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Introduction


    This book relates to certain past events in my life, written in short-story, poetry and travelling diary formats. It tells the story of an ordinary, common citizen, but the unique aspect of all this, it would seem, is that most of the material written, starting as far back as 1967, was actually kept; somehow I managed not to lose the writings despite becoming a serviceman and travelling extensively at home and abroad. They were written in various blank page books in my own handwriting, and this practice continued on through R.A.F. life in my home country of England and in South-East Asia before I joined up with my family and settled in Australia from October, 1973.


    In Australia, I treated the writing of poetry and literature as a hobby (as with art sketches and drawings), and continued to do so when I resumed my travels from Australia to such countries as Britain, the U.S.A. and Hong Kong. The sheer volume of the works meant that by 2005, I would need to submit them onto computer memory. During this time the only occasions on which I had the satisfaction of seeing any of my writings in print were in Royal Air Force and other various local civilian publications.


    The writings carried on from 2005, culminating with my travel experiences and expatriation to life in Thailand, and later trips back to Singapore (twice) and South Korea up to March, 2014, at age 63. This book, including the poetry, is written in a way which covers the light-hearted and humorous side of life as well as the serious side.


    My best wishes to any readers I may pick up on this book of my life to date.


    I was back in London, England, after a 16-year absence. It was such a feeling of elation…


    ‘I found myself outside a pub called ‘The Intrepid Fox’, right in the heart of Soho. I went in and ordered a pint of Guinness and drank to a memory from twenty years ago. The place was full of skinheads and girls with spiky hairdoes. I wondered how I’d look in here what with my bushy, brown hair and dark beard, but no-one seemed to notice me. I was just another face at the bar. I got talking over more pints of Guinness to several punk couples about the city of London and its underground rail system, and also with other skinheads about England and certain past events. I was in there for many hours and many pints, talking about any old thing before the subject got on to football, arousing many passions. I managed to lurch out of the place without getting my head kicked in. Having a somewhat unkempt appearance and a quick wit probably saved me from a swinging hobnail boot...


    From the 1991 Travelling Diary.

  


  
    
In Memory
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    In memory of my dear late aunt and godmother, Dorothy (Oldfield) Hall, who passed away in Lancashire, England, on 29th October, 2013, aged 91 years.


    Your wonderful spirit lives on.

  


  
    
1950 – 67


    CHELSEA GREEN


    (1950 – 1958)


    I JUST had to be different; I’ve always been like that. It started at a very young age for me – when I was born. Most babies seemed to be born in hospital, but I was born in an upstairs bedroom to my mother, Mavis, in a council house at a place called Chelsea Green in Linslade, Bedfordshire, England, on the 24th of September, 1950. I was accompanied into the world by a rare, small tornado which hit southern England (so I was told many years later), including our area, with minimal damage. I was named Adrian Sidney, the latter name after my dad. I was the second of (eventually) five children and no-one else had the same insipid name as I had in any school I went to, hence such nick-names in secondary school as Adda or Ada. It was a semi-detached house we lived in, one of many similar ones that were grouped around a huge square patch of grass. Surrounding the houses were fields where cows and bulls would roam. I used to have nightmares about those bulls charging at me when I dared to jump the wooden fence. In reality, I never had the courage for such heroics.


    It was good that the green was large because there were a lot of us toddlers in those early/late fifties living there and we had plenty of room to play. I joined Angela at an infants’ school not too far from there, next to St. Barnabas Church. It was just one of several small rooms in a building separated from the church by a playground, all surrounded by a concrete wall. On my first day there, it was pouring with rain. I remember crying as my mother left me there and headed, armed with her umbrella, for the exit. The church tower next to the school building displayed four large clock dials which faced in all four directions: black dials with gold-coloured Roman numerals and hands. I was quite fascinated by the sight of them, not knowing then that time was the enemy. It also had a Westminster chime, a real bonus in my infant mind.


    And the children we knew, we played with and fought against, in Chelsea Green: the Wuskies, the Griffins, and the Wozacks (all of whom lived at the bottom end from us), and the Peaslands, the Chandlers and the wretched Tom the Barge Boy, among many who lived near us (at the top end). Tom was a smelly, wart-ridden old man who wore ragged clothes and pushed a pram full of rubbish around; our mum wouldn’t let us go near him, with good reason. Geoffrey Chandler was a friend of mine at the time, and lived on the corner to our right. Finally, there were the Mazes: three sisters and a brother. One of these sisters was to become quite prominent in my later life. They lived half-way along the green. Terry, the brother, was the eldest. Then there was Shirley, the eldest sister whom Angela, my big sister, knew well but I did not. Then followed Patricia (she was my age) and then the youngest one – Wendy. Pat and Wendy were the two I occasionally played with, among other kids, on the green along with my younger sister Vanessa. Wendy was the one I would later catch up with after we had moved from Chelsea Green, and fall in love with, at Secondary (High) school. My mother called it puppy love then but whatever it was, it was a huge moment in my young life. Of course, at this time, playing on the green, we were just little kids doing just that – playing (although I liked her even then). But the Maze girls were exceptional: very pretty faces, blue eyes and long, light-brown hair over their shoulders. Wendy had a lightly freckled face which enhanced her looks (to my eyes): it gave her the edge over her sisters. In 1957, Barbara, our youngest sister, entered the world. The following year, we moved from 78, Chelsea Green to number 2, Finch Crescent, Linslade, Leighton-Buzzard, and again it was a council house. It was a fifteen- to twenty minute- walk from there to Chelsea Green, and for around five years, we were to lose contact with the Mazes.


    FINCH CRESCENT


    (1958 – 1967)


    I WAS still a seven-year old, scrawny kid when we moved to Finch Crescent in the spring of 1958. I loved the place because it had large front and back gardens. I had the upstairs front bedroom all to myself which faced east, and I had a great view of the Leighton-Buzzard to Dunstable (double) railway lines which passed right by our house, as well as a view of a level crossing. The tracks were around fifty yards away and protected by a fence (my poor sisters and baby Barbara had to share one of the other bedrooms which faced west onto our back yard, our parents having the other room). Steam engines hauling tipper-trucks of chalk as well as coal and other commodities, and steam two-carriage passenger trains (the ol’pull-and-push contraptions) used the lines. There were two small cabin-like signal boxes adjacent to two level crossings in close proximity to each other which protected road traffic with four wooden, white-painted level crossing gates. Four red-painted metal semi-circle discs were bolted on to the centre of them, and they were named Wing and Ledburn Crossings, situated in Wing and Mentmore Roads. I discovered later that these gates and upper-semaphore arm home and distant signals, mounted on the same poles either side of the level crossings beside the tracks, were mechanically operated from within these cabins and they were interlocked with the gates to protect the crossings; the signals could not be cleared until the gates were closed to road traffic. Housed in the signal boxes were train block-working instruments suspended above red, yellow and brown levers which operated the home and distant signals, and also the road gate stops respectively. Also situated in each cabin was a large ship-like steering wheel which, when turned in either direction, opened or closed the four white crossing gates. I was fascinated by it all and a few years later, when I was thirteen, my father would introduce me to the signalmen (he knew them well) with a view to me spending some time in them. This was a learning experience that I loved, and I did it periodically for the next three years. It was an occupation which was to return later in my life, and in another country.


    I was still at St. Barnabas Infant school when we moved from Chelsea Green, but in the early September of ’58 I started at a school in Mentmore Road not far from Ledburn Crossing, called the Mentmore Methodist Church. I was the only one in our family to spend a year learning there:it was convenient, too, only being a short walk away. Angela went straight to Leapold Primary School, much further away. My teacher at this school (church) was a Mr. Scott, and I was part of a small class in a one-classroom building fronted by a stage. To us kids he was known as ‘scotty-dog’ – not to his face, of course – and he was a placid teacher, even to us eight-year olds (I was almost eight, then). It was here that I came across a lovely girl named Judith Smith, whom I became infatuated with. She had long, dark brown hair, blue eyes, a wide smile and light-brown skin. She liked me a lot, too, and we became almost inseparable. We sat together (until Mr. Scott ended that), danced together and played and giggled together. We became the class celebrities in a way; the other kids talked about us and even made sure we weren’t apart for too long. There were playing fields and a playground across the road where we played a lot on the occasions we were let out, and in certain areas there the grass was long. Some afternoons Judith and I would lose ourselves in that long grass playing (we were allowed to play there) and then end up kissing each other. It was all innocent stuff, being so young, but it was through this we obtained some kind of reputation; we were different from the other kids. We even invited each other to our respective houses. And so I ‘sort of’ had my first girl-friend at the tender age of eight years. On the front stage in the classroom, I used to amuse her and other kids by doing some story-telling at times, let my imagination go wild, while Mr. Scott was in the back room doing something or other, until the other kids would lose interest, that is. Then they’d become rowdy which would bring Mr. Scott back out into the fray, quick smart. Like all good things, it all came to an end, the school year over, and I was off to Stoke Road Primary School the next term (I was almost nine years old) and this was a much bigger school. Judith went on to Leapold Primary School and I lost contact with her. Punch had lost his Judy.


    Unlike the Methodist school with its trees, gardens, holiness and the playing fields opposite to romp in, Stoke Road Primary was a much harsher place. Situated adjacent to busy Stoke Road, it was grey, all stone and brick, with tall windows and a concrete playground surrounded by high brick walls: a setting ripe for skinned knees, cuts and bruises, fights and all-in football games where the ball was of secondary importance. Kissing and cuddling in the long, green grass with the lovely Judith had now been swept away like a fog before a gale, to be replaced with a more male dominated, rough-and-tumble existence. Looking back, it was the best thing for me, what with only sisters living at home; I had no big brother there to practice any boxing skills with. I got into playground scraps where I learned to fight the hard way and it hardened me up some. The three years I was here were spent in larger classes with many more boys than girls. Because of my high grades, I was made to skip a year by the school, but I was quickly out of my depth with the older kids and the more difficult lessons. I sat next to a boy named Fred Wuskie who was more an enemy than a friend, and the teacher was a Mr. Copps who excelled in slapping you around at any opportunity. I received my fare share of beltings from him in my second year there.


    In my third year, from September, 1961, at almost 11 years old, I was held back for a year which really just brought me back into line with my normal yearly progression. My teacher was a Mr. Jury, a much more pleasant teacher than Copps; he split us up into coloured teams which gave us the added incentive to learn well because points scored in tests in class and in physical training were reflected in the success of your team. There were blue, red, green and yellow teams (I was in the yellow team), and the scores were added up on a daily basis and chalked up and exhibited in coloured boxes in the top left-hand corner of the blackboard. Every Friday afternoon, the final tallies were done, and the winning team’s ribbon would be threaded through the handles of a miniature trophy Mr. Jury kept on his table (to the winning team’s cheers) and there it would remain for at least a week. I was a driving force in my yellow team, but at the school year’s finish, it was the red team that won the most weeks, followed by yellow, blue and lastly, green.


    MENTMORE SECONDARY MODERN


    (Sept. 1962 – Dec. 1967)


    MENTMORE Secondary Modern School was the equivalent of High School. It was a recently constructed, sprawling building of red brick, fibro and glass, complete with a car-park, playground and a huge sports field. It was situated ideally for us, being at the bottom of our road: it was only a short walk. The headmaster there was a little Welshman by the name of Mr. Jenkins, and our mother knew him quite well, being a part-time cleaner at the school. This man was to have a profound effect on my schoolwork; he was a thoroughly diligent and amusing, tough-but-fair teacher of the time. If anyone could motivate you, he could. The class system here was divided into two streams – the A-stream and the (lower) B-stream. Like the colour team system at my previous school, here we were put into three ‘houses’ in which you could compete for: Raleigh house (blue), Nelson (red) and Drake (yellow). I was bundled into Drake house (although I had no interest in that type of activity, anymore). I started the first term in 1B, and because of that, I wasn’t taught much by Headmaster Jenkins at first; his main subjects were mathematics, technical drawing and music (part-time), taught mainly to pupils in the A-stream. By the end of the first term, the Christmas holiday break, I’d finished second in 1B in a class of 36, and so gained ‘promotion’ to 1A (the bottom two pupils in 1A were demoted to 1B). In the A-stream you even got taught French. It was prestige stuff. It made me feel good, and it made my parents day, too, when they read the school report.


