, shaking the whole vehicle. Infantry troops from the East Yorkshires piled into the back, causing the wagon to lurch from side to side.


The drivers were issued with their orders. They were to take the infantry up Fish Hill and disembark them at Broadway Tower, the highest point of the Cotswolds. The infantry would complete their manoeuvres and 522 Company would bring them back to camp.


The vehicles, fully laden, left camp and drove through the wide, grass-fringed main street of Broadway to begin the ascent of Fish Hill. As they climbed so the vehicles slowed. Less than a third of the way up the long incline, Neville’s vehicle ground to a halt. Despite revving and gear crunching, it refused to move an inch further. Neville was just debating what he should do next when a commanding voice came from the back of the wagon.


‘Right, you lot, out and push.’ The East Yorkshires leapt off the tailgate and started pushing. The exercise in unit cooperation started in good spirits but became more fractious as the road seemed to stretch ahead around interminable bends.


‘I thought they were supposed to be delivering us, not us them!’ complained an infantry corporal. ‘As much bloody good as a fish and tatties van.’ From that point on, 522 Company were known as the Fish and Tatties Brigade.


The spirits of the men of 50th Division continued to build steadily as training continued. By the end of the year they were ready for war, although the dearth of up-to-date equipment remained a cause for concern.


Early in January 1940, Neville, Span, Ollie and Stan went down to the local pub, the Lygon Arms, for a pint of weak beer. George, the landlord, was behind the bar as usual, busily polishing glasses.


‘Evening, lads, pints all round?’ He began pulling the beer and smiled. ‘Great news about the King.’


The soldiers looked at each other, nonplussed. George glanced from face to puzzled face. ‘Not told you yet? Three days hence the King and Queen are coming here to Broadway. Never been a King of England here since Charles I. Mind, look what happened to him.’ He grimaced and rolled his neck to illustrate.


So it was on 17 January 1940 that the villagers and those khaki-clad soldiers not involved in the formal review crowded the broad village street as King George VI and Queen Elizabeth walked down between them. The crowd cheered with gusto as the royal couple walked down the centre of the main street waving and stopping occasionally to exchange a few words with the soldiers and the locals. Neville watched on, fascinated.


‘Tell you what,’ said Stan Curlew as the King and Queen passed by, ‘just look around you. Here we are, the English people, in a beautiful English setting, with our very own King and Queen. Helps you realise what we’ve been trained for: to defend a whole way of life.’ Stan looked thoughtful; the others looked astounded.
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