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INTRODUCTION


‘Bring back National Service’ is a not an unfamiliar cry these days, usually signed off by Lt-Colonel Grumpy from Tunbridge Wells. I doubt that the reintroduction of a mandatory and universal two-year military training for eighteen-year-olds, that some elderly folk suggest, would be the panacea for all our problems with today’s youth. (Indeed I would be hesitant about introducing today’s young men to the highly sophisticated weaponry that our armed forces currently deploy.)


However, one entire generation did serve for two years as peace-time conscripts. Two and a half million young men (no women!) did National Service and, for most of us, this provided a defining period in our lives that still has resonance after fifty or sixty years. Several quite important books have been written about National Service, and this is not one of them. But none of them has really attempted to investigate whether those that did National Service, and society in general, benefited from the experience.


When this book was first published in 2000, we celebrated with a party at the Imperial War Museum in London. Several of the characters who featured in the book dressed up as private soldiers in the uniform that we wore in the 1950s and paraded before a formidable Sergeant-Major from the Scots Guards. I recall the familiar clatter of army boots on stone steps as we descended to form up on parade. As we passed a couple of dear elderly ladies on the steps, I remember the startled look on their faces as they saw half a dozen sixty-something-year-olds flying down the steps in uniform. ‘Don’t worry,’ said Tim Rogerson, who played a major part in the publication of this book, ‘your country is in good hands’.


At the same time, the BBC was working on a six-part series for the radio about National Service, which was billed as an attempt to investigate the impact that National Service had on our generation. The presenter was Charles Wheeler, who had previously been the very distinguished Washington correspondent for the BBC, but who is probably best remembered today as the long-suffering father-in-law of our Lord Mayor, Boris Johnson. Not surprisingly, Charles Wheeler appeared at the book-launch party with a full complement of recording devices and interviewed as many of the attendees as he could. The atmosphere was nostalgic and jolly and, without exception, the interviewees shared wonderful humour with the microphone, ably assisted by their considerable distance from the events described and a fairly liberal supply of alcohol.


When the series was broadcast, none of our interviews was included. At first we were puzzled, but it soon became apparent why we had all ended up on the cutting-room floor; the BBC, or the producers or Charles Wheeler, had an agenda. It had already been decided that the conclusion would be that National Service consisted of two wasted years; two years of bullying, boredom and bestiality. In the programme that was broadcast, a series of actors, art critics and other celebrities bemoaned the dreadful time that they had spent doing National Service; luvvy after luvvy grieved about being ordered to clean the latrines with a toothbrush or paint the coals white.


I am not sure that this really represents the true experience of the majority. Many years have passed and there is no doubt that the notorious rose-coloured spectacles play a part in some of our memories of the time served, including those in this book. Additionally, it has frequently been remarked in relation to Brasso, Blanco and Bull, that ‘it was all very well for you because you was a bleedin’ h’officer’, and therefore by definition it was an easier experience by comparison. I don’t wish to get into this argument because hopefully it has no relevance to enjoyment of the following pages. I should point out, however, that it is widely accepted that the selection process and the intensive training at officer cadet school was considerably more demanding than the training carried out by the average conscript.


Anyway, the point I would like to make is that the picture painted of National Service as, at best, a wasteful experience and, at worst, a thoroughly corrupting influence, does not present the full story. National Servicemen had the opportunity to mix in a wider world than would otherwise have been the case. They could learn to drive a car or a tank, fly an aero-plane or sail a warship; they could learn German or Russian; they could play football or cricket or tennis or squash or run and jump or shoot, box, play hockey or rugby, play darts or 21 Aces. Whichever they chose, the facilities were the best they would probably ever experience in their lifetime. They travelled all over the world, from Hong Kong to Somalia, from BAOR in Germany to Kingston, Jamaica. Many fought and some died in Palestine, Malaya, Kenya and Korea. Most importantly of all, they were privileged to be absorbed and accepted by the existing army, navy and air force from whose rugged regular members they were able to learn a lot.


If National Service was so destructive of the moral fibre of that generation, it is hard to explain the reunions that carry on to this day where men, passionate and proud of their regiments, squadrons and ships, still gather all over the country to remember their experiences as National Servicemen.