    I drifted through the remaining two terms of 1A and after the pre-summer holiday exams, I finished around mid-class, so I avoided ‘relegation’ back to the B-stream. The second year, 2A, came and went without any calamities; it was then that I started to spend time in the signal boxes in the evenings and weekends. By this time I’d gotten used to my class-mates and become part of a group. Friends like Neil (Goody) Goodwin, Trevor (T-bone steak) Lunnon, Paul (Tella) Telling, Roger (Dodge) Coles, Geoff (Ging) Chandler (an old pal), and Phil (Anus) Ainsworth among others. Nick-names were the norm. Then we all became the class of 3A, from September, 1964, and with it the arrival at the school of Wendy: Wendy Maze, whom I’d almost forgotten about. Patricia, her older sister, was in 3B, and she had been in the B stream since the start, so we had become total strangers. It was Vanessa, who had also started life here in the B stream without ‘promotion’ who pointed Wendy out in the playground – did I remember her? Wendy began in 1A, and was to remain in the upper level throughout her time at the school. I remember being struck by her appearance, it sent my heart racing. She was to turn my world upside down (okay, I’ll have to roll out the cliches here), haunt my dreams, invade my mind, play havoc with my studies, cupid’s stupid arrows flying into my anatomy, all that crap: it was just what I didn’t need. It was a big, bloody crush all right; she was back from our childhood days with a vengeance, back on the big stage. It was so typical of adolescence: I had other girl admirers, but eyes only for Wendy.


    At this point, in April 1965, our family had a new addition in the form of a baby boy; our brother Christopher Keith was born, so my bedroom/study had my baby ‘bro’ in it complete with cot. Luckily, my mother kept him downstairs in the evenings so that I could do my homework and study (with visions of Wendy mixed in with the text I was reading) and simply be alone: my bedroom had become sacrosanct for that. Back at the school, I was still finishing around mid-class in the end-of-term exams despite my new distraction; I even obtained the improbable mark of 40 percent in French. I was getting by in mathematics (with Headmaster Jenkins), roaring along in English, geography, art and history; I was going well in football (soccer), rugby and athletics, and now Wendy had come along to remind me of the past and Chelsea Green. Now she had grown up – ‘filled out’ – and she still had that long, light-brown hair and that same slightly freckled face and blue eyes, and now good legs to boot. Here she was in all her school-uniform grandeur: white blouse, grey mini-skirt (which was to land her in trouble at times – too short), maroon cardigan, white socks and black shoes, and from then on, I couldn’t stop thinking about her. It was both awful and frustrating, finding yourself infatuated with a girl who didn’t feel the same way about you: we all know the routine. Day or night, whether it be in the classroom, in my bedroom, doing homework, reading books on the Solar System (I loved astronomy), listening to pop music such as the Beatles/Hollies/Beach Boys/Kinks/Shadows on my mono record player, playing sport at school or doing my early morning newspaper deliveries, there Wendy would be, in my mind’s eye, fuelling my adolescent crush. I would even go out of my way to sight her, get near her – quite ridiculous were the lengths I went to. Examples of those lengths: helping her with her schoolwork during lunch breaks at her request (I mean, what were teachers there for?!), waiting to sight her as she passed by below from my bedroom window every school morning so that I could walk (and admire) at a distance behind her, or walking back up Finch Crescent after school with her and her friends just to talk with her. In all this time, throughout my third, fourth and fifth year (where I stayed on at school to battle the General Certificate of Education Ordinary level examinations in four subjects – ‘ordinary’ meant acceptable in those days), I had Wendy messing with my head. She once posed for me in an art class while I drew a portrait of her during my fifth year which exasperated me terribly. During that year, she was in 3A, and physically well developed – and a teaser. Sometimes, during my fourth and fifth years I would venture out to her house in Chelsea Green on summer evenings, much to my mother’s annoyance – I should’ve been in my bedroom doing my homework and studying. I’d dance with her at the school dances, steal kisses, but I never got to date her as my paper-round money wouldn’t stretch that far. Also, during my fourth year, in 4A, my grades slipped, but despite all the distractions of being hopelessly spellbound by her (all this and Pop music, too), I bounced back, thanks partly to a ‘bollocking’ from Headmaster Jenkins concerning my sliding marks, and determination on my own part afterwards (with his words ringing in my ears) to finish well in preparation for the fifth year G.C.E. ‘O’ level examinations. Throughout all this time at the school, when it came to the subject of Wendy Maze, I had to wait in line for her, like it or not – it was just the way it was. Wendy the Wild Child.


    This finally brings me on to my school friends in that fifth year (Sept. 1966 – July 1967) and the closeness we shared during those high-pressure studies. Among the names I had mentioned earlier, there were two I was very close to, sometimes riding my push-bike (a racing bike) up to Edlesborough village where they lived, so that we could try writing lyrics and music during the spring and summer of ’67. They were Trevor Lunnon and Paul Telling. Trevor was in the doldrums because he was crazy about Judith Smith, my ‘old flame’. Judith had spent some time at Mentmore Secondary Modern in the B stream since we started here hence the continuing ‘estrangement’ between us since our earlier, cosier days. Because she had planned to stay on at school, she’d been elevated to 4A prior to the Fifth, thus coming more to Trevor’s attention. However, she wasn’t interested in him – because tubby Phil Ainsworth had ‘smoothed in’ there. Trevor Lunnon was a tall, sturdy boy with black hair and brown eyes, but it wasn’t enough. He still kept his sense of humour, however, after a rocky rejection period from her (how I could relate to him) and he continued to ‘swot like stink’ with his studies, as our little headmaster would say. It was the curse of co-ed schools – girls invading your mind and messing with your hormones. Trevor was into music: he used to stay behind some evenings after school to learn piano; Paul did the same but was learning guitar, and they were either taught by Mr. Jenkins or one other part-time music teacher (in the school music room). Trevor had a piano and a reel-to-reel tape recorder in his house, so sometimes we would get together and try and write songs. Not studying music myself, but having the knack for poetry and lyric writing, I would help with the words. A lot of this went on in the summer of 1967 leading up to the big exams – it was ‘chill-out’ time. I remember we wrote a lot of average material, and some of it was lost, but what we did write wouldn’t save us from our future professions whatever they were destined to be, but they were good, learning times. In a matter of months it would be over for us and the rocky road of adult life would lie ahead.


    They, along with my other fifth-year mates, left school on completion of the G.C.E exams in late July, 1967, but I failed in two of my four subjects. As I had signed on for the R.A.F. earlier in the year, with ground communications as my future trade but not starting until the following January, I had returned for one more term in my sixth year to re-sit those subjects, which would take me to December, 1967. During this time, Wendy had a casual boyfriend, but I still had feelings for her I couldn’t shake, damn her: it was the monkey on my back I’d have to live with. I did that final term missing my old buddies and knowing my school days were almost over. The last hurrahs would also include the little girl I once knew, lost for five years, then found again, only to finally lose forever. I re-sat the history (1066 – 1485) and art subjects in that final term and this time I passed with high grades, to go with my English and geography passes I had obtained in July. Mathematics was the subject I skipped in that final year: I sat it a year later in the R.A.F. and scraped in with a pass (grade 6). So the collaboration I enjoyed with Trevor and Paul during that balmy summer of 1967 held me in good stead. I knew I loved to write – whether it was poetry, lyrics or stories – about living and putting it into words. And I did love listening to good rock music (and there was plenty of it around). I also yearned to travel abroad and to see something of the world.


    With all its overseas bases, the Royal Air Force was my ticket.


    Adrian Breeden, 2005.


    SCHOOL-MAZE


    1. Lyrics for Judith.


    Orange glow in the east, a new day dawning


    I know I will see you again on this new morning,


    I need to be someone special in your eyes


    To be all around you, a welcome surprise


    We will be together, but yet be apart


    Young love blooming, but still needs a start.


    Here comes the warmth of the sun –


    The summer of our love has begun


    Another day of learning to be done


    And be close to your heart.


    A warm breeze prominent, good to be alive


    Moving ever closer when the moment will arrive,


    I know it’s a cliché but my heart still skips a beat


    When I see or think of you the moment is complete.


    And in your company, your beauty behold!


    I hope our story will one day be told


    To sit together come the warm afternoon


    To steal a kiss and a later one soon


    Oh, to do this under a starry-night moon


    Then a new chapter will unfold.


    How much longer must we restrain?


    This time won’t last forever,


    How much longer can we refrain?


    We want to be together.


    If this is love please let it stay


    And continue beyond another day


    If this is heaven please let us know


    That in the future it will grow.


    To laugh together and continue this way


    To drown in your eyes and feelings portray


    While hand-in-hand, a loving display


    Young hearts move on as one.


    2. Ode to our Wacky, Welsh Headmaster.


    Mr. Jenkins was our Welsh headmaster


    A little man known, of course, as ‘Taff’


    And he had little tolerance


    For any flea-brained ‘riff-raff’.


    We were part of the ‘A’ stream


    And expected to excel


    We thought he was keenly watching


    For a reason to expel.


    Our school was Mentmore Secondary Modern


    And he had a sense of humour


    It seemed he was a ladies’ man


    At least that was the rumour.


    He was a hard but fair man


    He always kept you thinking


    How he could make you laugh in class


    There was barely time for blinking.


    3. Class of 3A (September, 1964 – July, 1965)


    In Technical Drawing, Breeden forgot his tools;


    So he got called a dunderhead.


    In Music, Wright thought a minim was a moment in time;


    So he got called a nincompoop.


    In Algebra, Sally Baker couldn’t answer a question;


    So she got called an onion-brain.


    In Trigonometry, Mary Moses couldn’t fathom logarithms;


    So she was a bird-brain.


    In English supervision, Annand forgot to use punctuation;


    So he got called a fat-skull.


    In English supervision, Gaevski thought a metaphor was a falling star;


    He became a numbskull.


    In Trigonometry, Goodwin thought a cosine was a double-headed signpost;


    He got called a pea-brain.


    In Geography supervision, Telling thought truncated spurs was a football team;


    So he got called a flea-brain.


    In Music, Chandler thought ‘legato’ was an Italian dish;


    He got called a knucklehead.


    In Music, Margaret Farmer thought ‘A’ Flat was an apartment;


    She became Miss Ninci-poo.


    In Technical Drawing, Coles dropped his T- square;


    So he became a bug-brain.


    In English supervision, Judith Smith thought an adverb was an advertisement;


    She was a stickleback-brain.


    In Geometry, Rosemary Reid thought a rhombus was a motor vehicle;


    She had the brain of a shrivelled carrot.


    In Mathematics, Lunnon thought πr₂ were two meat pies;


    He had the brain of a parrot.


    In Geography supervision, Ann Griffin thought the equator was an imaginary lion;


    She got called a mud-brain.


    In Geometry, Beasley thought a right-angle was the opposite of a left-angle;


    So he became a skull-brain.


    In Mathematics, Yvonne Tombs thought Algebra was a medical condition;


    She got called a blancmange-brain.


    In English, Ainsworth thought ‘paragraph’ was a geometrical term;


    He got asked ‘Ainsworth, how much are your brains worth?’


    In Geometry, Ruth Durrant thought an acute angle was a sweet, cuddly angle;


    She got told to go back to her knitting.


    During a ‘Current Affairs’ lesson, Madeline Elbourne coughed loudly;


    She was told to ‘die quietly!’


    4. Ode to our Wacky, Welsh Headmaster (continued)


    But the insults always kept you sharp


    The idea was not to be picked on


    But if you did get his unwanted attention


    You ‘copped’ it and took it all in fun.


    He had this favourite saying in particular


    ‘Tonight, you won’t want food for a meal –


    Say to mum you want a plate of Maths


    Then she’ll know that you’re for real.’


    (Note: (A.Breeden/T.Lunnon/P. Telling. - June, 1967) The insults were real, but the reasons for some of them depicted in ‘Class of 3A’ are exaggerated.)


    THE BOX IN THE CABINET


    Excitement reigned in the house at large


    With the arrival of our T.V. today


    With its black-and white-picture, it stared at us


    It was housed in a cabinet and here to stay.


    With a movement of a switch, we had the BBC


    With a movement back, we had the ITV


    With both these channels of viewing to see


    It was blessed entertainment, oh, glory be.


    There was Rawhide keeping the herd a-movin’


    With Gil Favor in control, the cool trail boss.


    There was Bonanza and the Cartwright clan


    Father Ben, Adam, Little Joe and Big Hoss.


    Gunsmoke had Chester and the lovely Miss Kitty


    Matt Dillon was her man, the Marshal of Dodge City.


    A ranch existed in Medicine Bow; the foreman was the Virginian


    He wasn’t seen around much, just Trampas with an opinion.


    The Avengers graced our silver screen with plots so surreal


    With Mr. Steed in his bowler hat and the lovely Mrs. Peel.


    The Saint, suave and handsome, knew every city in the world


    Smooth Simon Templar, whose crime-solving talents unfurled.


    British Intelligence was here in force, with espionage and treason


    Our secret agent, John Drake, was Danger Man, sent for a reason.


    Then he suddenly resigned and packed, then became number six


    His home was now The Village, where the Prisoner ran out of tricks.


