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FOREWORD

Imagine a young man today, going on patrol in Afghanistan, knowing that he will face Improvised Explosive Devices and that the chance of seeing one detonate is statistically very high. He is effectively walking through an unmarked minefield. He will have known, or at least heard of, comrades who will have lost limbs doing so. He will be doing that day in, day out. It is not uncommon to see a soldier vomit through fear when faced with that knowledge, but who is nonetheless able to take his life in his hands and do it anyway.

For me, the notion of ‘courage under fire’ can be split into two very distinct, but equally vital, parts. Physical courage is perhaps the most often considered form of courage, but moral courage is every bit as important. Under fire, you will behave instinctively. You need physical courage to put yourself in harm’s way, but you also need the moral courage to do the right thing, instinctively.

Courage is one of the six core values (outlined here) the army introduced around ten years ago. It has placed a greater emphasis on the need for moral courage in recent years. Physical courage has always been there, throughout history, and is very likely to remain, as it is not possible to fight wars without it. New service personnel are educated that there is a right thing and a wrong thing to do in any difficult situation and they are trained to choose the right thing, even under enormous pressure. Whether witnessing harassment of a female comrade or of an Iraqi civilian, for example, it takes great moral courage to speak out and stop it. It would be easy for them to do nothing or look the other way, but we should be proud that they do not, whether through this training or their own moral values.

Only a very small percentage of the population has served, or had a family member serve, in the military. Therefore, only a minority of people know first-hand the pressures that servicemen are under. This is why it’s more important than ever that the work of charities like Combat Stress is supported by the public. As an entity run specifically for veterans, they understand the behaviour, the language and the needs of servicemen in a way that a public service like the NHS cannot.

There is a greater understanding and acceptance of mental health issues in the Army than ever before. Soldiers are alert to members of their platoon or company who might be showing signs of distress and know how to deal with such signs. The problem can be addressed by getting someone who understands that these things are normal, talking to them, and addressing it very early on.

History shows an unequal balance between civilians and servicemen seeking help. The average time it takes for a serviceman to begin to look for treatment for mental health issues is fourteen years. Indeed, there are Falklands veterans only beginning to ask for support now. As more soldiers return from Iraq and Afghanistan help will be needed for years to come. Donations to charities like Combat Stress make a life-changing difference to these men and women who have risked their lives serving their country. They need all the help we can give them.

General Sir Richard Dannatt GCB CBE MC DL


NO HEROES

There were no heroes here

Amongst the men who tramped through

Rutted, quaking moor,

Or crawled, cat-silent,

Over skittering scree

To prove the way.



No heroes fought the blazing fires

Which sucked the very blood from

Ship and man alike.

Or braved knife cold

Without a thought

To save a life.



No heroes they, but ones who loved

Sweet life and children’s laugh,

And dreamt of home

When war allowed.

They were but men.

David Morgan DSC

800 Naval Air Squadron

Falkland Islands Task Force 1982


INTRODUCTION

There are no heroes in Afghanistan.

It’s not a word soldiers use about themselves. In the midst of a firefight, when the lives of your mates depend on your next move, two things – heroics and hysterics – will get you all killed. What matters most as the rounds come in is the ability to remember your training and do what has to be done. Medals are won in a few short minutes; wars are won by enduring day after endless day. It is in the long, grinding routine of fear, exhaustion and hunger that a soldier’s worth is measured and his true character revealed. To be called a hero by the press at home means nothing. To be called a good soldier by friends who have seen you at your best and at your worst is beyond price.

Navy Medical Assistant Kate Nesbitt was on her first tour of duty in Afghanistan, working as a patrol medic attached to the 1st Battalion, The Rifles when, as she later remembered, ‘Without warning Taliban fighters opened fire, having ambushed us. Within seconds I heard, ‘Man down, man down,’ on the radio and I knew I was needed. I got the location details and sprinted towards him while under fire. All I was thinking was, ‘There’s a casualty and I need to be there’. I just thought the quicker I get to him the more chance I have to save his life. It was adrenalin. Whenever I went on patrol I hoped I wouldn’t be needed – but when the call came I knew I had to step up to the mark.’

After crossing 70m of open ground to reach Corporal John List, she found him choking to death on his own blood. ‘When I first got there I didn’t think he was going to make it. He was struggling to breathe and I had to provide him with another airway. The round had gone through his top lip, ruptured his jaw and come out of his neck. He was so lucky it didn’t hit an artery.’ Nesbitt worked for 45 minutes to stabilise List’s injuries before he could be evacuated to hospital, working continuously with heavy fire all around her.

Her actions that day won her the Military Cross with a citation that read, ‘Her actions throughout a series of offensive operations were exemplary; under fire and under pressure her commitment and courage were inspirational and made the difference between life and death. She performed in the highest traditions of her service.’ When she received the award, Nesbitt told reporters that ‘being described as a hero is just too much. I did my job the best I could. It was just overwhelming to hear people say ‘well done’ and that he made it through.’ The praise was nice, but I would have been over the moon with a good [appraisal] report.’

Iain McRobbie survived the sinking of HMS Ardent during the Falklands War and recalls returning to a hero’s welcome. ‘I could have done without that, actually. “Hero” is a word that is used far too often. I was doing the job I was paid to do – it’s not something I would like to have to do again. To me, the heroes are the guys whose names are on all these cenotaphs all over Britain. The country is full of people who have done things like that – squaddies who served in Northern Ireland, old men who were at Monte Cassino.’ It was a sentiment echoed years later by 18-year-old Alex Kennedy, who won the Military Cross after only eight months in the army during his first tour of Afghanistan. He insisted, ‘I don’t feel like a hero – that title should really go to those who go out to Afghanistan and don’t make it back.’ No veteran, it seems, ever claims to be a hero, but every one of them knows someone else who was.

Journalists, though, like the word. To them it can mean someone who rescues a cat from a tree or a child from a blazing house. It can mean a highly paid sportsman who wins a game and finally earns his enormous salary, or it can mean the milkman who carried out his rounds when it snowed. It can mean whatever they choose it to mean. To the journalist, any soldier in wartime becomes a hero and any ex-serviceman with a campaign medal automatically becomes a ‘decorated war hero’ until the term is cheapened by casual use. Certainly, none of the veterans whose stories appear here would thank you for calling them heroic. Time and again, the common thread that links those whose outstanding bravery has earned them recognition is one of humility and embarrassment for being singled out for doing what they insist anyone would have done in their place.

The medals won by Kate and Alex were richly deserved. Medals are the visible means by which society measures and rewards bravery, though every holder of a gallantry award knows that they are only the tip of the iceberg. A hundred medals a day are being earned in Afghanistan as I write, but only a very few will ever be presented. For most of those who serve, the sole recognition for the months during which they survived daily firefights and terrors we at home could never dream of will be a campaign medal. Outwardly dismissed as the medal equivalent of haemorrhoids (‘any arsehole can get them’) and claimed by the rough, tough, world-weary and cynical recipients to be awards that are handed out with the rations, they are, nevertheless, secretly treasured as evidence that the wearer was there. Medal holders belong to an exclusive group, in Shakespeare’s words: ‘we few, we happy few, we band of brothers’. ‘A soldier will fight long and hard for a bit of coloured ribbon,’ wrote Napoleon Bonaparte, knowing that for the men who have earned the right to wear that coloured ribbon, it will forever be a bond between them that sets them apart from other men. Most people at home tend to think of courage under fire only in terms of elite units and the presentation of medals for outstanding acts of heroism, but the unglamorous former army truck driver wearing a row of campaign medals whose memoirs will never be published may have spent far more time working under enemy fire than the commando with a gallantry award. Only the person wearing medals can ever really know what it took to win them.

In preparing this book I spoke to many veterans and I asked one, a former Special Forces soldier who had served with distinction in the Gulf, what he thought a book like this should be about. At a time when the British public is showing ever more support for their troops, what should I tell them about courage under fire? ‘Tell them the truth,’ he replied. ‘Tell them it’s nothing like they see on telly. Tell them that when those lads come back and the charity buckets disappear, they’ll still be fighting the war – day in, day out, night in, night out – until they get the help they deserve.’

This, then, is not a book about heroes, but one about courage under fire and what this means. It is not a catalogue of stirring deeds by an elite soldier whose adventures are described in action-packed bestsellers – men who fearlessly face the enemy with a stiff upper lip and a reckless disregard for danger. The tiny, unimaginative minority who truly are fearless have no need of courage. ‘An awful lot is talked about bravery,’ one World War II veteran said, ‘but I think there’s a hell of a difference between being brave and being fearless. People are fearless because they don’t feel any fear. People who are brave are probably shit-scared at the time but manage to do great things. There were one or two people I met who appeared to be fearless. Whether they were very intelligent or very sick, I don’t know. They had a very different outlook. Maybe they had no imagination? I don’t know if you should envy the fearless chap.’

Genuine courage comes from those who know what risks lay ahead, feel real fear, yet act anyway because it seems the right thing to do. Courage is not found with the John Waynes and Rambos of the world, but in the teenager who is terrified to the point of soiling himself but who goes on anyway because that is what has been asked of him. Former tennis champion and political activist Arthur Ashe once claimed that ‘true heroism is remarkably sober, very undramatic. It is not the urge to surpass all others at whatever cost, but the urge to serve others at whatever cost.’ The stories in this book show how the British military’s reputation for determination and professionalism is founded in a million everyday acts of quiet, undramatic courage by men and women who believe that there are some things more important than themselves. Greatest of all these is the belief in the value of friendship. Rarely do soldiers fight and die for abstract causes. Few offer their lives for their country and its flag – but a great many have died for their friends. It is a measure of our society and the men and women who represent it that in any military operation, far more medals are awarded for saving lives than for taking them.

Without exception, the men and women who risk everything in the service of others are quick to dismiss any suggestion that they are somehow special. ‘I’m no hero,’ they say, ‘I was just doing my job.’ This is a book about that job. It shows how ordinary people face an extraordinary experience. At a time when young people are viewed with suspicion by the media and by their own communities, here is what ordinary young people are capable of.

The stories that follow are heavily slanted towards the experiences of soldiers. No slight is intended towards the contribution of other services – few of us who landed on the islands in the Falklands War envied our naval colleagues aboard ships which seemed little more than sitting targets as they rode at anchor, inviting attack, to draw the bombs away from the troopships. No one who lived through the Blitz could criticise the willingness of the young RAF pilots who, several times a day, rose to meet the seemingly unstoppable aerial armada intent on bombing Britain into submission. In an age of intercontinental missiles and laser-guided bombs, it is still the soldier on the ground with rifle and bayonet who takes and holds ground. ‘Let us be clear about three facts,’ wrote Field-Marshal Earl Wavell in 1945. ‘First, all battles and all wars are won in the end by the infantryman. Secondly, the infantryman always bears the brunt. His casualties are heavier, he suffers greater extremes of discomfort and fatigue than the other arms. Thirdly, the art of the infantryman is less stereotyped and far harder to acquire in modern war than that of any other arm … The infantryman has to use initiative and intelligence in almost every step he moves, every action he takes on the battlefield.’

Whatever the advances in weapons technology and tactics, the soldier’s existence today would broadly be recognisable to the veterans of Normandy, of the Somme, of Waterloo. The endless slogging along with rifle and pack; the cold, lonely vigil of the sentry at night; the misery; the hunger; the exhaustion; the comradeship; the terror and exhilaration of being under fire; the joy at survival; the dream of home.