The truth is that there is such a wide disparity in experience that it is impossible to form a judgement on whether National Service was a good or bad thing. It ended in 1961 and, after only a few years, the next generation had more or less forgotten there ever had been a call-up.


In 2000 I was doing a radio interview in connection with the original publication of Brasso when I was introduced as ‘Toby Hall, who has written a very funny book about National Insurance.’


Tony Thorne,
London, August 2011
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A MEDICAL EXAMINATION


It begins with a medical examination. It might have been July or it might have been August. It certainly was 1956 when I was summoned to attend a medical examination to check my suitability to serve my country for two years’ national service.


Young men in uniform were commonplace in 1956. It was customary to see groups of soldiers, sailors and airmen in all public places. On or off duty, they were everywhere. It was rare to enter a pub or a cinema and not see several young boys, for that’s all they were, in uniform. Most of them were only pretend servicemen, young men of eighteen or nineteen years of age undergoing the obligatory two years’ national service.


Furthermore, the need for young men in uniform was recognised universally. The Second World War had ended only just over ten years before. Since that time the Great Powers of East and West had pointed their nuclear arsenals at each other in a continuous eyeball to eyeball confrontation. The Cold War was hotting up nicely in 1956. The fine balance between a dangerous peace and a lethal war would nearly topple again within a couple of months when Soviet tanks would roll over defenceless protesters in Hungary. Thousands were killed as Hungarians attacked the hated Soviet tanks with their bare hands.


East and West confronted each other around the world in a state of near-war. Hostilities on the ground had only just been suspended in Korea and, within months, my country would again be at war, this time in Egypt. Tension gripped the media. East and West ranged against each other arsenals of unimaginable destructiveness. There were itchy fingers on the trigger. Armageddon seemed likely. Defence of the realm was a deadly serious matter.


On both sides of the Iron Curtain the young men were conscripted. In the event of war my generation would be required to make the same sacrifice that the young men of previous generations had made.


This was the climate in which I was ordered by the War Office to attend a medical examination in Wandsworth. The army starts early and I had been ordered to attend at 7.30 a.m. The journey to Wandsworth from my home at Hampton took well over an hour and I had my first taste of the early rising that was to become a feature of my life for the next two years. I saw the world that morning at a time that I had been more accustomed to seeing at the end of my day rather than at the beginning. But it was unthinkable to be late and at 7.15 I had reached my destination. A primary school had been requisitioned by the Army and converted into a medical testing facility.


It was immediately apparent that I was not the only candidate for the examination. Several dozen young men were already waiting patiently outside the building. Men from all walks of life were quietly milling about on the pavement.


We were a motley collection of eighteen-year-olds thrown together by the chance occasion of an appointment for an Army medical. All of us were strangers to one another apart from one pair of identical twins and, even they did not speak to each other. By today’s standards we would have made generally a fairly colourless crowd. Grey flannel predominated. Perhaps we might have claimed to be a little smarter, or at least, tidier, than today’s youth, but we were nothing remarkable. It was virtually the same group that we see every time an old black and white film clip shows the crowd cheering Billy Wright’s Wolves. Most wore a jacket and tie. The occasional jacket snaked its way down over the hips in the fashionable drape of the Teddy Boy, but most were just utility wear and most were grey. Trousers were narrow but they too were nearly all grey. Jeans were around but had not obtained the universality of today. Long hair had not yet been invented but that should not be taken to mean that we had no style. On the contrary, everyone had hair swept back from the temples, slicked along the sides and meeting at the back with a small projection from the back of the head known as a Duck’s Arse. The only ones not sporting the hairstyle were sporting a hat instead. About a third of the company wore some kind of hat; not the sporty baseball cap favoured by all movers and shakers of today, but caps: cloth caps, felt caps, dirty old caps, even a few trilby hats. In order to demonstrate that one was at ease with the world it was required either to comb the Brylcreem through one’s hair with a nonchalant flick movement of the comb or to clench a lighted Woodbine in the teeth Bogart-style. Most of our little gathering was doing one or the other and quite a few were able to do both at the same time.