    The Starship Enterprise was born, going boldly where no-one dared


    Captain Kirk looking good in command; Mr. Spock was well prepared.


    The Tracy family hit our screens and so ‘Thunderbirds were go’


    It was International Rescue here for you, the latest puppet show.


    McGill was an ex-American agent working solo in disgrace


    Framed and fled to England, he was our grey Man in a Suitcase.


    Indisputable Top Cat had Officer Dibble on the run


    Quick Draw McGraw ruled the Old West with his gun.


    Yogi Bear loved picnic baskets out there in Jellystone Park


    Huckleberry Hound was laid back; we never heard him bark.


    There was lively Skippy with two fake paws


    Along came Lassie with four genuine paws


    Sweet Samantha had us pleasantly bewitched


    Popeye ate his spinach and had Bluto stitched.


    Rin-Tin-Tin always nabbed his villain man


    The Space Patrol puppets did all that they can


    Picture Book always promised pretty pages


    Andy Pandy pandered in such gentle stages.


    The Flowerpot Men always came to greet the Weed


    Ragtag and Bobtail scavenged for a riverbank feed


    The Woodentops provided cute family fun


    But the Magic Roundabout had us all won.


    (Notes: A tribute to television programming, 1958 – 1967. (Breeden/Lunnon/Telling – June, 1967))

  


  
    
1968


    WINTER: SQUARE-BASHING


    Royal Air Force Swinderby, Lincolnshire.


    Post-school young and green, walking, believing


    Wasting time in transit, fantasizing, daydreaming


    The time has now come to finally break free


    To leave this familiar town and all its drudgery


    Six-week basic training in a location up north


    I’m going through the gauntlet to measure my worth.


    They bawled and screamed and shouted out there, in the square


    Hurled insults in the freezing wind out there, without care


    Rifle-drill and marching on the double, crunching through snow


    Learning to load and fire weapons on the ground, down low


    A week thrown in for camping, with thick snow on the ground


    War games, cross-country running: the howling wind for sound.


    A five-thirty rise each morning, showered, shaved and dressed


    A quick breakfast, back to barracks, to get our uniforms pressed


    Outside, it’s still dark and cold, but we’ll soon be on parade


    Time to make a bed-pack up then into the military charade


    I lay my kit out on the bed, it’s another bloody inspection


    Then climb into my heavy greatcoat, needed for protection.


    There were lengthy, tiring days of films and classroom lectures


    War-time theory contradictions and past military conjectures


    We had ground-defence training and how to survive the Bomb


    How to combat a nerve-gas attack and survive it with aplomb


    It was endless cleaning of our kit and barrack-block fatigues


    Sergeants and corporals bawled all day, ignoring all our pleas.


    Craig Lafferty was my room-mate, he occupied the next bed


    He was engaged to a Yorkshire girl, and itching to get wed


    Joe McKinnon, a Celtic fan, was a Scot from Glasgow parts


    He played a mean game of snooker, and meaner still at darts


    With him and Dave McCall, we loved the football at weekends


    Farrell and Smithy were inseparable, and known as The Bookends.


    We were marching and drilling all morning, with rifle on shoulder


    Boots crunching and crashing in concrete, weather turning colder


    Some go crashing to the ground when the squad comes to a halt


    Slipping and sliding on the icy square and getting quite a jolt


    When marching, they tell us when we’re tired, blisters on our feet


    It’s the result of endless drilling out there on the harsh concrete.


    Dear Mother, I think I’m enjoying this, I laugh myself to sleep


    Among the madness there’s comedy, I don’t need to count sheep


    Here’s our sergeant bawling orders, known only as Mad Mitch


    Corporal Warwick’s on my case, he’s oblivious to my stitch


    He actually showed compassion when a recruit received bad news


    But, mostly, he’d shred your confidence, the basic-training blues.


    Dear Father, I know how to clean and load my .303 and S.L.R


    I know how to shoot the bloody things and drink pints at the bar


    I look smart in my new uniform, and know the history of the Raff


    I’m as fit as a raging bull elephant, with a mind I could telegraph


    I’d be glad if you both could attend my passing-out parade


    Now my body has filled out so well, I can call a spade a spade.


    (Notes: (February, 1968) Bed-pack – Neatly folded sheets and blankets placed in tiers, with one blanket neatly folded around them in a rectangular shape, with two pillows placed on top


    (April, 1968) .303 – ordinary iron and wood bolt-action rifle


    SLR – Self-loading rifle


    Raff – Royal Air Force)


    SPRING: TRADE-TRAINING


    R.A.F. Cosford, Wolverhampton.


    With square-bashing behind me, it was time for a new location


    A three-month trade training course with much less degradation


    To learn how to operate equipment in a communication centre


    The sergeant-instructor’s a jolly chap and makes for a good mentor


    At last, we can walk around camp without moving on the double


    You could hit the town in civilian clothes without causing any trouble.


    Steve Boothroyd, an easy-going Yorkshireman, camps in the next bed


    John ‘Amos’ Burke, across the room, is a laugh and looks well fed


    Jackie ‘don’t bug me, boy’ takes his thick book to the ablutions


    We think he’s hoping to get a chapter read without any intrusions


    The course is pretty full-on now; much data for the brain


    But we’re keeping hard at it, to John’s cry of ‘oh the pain!’


    The discos and dances in the camp were quite crowded and wild


    I watched this girl in cowgirl gear while drinking pints of mild


    Marion Daly was her name, I recognized her from our course


    Dancing and talking over the music eventually made us hoarse


    It was like schooldays again as we swapped notes during classes


    Arranging dates when off-duty as we progressed with exam passes.


    It transpired that she was an engaged lass, so I didn’t get too far


    Yet her man was posted way down south, making it so bizarre


    Jackie met up with a local girl who was an undertaker’s daughter


    ‘Amos’ Burke found a local brothel but eventually went to water


    Steve dated a girl on our course but she dropped out in week four


    We all succeeded through the course but in love we couldn’t score.


    SUMMER (Part 1): GREENHORN


    R.A.F. Brize-Norton, Oxfordshire.


    Glen Cooper’s mangy beret sticks out at right-angles


    Dave Trotman’s hair hangs down in spidery tangles,


    Dick Cowley smokes roll-ups in bed


    He has a fat and balding head


    And Johnny Toppem trips around in multi-coloured bangles.


    Tich Collins is so skinny, he dreams of becoming a match-stick man


    He stands and grins to himself on the edge of the aircraft pan,


    The watch sergeant likes chasing young girls


    He has a penchant for dresses and pearls


    The corporal, who hates all youth, drives a decrepit mini-van.


    I feel the pulse and smell the aircraft on the tarmac re-fuelling


    An air-movements clerk is watching, I see his long nose protruding,


    The communication centre shakes


    Paint on the wall cracks and flakes


    Aircraft taking off or landing, flights beginning or concluding.


    Females have been posted here, I’m feeling rather sprightly


    Morale has now gone through the roof; thoughts are all a-flighty,


    Now that the WRAFs have been posted


    Could it be I’m being noticed?


    It’s true – here she comes again, regular liaisons nightly.


    (Note: June, 1968)


    SUMMER (Part 2): ANDA LYNEHAM


    R.A.F. Brize-Norton, Oxfordshire.


    Hair of black and eyes so blue, she’s in my life so fresh and new


    Such a sight so full and pure, nervously, I walk to her.


    Anda my dear, now that you’re here, show me what love’s all about


    Anda my love, moonlight above, please let there be no doubt.


    She showed me a photograph of a long-past lover from Weymouth


    But this person resembled me; can this really be happening to me?


    Anda so right, meetings in the night, we’re the talk of the place


    Anda summer bliss, yet another kiss, we’re dancing face to face.


    A mind of experience, pert little nose, sweet face and body, strike a pose


    She’s twenty-three, I’m only seventeen, please don’t wake me from this dream.


    Anda affair, it’s hard to be aware, of what is happening around me


    Anda so sweet, it’s really complete, how it has all consumed me.


    Leaving the hotel in Oxford Street, walking together in the summer heat


    Though they branded her a cradle-snatcher, there’s no girl here to ever match her.


    Anda for real, feelings unreal, I’m here to love and learn


    Anda afternoon, our sunlit room; the point of no return.


    (Notes: August, 1968)


    AUTUMN: CRASH-LANDING


    R.A.F. Stanbridge, Bedfordshire


    Autumn has now descended, I’m cooling my heels


    Now I’m back in my home town,


    Not sure how I feel as I joined up to fly away


    But I wound up Stanbridge-bound – Leighton-Buzzard bound.


    The girls were posted in, and we were sent out


    From our previous Oxfordshire base,


    It was goodbye to a girl I’ll never forget


    It was time for a new start if possible – back in my old place.


    My folks moved in with relatives, in readiness for their big move,


    Packed up and moving Down Under, life in a different groove.


    So I saw them again quite often, as they were leaving early next year


    It’s in my mind I’d be left behind, with only relatives near


    Back in our home town.


    It was barely five months since I was last here, naturally nothing has changed


    My old headmaster’s still here, it’s all the same, only circumstances re-arranged


    Back now to being a lonely, young man since descending from cloud nine


    Just walking around, feet back on the ground, time to re-assess what’s mine,


    Back in my home town.


    Time to strive, and feel alive,


    Back in my home town.


    (Notes: October, 1968)

  


  
    
1969 - 71


    ERIC AND THE THREE LOCKS


    (Spring/Summer of ’69)


    There was such an easy-going feeling present in the air


    Freedom was a gift free-flowing; no-one had a care


    And it’s all down to contentment all around


    It’s all because I see her every day


    The pleasantness of this spring and summer portray.


    I would be with her on duty and see her here and there


    A girl so lively and friendly, her prominence to share


    And I do know, my feelings must not show


    To stay close, I must remain at bay


    As the man she loves has been posted far away.


    I think I’m in love with this girl they call Eric


    She works on my watch and I see her everywhere


    Such a vision of loveliness, hair so long and black


    Brown eyes to drown in, such a smile to bring you back


    Oh, Eric, I wish I could be left to drown.


    Her real name was Annette Erica Francis


    She sweetly told me Eric was just a nick-name


    Sexy in her uniform, even better in plain clothes


    Dancing at the discos, she strikes a model pose


    Dear Eric, if only I dared say those words.


    Fragrant air and fields of green, Bedfordshire at its best


    Relaxing evenings of pubs and cafés, our minds now at rest


    And us care-free friends are living high on life


    Here she is with me, the feeling, oh, so fine


    Although her heart will never be mine.


    Linslade’s Grand Union canal was popular with our watch


    Drinking beer at the Three Locks Inn, with bourbon or scotch


    And there’s the Globe Inn, a little further on


    These Inns like coloured jewels invite us in for fun


    Ravens swarm above the trees in the warm, setting Sun.


    Walking on the canal banks, or sailing aboard a barge


    Those white-bricked pubs would wink at us, sail on gently by


    In their windows there would shine tiny fairy lights


    Patrons sitting outside to complete such summer sights


    Oh, sweet Annette, if only you were mine.


    Then came the time of a coach trip south to Great Yarmouth


    She presented herself, so demure, in a yellow, floral dress


    I rode with her on fairground rides, but lost her in the inns


    This make-believe was fading fast as a new era begins


    Oh, Eric, I’ll never be part of you.


    Air Movement documents completed, suitcases partly packed


    The advent of Barry and Paul in all this, partying and relaxed


    So we were picking up local girls in Indian Paul’s old car


    Many a cheery pint consumed in some old favourite bar.


    Indian Paul was a mate of Barry’s, but wasn’t going overseas


    It was a pity he wasn’t joining us, coming to shoot the breeze


    But Barry had just met a new girl, and soon it’ll be goodbye


    And as the partying intensified, soon will be the time to fly.


    So it was farewell to this English summertime


    To Commcen Central, Stanbridge, operation zulu-time


    Time to board that bus due to leave for Brize-Norton.


    And the Singapore-bound VC10 now waiting at Brize-Norton.


    (Notes: Written Linslade, July, 1969)


    CHANGI-BOUND
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    Entrance to RAF Changi, Singapore, 1969.


    THERE WAS so much to think and say about being aboard an R.A.F. (Vickers) VC10 aircraft on a routine refuelling stop at R.A.F. Bahrain, in the Persian Gulf. Although only two a.m., the heat was suffocating, the airfield barren, and lights twinkled in the distance. Men were serving here for thirteen-month stretches. The workers out at the aircraft pan next to the runway wore only shorts, socks and boots. When the sun rose, the temperature would rise quickly with it. When I stepped from the aircraft onto the tarmac, it was my first step on foreign soil, en-route to Singapore with my ex-RAF Stanbridge friend, Barry Hoper. It was his first time, too. We were dressed in light civilian clothes. I thought of the desolation and isolation here, I could feel it. I wondered how the airmen posted here were handling it. Thank God for the air-conditioning in the transit lounge.