Soldiers live in a world that the families and friends they leave behind can only begin to imagine. It’s a world of emotional highs and lows which can turn an idealistic teenager old and cynical in a matter of weeks, but even at its worst is still a world they would never want to forget. No matter how old the veteran, the memories of military service remain fresh in later years as they gather in ever dwindling bands of survivors to remember those they once marched beside. Each November at memorials around the country, for a little while they walk taller, straighter and with a sense of pride, remembering their lost youth and the friends they knew – young men who laughed and drank together, shared their hopes and dreams but who never came back. The veterans go home to a life that somehow never quite lived up to what they once dreamed it would be. A soldier who served in Vietnam summed up the quandary every veteran faces at some point: ‘Sometimes I wish I could be back there, just for a little while, just so I could wish I was back here.’

For those who survive, no war ends when the last bullet is fired. For good, for bad, war changes those who see it at close quarters. This is not merely a book about where courage under fire comes from – it is also about what that courage costs. We frequently hear our politicians speak of the debt we owe to our armed forces, but few of us know what that really means. Servicemen and women are told that their sacrifice will never be forgotten, but it too often is as we go about the safe, comfortable routine of our daily lives. Here, in their own words, are the voices of those to whom the debt is owed. Here is why we owe them a duty to remember what we once asked them to do.


CHAPTER ONE

THE MILITARY

The army sleep under the stars. The navy navigates by the stars. The RAF books into hotels using the stars.

Graffiti in a British base, Basra

People often talk about the military as a family, which is a good analogy. There are three siblings who, even if they squabble among themselves, will always help each other against outsiders.

Eldest of the three is the Royal Navy, founded in the reign of Henry VIII as the Navy Royal, Britain’s first full-time standing military force. As an island state, Britain depended on the English Channel to defend it against foreign threat, but it also needed to ensure the safety of its trading fleets. The existence of the navy was seen as vital to the country’s survival. Not that that gave it much status. Writing in the eighteenth century, Samuel Johnson claimed that ‘no man will be a sailor who has contrivance enough to get himself into a jail; for being in a ship is being in jail with the chance of being drowned’. So poor were the pay and conditions that by the time of Trafalgar, around five in every six men serving in the navy had been forcibly conscripted by the notorious press gangs who roamed the coastal ports and harbours abducting any man deemed fit to sail.

Things changed during Queen Victoria’s reign. The growth of the Empire and the expansion of foreign trade made it vital that Britannia should rule the waves. It was an era of gunboat diplomacy in which the Royal Navy imposed peace through the superior firepower of the world’s largest fleet. Technological advances made the old, labour-intensive sailing ships a thing of the past and recruits were now needed for smaller, more skilled, crews. Consequently, from the middle of the nineteenth century, better pay, uniforms, conditions and terms of service began to make a career in the navy an attractive prospect, especially since at the same time the public perception of the navy became increasingly positive: Nelson had become a cult figure and Trafalgar Day was widely celebrated across the Empire in parades, dinners and other events. In newspapers, books, plays and songs the image of the ‘Jolly Jack Tar’ had become well established as the man who made Britain great. By the turn of the twentieth century, music-hall crowds happily sang along as entertainers sang ‘All the nice girls love a sailor …’ and even that great champion of the common soldier, Rudyard Kipling, argued in a school textbook of 1911 that ‘to serve King and Country in the Army is the second best profession for Englishmen of all classes; to serve in the Navy, I suppose we all admit, is the best’.

The Royal Air Force is the baby of the family. Formed as the world’s first independent air force in 1918 (on April Fool’s Day, as their colleagues in other services gleefully point out), from the outset the RAF enjoyed an exciting reputation. In 1918, four years of muddy stalemate were coming to an end. In sharp contrast to the filthy infantryman far below, the aviator was seen as a romantic figure, a true ‘knight of the air’ fighting chivalrous duels in the sky, one man against another in a new and glamorous type of warfare.

In the years following World War I, the belief grew that ‘the bomber will always get through’. Strategic bombing, it was thought, would be a war-winning weapon. No longer was the English Channel enough – bombers would be able to cross it in minutes from airfields in France and Belgium. The navy might be Britain’s first line of defence, but aircraft would come a close second. In 1940 the RAF achieved its greatest success by holding back the Luftwaffe in a battle against the odds that has become a symbol of all that is considered best about Britain. In the popular imagination, the RAF is still the home of dashing young men from good schools who work far from the squalid reality of war in the world of the top guns.

And in between is the army. Not royal, not senior, not popular, but the classic example of the middle child. It’s said that the middle child is constantly reminded of the achievements of its elder and younger siblings but always missing out on attention for itself until it feels like an outsider in the family. For most of its existence, the army has indeed been treated as very much the outsider.

From Anglo Saxon times, every man had been expected to be available to defend his homeland. By the Middle Ages, Posse Comitatus required the Shire Reeve (or Sheriff) of a county to keep a register of men he could call upon in the event of attack or civil emergency. The Act was passed into US law in 1871 and led to the Sheriff ’s Posse of western fame. Forced service in times of crisis, though, was widely seen as a due that had to be paid, however unpopular it might be. When Civil War broke out in England in 1642, both sides used Posse Comitatus to conscript every able-bodied man they could find. They were expected to fight far beyond the borders of their home county, seen by critics as a breach of the unspoken rule of service only to defend one’s home, which cast a long shadow across the army and the society it serves. In the series of battles that rocked the country between 1642 and 1651 it has been estimated that around a quarter of the male population of Britain was coerced into military service at some point and, of those conscripted, a conservative estimate of around 190,000 are believed to have died as a result of wounds or disease directly linked to their service – 3.7 per cent of the population of England and Wales. In Scotland, 6 per cent died and in Ireland 41 per cent, leaving a bitter legacy. By comparison, the slaughter of World War I cost Britain as a whole 1.53 per cent of its population.

With the end of the Civil War came the start of a military dictatorship under Cromwell’s Protectorate that placed zealous Puritan generals in control of the counties of England and Wales. Though brief, the memory of their rule has traditionally been remembered as one of tyrannical despots ruling over their regions with an iron fist, crushing any vestige of royalist support and imposing fanatical religious ideology on the masses. ‘Unfortunately,’ wrote Kipling in his history of Britain, ‘this reign of the Sword left on Men’s minds an unreasonable hatred and fear, not only of this Puritan army, but of all armies, and that hatred and fear has too often paralysed the arm of England, and is not wholly dead today.’

The restoration of the monarchy in 1660 came at a time when distrust of the power of the army was at its height. Charles II disbanded it entirely only to immediately face the threat of rebellion, which forced him to review the decision. Four regiments – two of infantry, two of cavalry – would be retained as a personal security force for the King’s Household. The modern British army was born but it would be almost a century before the force was recognised as an army, Parliament referring only to ‘our guards and garrisons’ in its annual defence spending estimates until the mid-eighteenth century. Fear of any future attempt by the army to overthrow the government and king meant that measures had been put in place to prevent it becoming too powerful. Its appointed officers were men selected for their vested interest in maintaining the status quo and conditions for the lower ranks kept poor to ensure that it attracted only men who lacked ambition. Enlistment was for life and discipline sometimes fatally harsh.

Alone among the European powers, the shadow of the Civil War losses meant Britain remained determined to avoid the need to introduce conscription. Where other countries faced the threat of land invasion, Britain relied on its naval power to ensure that no other navy could reach its shores. Its army was, by and large, an expeditionary force to be transported by the navy to wherever it was needed abroad. Its sole purpose was to enforce British might and its men did not need to be bright, the government demanded, just cheap and disposable. Quality was unimportant. The Duke of Wellington campaigned for a form of National Service, arguing that in other countries generals had men of every class and rank among their troops, bringing intelligence and initiative to even the newest recruit, whilst the British, he said, made do with an army ‘composed of the scum of the earth – the mere scum of the earth. It is only wonderful that we should be able to make so much out of them afterwards.’

And scum they were. By the time of Waterloo the army had earned a reputation as the last refuge for rogues, drunkards and ne’er-do-wells. They were men who had frequently faced the choice to serve in the army or be sent to prison, men who would not be missed if anything should happen to them. In the years following Wellington’s great victory, ‘Waterloo Teeth’ became a fashionable item among the wealthy. As the corpses cooled on the battlefield, they were stripped of their weapons, valuables, clothing and equipment. Then came men with pliers to pull out their teeth to make high-class dentures. Finally, long after the celebrations had ended, the fallen heroes of Waterloo came home – their ground-up bones transported in barrels as cheap fertilizer, such was the lack of esteem for the fallen soldiers.

Forty years later, another war was under way. In 1853 British troops were sent to the Crimea as part of an alliance that also included French, Turkish, Sardinian and German troops attempting to block the expansion of the Russian Empire. It was to become a campaign famous for its catastrophic failures, but one which would also see tremendous feats of courage and endurance. One action, above all others, became a legend.

Just after 11.00am on 25 October 1854, James Thomas Brudenell, the 7th Lord Cardigan, received orders from the army commander that the 670 men under his command were ‘to advance rapidly to the front, follow the enemy, and try to prevent the enemy carrying away the guns’. The message ended with a terse ‘Immediate’.

The order referred to naval artillery being moved from a British redoubt captured by the Russians on a hill nearby. From where he sat, Cardigan could see only one set of guns, at the far end of the valley between the Fedyukhin Heights and the Causeway Heights. Ahead of him were around fifty artillery pieces and twenty battalions of Russian troops spread along the high ground on each side. The orders were suicidal and Cardigan knew it, but when he asked for clarification, he was again ordered to advance.

With little choice but to obey, Cardigan gave the order to ‘Draw Swords’. Then he led his men forward, swords and lances held upright, pennons snapping in the breeze. Private Robert Farquharson overheard someone comment that many of them would not be returning from this attack. Private William Pennington recalled that he ‘had no hope of life’. ‘Every private soldier could see what a mistake was being made,’ wrote Private John Richardson of the 11th Hussars, ‘but all we had to do was obey orders.’

Then, at 11.10am, Cardigan gave his second order: ‘The brigade will advance. First squadron of the 17th Lancers direct.’ Beside him, Bugler Billy Brittain of the 17th sounded the command, ‘Walk’. As the brigade moved forward, Cardigan said quietly, ‘Here goes the last of the Brudenells.’

As the brigade opened up into attack formation, Cardigan gave the order, ‘Trot’. The horses increased their speed to the textbook eight and a half miles per hour. They would move at this speed until they were 250 yards from their objective before launching into a gallop. The final, headlong charge would begin just forty yards from the enemy. Across the lines, the men were silent. Experienced cavalrymen knew that it would take seven minutes to reach the enemy guns – but seven minutes is a long time under fire.

At 11.11am the first Russian guns opened up from a battery on the brigade’s left flank. Almost immediately Captain Nolan, the man who had brought the order and who many would later blame for misdirecting Cardigan, was killed. ‘I shall never forget the shriek that he gave,’ said Private Henry Naylor of the 13th Dragoons, ‘it rung in my ears above the roaring of the cannon.’ As the brigade advanced, the Russian fire seemed directed only at Cardigan, riding ahead of his men. The first crashing volley was followed by an ominous silence as the gunners reloaded.

From their vantage point high on the nearby hills, the British commander Lord Raglan and his staff watched the brigade move forward and gasped in horror as, instead of turning towards the Causeway Heights redoubt as expected, they instead trotted straight forward. Then came the second volley.

As enemy cannonballs ripped into the riders, some attempted to quicken the pace. Then, at 11.15, the guns on the right flank also opened up. Still the brigade moved forward at a steady trot with Cardigan setting the pace. Around them, the cavalrymen saw their comrades blasted to pieces. James Wightman watched the headless body of his troop sergeant ride on for thirty yards before tumbling to the ground. William Pennington recalled a man’s forearm hanging by its tendons and ‘brains protruding from a shattered skull’. Around them, the volume of fire increased as enemy infantrymen joined in with volleys of musketry. Still they trotted.