At 7.30 a.m. precisely the main door was flung open by a very little lance corporal who displayed all the unease with which most military dignitaries confront civilians. He seemed unsure whether to bark out orders parade-ground style or just adopt the attitude of a cinema usherette. In the event, the decision was pre-empted as he was submerged as the crowd poured through the door.


Inside was a large school gymnasium. A few broken wall bars hung sadly from the walls; a dirty climbing rope hung from the ceiling; an old vaulting horse had not made it over its last fence and lay distressed in the far corner of the room. The only other furniture in this barren rectangle was a group of primary school benches. Because they had been designed for five- to eleven-year-olds, they were too small for full-grown potential soldiers. Those that sat on them looked ridiculous with their knees drawn up around their ears. Those that didn’t sit on them felt ridiculous as they shuffled around the room selecting the correct pose. In those awkward few moments which precede any attempt at social intercourse the old props, the fag and the comb, were relied upon aggressively. At this stage there was not much conversation but much compensating body language.


The Royal Mounted Fag and Combs. If this was tomorrow’s Army, then I was already quoting the Duke of Wellington.


Actually that is not true, I was not quoting anyone. In fact I was trying to be even more anonymous than everyone else. I was six months out of one of the smaller public schools and here were at least two hundred cockney lads, every one of them considerably bigger than me. I just knew that I was the only one in this company from a cosseted middle-class background and that, if I revealed myself, I would get my first experience of armed combat. My medical was shortly to reveal my height as five feet seven and a half inches and, even that was only scored after I had demanded a recount. The odds looked bleak and I knew that if I revealed my background by opening my middle class mouth my national service might begin and end on the same day. So as not to be cut down on the battlefield of the class war, I was not going to speak to anyone.


Others did speak. Gradually little groups formed. English reserve was broken down by the cheerful exchange of insults. Only in this country and in the Antipodes will a room full of complete strangers strike up acquaintance by hurling rudery at one another. Years later I spent much time in the United States and I still bear the scars from the mistaken assumption that this same social etiquette prevailed in that country. No way José.


After an hour of standing in the corner on my own, I eased my way inconspicuously on to a vacant space on one of the benches. The little group to my left were already conversing and I quickly saw which way the wind was blowing.


‘Bleedin’ lark this is. Reckon I’m OK ’cos I’m gonna throw one of me apoplectic fits soon as I get in there.’ He gestured towards the adjoining room into which several men had already been summoned.


On this prompting the little group on the end of my bench produced a catalogue of ailments and disabilities which would certainly obtain disqualification from any Army. I was about to recoil in horror from these appallingly afflicted beings when it slowly dawned on me that most of the candidates for this particular exam had already determined to fail. For the first time the thought began to appeal to me. The more I considered it, the more the idea seemed to have some merit. After all there was no great disgrace involved in failure. I recalled that several of the country’s leading sportsmen had been turned down for their national service. Colin Cowdrey had failed his medical because he had fallen arches. Just while I was contemplating my rather puny body to see where arches might have fallen off, he spoke to me.


He was sitting on my right, a great hulk of a man. He was about four feet tall sitting on a child’s bench. A quick calculation suggested to me that he would be well over six feet tall if he stood up, which God forbid. He wore no jacket and the massive arm closest to me was covered in tattoos. A huge serpent was coiled around a naked lady and both rippled in tune with the enormous muscle in his forearm. Underneath was tattooed the single word in capital letters MUM and then, below that, a single sinister inscription BOURNEMOUTH.


He did not look at me as he spoke because we were pinned so close together on the little bench that, if he had turned his face towards me, we would have had quite a nasty collision in the nasal department. Instead he jabbed his tattoos into my stomach as an indication that his remark was addressed to me.


‘Don’t fockin’ pee.’


All my short life flashed before me. It was obvious he was determined to pick a fight with me and was suggesting I had urinated on him as a ‘Casus Belli’.


‘I haven’t. I didn’t. Er, I mean, it wasn’t me.’ The dreaded sound of my own voice, the public school accent was amplified by a note of sheer terror. Heads along the bench turned; eyes stared.


‘No, no mate. I said donna pee. Don’t take a piss. ’Cos when you get in there,’ he gestured towards the only door out of our room, ‘they are gonna make you pee into a sodding bottle.’