    After some light refreshments, we caught two hours sleep in the mostly empty airport lounge before taking off again before sun-rise. My thoughts on how the men would be coping here occupied my thoughts back on the plane. It really did seem so isolated. I was sure they wouldn’t have been deriving the kind of passion for the area that Lawrence of Arabia once had.


    I miss past friends, I miss past times, living in unwelcome space


    How it’s sad to be alone, an alien country, a different race


    Wishing only for the past – thinking if only, if only, if only


    Just to be with you again, I miss your love that leaves me lonely.


    Time, the enemy, passes so slow, living here in a desert land


    Is it possible to co-exist, in a world of desert and burning sand?


    Wishing only for happier times, saying if only, if only, if only


    Just to see you once again, I miss your love that leaves me lonely.


    ARRIVAL:


    THE VC10 aircraft landed at Paya Lebar airport, Changi, at 1700 hours, after an exhausting flight from Bahrain. We were all herded off the plane onto the tarmac and into a strange new world. We walked across to a waiting bus in the tropical heat: it even smelt different here. Barry looked how I felt: bloody tired, but we exchanged grins and talked as we set forth for the arrivals lounge for documentation. The excitement and the apprehension were growing. Barry hailed from London, and was around a year younger than me. He was slim, but slightly taller at around five feet, ten inches, with smooth features, brown eyes, blonde hair and fair complexion, whereas I was blue-eyed with fair hair. We shared similar interests and outlooks in life. After we had cleared passport control and customs, we were driven, along with our fellow new arrivals, to the airmen’s mess for an evening meal before once again being led to the bus to be billeted in a transit block. Changi base was a sprawling metropolis.


    As we drove along in near-darkness, I could only marvel at what I saw, with the thought that I was finally in a foreign country with a stamp in my passport, and I was finally going to live in that country. All I could make out were silhouettes of houses, mansions, coconut palms and other native umbrella-like trees, banana plants and other tropical foliage as we rode over streets under the camp street lights. I could smell the faint aromas of the passing tropical plants and trees through the open bus windows and see insects flying around as we drove to our billet. On arrival at barrack-block 128, which was a huge concrete building of four storeys with a complete balcony per floor, we were given instructions: we had the evening free, but the next day we’d begin our arrivals procedure by reporting to station headquarters by way of arranged transport from our block at 0830 hours to collect our arrivals cards and begin the arrival process. We were all prohibited from leaving the base overnight.


    We had been issued with an RAF Changi arrivals book back in the U.K., so we were a little familiarized with what to expect and what the pros and cons of living in Singapore were. The book warned of the dangers of excessive alcohol consumption in the tropics and the need to avoid dehydration by drinking plenty of water; try telling that to men like us over here still in our teens, I thought. The island was virtually mosquito free, it said. Still, the book was meant only as a guide. Barry and I unpacked, showered, got bitten by mosquitoes and then dressed to go out and discover our new Raff camp over a few beers. Welcome to paradise, sonny.


    We walked over to the Malcolm Club, the servicemen’s social club, where they served draught Tiger beer. Barry met a few of his old mates, one being a bloke named Dick Chidwick who had been here only a few months. He was a tall, wily looking bloke with black, curly hair, stained teeth, and smoked a lot. So we joined them and they bought us a beer. Dick explained the ‘beer-drinking procedure’ as we sat around a large, glass table in wicker chairs: like in the Old Dart, he explained, most blokes drank from pint glasses, and here, the popular beer was Tiger beer and Carlsberg was the worst. We could either drink Tiger beer ‘straight’, or with a dash of lemonade – which was called ‘tops’. Neither of us were keen on the latter, so we drank the beer straight. After a few of these, and feeling half-pissed and jet-lagged, Dick suggested we walk along Tangmere Road to the Astra cinema – the ‘camp stack’ – to go and see a film called The Professionals starring Burt Lancaster. This we did, but I kept nodding off during the flick (I wasn’t sure how Barry was going). We eventually made it back to the ground floor of block 128 to finally crash, and we both greeted the next arrival day with headaches and dehydration.


    The light-headedness due to our slight hangovers gave it all an almost magical feeling as we were all picked up at 0830 (after breakfast at the nearby airmen’s mess) at our block to begin our arrivals process. We still had our civilian clothes on, and the weather was hot already. It was a new country and everything was different: the weather, the people, the trees, the plants, the birds, the colours and the smells. Even the houses and buildings were colourful. The arrival card list at station headquarters looked endless. After SHQ, we were required to obtain signatures at the clothing store, accounts section, medical centre, stores, dental office, the camp chaplain (groan), post office, guardroom, HQFEAF (Headquarters Far East Air Force), C.C.S. (Commcen Singapore, our new work-place), Air Movements and the Fire Department (along Old Sarum Road and Tangmere Road) among other lesser lights. But the first port of call was at the clothing store to get measured up for our khaki uniforms and then continue the arrival process before reporting back to SHQ to submit the completed arrival card. What with all this, the size of the base and the heat, we could see why we had two days to complete it all. Changi camp covered an extensive area, with a mixture of Chinese and Malay civilians working here among uniformed service personnel. It all had an easy-going atmosphere of warm weather, tropical scents, coco-palms and buildings with rooms full of ceiling fans cooling the air. And there was the music.


    It really was a novelty to be in a new, strange country.


    Through it all, there was this feeling of being good to be alive, glad to be here, the exuberance of a green, young man. Maybe it was the new beginning thing, or that carefree attitude burning away inside. I was sure Barry felt the same way; he was certainly a great companion to have on this new ‘beginning’. When we had completed our arrival cards after day two and had our uniforms in our possession, we started life here billeted in block 128 and working at Communication Centre Singapore. It was air-conditioned and situated on the second floor of a building that was situated far away from our billets. Systems Control was on the first floor, along with other offices, and the local (signals) traffic office was situated on the ground floor. Because of the commuting distance, we were provided transport (usually a three-ton truck) to convey us back and forth from our blocks to the CCS building. One particular evening at block 128, we experienced a tropical thunderstorm in all its fury as we, along with our fellow new arrivals, were standing on the back, first-floor balcony facing out onto a jungle of coconut palm trees watching the torrential rain. A massive bolt of lightning struck the ground around twenty feet away, burning the grass below. We jumped back in fright with a yell and pounding hearts – welcome to the tropics. The next morning, burn marks were evident in the grass below. In a matter of six weeks, we had all moved to barrack-block 131, on Martlesham Road, next door to the Malcolm Club. This huge block, similar in design to our previous one with its huge balconies, was also closer to the Astra cinema (the camp stack), the WRAF (girls’) block (very important), the bowling alley and Tangmere Road; this road joined Changi Road at a T-junction, which led to Changi village in one direction, and Singapore City (past the old Changi gaol) in the opposite direction. The Changi bus service (the bone-shakers) and the yellow-topped pick-up taxis operated on these routes. At block 131 our new work-mates, along with Barry and I, were billeted in the one large room which made life easier all round. These rooms were more like dormitories in size, and we were allocated room eleven on the first floor. Our bed-spaces were all partitioned off by our wardrobes, lockers and large stereo hi-fi loudspeakers. Anywhere we walked in this block or the adjacent ones, all we seemed to hear coming from other airmen’s rooms was music mainly by such bands as The Moody Blues, The Beatles, and Simon and Garfunkel, and Soul (Tamla-Motown) music or reggae music. They were sounds that fitted in so well with the climate and the way we lived, in such an exotic location abroad.


    The other airmen we shared this room with – like us, all Englishmen and mostly telegraphists by trade – were a good group of blokes to know. Men such as Trevor Field who, at 23, was the oldest of us; he was a sturdy, fit-looking man of average height, with a five o’clock shadow, thick, dark hair, hazel eyes, and an easy-going nature. Then there was a small bloke named Barry Nichols whom I knew from trade-training days, and he was already established in the room. He hailed from Yorkshire somewhere, and loved listening to The Seekers. The other Barry, my travelling companion Barry Hoper, took the bed-space opposite him, near to the room entrance. In the next bed-space on the left side of me (Barry N. was on the other) resided a bloke named Pete Geering. He loved John Mayall blues music and worked one floor below us in the communication centre, in Systems Control; Pete’s duties were on the technical side of the job, while we were on the operational side. He was a thinly built bloke of 19 years, same age as me, and of average height also, with straight, black hair, green eyes, and a smooth-skinned face that didn’t require shaving. Like Barry Hoper, he was a smoker. There was one other occupant down at the bottom end of the room, a corporal on a different watch to us and he wore a toupee on and off duty. Barry Nichols hated his guts, and at one time nicked his wig and ran around the block balcony laughing his head off. But the corporal mainly kept to himself, and before long he had been repatriated back to the U.K.


    We generally socialized a lot together when off-duty, sometimes attending parties around Singapore with the WRAFs and some of the married personnel (known as ‘scalies’ – I never knew why) on our watch. There were couples such as crazy old Alf Wheeler, S.A.C. (senior aircraftsman - same rank as us) who was 37 years old and had a lovely family); Roger Elliott, Corporal, and his delightful wife, Gwen; Ken (vodka) Jones and his zany wife, Martha, who both loved a drop or three. I had an old buddy from trade-training days called Mick (Ben) Casey who was on ‘B’ watch: a short Irishman but long on laughs, who lived in room 12 next door. In the months ahead, ‘Ben’ would join us on trips to the city to explore Singapore’s mysterious night life as we sank the Tiger beers and the spirits.


    The WRAFs (Women’s Royal Air Force) girls on our watch sometimes joined us on our day outings on the island or across the Jahore Causeway into southern Malaya; sometimes they joined us at the airmen’s swimming pool between shifts. This group were most definitely worth a mention: Joyce Brennan (who took a shine to me) was such a kind heart; Gwen Walker, with a wicked sense of humour, was a wild one when off duty; Cathy Thompson, who wore ‘Clark Kent’ glasses, was a comic sceptic; sweet, Scottish Mary Dalby, a later arrival from RAF Stanbridge whom Barry Hoper and I had known there. She resembled a cute, cuddly doll, what with her small white face and big, blue eyes. Mary had left a drunken, 25 years-old S.A.C. boyfriend behind at RAF Stanbridge by the name of Terry Brigg, who had bad (smelly) feet and really wasn’t her type at all: we knew his days were numbered with Mary as soon as her Singapore posting was known. Then, finally, there was Gina North, twenty years of age and also a newcomer, with her short, mousy hair, beak nose and crazy laugh. Barry had finally ditched his distant English girlfriend, Vicky, and he’d surprisingly begun dating Gina. They were very happy together.


    Mary Dalby’s posting to R.A.F. Changi simply enhanced the old saying that ‘it’s a small world’.


    We’ve been slaving all shift on radio transmitters


    We’ve been slaving all shift on radio receivers


    We’ve been slogging all night on teleprinters


    We’ve been touch-typing all night on perforators


    Time for hard boozing in the Lion City


    Time for the brothels and a bit o’ titty


    Time for hard shagging without any pity


    Welcome to the theatre of dreams, my son


    Welcome to the tropics, my son.


    We’ve been grafting all day on auto-transmitters


    We’ve been working all day on auto-receivers


    We’ve been sending out messages in Morse Code


    We’ve been receiving signals in Murray-tape mode


    Time for hard drinking and falling on floors


    Time to open those red-light doors


    Time to go a-searching for Asian whores


    Welcome to the theatre of dreams, my son


    Welcome to paradise, my son.


    (Notes: RAF Changi, Singapore, January, 1970)


    SHADES OF MARY


    Mary, Mary, please be my date


    Don’t let my aspirations deflate


    Mary, Mary, come away with me


    We’ll go a-sailing on the sparkling sea.


    Disregard those other hopeful guys


    Come and groove with one who’s wise


    Mary, Mary, I’ll be your man


    We’ll rent a place in Sembawang.


    On duty at the ‘commcen’ one afternoon


    I went on a break at half-past three,


    There I was walking up the staircase


    With the hope of having a cup o’ tea.


    A sweet, Scottish voice called from below


    I glanced down and there she did appear,


    Blonde, blue-eyed Mary had arrived from ‘Blighty’


    I was surprised and glad to see her here.


    So Mary finalized her arrival procedure


    She was excited to be posted to Changi Base,


    I found her days later at the swimming pool


    It wasn’t hard to spot that sweet, little face.


    She was tanning herself in a large, wicker chair


    Chatting and laughing with a new found friend,


    We arranged a date for a night in the city


    Little did I know I was starting a trend.


    We took in some sights of Singapore City


    Over several weeks, walking hand-in-hand,


    Evenings were spent in blissful togetherness


    On the beach, strolling, kissing on the sand.