By now the leading line was about halfway down the valley and under fire from both flanks. Wightman felt a twitch on his arm. Beside him his friend John Lee had been ‘all but smashed by a shell’. With a strange smile, Lee bid him goodbye and fell out of the saddle, his horse keeping pace as her entrails fell from her. Men who had been wounded clung to their saddles and pressed on, knowing that Russian sharpshooters would soon pick off stragglers. Men whose horses were killed were also at risk, their only hope to mount a riderless horse and catch up with their units. Still the brigade kept the same pace.

At 11.16, the remaining riders had advanced to within 250 yards of the guns and Cardigan ordered the gallop. Ahead, the line of Russian guns directly in front of them began to load canister rounds – a packed container of small balls making the cannons into deadly shotguns. Some used double loads of a cannonball and a canister round to maximise the damage they could do at close quarters. Captain Godfrey Morgan was close enough to see the gunner light the fuse of one gun. ‘I shut my eyes for I thought that settled the question as far as I was concerned, but the shot missed me and struck the man on my right full on the chest.’

At last, Cardigan shouted ‘Charge!’ but few could have heard it. Along the line, lances were lowered as the remaining horsemen smashed into the eight Russian guns positioned at the head of the valley, hacking down the crews as they finally struck home. Their desperate momentum carried the Lancers through the gun lines and into a thick cloud of smoke that hung over the Russian battery. When Captain Morris of the 17th Lancers pulled his horse to a halt, he found just twenty men still with him from the regiment he had led into action seven minutes before. Worse, as the smoke thinned, he saw a complete regiment of Russian Hussars waiting for him.

Their orders had been to prevent the Russians carrying off the guns but the survivors of the charge now knew that whether or not they attempted to retrieve the guns, the massed Russian cavalry would slaughter them as they withdrew down the valley. Their only hope lay in attack. In the confusion, Colonel Mayow, the brigade’s second in command, attempted to rally what men he could – just fifteen Lancers and twelve Dragoons.

The Russian cavalry had lined up about 100 yards behind the guns and, believing that no one could survive the firepower they had faced, were as surprised to see the British emerge from the smoke as the British were to see the Russian cavalry waiting for them. Morris seized the initiative and immediately plunged his small force directly into the enemy. The shock of an attack by this small band of apparent madmen created a psychological impact out of all proportion to the size of the force. The Russians scattered.

Nearby, Colonel Mayow also led his 27 men directly into the front ranks of a massed Cossack cavalry regiment. Even though they had watched the charge and knew that there would be no reinforcements to support this tiny force, the Cossacks fled the furious onslaught.

But not all the Russians fled. As the bands of British cavalrymen gathered at the head of the valley, it became clear that Russian Lancers had positioned themselves along the heights. The Light Brigade was cut off from the British lines. The shattered brigade regrouped – and charged yet again.

Once again, they managed to battle their way through the enemy but it was not over yet. Ahead lay almost a mile of open ground littered with dead and dying men and horses. Both flanks remained in the control of the Russians, and bands of Cossacks were waiting to pick off stragglers.

The first riders reached British lines just twenty minutes after Cardigan had ordered them forward. Of the 670 men who had set out, just 195 had made it back unwounded and still mounted. Sergeant Frederick Short recalled what happened next: ‘On returning to the place we had originally started from I saw, for the first time since we had departed, the Earl of Cardigan, who must have arrived before us, and he came up and said, “Men, it was a hare-brained trick, but it was no fault of mine.” I heard some of the men, who were naturally still rather excited, say, “Never mind my Lord, we are ready to go again.’”

Watching from a nearby hill, French Marshal Pierre Bosquet is famously quoted as having said of the charge: ‘C’est magnifique, mais ce n’est pas la guerre’ – ‘It is magnificent, but it is not war.’ Less well known is the rest of his comment: ‘C’est de la folie’ – ‘It is madness.’ It was, though, a magnificent madness for reporter William Russell, whose dispatch appeared in The Times on 14 November:



HEIGHTS BEFORE SEBASTOPOL, OCTOBER 25[end small caps] – If the exhibition of the most brilliant valour, of the excess of courage, and of a daring which would have reflected lustre on the best days of chivalry can afford full consolation for the disaster of today, we can have no reason to regret the melancholy loss which we sustained in a contest with a savage and barbarian enemy.



It is a journalistic maxim that when faced with a choice between the truth and a story, the public will always want the story. A critic of the army’s management of the war, Russell later claimed that ‘our Light Brigade was annihilated by their own rashness, and by the brutality of a ferocious enemy’ but for the time being, the story was not one of military incompetence but of a courage and devotion to duty that fit the buoyant mood of the nation. Just three years before, the huge glass and iron hall of the Great Exhibition had provided a showcase of Victorian power and prestige. Britain, it seemed, could achieve anything and Russell’s report seemed to confirm that Britons feared nothing but failure to do their best. After reading Russell’s piece, the Poet Laureate, Alfred Lord Tennyson, immediately set to work on a poem and in minutes had created a legend. Published in the Examiner on 9 December, his hymn of praise would set the tone for representations of the military for generations to come:



Theirs not to make reply,

Theirs not to reason why,

Theirs but to do and die:



The poem quickly became a huge success, even reaching the survivors of the charge in the Crimea itself, and thousands of copies were sold. Disastrous as the charge may have been, Tennyson’s picture of the British soldier as brave, chivalrous, unquestioningly loyal and destined for glory fitted perfectly with the image of the ideal Briton. It would be these qualities that would demonstrate the moral and physical superiority of the British people as the Empire expanded.

Over the coming decades, the public were thrilled to hear stories of the heroic deeds of their army in the far-flung reaches of the world, and generations of schoolchildren learned Tennyson’s poem by heart, yet the men who won those victories never found themselves accepted by the public at home. To serve in the lower ranks of the army remained an admission of failure to find a more respectable path and, for any ‘decent’ young man, enlistment would bring shame on his family. Although William ‘Wully’ Robertson had a spectacular career in which he advanced through every rank from private soldier to Field Marshal, when he first joined the 16th Lancers as a private in 1877 his horrified mother had declared, ‘There are plenty of things steady young men can do when they can read and write as well as you can. I will name it to no one, I would rather bury you than see you in a red coat.’ A year later, when Private Donald McDonald joined the 2nd Battalion, 21st Royal Scots Fusiliers he wrote to his brother asking him to ‘let my poor mother know about it privately and not to let anyone know about it except our own family’.

In 1890 Rudyard Kipling became angry over a state of affairs he felt was hugely hypocritical. A strong supporter of the Empire, he was one of those who felt the army was suffering as a result of the negative image held by those at home. National Service, Kipling believed, would raise both the quality of the army as a whole and the status of the soldier within it. ‘Tommy’ was an attempt to highlight the yawning gap between the soldier as seen in wartime and the man who wore the uniform in garrison towns at home. The poem became popular, but attitudes were so entrenched that the following year an appeal to raise funds to help the veterans of the Light Brigade, now reduced to living in workhouses, raised just £24 – most of it rumoured to be the remnants of collections made by the Liberal Party to aid Irish Republican prisoners and for animal cruelty charities. Bitterly, Kipling wrote:



There were thirty million English who talked of England’s might,

There were twenty broken troopers who lacked a bed for the night.

They had neither food nor money, they had neither service nor trade;

They were only shiftless soldiers, the last of the Light Brigade.



They felt that life was fleeting; they knew not that art was long,

That though they were dying of famine, they lived in deathless song.

They asked for a little money to keep the wolf from the door;

And the thirty million English sent twenty pounds and four!



O thirty million English that babble of England’s might,

Behold there are twenty heroes who lack their food to-night;

Our children’s children are lisping to ‘honour the charge they made’

And we leave to the streets and the workhouse the charge of the Light Brigade!



Within a decade, the Boer War had brought home to the public that the British army was equipped for small-scale tribal wars against poorly armed Indians and Africans but it could not compete with even the small but well-equipped Boers who, supported by Germany, used the latest rifles as they fought a fast-moving guerrilla war and inflicted humiliatingly heavy casualties on the British. The press and the public were furious, demanding that the army be given the proper training and equipment to fight this new enemy. Over the coming decade, reforms were brought in to improve standards.

The declaration of war against Germany in 1914 was greeted by many with enthusiasm. For years since their support for the Boers, fears of a German invasion of Britain had been growing and here was a chance to end the threat. Thanks to its pool of trained reservists who had all undergone compulsory military training for at least two years, Germany had huge numbers of men it could bring into action. Britain’s small professional army was too small and ill-equipped at first to defeat the huge army Germany could field, so all its ‘contemptible little army’ could do was hold them off until the country could improvise another army of volunteers.

Although volunteering for the ranks was suddenly no longer a stigma and regarded as every man’s duty, the eager recruits to the ‘New Army’ were keen to ensure that they served with the ‘right’ sort of person. Battalions formed around professions with very clear rules about who should be allowed to serve with whom. No one, it seemed, wanted to serve alongside men of a different social class. The city of Hull, for example, created four of the famous Pals battalions, unofficially known respectively as the ‘Hull Commercials’ (for shop owners and their staffs), ‘Hull Tradesmen’, ‘Hull Sportsmen’ (for members of the local football and rugby teams or other athletically minded citizens) and, for those of a lesser social standing, a battalion simply known as ‘Hull t’others’.

Even the huge surge in enlistment that followed Kitchener’s call in 1914 could not keep pace with demand, and after much debate, conscription was introduced in early 1916. Men of all classes were now expected to serve together and some of those who might otherwise have shunned the military took to their unexpected career change in remarkable ways.

Wilfrith Elstob was the 25-year-old son of a clergyman and was working as a school teacher when war broke out. Along with thousands of other men, he volunteered for the local Pals battalion and by 1918 commanded it with the rank of Lieutenant Colonel, having already been awarded the Distinguished Service Order and the Military Cross. In March of that year, the Germans were preparing a large offensive. The Bolshevik revolution had brought Russia’s part in the war to an end and freed Germany to shift its divisions to the Western Front. A final, overwhelming attack was planned to destroy the Allies before America entered the war. In readiness, the British had prepared a zonal system of defence with a series of fortified positions intended to act like breakwaters, disrupting and disorganising any large attack so that a counterattack could be launched. Elstob and the men of his 16th Battalion were given the task of defending a redoubt known as Manchester Hill, in the St. Quentin area (named in honour of its capture by the 2nd Battalion, the Manchester Regiment in 1917).

On 18 March, Colonel Elstob gathered his men together and fully explained to them the system of defence. It was known that a full-scale attack was imminent and that they had been selected to bear the brunt of the first onslaught. The Divisional Commander had told Elstob, ‘It must be impressed upon all troops allotted to the defence of any position, whether in the outpost system or the main battle position, that so far as they are concerned there is only one degree of resistance, and that is to the last round and to the last man.’ Looking around, Elstob could see the faces of men he had joined up with, men whose families he knew. Pointing to a blackboard showing the battalion’s positions he said, ‘This is Battalion Headquarters. Here we fight and here we die.’ That evening, the battalion began their march to the hill. Soon after they left camp, the band was ordered to turn back. Watching them go, Elstob commented, ‘Those are the only fellows that will come out alive.’

Three days later, at 6.30am, a furious gas and artillery barrage hit Manchester Hill. For two hours it pounded the positions until, shrouded by smoke and a fog that had formed around the hill, the enemy closed in. By 2.00pm most of the defenders of Manchester Hill were either dead or wounded and vicious hand-to-hand fighting was taking place all around. At 3.30pm, Colonel Elstob spoke on the phone to a Staff Officer saying that very few were left and that the end was nearly come. But, he insisted, ‘The Manchester Regiment will defend Manchester Hill to the last.’ With a final ‘goodbye’, he hung up. The 29-year-old colonel was killed soon after when he refused to surrender, firing his pistol into a group of Germans as they forced their way into the last trench on Manchester Hill. His actions that day won an obscure former schoolteacher the Victoria Cross and considerably delayed the German offensive, buying time for a counterattack to be prepared. It was just one of a series of similar actions taking place along the Western Front as the Kaiserschlacht (the 1918 Spring Offensive) hit. All along the line, men who had never dreamed of soldiering found themselves fighting to the last to hold ground.