‘Oh,’ I stammered, totally unable to understand where this conversation was leading. ‘Very interesting.’


By now my new conversationalist had turned to face me. This had required some swivelling of his large frame such that everyone else sitting on our bench had been forced along domino fashion. This in turn drew even more attention to us.


‘’Cos if you can’t do it they can fail you.’


This was becoming more and more confusing.


‘But I, well, I thought that was the general idea,’ I stammered.


He leaped to his feet. I was wrong. He was indeed well over six feet. Now the whole room was staring at us.


Not since Marcus Antonius at the Old Vic had I heard such an impassioned piece of oratory. Like much of Shakespeare this language was difficult and it was only after two months service in the Army that I was to become fluent in this lingo, but, even then, I could make out the general thrust.


Here standing before us was a man who was fairly pleased about his physical condition. He would be deeply ashamed to fail his Army medical and he saw it as his duty to serve Her Majesty. What is more, anyone who advocated any other course of action might as well square up to him right now and settle this whole matter with a little bout of fisticuffs.


It was pretty apparent that much of this diatribe had been addressed to me and by now the whole room was focusing on this corner.


‘Er, well yes. I quite agree,’ said my timid little voice. An ugly silence had descended on the whole room. In desperation I was just about to cast off all my reserve and burst into a chorus of ‘Rule Britannia’ when my new friend thumped me so hard on the back that I slipped off the bench and shot across the floor.


‘So Don’t Fockin’ Pee,’ he roared, pulling me back on to the bench and lowering his huge frame beside me. The silence persisted for what seemed like a century and then, slowly, a buzz of conversation resumed around the room.


My new friend turned to face me again.


‘Spunky,’ he said.


‘Er, yes. I mean, thank you.’


‘No, no. Spunky. That’s me name mate. Spunky Reid. But most of me mates just call me Spunk,’ he said, proffering his great hand.


‘Oh, pleased to meet you,’ I said.


‘Well, what’s your fockin’ name?’ He said.


‘Tony, Tony Thorne,’ I mumbled.


‘Well, Tone Boy, don’t fockin’ pee.’ This time he nearly broke three ribs as he jabbed me with his elbow.


An Army medical orderly was summoning us one at a time into the room beyond. About every ten minutes he would call a name in alphabetical order. This was going to be a long process. Reid and Thorne had rather a long wait ahead.


At around midday the orderly started handing out half-crowns to those of us at the latter end of the alphabet and we were invited to go away and buy ourselves some lunch and be back in half an hour.


By this time Spunky Reid had attracted a small group of followers. I was no longer his only friend. About half a dozen had assembled under his leadership. These were the ones who, like myself, would not dream of faking an ailment to avoid serving Queen and country. We were the Patriots and my little heart swelled with pride at being one of them.


Two shillings and sixpence. That was a big shout in 1956 and, as soon as the half-crowns had hit the Patriots – or rather the Patriots M-Z – it was clear that the War Office had made a solid investment.


‘Come on Tone boy,’ said Reid. ‘I know me way round ’ere.’


And we were off.


I absolutely revelled in Spunky’s patronage. For some reason he had found me amusing and he made a point of advising the other Patriots that I was an OK bloke. ‘’E’s a fockin’ little toff. ’E’s going to Cambridge after this war. ’Ow many of you lot’s going to Cambridge?’


Spunky and the Patriots shot off down the street. This was his home patch and two quick turns down a side street and he led us to the ‘Three Feathers’. It seemed a less than appropriate name for such a gallant gathering as the Patriots, but we all followed in Spunky’s slipstream and burst in. The pub was quite crowded and there were several groups of young soldiers in uniform. Spunky made a point of diverting from his route to the bar to slap several of them on the back and yell ‘Good on yer’, in their ears as their beer slopped on the floor.


No one complained and we all jostled our way to the bar. On arrival our leader collected all the half-crowns. There had been seven of us, but one seemed to have done a runner between the medical centre and the pub. Spunky slammed six half-crowns down on the bar. ‘Eighteen pints of mild,’ he ordered. Then turning to the other Patriots, ‘What about the rest of you?’ He roared with laughter.