    Then it was all over, someone else moved in


    Mary broke it to me one night on the shore,


    She was apparently contemplating other men


    She had a wild side she wanted to explore.


    Over several months Mary had other flings


    As I had the wisdom to gracefully move on,


    It seemed every airman here was falling for her


    But most were eliminated, aspirations gone.


    There she was, being pampered in the Raffles Hotel


    There she was, part of the nightclub scene,


    There was ‘our’ Mary being taken to the movies


    She had quickly become a celebrity queen.


    Then came the day of our ‘Tiger beer’ adventure


    Free beer and fun at the local brewery tour,


    It was an outing that comprised a mix of gender


    Which included wee Mary but she wasn’t so sure.


    She was trying to be aloof with no hangers-on


    But the welcome news sent male egos soaring,


    It brought out the smoothies by the bucket-load


    Even some she’d already disregarded as boring.


    I was part of the Room 11 Animals going along


    I had done my time; I kept Mary at arm’s length,


    We mixed with other WRAFs on the ride to the city


    They were all singing along with a show of strength.


    We toured the Tiger brewery lubricated with booze


    There was joking, laughter and occasional tears,


    After it was over we prepared for the night-life


    If only this day could last a thousand years.


    Storrie was a Welshman with many rough edges


    Although he tried, he was as smooth as barbed wire,


    He chatted up the girls, including wee Mary


    But for him, no takers – only prostitutes for hire.


    He was drunk and violent, his desperation showing


    He took on us ‘Animals’ but it was all in vain


    His fists were swinging but they found only thin air


    He spent part of the day in a monsoon drain.


    Although the girls giggled, Mary abhorred all of this


    Come the evening coolness, she was drunkenly frowning,


    Towards her from afar, came her knight in shining armour


    He was like a silent saviour amongst all the clowning.


    He whispered softly in her ear, a camera in his left hand


    Tall and thin with spectacles, so smooth and full of graces,


    Mary stood up unsteadily, and walked off with the ‘stranger’


    He glanced back and smiled grimly at our surprised faces.


    The person in question was a quiet, English gentleman


    His rank was a corporal and he lived in our block,


    Days had now passed by since our trip to the brewery


    When we spotted wee Mary, it caused quite a shock.


    She was kissing this man, his name was Dave Lawrenson


    They were now an item and they walked arm-in-arm,


    It was like a Hollywood showpiece, the talk it created


    But Dave took it in his stride, he was cool and calm.


    Over time, the corporal had moved out of our block


    He had captured our Mary; swept her off of her feet,


    Their courting was fleeting, their wedding held secretly


    They had moved in together; his takeover complete.


    So she’d left the WRAF and seemed to have changed


    Wherever she was seen around, she was judged as aloof,


    For Dave Lawrenson at work, he was the new enemy


    Words said in his direction were generally uncouth.


    Months later, at a makan stall, wee Mary did appear


    She was donning a top and mini-skirt, a smile on her face,


    I thought of my new Malay girl as I ate my egg-rotis


    All was good that day; this country was the place.


    It was a chance meeting with her smiling radiance


    So assured, as she sat down and ordered some tea,


    Her eyes behind shades seemed to echo her mind


    She’d wanted me to be what I just couldn’t be.


    Mary said she liked me, but I had no real direction


    I was content to work and party in this Royal Air Force,


    She was glad to be linked to a true man of ambition


    For all us pawns left behind, she had little remorse.


    So Mary had married Dave for his higher-rank prospects


    I replied that it mattered not; it was now in the past,


    As she spoiled my morning with her raw self-appraisal


    I left her to her new world; glad it was over at last.


    Mary, Mary, our acquaintance is over


    Now there’ll be no meeting in Dover


    Mary, Mary, I’ve now moved on


    All the rose-tinted feelings have gone


    Wish the best for us other guys


    I wish you well behind that disguise


    Mary, Mary has her corporal man


    They rented a house in Sembawang.


    Terminology explanations for ‘Shades of Mary’:


    Groove – Have a good time.


    Commcen – Communication Centre.


    Blighty – England.


    Tiger – Tiger Beer (and brewery).


    Smoothies – Men who dress up extremely smart in desperation to land a girl.


    Room 11 Animals – Myself and a group of friends (mates) who shared the one dormitory-sized room, room 11, in Block 131.


    Makan – Malayan word for food.


    Rotis – Malayan or Indian bread.


    BOOGIE STREET


    Oh, Boogie Street, Boogie Street, your allure still abounds


    Once again, you have us firmly in your grounds,


    We’re high on Tiger beer


    And we’re full of nightly cheer


    Once again, we’re high on life, on our drunken rounds.


    Oh, Boogie Street, Boogie Street, the bustling night-life sings


    Packed tables everywhere and the atmosphere it brings,


    Painted girls by our side


    They could have something to hide


    High testosterone and stress release, fuel these weekly flings.


    But I don’t know if this girl’s legit


    But the beer’s too strong and so is her wit,


    Dave looks worried as his hand is hidden


    Jim’s hugging his girl, not caring what’s forbidden,


    Geering’s so pissed he’s kissing Mick Prole


    It’s just as well, as he’s safer than his moll,


    Trevor’s groping his, with one hand up her skirt


    Barry’s wrestling his girl but minus his shirt.


    Oh, Boogie Street, Boogie Street,


    Such colourful katies and drinking piss


    Here we are on the bones again


    But we’re hoping to give the katies a miss.


    Oh, Boogie Street, Boogie Street, the ramshackle buildings loom


    Pissed revellers push by, it’s getting tight for room


    Smells of beer and food prevail


    And punch-ups never fail


    As we hide deep within your dark, concealing womb.


    Here’s to the brothels which surround us in the night


    So far from home but somehow seems so right


    She has her tongue in my ear


    And the time to leave is near


    Drunken mates, I’ll see you at first light.


    (Notes: Written at the Raffles Hotel, Beach Road, Singapore, Dec. 1970 BUGIS STREET, or Boogie Street, as it was known during the British occupation of Singapore (and believed to be so called and spelt by visiting Americans on leave from Vietnam), including my time here, was once the old red-light district of Singapore City; it was a bustling area at night in the heart of the Chinatown shanty-town and brothel area (hence the word ‘boogie’ – as in we ‘boogied’ or danced all night long). It had a distinct feel, sight and smell about it; you knew you were there. At night, it came alive, with service personnel and locals alike, with street food and beer stalls, girl prostitutes and transvestites in attendance drinking, singing and dancing The transvestites were called ‘katies’ (pronounced kie-ties) which was the English version of the Thai word ‘Kathoey’ in those days; the term was used by sailors and locals alike. If you indulged, you took you)


    WHITE DAYS, BLACK NIGHTS


    So yet another whore, standing by the door


    Brothels by the score – in Chinatown.


    Hot city nights, streets of red light


    Inside walls painted pink and brown.


    Succumbing to temptation, smiling confrontation


    Then copulation – in the Lion City.


    Drinking again, in the Lions’ Den


    Vulnerable girls so young and pretty.


    UP UNTIL the end of May, 1970, I’d had an emotional roller-coaster ride at Changi, what with my time with Mary (which ended in January) and then a brief, one month affair with a Malayan girl named Janismina whom I’d ‘met’ in the city (on one of my escapades to a brothel alone ‘on the bones’ as we called it). Although she was lovely, she’d been costly, with a quick and awkward train trip to Kuala Lumpur thrown in. Following this, another two-month fling occurred, this time with a Chinese girl I encountered in a bar in the city (again alone). Her name was Wan Ling and I actually lived with her between commuting to Changi and work – but again, it became too costly: it was an intense affair (at times too intense) and she had a penchant for new clothes. By mid-year I was in limbo: how many more times was I going to get tangled up with greedy Asian pro-girls? Or how many more drunken nights in the Brittania Club, Bugis Street or in brothels elsewhere in Singapore city was I going to waste money on? Some blokes in the block were running up tabs with a Chinese pimp (who regularly visited our billet) to sate their sexual appetites, but that wasn’t for me. There were times I yearned for a steady English civilian girlfriend (not WRAF) like some of the other lucky bastards here in the block. I’d listen to Simon and Garfunkel or Moody Blues music, or watch sweet love scenes in films at the ‘camp stack’ (I was in love with the actress Katherine Ross) and fantasize. I’d seen and heard it all, but the real thing lay somewhere beyond. The pick of the WRAF girls were taken now (including Mary), and of the others, there was no-one I fancied. Joyce Brennan, on our watch, was a pleasant girl and really was ‘one of the pick’; she had shown interest in me, but I’d held her at arm’s length for too long (due to my philandering exploits elswhere) and eventually a fellow ‘D’ watch bod named Pete Calladine had moved in on her. My only hope lay in finding a girl at one of the many ‘scalie’ parties we men in room 11, block 131, frequented – maybe a daughter of an officer (dangerous stuff) or an N.C.O. If you weren’t on duty, playing sport or swimming, or just lying in your pit watching ‘chit-chats’ (geckos) on the walls, all there was for most of us, it seemed, were Chinese, Malay or Indian prostitutes, down in the city waiting with eager legs and pussies – and the potent Tiger beer. It was much cheaper just to go water-skiing. The time had come to stop wasting my pay packet.


    Still around this time – mid-1970 – Barry Hoper and I hit the Tiger beer quite hard one rainy evening in a bar in Changi Village and found ourselves in the cells on a charge of being drunk and disorderly some five hours later. We were caught by the military police (the snowdrops) carrying some old road sign while staggering through the puddles along Changi Road, from Changi Village towards the camp, and singing some old Beatles song. Of course we resisted arrest, due to the dutch courage the alcoholic barrier gave us. For this misdemeanor, we each received seven days ‘jankers’, that is, confinement to camp with fatigues and endless parades. We’d become the watch celebrities; it was generally agreed that the road-sign saga was both foolish and a blast.


    While on the seven-day stint of ‘jankers’, I’d decided on one crazy adventure when I was free of the constraints: to take driving lessons here (and dry out) when not on duty. At 19 years old, I simply hadn’t got around to obtaining a licence. Now I couldn’t wait any longer to return to England to learn to drive – I needed to do it now; right here in the Lion City. Some of my mates laughed and thought I was mad to undertake the quest (those who hadn’t a licence, that is), but I was adamant and I went ahead with it. My instructor was an old Indian man who ran a school of sorts near Changi Village, and he had a bumpy, muddy compound behind his shop complete with old cars one could practise car manouvering and gear changing in (when not on a driving lesson hurtling around the city’s one-way traffic system, that is). I signed up, and at first, the old man (I never knew his name) sat with me in one of the cars giving me instructions as best he could, then he would leave me to practice as if I was suddenly of no importance, which I probably wasn’t. And then the day came when he finally summoned me into an old car (a green Volkswagen) to drive it under his tuition down to Singapore city. At first, I almost crapped my pants because the driving habits here were crazy: every man or woman for themselves; hot, crowded streets with monsoon-drains; rickshaw operators weaving about in traffic; barmy taxi drivers cutting in front or across you; the smell of diesel from decrepit trucks pushing past; kill or be killed; do anything to avoid smashing into another vehicle. I had already seen two dead bodies resulting from a road crash in the city a few months earlier. After the first session, I was trembling with jelly-like legs on our return – I needed a stiff drink (although one was not available). My old mates in room 11 had a good laugh when I told them about it, but I knew I had to go back there, keep going with it.


    After all, if you could drive here, you could drive anywhere – right?


    The sessions following that first lesson was a haze of dodging, swerving, speeding, horn-honking, braking, cursing, yelling and swearing, with the yelling and swearing coming (in English) from the old Indian instructor, as well as myself. I almost quit in disgust (and fear) a few times, but I somehow persisted – at times dreading the days I’d have a ‘lesson’ with him. But once out there among the one-way madness, it actually seemed to calm me. On the day I was to be tested in the city, I had a hangover (from yet another married personnel ‘scalie’ party) and I failed it. On the second attempt I had a clear head, and managed to scrape through, with a hard-faced Chinese man doing the testing. Thus I had a Singapore driving licence, and I spent that evening with Trevor (who already held a U.K. licence) and Ben in the Malcolm Club celebrating – but it was short lived.


    I discovered later that it was only valid for six months on my return to England; after the expiration, I’d have to re-sit a driving test again.