By the time Elstob died, soldiering had not only lost its stigma, it had become expected without question that a man should serve in uniform. Yet the end of the war saw another shift in public opinion. If the powers of the military under the Protectorate had harmed the way the public viewed the military, then the enforcement of conscription and the seeming abandonment of veterans by the government once the war was over created a massive political backlash. During the postwar years of economic downturn that made the return to civilian life difficult for the citizen soldiers who had served ‘for the duration’, the Allied victory was all but forgotten. All that remained was a sense of futility and waste; of a war of ‘lions led by donkeys’.

This highly charged political atmosphere helped to prevent the government from introducing conscription until the outbreak of war in 1939. Defence cuts after 1918 had been drastic and as before, an army had to be improvised to reinforce one that lacked the training and equipment for the task ahead. Confounding the problem was indecision over how best to use the manpower available. Those who could avoided service for as long as possible and those who were called up found themselves allocated to any of the three services seemingly on a whim. Often, those with skills or qualifications would be siphoned off quickly to the navy and air force where the demand for skilled men seemed most obvious despite Liddell-Hart’s 1935 warning that ‘the unskilled man in the Services, as in industry, is losing his utility. Quality outweighs quantity on the modern battlefield.’ Still, the lower the quality of recruit, the greater his chances of being allocated to the army. In October 1939 General Sir Frederick Pile, Commander-in-Chief of Anti-Aircraft Command, received an unplanned intake of 11,000 ‘immatures’ from all divisions (soldiers returned to the UK from France because they were under 19 years of age and therefore too young to serve overseas). He reported that at a ‘fairly representative battery’ an intake of 25 conscripts included one man with ‘a withered arm, one was mentally deficient, one had no thumbs […] one had a glass eye which fell out whenever he doubled to the guns’. Of 1,000 recruits to 31st Anti-Aircraft Brigade, Pile estimated that as many as one in ten was either mentally or psychologically unsuitable ‘even considered against an undemanding standard’.

The army set about instilling a set of rules and drills that even the most awkward soldier could manage. It was forced to work to the lowest common denominator and, as millions of ex-soldiers can testify, that ensured that the very first lesson of army life every private soldier learns is, ‘you’re not paid to think!’ It was an attitude that ran throughout World War II and into the period of compulsory National Service that ran from 1949 to 1960. It earned the British army a reputation for being a slow, methodical, plodding organisation in which the key qualities of the frontline soldier of initiative and intelligence had been stifled. In films, plays and books that proliferated after the war, the image of the young soldier as someone unable to think for himself, waiting only for orders from his officers and following them blindly, quickly emerged. It has been too readily retained in the collective imagination.



By the end of National Service, every family in the country had a connection with the forces, and having a son, brother, husband or father in uniform lost its stigma. Half a century after the last conscript was discharged, the army has reverted to its former outsider status, its members once again viewed with suspicion.

Almost 120 years after the publication of Kipling’s ‘Tommy’, film maker Mark Ashmore’s film Broken Britain asked different difficult questions about the way soldiers are treated in Britain today. ‘The film,’ he explains, ‘is about soldiers coming back [from Afghanistan] and not being able to get into a pub because there’s a sign outside that reads: “No hoodies, no track suit bottoms, no soldiers”. It’s about what that sign represents in modern society. It’s discrimination and to not let them over the threshold of a public house – what does that say about us?’

Former paratrooper Barry Phillips, who starred in the film, says that it was based on a number of real incidents.‘You do all the training and you can handle the day-to-day grime, but it’s when you come home to your country after fighting for it to find out that you can’t even go into a pub. It’s very common especially in the big garrison towns like Colchester and Aldershot.’

In July 2007 a new 30-bed ward was added to the existing 170 beds at the Headley Court Rehabilitation Centre to cope with the growing numbers of forces personnel injured in Iraq and Afghanistan. The charity Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen and Families Association (SSAFA) sought planning permission to convert a seven-bedroom house in the nearby village of Ashtead for use by up to six families of veterans being treated at the centre. It would be adapted to be fully accessible so men and women undergoing treatment at Headley Court could visit or stay overnight with their families.

Citing increased traffic, loss of privacy for neighbours, fears that residents would not feel part of the community or that burglars could easily pretend to be visitors, over eighty objections were made. Residents complained that the scheme would cause ‘harm to a quiet residential area’. After ‘overwhelming’ local opposition, the local council admitted it was an ‘emotive issue, but that based purely its planning merits’, the application should be refused because it would ‘adversely impact the quiet, peaceful nature of the existing area’. ‘Do people think,’ asked Sue Norton, whose husband Peter was awarded the George Cross for bravery after losing a leg and part of an arm in Iraq, ‘that families visiting injured servicemen are going to be out partying?’ Her two young sons had barely been able to see their father because of the long round trip from their home, and their relationship with him as he readjusted was suffering as a result. ‘This sort of facility,’ she told reporters, ‘is something that should have been in place a long time ago – they have them in America and Germany, but in the British system we have to make do.’

Elsewhere, antipathy to the army was common. At a parents’ evening at a London school, one mother stood up to express alarm that her son had told her he was considering joining up. ‘Had the school encouraged this in some subversive way and had any other parents had similar experiences?’ wrote Sarah Sands, herself the mother of a serving soldier. ‘Imagine substituting the word “doctor” or “lawyer” for armed forces and you see how far removed we have become from “our boys”. We may glimpse soldiers rumbling past in Land Rovers or avoid them on late-night trains to Aldershot. We sentimentalise them for risking their lives but are squeamish about battle victories. We use them as ballast for our dinner party conversations about the war in Iraq but do not imagine them as husbands, or sons or brothers.’ Nor indeed as wives, mothers, daughters and sisters.

Glorified and vilified, saint and sinner, everyone has an opinion about soldiers, but behind the headlines and heroism, who are they?


CHAPTER TWO

THE ‘TOMMY’

When archaeologist David Thorpe found himself tracked down in the middle of the Jordanian desert by a group of British soldiers who had been following his team’s research into the exploits of T.E. Lawrence and the Great Arab Revolt via an internet blog, he was, to say the least, surprised by their interest. He was even more surprised when, as a result of the meeting, he was invited by the Headquarters of British Forces Cyprus to accompany their annual Battlefield Tour expedition. ‘David, the left-wing [archaeologist] and a bunch of hard-core soldiers? Not a match made in heaven you’d think,’ he later said. ‘But you’d be wrong. I spent nine days with twenty-five members of BFC, both male and female.’ Almost all had served in Afghanistan or Iraq or both. Most were due back there soon afterwards. ‘I learnt an inestimable amount from the serving soldiers. They have a view of the terrain, its difficulties and obstructions, military practicalities, and varying insights that I hope to bring to our [study]. I can honestly say it was a pleasure to learn from a Lance Corporal and a cavalry officer, to mention only two. On a personal note, I came back to the UK with an entirely different point of view of British service personnel. This is going to sound trite, but they were insightful, highly disciplined, respectful of our Jordanian hosts, willing to learn, and extremely tolerant of this rather radical archaeologist. And, yes, bloody intelligent. How naïve I must have been – thank you tabloid press. Damn good laugh, too!’ The experience had been, he said ‘one of the most enlightening and enjoyable weeks of my life’.

Aboard the Canberra, sailing with the Falklands Task Force in 1982, Observer journalist Patrick Bishop found that the troops ‘spoke with the accents of Britain’s unemployment black-spots’ but were ‘fanatically clean and tidy […] They were friendly and cheerful too and courteous to a degree that was so at odds with the norm in the civilian world that we [journalists] were always suspicious that our legs were being pulled.’ Almost thirty years later, journalist Dylan Jones also found the courtesy surprising among soldiers in Afghanistan: ‘There is an orthodoxy and a sense of order about Camp Bastion that you don’t expect. Not on a military base in the middle of a war zone, not in this part of Helmand, anyway. Efficiency is implicit, and among the rush and the push there is a feeling of genuine calm. Here in Helmand, rigour is de rigueur, and you immediately feel that everyone around you knows exactly what they’re meant to be doing at every minute of the day. Politeness prevails, too. When lives are at stake, where’s the sense in petty squabbles? For the visitor, the atmosphere is strangely seductive, as you begin to think this is what society actually ought to be like, a community of dedicated, courteous people who are too busy worrying about the macro to busy themselves with the micro.’

It’s a theme that recurs whenever a liberal, well-educated professional encounters the army for the first time – a sense of surprise that the people they meet are not the blindly obedient, unimaginative, dim-witted but loyal cannon fodder they had expected, but intelligent, motivated individuals who see their job as worthwhile and who take pride in doing it well. They are, in short, professionals and respectable in every sense of the word. But then ‘respectable’ has never been a word society has associated with the soldier.

So who are they?

THE TOMS

No one knows for certain where the name originated. A letter about a mutiny in Jamaica in 1743 noted ‘except for those from N. America (mostly Irish Papists) ye Marines and Tommy Atkins behaved splendidly’. By 1815, the name had been adopted by the War Office and used to illustrate how the various forms should be completed. The name stuck. Over the years, Tommy Atkins became simply Tommy and today the ordinary British soldier is simply known to his friends as Tom.

As a career choice goes, there are easier ways to make a living. In 2010 the average salary of a newly qualified soldier is around £17,000 before tax. For this, once in the combat zone he or she is likely to be on duty for at least sixteen hours every day which means an hourly rate of about £2.95 (the national minimum wage for those aged 18–21 is £4.83). As one pupil at a selective grammar school explained to Julia Stuart of the Independent, the army was not a choice for him. He wanted to be a lawyer instead because of ‘the whole danger aspect and how you could actually die. I think my mum would be quite worried if I wanted to join. At a guess, I think a soldier would earn about £20,000. A barrister would earn probably more, and salary would matter to me. One of my ambitions is to be quite wealthy and have nice things.’ Another told her: ‘It would be hard work and I’m not really interested. You wake up early, then there’s all the activities like running. You have to carry everything on your back all the time. I would rather get a degree and then get a job. I wouldn’t want to risk my life either. You have to join at 17 or 18. I’d rather have a social life with my friends.’ A third explained: ‘The army doesn’t appeal. Life as a soldier would probably be very challenging and rewarding. But there are some feelings of contempt against the army around. The hours might not be good and going away for months at a time can’t be easy. I suppose soldiers do a good job. It’s just not always seen to be that way.’

Colonel Jonathan Calder-Smith of the army’s recruitment office explains how he sees ‘gatekeepers – teachers and parents, mothers particularly – who are less keen to see their sons and daughters joining the army and that is understandable, but there are more people who come in and say something along the lines of ‘I want to do my bit’ – people who have seen what is happening and want to step up to the plate.’

People like Blake Franklin, another pupil at the school. ‘I want to make a difference,’ he said. ‘The money doesn’t attract me, it’s the lifestyle: getting to travel a lot and the opportunity to learn more languages and skills and meet more people. I would be happy to die for my country. It’s something I’ve discussed with my parents. I’ve got a passion for the country and want to be the best at what I do, and to be the best you have to take risks and that’s one of them […] I feel proud of the army, particularly when they capture people like Saddam Hussein. However, when you see hooligans beat people up it doesn’t make me feel proud. But they’re a small minority. I’m patriotic because my country has given me a lot.’