Three pints in half an hour. I was confident I could drink my corner, but I hadn’t reckoned on mild. In fact I had hardly ever heard of mild. On my few visits to pubs I had always drunk bitter, but now I was confronted with the drinkers’ drink of the 1950s. Strong and slightly sweet, it tasted awful. No wonder it disappeared from the scene in the 1960s, only to be replaced by the universal gnats’ piss called lager.


We slammed it back. No problem. Times may change, but the effect of a little booze on young heads was the same in 1956 as it is today. I grew about six inches and appointed myself as second-in-command to the great leader. Suddenly we had formed into a group of great mates. The way to confirm our own fellowship was to be thoroughly obnoxious to everyone else around. Anyone who has stood at Stamford Bridge will be very familiar with the ritual. The group must choose a catchword or phrase and shout it in unison as frequently and loudly as possible. Our little special was ‘Don’t fockin’ pee’, followed by a quick chorus of ‘Good old Spunky’.


We shot out of the ‘Three Feathers’ into the street yelling our anthem over and over again. Were we having a good time! We chanted our war cry all the way back to the medical centre.


There were still at least fifty sitting on the little benches waiting patiently when we burst in. Only three hours before I had been quite unable to open my mouth in this assembly, but now, after the miracle of three pints of mild, I was able to yell at the top of my voice, ‘Don’t fockin’ pee’. Furthermore it was, without doubt, the wittiest, most sophisticated chorus I had ever heard.


By 3 p.m. the situation was getting a little tense. The chanting had died down and several Patriots were sitting cross-legged and grimacing as the Great Bladder Test moved into its final stage. Only Spunky Reid seemed quite unphased, chatting merrily with all and sundry. I sat on my little bench, white-knuckled, clenching and unclenching my fists.


We reached Q. The medical orderly popped his head around the door and called out ‘Queer’ and then corrected it to ‘Queen’. This produced much ribaldry from all but the remaining Patriots, most of whom were now staring ashen-faced at the door. Spunky continued to chat away, seemingly quite unconcerned. At least R for Reid was going to come up before T for Thorne. I glanced desperately around the room, counting at least twenty remaining examinees and dreaded that 75 per cent of them were Smiths. This was going to be a very close call.


Just after 4 p.m. the orderly called my name. Groucho Marx, without the cigar, made his way towards the door. Bent almost double and with knees pinned together, like a girl in a tight skirt, I negotiated the door to confront my first military disaster.


To my absolute astonishment, the white-coated figure who greeted me on the other side of the door was a very attractive young lady. I heard something about a specimen as she gestured towards a small area of a long corridor cordoned off by a tatty old curtain. Behind the curtain was an old wooden stool. Standing on the stool was a little bottle about the size of a Marmite jar. There was nothing else, no other facility, no plumbing. Nothing.


Magnus Magnusson, many years later, played the role of the question-master on the popular television show Mastermind and, when he started to pose a question, but was interrupted by the buzzer, he used the catch-phrase, ‘I’ve started, so I’ll finish.’ I could never watch him without unhappy memories of my Army medical sort of ‘flooding’ back.


Under the disdainful eye of the young lady in the white coat I was still doing my penance with a mop and a bucket when I was saved from further humiliation by a fortuitous diversion. Outside in the corridor a tremendous commotion was taking place. The non-Patriot who had threatened an apoplectic fit was on full throttle. His half-crown had been invested in a different liquid of the washing-up variety and he was foaming at the mouth like an over-fermented beer keg. He thrust his face into the floor and performed a series of thoroughly realistic contortions.


The young lady in the white coat had not really recovered from my little incident and this latest development was altogether too much for her. She was screaming hysterically for assistance.


A full sergeant of the Royal Army Medical Corps came at a gallop. He surveyed the scene, showing all the expertise of many years presiding over Army medical examinations.


I was still standing disconsolately in sodden trousers pathetically clutching my little mop. The epileptic fit was reaching a crescendo.


The sergeant made a quick assessment of the situation and decided to deal with the epileptic first. A mighty size twelve Army boot curved a perfect arc and he drop-kicked the dying swan to the other end of the corridor.