    In late August of 1970, I had taken some leave and travelled to Sydney, Australia, to see my family. It wasn’t a good time because it was winter there; I’d gone from tropical heat to cold wind and rain in one fell swoop. A VC10 jet-plane conveyed me to Darwin, and after an overnight stop, a Hercules transport plane flew me to R.A.A.F. Richmond, west of Sydney. From there, I caught a train into Sydney and changed for the country trains to travel north to Woy Woy (and then Booker Bay) on the Central Coast of New South Wales. The stay there was okay, the family were well, we enjoyed cool, sunny days and cold nights (to remind me of English winter nights). Then suddenly I was struck down with a crippling back-pain which had me bedridden for a week. The doctor had been mystified. Just as mysteriously, after that time, the pain disappeared. After four quiet weeks based there in Booker Bay, and into late September, my mother saw me off from Woy Woy station on the train to Sydney (my destination being back to RAAF Richmond, close to Blacktown, out west). From there, it was another Hercules plane ride to Elizabeth, near Adelaide, with an overnight stay in which I spent my 20th birthday completely alone before being flown to Darwin. From Darwin (another overnight stop), I had to catch a commercial flight back to Singapore, as there wasn’t a passage back for me. During my stay in Australia, my mother had looked after a huge wad of my money I had kept aside for such a possible situation, God bless her. I had been amazed how ‘Americanized’ Australia seemed to be, with its milk bars, hamburger joints, American-English spelling of words and Yankee television programmes.


    Maybe I had watched too many episodes of Peyton Place.


    On my return to Changi and block 131, in late September of 1970, and in the middle of a ‘bull’ (cleaning) night, I found we had a new addition to our room, a new member of the Room 11 Animals: his name was Dave Clark, also twenty years of age, whom (like Barry Nichols) I knew from our trade-training days at RAF Cosford, Wolverhampton. He was a scouse: tall, slim, and slightly bow-legged with dark hair and blue eyes. Dave fitted into our group really well because he loved pop music, beer, football and generally having a good time. Because his father, who was an ex-serviceman, had been posted in Hong Kong when he was a boy, Dave had learned the Chinese language, which had come in very useful whenever we hit the bars and brothels in the city. He was also very good at tenpin bowling and we all became regular players with him at the Astro bowling alley; Dave usually came out on top on the scoresheet, however, with strikes coming with monotonous ease. We nicknamed him ‘Gums’ (which he took well) due to the sad fact that he’d suffered gum disease at a young age, and these days he paraded around with a set of false teeth although he left them out when he was in the block, thus smiling his ‘gummy’ smile. Dave was also assigned to our watch – ‘D’ watch (in the Local Traffic Office, two floors below) – which was why he was put in room 11. By now, Barry Nichols had been repatriated back to England and Barry Hoper had taken his bed-space at the eastern end of the room, next to me, but near the window. So Dave had taken Barry’s old space near the wall opposite to my bed-space. Many a time I’d see Dave standing or dancing naked to music (he liked reggae) with a set of headphones on, with a toothless grin on his face when he’d catch me laughing at him.


    Many a time towards the end of the year – a monsoon period – and into the following year, Dave would accompany us into the city or Bugis Street, or ‘Boogie Street’ (as us old sweats thought of it) and go on the beer, but he wouldn’t involve himself with any ‘ladies of the night’. He was engaged to a lass back home and devoted to her, he had said. Her name was Grace.


    Another newcomer to our room – and our watch – shortly after my arrival back here was a very white-skinned bloke named Mick Prole (nicknamed Mr. Reesty) who wore glasses, smoked a lot (including a pipe), had thick, black hair, and was in the habit of walking around the block wrapped in a white towel and wearing Raff issue black shoes, without socks. Like Pete Geering, he worked in Systems Control, one floor below in the CCS building. He was only eighteen but looked much older. He caused quite a sensation because of his white appearance, and naturally he was referred to as a ‘mooney’. He later gained his nickname of ‘Mr. Reesty’ because of his time spent ‘reesting in his pit’ which meant laying down in his bed too often. He also had the mainstream liking for city brothels, but was quite discreet about his visits there.


    Communication Centre Singapore, HQFEAF.


    Our work routine at CCS followed the pattern of two days on, two days off, working broken shifts. For example, the first day, we would work, be on duty, in the morning from 0800 – 1230, and then again in the evening, from 1800 – 2330 hours. The following day, we would work afternoon shift, 1230 – 1800, and then return for a night, or ‘middles’ shift, 2330 – 0800 hours. The next two days were rostered off to recover ( in the U.K., it was two days on then one off, followed by two days on and then three days off with basically the same broken hours). After passing through the CCS ground floor security check, the relay communication centre could be found situated on the second floor: as you walked in the front doors into air-conditioned comfort, you’d find yourself right in the centre of it, with auto-transmitters and receive consoles clattering away either side of the large floor, with the receive consoles spewing out murray code signal messages (awaiting booking in and transmission distribution) and tape-copy machines doing likewise further along on the right. The commcen was a little quieter on weekends. Further to the left, hidden from view, would be a bank of perforator monitors monitoring all signal transmissions onto separate murray-code tape (which wound onto reels), and at the far end of the commcen, there was a slightly raised dais with telephones perched on desks: the watch warrant officer, flight sergeant and a sergeant would occupy these positions. Behind the dais were offices that a given watch officer (Flying Officer or Flight Lieutenant) would use. There was also one main office used for traffic analysis processing. Behind and to the far right of this was a rectangular-shaped atmospheric data processing office (ADP) where teleprinters clattered incessantly; recording and relaying this data for the weather bureau was also part of our duties. Two floors below the relay commcen, which was the ground floor, was the local traffic (signals) office (L.T.O.) where outgoing messages were accepted for transmission overseas (through a window), and incoming messages from the relay commcen, intended for various departments within Changi camp, were received through teleprinters (3 coloured copies), then booked up and despatched into the required pigeon-holes for collection (the LTO retaining one copy). The daily changover of signal message processing procedures at all Singapore communication centres occurred at 0730 hours local time, or midnight Greenwich mean-time (zulu-time). I was, later on in my tour, to work down in the local traffic and despatch office for four months, at my request, working with Dave Clark and a bloke named Phil Mooring (more on him later).


    Christine: March – December, 1971


    At the beginning of March, a fishing competition in the Singapore Strait was held, and as Barry Hoper and I were members of the Changi Anglers’ Club (C.A.C.), we were teamed with John Glasgow and Graham Stanton from B watch and assigned a boat to go out and try and win a trophy on behalf of C.C.S (the commcen). I had to overcome a bout of sea-sickness on the morning of the event thanks to a hangover from a party the night before, spurred on by someone earlier laughingly referring to it being a lousy time to be seasick. I was sure I would’ve been all right if the subject hadn’t been mentioned. Anyway, the nausea and the heaving passed, and throughout that afternoon, the fish (of various species) were biting and we really started to reel them in. John Glasgow was an excellent fisherman: he easily hauled in the biggest catch in our team. We were hopeful prior to the weigh-in of winning first prize, but we finished second; our trophies were brass plates (which would need regular polishing) with the inscription C.A.C. Runners-up 1971 engraved in the centre. I was feeling too seedy to hang around for the result and left early. Barry had brought my trophy back (with a grin) to the block for me. The following evening, the third, was yet another party.


    On the tenth of this month, three of us occupants from room 11, with two from room 12, were booked to travel by train from Singapore, Singapura, to Butterworth, Malaya – and then onto a ferry across to Penang Island. We were going on a ten-day holiday there. The five of us were: Trevor Field, Dave Clark and myself from room 11, and Mick (Ben) Casey and Jim McBride (who was at the ripe old age of 27 years old) from room 12. For me, things had finally changed for the better because a week previously, I had attended a party at Alf Wheeler’s and his wife Cathy’s residence in Siglap, once again on an invitation along with Trevor, Dave and Pete Geering – and I’d met a lovely girl there. It had been a lively party. We had been eyeing each other off while the music thumped and the bodies swayed, as she sat on a settee with her cocktail in her hand, and she had appeared (although well-breasted) very young and petite. When I sat with her, she told me her name was Christine Johnson: she was almost 18 years old. She possessed long, blondish hair, bright blue eyes, and a small up-turned nose set in a small elfin-like face, with small, even, white teeth and her smile was captivating. We’d ‘hit it off’ almost immediately – talking, laughing, and finally dancing together to the pounding music. Towards the end of it, we ended up back on the settee kissing and cuddling (according to Dave Clark I was pissed and ‘locked-on’ to her tits) and afterwards, when I took her home in a taxi (she was the daughter of a sergeant in the supply section), we made a promise to meet up after my trip up north was over. We had kissed for a while outside her house, the vision of Christine looking so sweet and cuddly in her white dress, before her mother spoiled it all by appearing and demanding to know if I was an Australian. She had relaxed immensely when I had told her I was English. She had then introduced herself as Jean, Chrissie’s mother, before excusing herself and returning to the house. When I eventually left Christine and looked back along the road at her, she waved and blew a kiss. I waved back. As I seemed to float away towards Changi Road, the main road, to grab a pick-up taxi back to camp, the ten-day trip to Penang seemed suddenly like an unwanted intrusion.


    But this holiday, with some of my best mates, turned out to be an enjoyable, relaxing time, starting with the memorable train journey north, stopping for a time at Seremban (where old black-coloured steam engines were shunting trucks in a siding nearby) and Kuala Lumpur, the capital (where we disembarked and took some photographs), before the train continued on its slow journey north. We had left Singapore at around ten a.m. and spent the first day in the open rear end of the rear carriage on the train sipping cans of beer and singing along with songs on a large transister radio that Dave had brought along. One particular song we gave our best to was Neil Diamond’s Cracklin’ Rosie – we sang it in full voice while holding high our beers. We had sleeping berths to fall into that night, so drinking, singing and laughing was definitely the way to go. And daring to think about Christine gave me a warm, care-free, good-to-be-alive feeling. We arrived at Butterworth in the late afternoon on the second day, and it was almost dark when the ferry sailed us across to our destination: the Crescent Moon holiday resort, Penang. We’d spent our very first night in Georgetown, with my circumstances now different; it didn’t matter that I was without a girl – I had one (I hoped) waiting back in Singapore – and this time I was in great company (to ease the memory of Janismina and Wan). Trevor was in high spirits, too, because a girl he’d met and dated, from August of last year, 1970, named Julie Smith, whom I already knew (they started dating when I was in Australia), had by now returned to England with her parents – and prior to that Trevor and Julie had become engaged. Julie was going to wait for him. And, of course, Dave was jovial, also, because he still had his fiancée in the U.K. Ben and Jim were currently unattached, but that didn’t affect their humour or having a good time, anyway.


    We, all five of us, had days of laughing and relaxation up there in the tropical sun of Malaysia: days of swimming, water-skiing, snorkelling, riding motorbikes around the island and playing tennis. The late afternoons or early evenings were spent at the resort bar sitting outside with a beer listening to music and swapping stories and jokes. In all this, I’d have Christine on my mind, which made it all seem so magical: something there to look forward to. At night-time, we’d catch a cab into Georgetown for dinner and then hit the bars, and the occasional brothel (we all got frog-marched out of one night club by bouncers for dancing on tables on one of those nights). Towards the end, our final days would follow a similar course but with quieter evenings. The time flew by, and then it was time to return south to Singapore with plenty of photographs in our cameras to remember it all by. Young and carefree days such as these surely were never to be forgotten.


    It was a fiery affair – the only appropriate description of it – between me and Christine: feelings running high and low, discussions of any topic under the sun, debates and arguments, occasional insults, passionate but volatile love-making. I had been her first, which had surprised me: she’d never mentioned she was a virgin until her pain, screams and the mess on the sheets (the hotel in question would not have been pleased) had confirmed it all. I certainly discovered my strengths and vulnerabilities (both mentally and physically) during the five months or so we were together at RAF Changi, from March to August of 1971, and later on back in the Old Dart. And yet she seemed like an addiction: was an addiction. She was so attractive with that sweet smile and a lush body – no doubt about that – and other blokes at work or around the block showed little doubt that they envied me. We would be seen around the camp walking and holding hands together, whether it was the cinema, bowling alley or the 180 Club, with Christine dressed in red, pink, yellow or white dresses, or wearing multi-coloured tops with red or orange mini-skirts. But she got on well with my ‘Room 11 Animal’ mates on occasions that we met them out and about, such as the Malcom Club or bowling alley. Sometimes Christine and I would catch a pick-up taxi and have a night in the city, or stay at home at her parents’ house and baby-sit young Ruth while they went out for the night. The parties we frequented at times (us two with my friends and their girlfriends invited) were quite exceptional for their potency, the only word for it – the pulsating music, dancing, drinking and smooching (and trying to find a vacant bedroom for those of us with female company). One such party was a stand-out for Christine and I: passions, drinking and arguments (with a huge falling out between us) coming to the fore.