The simple soldier is a complex beast and the reasons given for joining up are many and varied. One, however, is always to the fore. It’s often been said that unemployment is the best recruiting sergeant. Today, sociologists and politicians speak instead of ‘economic conscription’ but it amounts to the same thing, assuming soldiers join because they have nowhere else to go, perpetuating the myth that the army is a refuge for the unemployed and unemployable. The huge surge of volunteers enlisting at the outbreak of the World War I has been partly attributed to a slump in the economy, which meant men were happy to join up for a war promised to be over by Christmas in return for food, uniform and lodgings.

Keeping the modern army up to strength in a time of relatively low unemployment has been difficult. Concerns were raised in 2005 about the number of Commonwealth citizens being recruited to fill the gaps – so great was the influx that in one regiment as many as one in five soldiers was recruited from outside the UK. As Alan Whitelaw, the Regimental Colonel of the Royal Regiment of Scotland, told the Daily Telegraph in 2008: ‘Over the past two years, recruitment has been markedly down, which is a factor of a strong economy. It is true that when there is an economic downturn, recruitment tends to go up.’ In the hardest hit areas, recruitment goes up, while in areas less affected by the downturn, local regiments remain under strength.

It’s a situation about which many opponents of the military are angry. When the army opened three recruitment ‘showrooms’ in London and Kent where potential recruits could meet serving soldiers, fierce criticism was received: ‘It seems that the government’s response to recruitment problems is to target younger and younger people from more and more disadvantaged areas,’ said Angus Mulready-Jones, a Labour councillor in one of the areas selected. ‘That is the only reasonable explanation for opening this showroom in Hackney […] It seems to me that we are limiting the aspirations of people in areas like this. We have a huge shortage of social workers, planners and NHS staff but instead of offering training for worthwhile long-term employment, we are spending hundreds of thousands of pounds on these fancy recruitment centres that give a very one-sided view of life in the army.’

Opponents of the army’s targeted recruitment on disadvantaged areas have reason to be concerned. Project 100,000 was an attempt launched in 1966 by the US military to offer military training and discipline to disadvantaged youths in order to ‘rehabilitate’ those termed ‘the subterranean poor’. Young men with little or no education, some with an IQ in the low 60s, were enlisted into the US military where their poor aptitude scores meant that they were found fit only for frontline infantry duty in the so-called ‘US Moron Corps’ and shipped to Vietnam, where their casualty rate was found to be almost double that of the men who enlisted normally. With a high proportion of black and ethnic minority youths involved, Project 100,000 soon came to be seen by critics as a cynical ploy to reduce the ranks of the underclass.

The showrooms, though, are not part of a Project 100,000-style social experiment. The recession may have had a big impact on the numbers coming forward but, as Colonel Calder-Smith explained, from the army’s point of view, ‘We are happy to see an increase in candidates as long as they have the ability and skills to make it through the training and succeed in the army.’ An increase in the numbers coming forward, after all, means the army is in a position to select better candidates from a wider pool.

Like their ancestors of 1914, though, joblessness may be a factor in a decision to enlist, but it is only one factor and frequently a minor one. In 1982 the BBC followed a group of recruits to the Parachute Regiment and found that, ‘Although the recession was at its height, very few of them had been noticeably affected by unemployment. Certainly some had – four of them from Scotland and the North had been unemployed for a year or more – but this was exceptional, and in only two cases could it really be considered a serious factor in their joining the army. Half the intake had been involved in some kind of apprenticeship or training scheme, and a fair number had completed their time as tradesmen. So the decision to join the army seemed to have little to do with personal inadequacies or a hostile environment.’ As Brigadier Jolyon Jackson, the head of army recruitment, said at the time, ‘People take the decision to join the army very seriously – you can’t walk into a recruitment office one day and get in the next day. It is a long and strenuous process.’

At the Army Careers office, the potential recruit will sit a computer-based touch-screen psychometric test known as the British Army Recruit Battery (BARB). This, alongside a literacy and numeracy test, is designed to assess the candidate’s ability to assimilate the training required for their chosen trade. They will also attend a number of interviews to decide on overall suitability for the army. The recruiting staff will also check references from schools or any employers, proof of identification, nationality and residency, and conduct a preliminary medical questionnaire, which is completed by the candidate and their family GP.

If these initial tests and interviews are passed successfully, the potential recruit is booked for further tests at one of the Recruit Selection Centres (Lichfield or Pirbright in England, Glencorse in Scotland or Ballymena in Northern Ireland). The recruit then goes to the centre for two days during which they undergo a thorough medical examination, physical assessment tests which include pull ups, static dynamic weight lift, back extension test, 150 metre jerry can carry and a 2.4 km (1.5 mile) best-effort run. There are also some team games held in the evening. They also sit a Technical Selection Test, a paper exam for those applying for specialist trades. There are further interviews, team-building exercises, practice lessons and a chance to speak to recruits in training. Only at the end of this is the candidate offered a place to start training. It’s a demanding process and it’s meant to be. Only those who are determined to join complete the process. Then comes a wait of up to several months before a vacancy on a training course comes up.

TAMMY ATKINS

For Private Michelle Norris, a career in the army had been a long-held dream. ‘I remember sitting on my dad’s knee watching old war movies and documentaries, because he loves his history. I remember watching The Battle of Britain and we could both say the words before they came out of the actors’ mouths. And the next morning, I would wake up thinking, ‘I want to be a soldier. I want to do all that.’’ After completing school, with hopes of joining the Royal Artillery, ‘I went up for selection as soon as I could, but I failed on my fitness: I took two seconds too long on the mile-and-a-half run and I could only do two pull-ups and you had to do four.’

Disheartened by her failure, Norris spent a year at college before trying again. This time she cut a full two minutes off her running time and managed nine pull-ups but by now her plans had changed. She joined the RAMC and after nine months’ training was posted to Germany with 1 Close Support Medical Regiment. ‘After a while, they said they were looking for volunteers for Iraq and I thought that was what I wanted to join for, so I just put my hand straight up.’ Norris went on to become the first woman to win the Military Cross for bravery under fire in 2007. Receiving the award, she told reporters, ‘I know some people doubt whether we can work properly on the front line. A lot of people say women can’t do this, women can’t go on the front line, I hope I’ve proved we can.’

From the campaign of Joan of Arc to today, military history is filled with stories of women in uniform: Hannah Snell served in Guise’s Regiment of Foot in 1745 before moving on to the navy where she was involved in hand-to-hand fighting in India and wounded several times before retiring from the navy with a pension and opening the Female Warrior pub in Wapping. When Phoebe Hessel died in Brighton in 1821 aged 107, the King himself paid for her funeral as a mark of respect for a woman who, rather than be left behind when her husband joined the army, followed him and served for 17 years as a soldier in the 5th Regiment of Foot. At least 50 women fought in the American Civil War and, in World War I, a 25-year-old Russian peasant girl named Maria Botchkareva managed (with the support of an amused local commander) to get permission from the Czar to enlist as a regular soldier. Despite her initial problems of fighting off the frequent sexual advances and ridicule of her male comrades, she fought alongside them in battle – including an incident in which she bayoneted a German soldier to death. When the anti-Bolshevik forces seemed to be wavering after the 1917 Revolution, Botchkareva proposed setting up the Battalion of Death, a force of 2,000 women whose role ‘would be to shame the men in the trenches by having the women go over the top first’. Although little more than a propaganda tool, the battalion did lead one attack and proved, as Botchkareva later put it, ‘they were no longer women, but soldiers’.

Despite such examples, and the even greater use by the Russians of female regiments during the World War II, attitudes in the West were very different. It was widely regarded that women could not physically or emotionally face the rigours of combat and so great was the assumption that women could not serve in combat zones that nurses for the US Military working at MASH hospitals in Korea later found that while their male colleagues were entitled to veterans’ benefits for their service, they were not.

British Special Operations Executive agents proved that women could be highly effective in mounting insurgency operations, but the regular military remained of the opinion that women had no role in combat operations. When women of the Ulster Defence Regiment were deployed in Northern Ireland to assist in searches, senior officers insisted that they dress in skirts to clearly identify them as women and therefore deter snipers shooting them. As Ulster veteran Ken Wharton explains, ‘the terrorists used “shoot and scoot” tactics firing into the backs of Land Rovers as they were going away from them. All they had to do was shoot between the tail lights and they would hit something, skirts or trousers, it did not matter.’

All military trades have their own radio callsign. Starlight was used to indicate the medical staff, Sheldrake the artillery. Callsigns for women soldiers were a product of their time: Manhole for admin staff, Coffeepot for female Military Police, Rucbag for women of the Royal Ulster Constabulary. The decision was taken in 1990, as women deployed to the first Gulf War, that it was no longer necessary to have a separate Women’s Royal Army Corps. As of 1991, they would join Corps and regiments in the same way as men and work alongside them except for those units whose primary task is ‘to close with and kill the enemy face-to-face’.

Captain Kirstie Main of the Royal Artillery explains the role of women in the modern military:



I’m often asked what it’s like being a woman in a male-dominated environment. But I am no different – I have done the same training, the same fitness tests, the same exercises as every guy. There really is no difference between male and female. Women still do not fight on the front line. But as we are no longer fighting conventional warfare, there is no clearly defined front line. When the enemy is everywhere, the front line is everywhere. In Afghanistan, women regularly did the same job as men in the same areas. It is more common than most people think. Since the first Gulf War, or Bosnia, the role of women has changed because the nature of warfare has changed and the rule that women should not fight on the front line has become obsolete and should be scrapped. You’re in the army to be part of the action. That’s what I want and I think it is unfair that my opportunities are limited […] I want the public to know what women in the forces do. Every day they do work that puts them at risk. Where I was based in Afghanistan, we had soldiers injured and killed, and they could have been women. There were women in vehicles behind them, in the troops near them. The public may not think that women are on the front line, but they are. If you asked the lads who fought alongside me, they would say that I was just one of the lads as well.

RUPERTS

The only reason a soldier would follow this officer is out of idle curiosity.

Lt Colonel Benton



In the wake of the English Civil war and the harsh regime of Cromwell’s Protectorate, fear of a professional army like that raised by Parliament against the King threatened the status quo, so command of the remodelled army went to men who could afford to purchase a commission and who had a vested interest in maintaining their status and wealth – men who had nothing to gain by overthrowing the monarchy. Skill and ability were welcome attributes but never seen as an essential requirement for the job of commanding troops. At the start of the Napoleonic Wars the Adjutant-General complained that of the 26 regiments available to him, 21 were ‘commanded literally by boys or idiots’. With neither the will nor the financial investment needed to improve the quality of the army by requiring its officers to undergo training, it gradually became the dumping ground for otherwise unemployable young gentlemen. When the purchase of commissions was abolished in 1871, restrictions were put in place instead to ensure that ‘the right sort’ held sway. In many regiments, private income was mandatory and military historian Richard Holmes has noted that in 1903, the War Office estimated that an infantry officer needed a private income of £160 per year over and above his army pay just to keep afloat at a time when a large family home in London could be rented for about £100 per year. A middle-class professional might manage to earn an annual salary in the region of £500, but an officer in one of the ‘better’ cavalry units would expect to need to have an average £600–700 (more than enough to buy a house in the Home Counties) every year to cover his mess bills, horses and uniform. It is said that in one of the fashionable cavalry regiments, a newly arrived subaltern was told that the War Office had credited his account with £100. ‘Good God,’ he replied, ‘do they actually pay us?’