‘Points for style bloomin’ zero.’


‘And as for you,’ he turned to me, ‘you can’t piss your way out of the Army.’
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CALLED TO THE COLOURS


I was called up less than a month later. Apparently my little accident at Wandsworth was not to be held against me and I was to report to Guildford railway station in two weeks’ time between 10.30 and 11.30 a.m. I had even passed my medical in the top grade. This qualified me for service in the infantry and, if necessary, for active service. A railway voucher was enclosed to cover the cost of the journey to Guildford, one shilling and sixpence. At the bottom of my call-up notice was a paragraph in very small print which said that the Army could be quite dangerous, that the War Office would do its best to look after me, but could accept no responsibility if anything unfortunate happened to me. I had been selected to serve in the Queen’s Regiment, the Royal West Surreys and I was to be Private Thorne 23339788.


On 27 September 1956 I alighted onto the platform at Guildford railway station at just after 10.30 a.m. I had attended the medical with a certain amount of trepidation, but it was as nothing compared to the actual call-up. This was the real McCoy. I approached this with king-sized trepidation. I really did not know what to expect, but the overwhelming anticipation was that I would walk into a wall of prejudice against the little ex-public schoolboy. For this latest test of my courage I had again dressed anonymously, no old school tie and cavalry twills for me. I wore an open-necked shirt and an old grey jacket.


Half way along the platform there was a little posse of the military. The reception committee consisted of a single private soldier wearing a sort of canvas waistcoat over his battledress. I was later to discover that he had achieved one of the most sought-after ranks in the British Army; he was a driver. There was also a young lance corporal whose function was to look junior and nondescript to set off the full majesty of the figure standing like a military colossus alongside. Three brilliant white stripes denoted a full sergeant. Standing stiff-backed and bushy-tailed, he held a small clipboard in one hand. His uniform was pressed from top to toe. Knife edge creases ran in all directions and his boots shone as no boots I had ever seen before. He wore the bright red sash of a duty NCO. On each shoulder he wore a blinding white shoulder flash of the Buffs. I had already been transferred to another regiment.


The first sergeant I ever met played completely against type. He called me ‘Son’ and checked my name off his clipboard. Then he welcomed me to the British Army and said I would be doing my initial training with the Buffs. This meant very little to me. He might as well have told me I was to join the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. Certainly I would have gone wherever he told me. At my school the word Buff was the common expression to describe the passing of wind, but I didn’t think this was the time to mention it. Instead I listened intently to what this flawless figure of authority had to say.


In a voice that reminded me of one of my kindest uncles, he told me to go out of the station and look for an Army five-ton truck parked on the forecourt outside. I was to jump inside and wait.


As I walked, as smartly as I knew how, along the platform, I heard his pleasant voice from over my shoulder.


‘Move yerself laddie, you’re in the Army now.’


I scuttled along the platform.


How many ugly thugs would be waiting in the truck to attack me? Would they set upon me right away, or would they conspire amongst themselves during the journey and then beat me up when we arrived wherever we were going?


All seemed fairly innocuous in the station forecourt. There was a camouflaged Army truck sitting right outside. No one seemed to be around. I summoned up all my courage, took a deep breath, swung my little overnight bag over the ramp at the back of the truck and climbed in. There were only two occupants and neither of them looked overly threatening. They were both about the same age as me, eighteen. But, somewhat more surprisingly, both seemed to be about my size. In fact, one of them, who was sitting quietly in the far corner, looked even as though he might be smaller than me. Both looked totally downcast and not a word was exchanged as I sat at the near end of the truck close to the tailgate.


I nervously tried to view my truck-mates without incurring any eye contact. The little guy had what looked like a bag of tools sitting on the floor beside him. Our call-up summons had stipulated that we should bring nothing into this world. We were allowed a toothbrush and a razor, but that was about all, so I was mildly surprised to see the bag of tools.


He saw my eye settle on the bag and, in a somewhat apologetic tone, he said,


‘Tools mate, I’m a plumber.’


I nodded understandingly. This particular little fellow seemed unlikely to attack me, but I was staying on my guard.