    This party was already planned on the very day I’d played and won a tennis match during a camp tournament, sweating my balls off (pardon the pun) in the process, so testosterone was flying high. It was, as usual, at the invite of a married couple: Corporal Roger Elliott and his wife, Gwen, whom we (in room 11) knew and got on with well. It was being held at Bedok, a short distance from the camp, and quite a few other ‘scalie’ couples were invited. For this one, I was dressed in jeans, shoes and shirt; some of the male guests were in shirts, shorts and slip-on shoes. Christine wore her yellow dress for this, with her blonde hair tied back in a pony-tail, and the other female guests (and the host) were clad in an assortment of dresses, skirts, tops and shorts. The party got off to a furious start with the drinking: we were practically all of us dancing and ‘hooting and roaring’ along very early. Then around an hour later, my girl (as I thought of her now) met someone, a bloke, whom she once knew; they spent a long time in conversation and I couldn’t get her up to dance. The old ‘green mist’ then took over – fuelled by the beers I’d consumed – so I took a liking to the vodka and got stuck into the stuff, joining my mates (who were with a group of women) to drink and talk (and laugh?) about any old thing. It was my first time on vodka, drinking it with lemonade, and I got smashed. It was a form of jealousy I’d never encountered before, and after an argument with Christine (God knows what was said), I decided, in my drunken state of inner rage, to lurch off down the street, fall into a taxi, and explore the Lion City – just like that. I awoke some time during the night in a side street off North Bridge Road, under a parked truck (I’d been sick). Miraculously, I not only survived that ordeal, but I still had enough money to get back to Changi camp, although I had been fleeced. Like a few occasions before, Christine rang me at work the following day, this time a Saturday afternoon, to say there was nothing in it between her and the bloke she was talking to; he was only a friend, and she chastised me for ‘taking off like that’ – where in hell had I gone to? I could’ve come to grief, she had added, relenting a little. But she was right, of course (certainly whenever I thought of the parked truck in the city – although I didn’t tell her that). On the phone, I told her that I couldn’t remember much, fell asleep, and no, I didn’t get robbed. She had made me say those words ‘I love you’ to her several times over, with me feeling hungover and meek, and trying to keep my voice low, which got a laugh from Dave and Trevor (and the duty Flight Sergeant) standing nearby. As I nursed my aching head, I had felt better for talking to her, but still felt like a right berk at the same time.


    Another occasion, again at a ‘scalie’ party this time in Tampinis, I had worn my blue Everton shirt along with cream shorts, with Christine as sexy as ever in a white dress. Again, we had a little argument fuelled by booze (again over Christ knows what) and Dave Clark (a Liverpool fan) had stepped into the breach to cool things down and dance with her (to a song ironically called, ‘Stoned Love’ by Diana Ross). She looked so lovely there in the middle of the room dancing with him among the other revellers, with her hair and her dress swirling around her. Jealousy (although a milder form) found me again, and I got dancing with a group of women while waving a glass of beer, before my sweaty Everton shirt eventually came to grief. With these ‘ladies’ in a quite a drunken state as well, they tore it off from my torso in strips, while laughing hysterically; I was left dancing (or trying to) with blue strips hanging from my sweaty body. Amongst the ribald laughter, Christine, Chrissie, had been furious as she dragged me out of there and up the street to catch a taxi back to her parents’ married-quarters house off from Changi Road, accompanied with some mighty stern words. We’d made up (and I’d dispensed with my shredded football shirt) by the time we reached her home, so apart from the ruined shirt, the evening had ended on a more pleasant and mellower note, or just about.


    These were just two examples of the many parties we attended in this period, but there were some (most of them, really) where proceedings went normally, and we’d end up either back at her front gate kissing and fondling, or at a small hotel somewhere, for an hour or two, before arriving at her front gate kissing and fondling.


    During May of 1971, Dave and I, along with two other men, were booked to fly to Kuala Lumpur with a three night stay at the Federal Hotel. Christine had coolly reminded me of my obligations during this time (with a smile), saying that a brief separation would be good for the both of us. We were booked to fly there in a four-seater Cessna plane, along with Phil Mooring, who was Dave’s work associate at the local traffic office back at C.C.S., and the pilot, Colin Stelfox, who was an old friend of Dave’s. Mooring was dubbed ‘boring Mooring’ by other watch-workers back at the commcen – and understandably so; when pissed, he was nothing but an egotistical, know-all, crashing bore. He was a stringbean thin and tall man aged twenty-three, with bony features, mousy-coloured hair, grey eyes and with yellow, tombstone teeth showing behind thin, unsmiling lips. In contrast, Colin Stelfox was a mild-mannered, easy-going person: very important for a pilot, of course. He was of average height with a stocky build, straight neatly-combed brown hair, and he had green eyes behind spectacles perched on a beakish nose; he looked around thirty years of age. So it was with some trepidation that I learned later that Dave had pulled out of the trip for financial reasons, and I was saddled with Phil the Dill. In the end, I still went on the trip, and I enjoyed the stay in the hotel and seeing parts of K.L. but only because of Colin’s calming presence (he flew the plane well and had good knowledge of the city). We even met some interesting people that Colin knew, mostly Malays, who made it all so bearable despite Mooring’s irritating presence. On the two evenings when he overloaded on the booze at certain bars, we simply left him in a corner somewhere to babble with himself. I jokingly had a bone to pick with Dave Clark over this on my return to Singapore, to which he would laugh and clap me on the back. When he said that I should’ve thumped him, I’d replied that I had come mighty close on occasions.


    Block 131:


    There were times around the middle of the year where we, as serving overseas airmen, senior aircraftsmen, would let off some steam in our billet block: booze wasn’t always needed to have some fun. There were activities such as playing cricket (using a tennis ball) outside the rooms on the long balconies that spanned the entire block, or lightly kicking a ball around, or playing volleyball on the front courts. But the favourite one for horsing around, due to the heat, was tossing water over each other out on the balcony and in the ablusions clad in only shorts. It wasn’t just us room 11 occupants, but blokes from other rooms, on different watches, that would join in, armed with buckets filled with water charging around emptying their loads over the nearest body or anyone unfortunate enough to be visiting. If anyone was unlucky enough to be in a toilet cubicle at the time (the ‘bogs’ was the Raff terminology) then they’d cop a bucket of water over the top, resulting in a cry of surprise and a few choice swear-words thrown in before the perpetrators ran off laughing to refill their buckets. I was unfortunate enough to be having a crap in one of them on one particular evening when a ‘water-fight session’ took off: when that happens, you just sit there and wait for the deluge.


    There came a quiet, idling time on a day off one Saturday in July when we spent the morning in room 11 playing cards, as we sometimes did. But not gambling this time (three-card brag was popular) but ‘Partner Whist’ which we were playing now: hearts, clubs, diamonds, spades, no trumps – I partnered Barry (Hoper) while Dave Clark partnered Pete Geering, with Pete keeping score. The game lasted several hours before Barry and I lost three games to two, and after lunch (dinner, for airmen) at the mess, we returned to room 11 with the intention of resuming playing cards when Tony Jackson, a young bloke on B watch from next door, room 12, sauntered in twanging his guitar. He worked on the floor below us at CCS, in Systems Control – a similar job to Pete, and he was currently dating a cute English girl, the daughter of some Chief Technician somewhere on the base. Apparently there was some song contest coming up here (in the Far East theatre – he had the details written down) and he had a musical band and was keen to enter it: was there a lyricist in the house? He informed us that he thought he could write a tune if only he had some words to go by, preferably light-hearted lyrics about the Asian region, in verse and chorus form. So we all got out pen and paper and collaborated on a song all that afternoon. By the evening, after much writing, alterations, laughter, ridicule and re-writing, we had our verses and different-worded choruses done and dusted, with the title ‘An Asian Affair’ or ‘Far East Fling’ as possible contenders. Tony was happy with it and he left us to work on the melody back in his room, stating that he’d let us know when it was entered. After this, we left the block for the airmen’s mess for dinner (tea, for airmen) before returning for a three-card brag gambling session prior to going our separate ways for the evening. Barry came out on top, I broke even but Pete lost a bundle. It had been one of those lazy, carefree and very enjoyable days just being among friends, mates, in your block, your camp, your lot: plenty of laughter – and it hadn’t needed booze or (much) money to do it: just help an easy-going wallah from room 12 to try and write a song.


    So come mid-August of this quite special year, my time with Christine in Singapore came to a (I hoped) temporary end: our on-going affair, all the travelling around the island, all the fun and controversy at the parties, our laughter and tears – all condensed into an almost six-month period – was over. By this time we had decided to become engaged (much to Joyce Brennan’s annoyance) and thrown a party to celebrate. That one had gone over well, and I was almost sure (at 20 years of age?!) that I was in my right senses over this. The engagement ring was to cost me 300 Singapore dollars, or around £42 sterling, which I was to bring back to England – it was a lot of dough for a serviceman. Her sergeant-father was posted back to RAF Coningsby, Lincolnshire, England, which instantly meant his family (mother Jean, Christine and 10-years old sister, Ruth) were, too. Her family were by now quite close to me: we all got on well. Great Britain was pulling out of Singapore in a matter of months, vacating Changi, Seletar and Tengah stations; all of us expats in our block and other blocks were due to leave around mid-September, which meant Barry and I would only serve two years here – six months ahead of time. Christine and I had planned to meet up maybe in Lincolnshire back in England prior to my 21st birthday bash in London which would involve some of the now defunct room 11 ‘animals’. But for now, in the interim time, Changi base wasn’t quite the same after her departure; it was tantamount to a quiet but pleasant vacuum. I now felt like I had when she was here waiting for me while I was up in Penang Island. The final goodbyes at the airport departure lounge had been emotional: a frenzy of hugs and wild kisses with Christine (discreetly at a distance from her family), and hugs with Ruth and her mother, Jean, and a warm handshake with her father (Ron was his name). Afterwards, I went with Trevor, Jim, Dave and Mick Prole to the Chalet Club for a few beers (Ben Casey and Pete Geering had already been repatriated back to the U.K) and we talked about our impending departure from Singapore, and my 21st birthday get-together in London on Friday evening, 24th September. At that point in time there were nine of us: Christine and I, Roger Elliott and his wife, Gwen (Roger was posted to RAF Stanbridge), Trevor and Julie, Dave and his fiancée, Grace, and Ben (Casey). The plan was to meet somewhere in the West End, perhaps a pub in Wardour Street, and arrange (when we arrived back) to book into a hotel somewhere there in the ‘red light’ district of London. On the night we would tour the bars and discotheques. Barry Nichols, who was already back there, had said he’d probably come (with his girl), but the other Barry (Hoper) could not make it because his WRAF girlfiend, Gina North, whom he’d met here almost two years ago now (they, too, were engaged) was using her disembarkation leave to book into hospital and have plastic surgery to get her crooked nose re-shaped. As both Barry and Gina, as well as myself, were also posted back to RAF Stanbridge, I would be catching up with them there.


    I was gazing at the tropical sky from my barrack-block balcony


    ’Twas the breeze and I, wistful and cool; music was playing in harmony.


    I’ve travelled the theatre of Australasia, just serving my time in the Forces


    Even rumbled on down to Australia and blown all my resources.


    Through the backstreets and bars of Singapore City, K.L. and Penang I’ve been


    With these, your memory I’ve shared in such sights of splendour I have seen.


    Of course, some things I cannot share as you’d have my nuts on a platter


    Nothing can ever compete with this; on my return, it won’t really matter.


    South-east Asia I must leave you


    Back to England I must go,


    An adventurous two-year tour is over


    How I’ll miss it all so.


    England: 12th. September, 1971


    The girl on the British Airways flight back to Heathrow airport, London, sitting in the window seat with her parents across the aisle from me, noticed me around the same time I noticed her; we kept looking at each, and eventually she left her seat to join me. Although nothing came of it except a nice friendly chat, I found that she was young, sweet and attractive, her name was Lorraine, and she and her folks were heading for R.A.F. Lyneham, in Wiltshire. I had the feeling I could have taken this liaison anywhere I wanted. I also had a twinge of regret over becoming engaged so young in life whilst chatting with her. In the end, nothing came of it (after we’d both revealed our engagements, anyway) and we parted company with best wishes at the airport. I had felt like a special period of time and possible opportunity had passed me by. After proceeding through passport control, I arrived at customs and (thinking I was doing the right thing) declared Christine’s diamond engagement ring at customs on arrival, causing a right old kerfuffle: they wanted to know where I had bought it, the cost of it and see the receipt. Much to my amazement, I was taken aside to an office and questioned over it despite the fact that I’d shown them the receipt. After an hour and much argument on my part, I was allowed to leave which really had soured my return to England. As I traipsed off angrily with my luggage, I rued the fact that we were forced to return by commercial flight to Heathrow airport because of the mass evacuation of service personnel back home from Singapore; that ridiculous incident surely wouldn’t have happened at Brize-Norton. I hated to think what would’ve happened if I’d declared gold ingot bars instead.