If the life of an officer in peacetime seemed no different from joining a very agreeable club, membership had its price. In the many wars in which the Victorian army found itself embroiled, their role became a simple one. According to Desmond Morton, ‘they gave leadership, took responsibility, and set an example, if necessary, by dying […] Implicit was the assumption that the officer would be the first to die in battle.’ Whatever their social differences, on active service an officer had a very clear duty to his men. Asked where his officers were, one NCO replied simply: ‘When it comes time to die, they’ll be with us.’ In return, officers gained the respect of the men they led and, among many regimental officers, a strong mutual bond of loyalty grew from the shared dangers they faced. It was a curiously patronising relationship where teenage boys held the power of life and death over men old enough to be their fathers yet felt the need to look after their men as though they were children. ‘The more helpless a position in which an officer finds his men,’ wrote Sir Garnet Wolseley in the wake of the Zulu War of 1879, ‘the more it is his bounden duty to stay and share their fortune, whether for good or ill. It is because the British officer has always done so that he possesses the influence he does in the ranks of our army. The soldier has learned to feel that come what may, he can in the direst moment of danger look with implicit faith to his officer, knowing that he will never desert him under any possible circumstances.’

That view was shared by the Reverend Studdart-Kennedy, who won the Military Cross in World War I: ‘Live with the men, go everywhere they go. Make up your mind you will take their risks, and more, if you can do any good. The line is the key to the whole business. Work in the very front and they will listen to you; but if you stay behind you are wasting your time. Men will forgive you anything but lack of courage and devotion.’ The relationship between an officer and his men was, and is, a relationship best summed up in the legend that tells of a young officer urging his men forward into an attack until his sergeant took him to one side and explained quietly that ‘the correct form of words, sir, is “follow me”’.

To the men who serve under them, officers are always Ruperts (pronounced ‘Wooperts’) and hold one of four main types of commission:

The Short Service Commission

The SSC is the normal first commission for between 3 and 8 years for those who become an officer in the army but don’t want to commit to a long career in the army.

The Intermediate Regular Commission

This lasts for a maximum of 18 years. On completion of 18 years after the age of 40, the officer will be entitled to a lump sum and regular monthly payments, which will convert at 65 to a further lump sum and pension.

The Regular Commission

This offers a full career of 35 years or to age 60, whichever comes first. Those completing a full career will receive an immediate lump sum and pension from age 55.

Late Entry Commissions

A number of senior Non Commissioned Officers and Warrant Officers can be granted commissions known as Late Entry Commissions. They attend the Late Officer Entry Course at Sandhurst but because of their age they generally do not rise above the rank of Lieutenant Colonel. To the men, LEC officers are usually known more or less affectionately as ‘Rodneys’.

The old stereotype lives on. The ‘chinless wonder’ fresh out of Sandhurst still fills the hearts of experienced NCOs with dread, but they are getting fewer. Aboard the Canberra en route to the Falklands, Patrick Bishop noted that, like their men, the officers he met ‘came as a surprise. I had vaguely imagined a group of gently bred, ill-educated reactionaries. It was true that some of them spoke in that contorted way that made the order “fan out” sound like “fair night”, that the troops could mimic so well, but among the Marine officers in particular there were many who spoke in the same accents as their men.’



‘Heartbreakingly young’ is how Dylan Jones described the young soldiers he encountered in Afghanistan. In 2009, within days of his eighteenth birthday, Fusilier Hayden Hendricks of 2nd Battalion, the Royal Regiment of Fusiliers left for Afghanistan and became the youngest of the 8,300 British troops in that theatre of operations. Even having spent seven months in pre-deployment training, he is not unusual. A recruit can enlist at 16 years of age for soldiers or 17 for officers, and as many as 40 per cent of British troops join the army at an age when they are legally still regarded as children.

The legends surrounding the boy soldiers of the Great War have tended to romanticise the experiences of a relative few. Certainly many thousands of underage recruits attempted to enlist in the tidal wave of patriotism that marked the outbreak of war in 1914, but only those who could maintain the pretence made it to the trenches. John Condon was reputedly the youngest British casualty when he was killed in 1915 and his Commonwealth War Graves headstone gives his age as just 14. Research, however, has shown that this was a transcription error. Condon’s service record shows he joined the army in 1913, a year before the war. That he added a year to his age is true, but to persuade even the keenest recruiting sergeant in peacetime that a 12-year-old boy was really 18 seems unlikely. In fact, any soldier under the age of 19 was classified as ‘immature’ under military law and could not be sent overseas. Even at its lowest ebb, the British army’s minimum age for service in France was 18 years and 6 months, provided the soldier had had at least six months’ training in the UK. In 1940 the British Expeditionary Force lost the equivalent of an entire division because they were deemed too young to go to war.

It was only later, in the second half of the twentieth century, that Britain deliberately sent children to war. In 1982 Mark Eyles-Thomas travelled to the Falklands with three friends – Jason Burt, Ian ‘Scrivs’ Scrivens and Neil Grose. They had met in the Junior Parachute Company which was responsible for training 16-year-old school-leavers and the group were posted to the 3rd Battalion. On the night of 11–12 June, the four of them were preparing to go into battle for the heavily defended summit of Mount Longdon, overlooking the Falklands capital of Port Stanley. As they moved forward in the darkness, their section commander, Corporal Brian Milne, stepped on an anti-personnel mine and suddenly the element of surprise was gone.

In his book Sod That For a Game of Soldiers, Mark takes up the story:

‘Mount Longdon, previously cold, dark and still, had now come alive. The mountain and our initial objective were still 100 yards away to my right. Our section, now out in the open land of the minefield, was vulnerable to the enemy’s gunfire. Cpl Milne’s screams reduced to the horrendous groans of a man in serious pain.’

The section was ordered to take out an Argentine position, but as they moved into the attack, both Jason Burt and Neil Grose were hit by small arms fire.



‘Jas?’ I called out. Nothing came back. ‘Tom, is that you?’ a voice asked. Tom was my nickname. ‘Is that you, Scrivs?’ I said. ‘Yeah, I’m over here with Grose. He’s been shot.’

I crawled back to look for Jas and spotted him lying face-down about 30ft from where I had taken cover. I called to him, but he didn’t answer. A round from a machine gun had penetrated his head, killing him instantly.

Then I crawled over to Scrivs, who was with Grose in the middle of the battlefield. ‘I think he’s been shot in the chest,’ said Scrivs. ‘But I can’t find the exit wound.’ Each time a shot rang out, Scrivs would lie over Grose, whose birthday it was, to protect him. ‘How’re you enjoying your birthday party, mate?’ Scrivs jokingly quizzed Grose. ‘You certainly know how to have a do. I think the neighbours will be upset with the noise, though.’ Grose tried to laugh, but the pain was too much. ‘Don’t make me laugh,’ he pleaded. ‘We’re going to have to move him,’ I said to Scrivs. I placed my hand on Scrivs’ shoulder to beckon his head nearer to mine. At that very moment a single shot rang out.

Scrivs fell across my lap and fluid splattered on my face. I pushed Scrivs off me with an instinctive and repulsive jerk. He lay motionless in a limp, crumpled heap. I sat there not believing what had happened. One minute I was talking to Scrivs with my hand on his shoulder, the next – ZAP – he was gone.

Then Grose looked at me. ‘Where’s Scrivs?’ he asked. I didn’t want to tell him, but he could see it in my eyes. Grose screwed up his eyes, this time in the pain of losing a friend, and tears fell. I cried, too.



Mark carried Grose back to safety but his injuries were too severe. Neil Grose, oldest of the four young Paras, died on his eighteenth birthday.

In 2007 the BBC revealed that between 2003 and 2005, fifteen 17-year-old British soldiers, four of them female, were inadvertently sent to Iraq despite Britain having, on 24 June 2003, ratified the UN Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict to ensure that under-18s were not deployed to war zones. Defence Minister Adam Ingram admitted that although the UK would not condone the deployment of anyone under the age of eighteen, ‘Unfortunately, these processes are not infallible and the pressures on units prior to deployment have meant that there have been a small number of instances where soldiers have been inadvertently deployed to Iraq before their eighteenth birthday.’ They may be children when they leave, but after accompanying a patrol of the 2nd Rifles in Afghanistan in August 2009, journalist Michael Yon concluded: ‘Some of the soldiers out here might seem young, but there are no young soldiers here. Not even one.’

BASIC TRAINING

There was never anything in the tea. Generations of young men have believed that ‘they’ put something in it – bromide was always the favourite culprit – to stop young men having the sort of thoughts young men always have. Instead, for the new recruit away from home for probably the first time, the loss of libido had nothing to do with drugs, just culture shock.

‘The change from civilian to soldier is not one that is easily accomplished,’ wrote Leslie Vickers in 1917:



We soon find that there are many new conditions to be faced, many new and uncongenial tasks to be undertaken, and all sorts of strange and novel regulations to which we must render strictest obedience […] In military life things are all changed. We become at once cogs in the great machine. We have a definite work to perform. The smooth running of the plant depends on us. We lose much of our independence. We realise that other cogs depend on us and, further, that there are many bigger cogs who drive us and whose bigness and authority we must thoroughly appreciate and recognise […] There may be occasions when we thoroughly despise our seniors and conclude that everything military was arranged for our oppression. Bit by bit we shall lose the conviction that we ‘know it all’ already, and as knowledge increases within us, we shall appreciate more and more the knowledge and experience of those placed over us. Regulations and even red tape will be seen to have a wise purpose, though, to the end of our days, we may long for some official scissors to cut it.

The change from civilian to soldier is produced in one way only – THE LEARNING OF OBEDIENCE. This is the first and last lesson. The civilian is only obedient in certain ways and to a limited extent. The soldier is obedient in every way and to any extent, even to death […] It is the heart of the system. Obedience is given to some one by every rank in the army, from the highest general to the humblest private.

When we have learned obedience we need to learn discipline – for the two words do not mean exactly the same thing. Discipline may be of two kinds. First of all there is SELF-DISCIPLINE. This includes the restraint of selfishness; the cultivation of the spirit of comradeship, generosity and thoughtfulness. Then there is ARMY DISCIPLINE, which includes obedience, thoroughness, common sense and resourcefulness.



‘Basic training,’ says the army’s website, ‘is a progressive package where we take you as the raw material and develop your potential through a series of phases which increasingly demand higher standards as you become better able to match them. We will always be asking you to give your best effort and we will unlock reserves of stamina and endurance you did not realise you possessed. Our philosophy is to train you into the Army not to select you out.’

The British Army’s ethos is, as it always has been, very different from other European armies. The idea of the conscript as a ‘citizen in uniform’ and a regime where long hair and other obvious signs of individualism are freely allowed is commonplace in Europe. ‘There are very few armies that still train to fight a war,’ says Major Charles Hayman, editor of Jane’s World Armies. ‘The training regime here is very, very different from what it is in the rest of Europe […] It has to be tough because wars are nasty and brutal. That sort of training is completely at odds with the sort of society we actually live in. Basic training is far more involved and tough than it was. You are going to get very, very fit – generally the fitness standard of a minor athlete. You are taking people who may be something of a couch potato and making them very fit – it is tough. A lot of people – 25 per cent – are not going to make it.’

Training breaks down into four broad phases. The first six weeks are very much an introduction to the Infantry. Phase 1 covers a multitude of subjects such as values and standards, physical training, skill at arms lessons, drill and fieldcraft. Recruits will remain in barracks and will have a lot to learn. However, parents’ day on week four is a chance for them to show off and have a night off. The phase ends with the recruits receiving their berets, cap badge and a long weekend.

The second phase from weeks seven to twelve sees the final introductory exercise, the conclusion of all fieldcraft tuition and the introduction to section attacks. There is an emphasis on shooting which culminates in the shooting test. Recruits also go away for a week of adventure training.

During the third phase in weeks 13 to 19, the training focuses on teaching the recruits infantry skills. This is based around three tactical exercises, an urban skills day and a week-long camp in Altcar, near Liverpool. At the end of this period, recruits receive a regimental tie as a mark of achievement for completing all the tactical exercises.

The fourth and final phase focuses on confirmation of training received. This comes in the form of final exercise and live firing battle camp. There is also a battlefield tour to Belgium and, of course, the passing out parade.