Nothing else was said and the three of us sat in a despondent silence. The minutes ticked by. Eventually the two at the far end of the truck exchanged a few pleasantries from which I gathered that the plumber came from Brixton. The other one might have come from West Ham. It was hard to hear, especially as I had adopted the pose of a man totally at ease with himself. The conversation and this assumed confident pose were both interrupted by an enormous crash on the back of the truck, signalling the arrival of the next recruit.


The next arrival confirmed all my worst fears. Here was a thug if ever there was. Massive biceps flexed as he pulled his huge body over the ramp. His thighs were a little larger than my waist. He sat immediately opposite me and I observed his heavy jowls and dark, lively eyes. Don’t pick a fight with this man. The words of a popular song of the time flashed through my terrified mind. Tennessee Ernie Ford was singing:


‘Sixteen Tons. He weighed Sixteen Tons.


If you see him coming better step aside.


A lot of men didn’t and a lot of men died––’


‘Blimey,’ he said, ‘it’s Tony Thorne.’


‘Good Lord,’ I said, ‘it’s John Webb.’


And there, in the back of a five ton Army truck, began a friendship that has continued until this day, over forty years later. The next few days and weeks would be full of the unexpected, but perhaps the most surprising development would be the number of young men that I would meet who would become friends and stay friends to this day.


John Webb had attended another school very similar to mine. The two schools competed with each other at every level and John Webb had been a sporting hero. All our lot knew John Webb. He had been a real thorn in our side on the rugby field and on the cricket pitch. He had been an outstanding full back in his school’s record-breaking rugby team, as well as captaining the cricket team. He played cricket in the style of Ian Botham, twenty-five years before he was invented.


I had met John occasionally during our schooldays, but I could not claim to know him properly. Nevertheless, it was an enormous relief, as well as a total surprise, to see a familiar face.


‘What on earth are you doing here?’ I said.


‘I’m in the Army,’ grinned Webby, as he became known universally.


As we began to chat cheerfully together, the other two occupants of the truck seemed to shrink further away into the darkness at the far end. That we two should seem already to know each other was clearly incomprehensible to them. Webby waved to them with a fairly cheery ‘Good morning’, something which I had so far failed to do. This friendly gesture however seemed to increase their discomfort and we resumed our conversation in slightly subdued tones.


We quickly established two points of contact. First, we discovered that, if we survived the next two years, we were both going to Cambridge University. Not only were we both going to Cambridge, we were both going to the same college.


The great significance of our second discovery eluded us then.


My army number was 23339788 and Webby was 23339789.


However, within a very few days we would learn that all soldiers attach an almost mythical importance to their Army number. This is because numbers are issued in chronological order reflecting the date of enrolment and, since the whole system of the Army relates to seniority, the number is a tell-tale indicator of the length of one’s time served. The lower the number, the longer one has been in the Army. It is quite incredible the enhanced status that attaches to a lower Army number. It might have been just comprehensible that a real soldier, that is a regular soldier, who might have been in the Service for several years, particularly if they included years 1939–45, would take some pride in the number of years he had served. But this same ritual was picked up by all soldiers, including national servicemen, whereby some strange superiority was achieved by how long one had been in the Army. Not so much in years or even months but often weeks, days or even hours could be seized upon to establish one man’s seniority over another.


If we had really been soldiers, and not just civilian recruits sitting in an Army truck, I could have seized the initiative and taken command. The very least I could do would be to yell mindlessly ‘Get some f . . . ing service in!’ followed by a stream of terminal abuse. However, I was not at that precise moment feeling like taking command of anything. Neither Webby nor I had yet served even an hour and we were still pretty unfamiliar with the finer points of military etiquette, so we continued to chat quite politely.


Our conversation was eventually interrupted by the arrival of two more new soldiers. These two were already chatting to each other when they half jumped, half fell over the ramp of our truck. One was slim and fair-haired, with the face of a delinquent cherub. The other was very dark, tall and good-looking with a slightly sincere and questioning expression on his face. These were John Farrar and Tony Swinson. It was not surprising that they were talking to each other already because they happened to live next door to each other in Banstead in Surrey, though it had come as a complete surprise when they had met a few minutes previously on the platform.
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