    On my disembarkation leave (and coming to grips with the U.K.’s new decimalised currency), my first trip from London was by rail north to Preston, Lancashire, to visit my Aunt Dorothy and Uncle John. We had some catching up to do. Dorothy (or Dodo) was one of my mother’s sisters, on the Oldfield side of the family. During my four days there, I received a letter from Christine (she knew I was coming here first, so I’d given her the address back in Singapore) professing her love for me in powerful words, and how she couldn’t wait to see me again. It was a relaxing four days although I had spent the days alone because my aunt and uncle would leave for work early in the morning (they worked for the Civil Service, a government department in Preston), but in the evenings after dinner and after I’d assist Aunt Dodo with the cleaning up, we’d sit in the lounge room and talk in depth about various things. Uncle John would smoke his pipe and look very thoughtful at times while we talked. They were a handsome couple: Dorothy was almost fifty with fine features, shoulder-length dark hair, brown eyes and slim; Uncle John was tall with short white hair and bright, piercing blue eyes behind the rimless glasses that he wore. On one of the evenings, he drove us out to a pub nearby for dinner and beers. Following this visit, I travelled east to Yorkshire to reunite with Christine in York; she met me at the station and we caught a taxi to her elder sister Doreen’s house in a place called Dringhouses, as we were staying there for a while (although the chances for any shenanigans were minimal due to her sister, police bobby husband and two kids living there). By this time, her family were now settled at R.A.F. Coningsby in Lincolnshire, where we next planned to visit. After Dringhouses, we travelled there and stayed in a town called Boston which was close to the RAF base. Once there, with cool, sunny days to help us along, it was time for a little ‘rest and recreation’ in a hotel room before seeing her family and then making the arduous journey south to London, come Friday, 24th, to meet up with my ex-Changi friends for my 21st birthday party. Everything was by now arranged. We were booked into the Leicester Square hotel in Soho, along with Dave and his fiancee, Grace, near Wardour Street, in the West End. Trevor, Julie and the others were booked into hotels nearby. We would meet up and kick off proceedings at the London Cocktail Club in Oxford Circus.


    The party that Friday evening went well – at first. There were the nine of us who assembled at the starting venue; Barry Nichols couldn’t make it, after all. We visited a lot of pubs, then a Chinese restaurant for dinner, and then followed that up with several visits to discotheques. The incident that brought it all to a sudden end occurred at the last disco bar, a little after midnight into Saturday morning, when we were all quite pissed to the eyeballs: Christine was the instigator and jealousy this time had found her. Despite the food at the restaurant, all the beers and the vodka cocktails couldn’t save her, and she became abusive: even planting a quick punch under my eye which caught me off balance. She thought I was flirting too much with Trevor’s girl, Julie. None of it was true, we were merely conversing – it was all in her head. The upshot of it all was that we were told to leave the nightclub, which effectively ended the party after some argument. It was an unpleasant end to my 21st celebrations, but it didn’t end our relationship – that came a few months later. Up until that point, the party itself had been pretty good. So we all said our farewells and left, with Dave and Grace accompanying us back to our hotel, as they were also staying there, with soothing words to defuse the alcohol-fuelled friction between us. For now, Christine and I stayed together – with me sporting some bruising beneath my left eye – and we lingered on in London before travelling to Leighton-Buzzard to spend time with some of my relatives, explaining the black eye away with the excuse of a scuffle with some jerk-off in London at the party. We had to eventually split up after servicing our sexual needs for a few days and nights at an L.B. hotel: I stayed at my Aunt Ruby and Uncle Jack’s house (they had a middle-aged lodger named John) and Christine stayed at my cousin Rosemary and husband Dave’s house nearby, thanks to Ruby’s ban on free love in her house (and limited space at Rosemary and husband Dave’s house, due to their two children). Dave had taken a shine to Christine while she bunked there, the randy bastard (although I couldn’t blame him), so we stayed only a week but it had been an enjoyable one. Rose had been none the wiser for Dave’s roving eye. During this time, Christine and I had met up with some old school associates I’d known back at Mentmore Secondary Modern: John McClaughlin and Ruth Durrant. Like us, they were engaged, and the girls showed off their rings. We went out as a foursome one evening for dinner and drinks in the Roebuck Inn. Then it was time for me to return to Stanbridge camp (for my second stint) and begin the arrival process, and for Chrissie to return north to Coningsby and her family and start looking for a job.


    It was on a visit up there on my three days off in early December that I discovered that she was cheating on me. Her mother Jean had sympathized and decided to enlighten me (she was furious with Christine and thinking of throwing her out). When I confronted her, it turned out to be true and there was no remorse on her part. I had annual leave coming up and we had planned Christmas together here in Coningsby with her and her family, but now, suddenly, she wasn’t interested: she had a new lover, another airman on the base, and that was final. She had become cold towards me. I had to sleep alone in one of the bedrooms in the house while she was out all night with him.


    On the train back south, I sat in the compartment turning that expensive, troublesome, engagement ring over in my hand, while I stared at the passing scenery. I was heartbroken as only a young man of twenty-one with hopes and dreams could be: enough to weep and have that broken-up, dull, aching, empty void burning inside.


    I had nowhere to go for Christmas and it was too late to make other plans with my relatives. I booked a flight to Paris and lost myself there for a week leading up to Christmas, practicing my French so that I could eat on the rare occasions that I spoke at all. I ended up spending my Christmas leave at Stanbridge camp alone in my barrack-block room, cooking meals from tin cans on a mini-stove I bought from a work-mate. I ate some meals and Christmas dinner in the airmen’s mess although this was against the rules as I was officially on leave. Christmas night found me involved, quite drunk, in a mass punch-up in the Naafi bar – a fight I hadn’t started, but joined in when a flying fist came my way. I had bruises to my face and body to add to my bruised ego. I escaped any punishment over it by getting out of there in time before the station police arrived. It was only with the help of some friends on the camp (who covered for me when I needed to eat in the mess) and the belief that I’d reached my nadir and that the only way now was up, that I managed to pull through this period.


    For a year that had been so good to me, it petered out on a dismal, disappointing note.


    Far East Fling (song lyrics)


    I awoke to a tropical hangover


    Peeked out through bloodshot eyes


    I kicked away empty beer bottles


    And cursed persistent flies –


    Fat ones.


    I stumbled into the shower


    Turned it on and was covered in dust


    I lurched to the sink to clean my teeth


    The taps were covered with rust –


    Paradise.


    We’re doing a Far East Fling, been based out here for years


    Rattled all over Singapore Island, tried all kinds of beers


    Oh, those girls in Georgetown, Bangkok up to Hong Kong


    We thank you lovely Asian girls for playing us your song.


    Through the heat I tramped to a café


    Thought I’d have a cup of tea


    Later, a mosquito attacked my legs


    And decided to bite my knee –


    A big bite.


    I raised my knee to the table


    The tea didn’t stand a chance


    It splashed all over the waiter’s shirt


    And he did a song and dance –


    In Chinese.


    We’re doing a Far East Fling, been living here for years


    Motored from Changi to Kuala Lumpur, drank all brands of beers


    Asian girls in Penang, Seremban right to Hong Kong


    We thank you all you darlings, for singing us your song.


    With thoughts of hitting the city


    We yelled for a taxi in the street


    In English, Chinese and Malay


    We didn’t get one but a bloody fleet –


    Chaos.


    Made it to the Pink Pussycat


    Spotted my piece with a sailor


    By the time I was finished with him


    He was sore and in need of a tailor –


    And a ship.


    We’re doing a Far East Fling, been residing here these years


    Journeyed Colombo to Jakarta, with so much laughter and tears


    Oriental girls from Manila, Hanoi up to Hong Kong


    With you here we’ve settled down to write you all a song.


    One jasmine night I met this girl


    Chinese, sweet, but carrying a whim


    I innocently suggested a hotel room


    She suddenly cried, my chances seemed dim –


    How could I?


    She wasn’t that kind of a girl (she yelled)


    What did I have in mind?


    She then relented, after a word in her ear –


    We were two of a kind.


    Money talks.


    We’re doing a Far East Fling, been part of it for years


    Travelled Saigon to Bombay, with it our hopes and fears


    Busty girls in Brunei, Fanling back to Hong Kong


    This adventure is almost over, but we couldn’t write that song.


    (Notes: Written by Tony Jackson and the Room 11 Animals, July, 1971 - It was never known how the song fared in the South-East Asian song contest.)


    COLD HEART


    A winter’s day in Paris – cold, busy streets


    The Eiffel Tower shrouded in fog


    Very much alone, I ask a stranger


    To take my photograph.


    The outdoor cafés with empty seats


    An occasional odd, stray dog


    Jaywalking traffic with all its dangers


    Alone in this aftermath.


    Cheating little girl with a vicious mind


    You know I said nothing of the kind


    It was you who changed our course


    You were the driving force.


    It was you who came on strong


    I hardly know right from wrong


    For nine months we were together


    And then you lied and strayed.


    I was invited to stay at Coningsby


    Then she walked out on me


    She dated another serviceman


    While she was wearing my ring.


    It was suddenly cold in Coningsby


    I was deserted and lonely


    They were ‘making it’ in a caravan.


    Oh, the heart-break it would bring.


    So you ended this thing we had going, my dear


    No more loving at this time of good cheer


    How could you suddenly change so much


    With nothing permitted, not even a touch?


    My invitation for Christmas was all a show


    And now I was left with nowhere to go


    Too late now to make other plans


    Your cold, caress-less hands.


    With camera on shoulder, and the approach of Noel


    The stranger is hurrying away


    Thank you for taking my photograph


    With the Eiffel Tower behind.


    From the top of the tower the view is unclear


    There is nothing left to say


    Too foggy to take a final shot


    A view that’s hard to find.


    I’m a lost serviceman wandering in France


    I’d fallen too deeply, I took the chance


    As I look down from the top of the tower


    I now felt empty with a loss of power.


    Christmas alone with wounded pride


    Season’s greetings have all but died


    This play was over – a painful part


    Your cold, uncaring heart.


    (Notes: Paris, France, December, 1971)
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    GREEN-LUSTED, PINK-LOVED


    I was spending time again at a place I knew so well


    Back at Stanbridge camp now serving a second spell


    I now had a drivers’ licence but still no car to drive


    Too busy dating several girls and good to be alive


    ‘Cause I don’t seem to care about love no more


    Just work and party hard –


    All my living is confined within


    This town and a friendly card.


    (Notes: Commcen Central, October, 1972)


    R.A.F. STANBRIDGE is a deceptive place: from the street, it simply does not look like a Royal Air Force base. There was very little action, no airfield, no aeroplanes making noise while taking off or landing, no air traffic control tower. All it had was an old replica spitfire plane displayed on a patch of grass near the front fence. Compared to Brize-Norton, it was like a churchyard on a Sunday afternoon. As you look in from the entrance past the water tower, and beyond the guardroom on your left, all you see are roads, pathways, lawns, trees, a football pitch and between it all, a smattering of buildings such as barrack blocks, mess blocks, administration and other section buildings, and the NAAFI shop. There is one building, a very important one, you cannot see: it is obscured by trees from the entrance, but once you walk in and follow a road meandering to your left, it becomes visible. Housed in this large grey building is a communications centre which handles all military signal messages from within the U.K. and from overseas: all inbound and outbound messages pass through this busy telecom centre to all other RAF station ‘commcens’ within the country, including Whitehall (politics) and Boddington (Army) as well as all stations overseas. Naturally it was called ‘Commcen Central’. To gain access, you had to pass through security in the form of a military police checkpoint. If you worked there, like I did, you were issued a tag with a watch number comprising the letter A,B,C or D, depending on what watch you were on, followed by a number; this number stayed with you for the duration of your time there. You picked it up at the police checkpoint and handed it in on completion of a watch shift. There were around thirty people employed per watch. I was on D watch – D7 was my number.


    Once past the checkpoint, you followed a hallway to two swinging doors. This was the entrance to the telecommunication centre: a vast, blue-carpeted room where some of the equipment within – the Telegraph Automatic Switching System teleprinters (TASS), receive perforator consoles, the banks of automatic transmitters, the message tape monitor consoles and the murray-code tape copy teleprinters – were spaciously laid out to the left as you entered. Ahead and to the right was the control dais with an array of telephones, and behind this were several glass-partitioned offices. Further along to another large area also to the right, was the local (signal) traffic office, an open area. Beyond another hallway from here were various administration offices, including a traffic analysis and recording office (T.A.R.S.). It was in the LTO area that all messages coming in or out from Stanbridge camp were processed: it comprised of a message ‘routing’ desk, a filing desk, four telex machines and four teleprinter-perforator machines. You were assigned a certain position within the communication centre on a monthly basis. Working the receive consoles on weekdays was considered the worst job, as it was boring and tiring on the feet; working in the LTO area was considered the best (more interesting with ‘sitting down’ jobs which were more ‘prestigious’ – as in job satisfaction.
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