Sociologist John Hockey studied the experiences of a group of recruits in the 1980s and argues that alongside the obvious military syllabus is another, informal but crucial form of education. For Richard A. Gabriel and Paul L. Savage, n their study of the military command structure, ‘The British Army for centuries has been recognized as a highly successful socializing institution for recruits drawn from a wide array of social, racial, and ethnic backgrounds. In the British case, this phenomenon appears related to the sense of belonging to the “regiment”. Equally impressive is the proven capacity of British military units to resist and not break down under unusual pressures, which in turn reinforces regimental identity and group cohesion.’

Military training is only partly about the learning of new skills. The biggest change is from people who sees themselves as civilians to those who are, first and foremost, soldiers. It is, says Hockey, a two-part process: the first is one of Civilian Role Dispossession, followed by one of Adaptation and Adjustment.

CIVILIAN ROLE DISPOSSESSION

‘The first casualty of war,’ says one veteran of the training process, ‘is your hairstyle.’ On arrival, recruits suddenly find themselves in what sociologist Erving Goffman called ‘a total institution’. Every choice, every decision will be made for them. All sense of individualism is stripped away – starting with the hair. They dress alike, in baggy coveralls or ill-fitting uniform which marks them out from the smarter recruits in more senior intakes and especially from the immaculately turned out instructors. Privacy is a thing of the past. Home comforts are gone. For 16-year-olds, it’s a shock to the system. ‘If you’re looking for sympathy, sonny,’ one former Junior Soldier recalled being told, ‘it’s in the Oxford English Dictionary, between shit and syphilis. Now turn to the right and f*ck off sharpish like!’

It’s a period of ‘beastings’ – change parades in which the recruits have to parade in one type of uniform and then are given perhaps two minutes to be back on parade in a completely different type of dress, changing from combat clothing to PT kit to fatigues and back; of endless drill and cleaning. It is this element of ‘Bull’ that stays in the memory longest.

‘Bull was terrible,’ says former Corporal John Inglis of his own National Service experience. ‘Whilst I was in the services we had a Bull Night once a week and everything had to be spotless. If when the Old Man came around the next day all was not right, you had another Bull Night and another inspection the following day. At one camp I was at, the coal bucket had to be emptied and bulled up with steel wool. The shafts of the billet’s sweeping brushes were scraped every bull night with a razor blade. On kit inspections our PT shoes were under the bed and we put varnish on them to make them sparkle. I wore belt and gaiters for two years and every night you had to blanco them and do your brasses.’

There is a story about an American family in London. They are visiting the sights and stood next to a Guardsman on sentry. The boy asked why the soldier’s boots were so shiny. ‘They’re made of patent leather.’ The two fled in terror as the furious Guardsman growled, ‘They are made of SPIT AND POLISH!’ As a former Guardsman explains, the process of polishing his boots to a mirrored shine is not a simple one:



Go out for a small run in your boots (if they are new) to find where the boots are going to crease. [Then,] if the boots are Parade boots (hob-nailed ‘ammunition’ boots), take them to a shoe/boot repair shop and get the boots ‘double tapped’ (extra layer of leather put on sole and heel). If they are not Parade boots don’t worry about this stage. [Next] remove the laces from the boot and force damp/wet newspaper into the boot, ensuring that the whole of the toe cap is filled, and then fill up the remainder of the boot up to ankle level. It is VERY important that you force the paper in, until the boot goes hard. Replace the laces, and tie them up tightly (We were always told that the leather containing the lace holes should meet in the middle.) Now shape the boots by pressing in any bulges that shouldn’t be there, and try to push the toe caps of ammo boots upward slightly (banana shape). This prevents the boots cracking as you march, as they ‘rock’ (literally).



This, though, was only the first stage. As another former soldier continues, the actual process of ‘bulling’ boots can now begin:



1.  Cover entire surface of new boots with Kiwi Parade Gloss (and to all the old sweats, mine have NEVER gone blue when it rains!).

2.  Heat the smooth rounded end of a spoon to red hot and use it to ‘iron’ down any stipples and lumps. Move quickly and ensure there’s plenty of polish between the spoon and the leather or you’ll ruin the boots. This action also pushes the polish into the leather to keep them watertight. Get it just right and you’ll have black socks for ever!

3.  Apply a generous coat of polish with a ‘putting-on’ brush and keep brushing until you get a dull shine.

4.  Use your ‘taking off ’ brush (the softer one) until you get a civvy shine.

5.  Wrap a yellow duster around a finger (just one thickness of duster) and dip it into warm polish (a new tin – not the one you used for brushing). Make circular motions in the polish until it has warmed up further and soaked into the duster. You will end up with a black finger, but that’s part of the game.

6.  Transfer the polish onto one boot using circular motions until the entire boot is covered.

7.  Do the same with the other boot. From here on, whatever you do to one boot, you do to the other to the same degree before going on to the next instruction or repeating an action. If you don’t, you’ll end up with odd boots!

8.  Spit on a small area of the polished boot and, without moving your finger from its position in the duster, polish the boot with wide circular motions. The spit reacts with the polish to bond the layers together. Keep spitting on different parts of the boot until all areas have been covered. Work quickly during the spit phase.

9.  Repeat from 6 to 8 many times until a lustre starts to develop.

10. Now move your finger to a different part of the duster, pick up a small amount of polish and work it over as large an area as possible, the aim being to apply a very thin coat. Keep doing this until the whole boot is covered.

11. Using very cold water, buff the polish using light circular movements. Keep buffing until the polish starts to shine. On a hot day, do this bit with the boot in a fridge or freezer or you’ll be there all day. Otherwise do it under cold running water, but then you’ll have a sink to clean and polish isn’t easy to remove from porcelain!

12. Repeat 10 and 11 until you’re quite impressed with the shine that develops.

13. Repeat 10 but with a linen handkerchief, making sure that there are no creases in the cloth under your finger.

14. Repeat 11 but with a linen handkerchief and NO water. Be very gentle.

15. Get the wife’s best newest tights, or the girlfriend’s stockings or your best mate’s wife’s tights and twist them into a tight ball, finishing with a smooth layer, no wrinkles. Very, very gently, use circular movements to finish the boots to a high gloss.

16. Try to get polish off finger. Vim, Swarfega and Fairy Liquid help but there’s no substitute for a new white towel.



It seems like a lot of effort (and it is) but you can trog across the moors, soak them, scrape them to buggery and once they’re dry, they will polish back up within a few minutes. (Okay – it may take up to half an hour.)



Unsurprisingly, despite their best efforts, some soldiers never quite come up to scratch. The same soldier went on:



Having joined the TA just after Recruit Camp, I had nearly a year to wait to go through the two weeks’ training (at that time there was only one course each year). That gave me plenty of time to get a deep shine on my boots, experimenting with different methods to achieve the best results. The Recruit Camp allocated one hour each evening solely to boot cleaning – brush polishing the working boots and bulling the best boots. As my second pair only needed the dust blowing off them, this gave me extra time to do other things. Come the first Friday, we were informed that if the whole billet had satisfactory best boots, we’d be given the Saturday afternoon off – boots to be inspected at 22:00 that evening. One lad had been hopeless at bulling. We rallied round and tried to get a reasonable shine on his boots – only to find that when we weren’t looking, he’d taken a brush to them! D’oh! Unsurprisingly, at 22:00, when the corporal inspected our boots, he wasn’t satisfied. But he wanted Saturday afternoon off as well, so he gave the bloke a second-chance show at midnight.

We tried, but at 23:45 the boots still hadn’t achieved a decent shine, so I gave him my boots to show. Apparently the corporal was very impressed. So impressed, in fact, that he gouged the polish out of the toe of one boot with the comment ‘Perhaps now your mate won’t be so keen on lending his boots to you.’ We got the time off, though, so it was a small price to pay. Gouges look nasty but they’re easy enough to repair.



Bernard McCabe remembered a similar parade in his own training days when his platoon Sergeant ‘threw my boots out the window because they didn’t meet his exacting standards. Pity the window was shut as it ruined my boots as they made their way through, and to cap it he made me pay for the window because I should have known he was going to throw them out! Oh happy days.’

Kenneth Kingsley, who joined the army in 1943, found that instructors could always find something to fault:



One particular day on parade, our little bald-headed Sergeant Major walked down our lines and inspected us to see we were smart and well-shaven. Well, aged 18, my chin was smooth as a baby’s bottom. However, when he stopped in front of me he took two smart paces towards me. He stared at my face. Then he took another two smart steps towards me and stared at me. I wondered why. Then he took another two smart steps so that his face was inches from mine.

‘When did you last shave?’ he snapped.

‘I’ve never shaved in my life, sir,’ I said.

‘What?’ he gasped, ‘never shaved?’

‘No, sir,’ I said.

‘You’ve got a razor and you’ve never shaved?’ he said.

‘No, sir,’ I said.

The Sergeant Major turned to a young Corporal with goofy teeth and barked, ‘Corporal, take this man and get him shaved.’

I was then marched back to the barrack room by the Corporal. He said, ‘Where is your razor, lad?’

‘In my kit bag, Corp, but I haven’t put a blade in it ’ cos I’ve never shaved!’

The Corporal laughed and got his own razor and said, ‘Put up your chin.’ He then stroked the razor across my chin and removed one tiny soft hair and blew it off the razor, laughing. I was back on parade within about a couple of minutes and the Sergeant Major looked carefully at my chin and snapped, ‘That’s better!’ My mates tried to resist laughing.



The endless drill, the seemingly pointless fascination with clean boots and kit may seem petty – and often is – but it has a point. As a corporal explained to John Hockey, if a soldier couldn’t look after his kit in the barracks, he was going to have a hard time doing it on operations. The aim was to develop, as Vickers realised back in 1917, the self-discipline needed to ensure that every soldier is conditioned to look after himself and his equipment and to take pride in doing so. Collective punishments for those who fail to achieve standards serve to ensure that they work together. Punishments for the squad for an individual’s failing drive home the message that a failure by one person will have consequences for them all. Close-order drill, once so important on the battlefield, is still a vital part of the training syllabus. ‘Drill, you see,’ Captain Peter Jones told the author Tony Parks, ‘is designed to teach soldiers to obey orders instinctively and to act as one. Soldiers are much more intelligent today than they used to be: they have to be, because their weapons and equipment are pretty technical pieces of kit. But come the hour and come the day, they still need to have had instilled into them an instinctive obedience to orders. You cannot have debates on the battlefield, you cannot have doubts and hesitations: the soldiers must trust their leaders and do what their leaders say without so much as a second thought.’

The aim of this first stage, says Hockey, is to strip away the individual’s civilian attitudes. Major Hayman agrees. ‘[The] soldier falls into the army way of doing things. These people are maybe two or three weeks out of civilian life.’ Very quickly, they leave a civilian attitude behind and focus on becoming a soldier. In what is our society’s only formal rite of passage, the young man or woman who completes this first period is rewarded with the presentation of the soldier’s beret – a mark of acceptance as a real soldier rather than a civilian.

From here on, Hockey says, training is about learning the skills of the trade, adapting and adjusting to army life. ‘The toughest thing a recruit will do,’ says Major Hayman, ‘is the battle camp at the end of training. It is generally in places like Brecon, in the hills, with the rain and the cold. They live outside with no cover over their heads, they fight mock battles, and at the end they are totally exhausted. There is one physical task that everybody has to do that is really gut-wrenching. At the end of a 10-mile trek, with battle shooting exercises, you must pick someone up, both of you in full kit, and carry him and his rifle for 100 yards. That is horrendous. If you can get through, you look back and think what a tough guy I am.’ Despite its emphasis on obedience, though, he argues that training is not intended to break recruits. ‘You don’t want to dehumanise them, because you want them to think. A dehumanised human being is no better than a robot. You have to have people who can act on their own when all the officers are dead and the sergeants are gone.’ The tasks seem extremely difficult but they are achievable, provided the recruit has the determination to push themselves. ‘Pain is temporary,’ instructors tell them, ‘failure lasts for ever.’

For those who make it, there is one final ceremonial parade at which they are welcomed into the army as fully fledged soldiers. Those who make it go on to join an infantry battalion in the regiment of their choice.

THE REGIMENT

… the British soldier’s morale was fed not only by patriotism […] but by the unique regimental spirit that has been the envy of other armies down to the present day: one cannot let the Regiment down.

J.M. Brereton, The British Soldier



The regimental system of the British army grew out of its role as the enforcement arm of the Empire and has been recognised as being particularly well adapted to small-scale police actions and counterinsurgency operations requiring prolonged deployment away from home. Throughout the Victorian era the army was virtually continuously engaged in low-intensity conflict with insurgents, with full-scale warfare the exception rather than the rule. In such situations, large-scale co-ordination between a number of regiments is rarely necessary and the regiment grew as an independent unit. Each would have at least three battalions: the First deployed overseas; the Second to garrison the UK and provide reinforcements as required; and a Third to act as a Reserve administering training to those men who had completed their full-time service but who remained liable for a part-time Reservist commitment.

‘In the old army,’ says military historian David Bercuson about the similar system operating in Canada, ‘a recruit’s service life began in the regimental depot, where he received his basic training and was indoctrinated into his regiment. The process generally took six months and was divided into training and indoctrination. In the words of Colonel Ian Fraser, who commanded the Canadian Airborne Regiment in the mid-1970s, ‘It was really a form of brainwashing. The new soldiers memorized battle honours and the names of regimental heroes. They learned about regimental history, ceremonies, customs and traditions, music, bugle calls, order or dress, special drill movements, and all the other trappings that made each regiment in the Canadian Army unique. When they left the depot, the soldiers weren’t prepared to admit that any other regiments even existed, much less discuss them with anything other than scorn.’

Most regiments recruited from specific geographical areas and usually incorporated the place name into the regimental name. Each was responsible for its own recruiting, training and administration and this gave each a unique sense of identity to the extent that the British army is often described as tribal. It fosters a strong sense of belonging and often a strong sense of pride and community ownership of the local regiment by the public at home. Inevitably, in times of economic downturn, cuts have to be made. Writing in 1946, Lieutenant Colonel R.J.A. Kaulback noted:



Traditions must be maintained for building up the psychological background of the units, particularly where these traditions are based on recent exploits. For a unit to have fought at Alamein or Arnhem has more military value now than to have fought at Waterloo, however gallant the exploits of those bygone days may have been. Equally, the peculiarities of the modern foot-infantry or the armoured divisions or airborne divisions will engender far greater pride of regiment than perpetuation of the drills of the Fusiliers, Light Infantry or Rifle regiments whose special functions vanished in the twilight of the nineteenth century. Where in the course of reorganization, therefore, the question of amalgamation or disbandment of units comes up for consideration, a very careful choice should be made between those whose retention is desirable on purely sentimental or historical grounds and those whose claim is based on the firmer ground of their record in the recent fighting. There are many very young units whose record should guarantee their place against all claimants in spite of their lack of historical background.



‘History suggests,’ wrote Major C.E. Hawes in 1951, ‘that the British Infantry may fairly claim to be second to none in staunchness and fortitude in battle: until recently at any rate regimental spirit was the characteristic feature of that infantry, every member of which was determined that his regiment should hold its ground regardless of what its neighbours might do. Is it too paradoxical to claim therefore that the success of British Infantry has been based upon the principle “Divided we stand”? The value of regimental tradition also appears in its affects upon leadership. Here again the commander of the more technical arms has an advantage; the most important part of his task is the application of principles, scientifically established and agreed upon, to a given situation which may indeed be affected by the fact that it occurs in time of war but is not radically altered thereby. Thus, in peace or war, it takes very little time for a seaman with any experience at all to sum up a new Captain […] Similarly it is very soon clear whether a commander of artillery or engineers is technically competent. But the command of infantry in action is far more closely allied to an art than to a technique: it consists of the application of principles, it is true, but these principles are profoundly modified by the individual commander’s view of the way to apply them, in fact, by his personal character. Thus a thrusting Irishman may attack with three companies up, while a cautious Scot may prefer to commit only one company at the outset: both may succeed admirably, but it is probable that neither will have much success at all unless he has somehow gained the confidence of his men before the battle, so that every soldier will go “all out” without anxious fears of something going wrong. Such confidence is based on knowledge, and knowledge is more easily and quickly acquired if both leader and led are on the same metaphorical “wavelength” as the result of a common military culture and upbringing based on shared traditions.’

So great is this sense of tribal loyalty to a specific regiment that it is not unusual to hear a teenage Guardsman today talk of how ‘We held the line’ when talking about the battle of Waterloo or any of the many other battle honours of the regiment. The pride in regimental history remains so strong that even the lowest recruit gains a sense of ownership of a distant historical event. They were Guardsmen, he’s a Guardsman, therefore there is no doubt in his mind that he, too, would behave the same way. Within the regiment, the basic unit for most of a soldier’s army life will be the Battalion. Varying between 700 and 900 men and commanded by a Lieutenant Colonel, ‘battalions certainly differed in their character and their competence both from others and within themselves over time,’ noted Terry Copp and Bill McAndrew in their study of the army of World War II. ‘Battalions are much like an organic family. They are held together by intangibles – leadership, comradeship, motivation, morale – that defy quantification or even easy description. In good units, soldiers feel – know – they are in the best section in the best company, in the best battalion. Many veterans cite the character and capability of the commanding officer as vital factors in shaping a battalion’s collective character.’

Jeffery Williams, in his account of World War I, noted an incident that demonstrated the bond between the men of a battalion:



Message: ‘German attack east of St. Eloi … relief postponed.’ That extra sentence seemed a lot to men who had not slept for five days and there was some cursing in the darkness. Colonel Farquhar, following his usual custom of considering the front line as healthy as a village lane, appeared at the back of the trench.

‘And how is the merry band of sportsmen?’ he remarked cheerfully. No one had heard or noticed his approach, but the replies were ready enough.

‘Going strong, sir.’

‘Good for another week.’

‘Enjoying ourselves, sir.’

The colonel chuckled and departed while the men looked at each other and wondered why they had answered that way. But really there was no other.



In a speech to officer candidates at Sandhurst, Sergeant-Major J.C. Lord tried to explain what this sense of belonging meant:



I am going to relate to you something that happened to me that I think highlights this business. In my parachute battalion we had a Corporal Sheriff. He was a good corporal but he had his share of rockets and so on. He didn’t make sergeant when there was plenty of promotion flying about but he was a good battalion [man] and a good company man. He joined us in ’41, fought with us in North Africa, Sicily and Italy and finally at Arnhem, and it was at Arnhem that he was wounded. We had been in the prison camp for I should think about three months with no knowledge of him at all when I was told that he was in the reception hut, and so I scrounged a few cigarettes which were available, because I was told he was in bad shape, and went up to the hut.

I shall never forget it. As I opened the door everything stopped: there was a deathly silence and everybody looked round as they do under those circumstances. The hut was full of foreigners of various nationalities, a smell of unwashed bodies and a strange atmosphere. I looked around and saw Corporal Sheriff in some strange uniform – if you could call it a uniform – which had been supplied to him. He was sitting cross-legged on the floor, head hanging down, looking very dejected.

I walked across towards him and you could have heard a pin drop. I went up to him and I said something to the effect, ‘Hello Corporal Sheriff, how are you getting on?’ And in front of all those foreigners he stood up. It was three months since we had seen one another and he had no particular cause to love me. In front of all those foreigners he stood up and he stood to attention and you could almost hear their astonishment.

He turned his head towards me and said, ‘Hello Sir, it’s good to hear your voice.’ He was blind. Even in those circumstances he was a member of the family, he felt he belonged again and he was back in the bosom of the family. Now that’s soldiering, that’s spirit, that’s understanding. That’s all the things I’ve been trying to say.



Today, the regimental system has been eroded. Regiments with strong local connections have been amalgamated and training is no longer carried out by individual regiments but in generic training centres. The traditions of the past remain strong but have given way to a more corporate set of values.

‘Being a soldier is not easy,’ says the army’s website in 2010. ‘We are asked to do things not asked of other people. We have to be aggressive and strong in battle, yet behave properly and show self-control all the time. To enable us to do this the Army has six values it requires us to live by.

Selfless Commitment

The Army is about teamwork – none of us work on our own, we always work in a team. Teams can only be effective if we all play our part in full, putting the team and the mission before our own needs, trusting each other totally – even with our lives if necessary.

Courage

All soldiers need courage, both physical and moral. Physical courage is about controlling fear, rather than having no fear. Training and discipline helps us do our duty regardless of the dangers and discomforts. Moral courage is about doing the right thing, not looking the other way when we know or see something is wrong, even if it is not a popular thing to do or say.

Discipline

All teams need discipline. In our line of work it is vital, ensuring that orders are carried out and everyone is confident that they will not be let down by their teammates. Self-discipline is the best form of discipline. It depends on high personal standards that earn soldiers the trust and respect of their teammates. It gives us the courage to make the difficult choices that we face in our career.

Integrity

Integrity means being honest, not lying, cheating or stealing. If we lack integrity our teammates cannot trust what we say or do; they cannot rely on us and the team suffers.

Loyalty

Loyalty is about looking after and helping those around us. Putting the needs of our teammates before our own, even when the going gets tough.

Respect For Others

Soldiers come in all shapes and sizes and all deserve to be treated fairly. There is no place for any form of harassment or discrimination in an Army that claims to ‘Be The Best.’ We judge people on their abilities, not their race, religion or sex. Respect for others, including civilians, detainees and captured enemy forces, means treating people decently.



Hundreds of books have been dedicated to the task of explaining Tommy Atkins, who he is, why he fights. There is no simple answer. Perhaps the best summary of the modern British soldier comes from Private Kenny Bosch of 7 Platoon, C Company of 1st Battalion, Princess of Wales’ Royal Regiment, nicknamed ‘the Tigers’. Interviewed by Professor Richard Holmes about his experiences in Iraq, Bosch explained:



The search for yourself leads you on many paths through your life. Some are long and hard, while others are as short as a heartbeat. But the moment you think you have found yourself, the search starts all over again. For as you find yourself you change and become a better man […] And then it happens, your first contact. You come face-to-face with the demon inside you. Fear and anxiety grips you and squeezes the very life out of you. This is life and death. This is where a man stands up and faces his destiny. This is what you have been training for. This is what you were born for. You were born to be a warrior. You were born to be strong and courageous; to be a man. And with that the demon turns and runs. The fear and anxiety disappears and your senses sharpen to a knife’s edge with which you take control of yourself and lunge forward. You look round and you see the eyes of the man next to you. You grow strong with the confidence you see in their faces. For a split second you almost feel sorry for the foes that stumble in the way of a force like this.

But a man is more than just a warrior, and war is more than just fighting battles. After all, we came to keep the peace […] Peace starts with you, as a soldier, walking the streets, talking to people. To give a little bit of who you are and what you know so that they may have a better life. This is something you cannot train for. The life you live in the battalion is the one that shines through you. As you give, you also receive. What you get back is what changes you […] The only ones that understand you are the people who were there with you. The ones who have seen what you have seen and experienced what you have experienced.

So where does all of this leave me? Have I become a man? Did my training prepare me mentally? I am left with the most profound statement I have heard about being who you are, and spoken by one of my childhood heroes, Popeye the Sailor Man. Whenever he wasn’t sure what to do or felt inadequate, Popeye would simply say, ‘I yam what I yam’. Today I can truly say, I yam what I yam. I am a soldier in the best armoured infantry battalion in the world. I am a Tiger.
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