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Foreword

I met Victor Gregg in December 2009, just after his ninetieth birthday. I was researching the war in the Western Desert and was keen to meet anyone who had been there. We were introduced by Tom Bird who had been his company commander at Alamein. At the end of our first meeting Vic gave me a memoir he had written for his grandchildren. In it he describes the first seventy years of his life. Inevitably, after such a long period, his memory for precise dates is not always 100 per cent accurate, but his recall of events is vivid, honest and gripping.

 He tells how he left school at fourteen and spent his teenage years knocking around Soho. Then he joined the Rifle Brigade, signing on for twenty-one years. Nineteen forty found him in the Western Desert seconded to the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG). At Alamein he fought in the Snipe action where the medals won in the action included a VC awarded to the Colonel, Vic Turner. In September 1944 he parachuted into Arnhem, where he was captured. He was sent to a labour camp outside Dresden and managed to sabotage a soap factory. For this he was condemned to death. The night before his execution the Allies bombed the city. Vic’s prison received a direct hit and the blast blew him to freedom. He survived the firestorm and spent a week working with the rescue forces. Then he escaped to the east and the Russian army. The bombing of Dresden was a major event in Vic’s life; it took him thirty years and a painful divorce to come to terms with it.

After the war, Vic’s life continued to be colourful and parts of it read like a cross between The Italian Job and The Spy Who Came in from the Cold. He became a communist and driver to the chairman of the Moscow Narodny Bank. The Russian embassy sent him on mysterious errands and he was recruited by shadowy men from the British security services. His passion for motorbikes led him to travel extensively to bike rallies behind the Iron Curtain, where he became involved in dissident politics. By one of life’s more far-fetched coincidences he was reunited with Major Albert Jünger, the German officer who had sent him off as a POW from Arnhem. Through Jünger, Vic became involved with Wehrmacht veterans in East Germany and served as a link between them and the Hungarian People’s Democratic Forum. In August 1989 the seventy-year-old Vic was invited by the Democratic Forum to be one of the guests of honour at a rally in Sopron, near the border with Austria. Vic was asked to be one of a small party that was to make the first cut in the wire that divided East from West, and a few weeks later the Berlin Wall itself was breached. Vic had played a small part in its downfall. 

Vic is still a player and old habits die hard. When I first met him he said he would pick me up from Winchester station. I arrived and waited: no sign of Vic. Eventually I realised that someone was watching me from a car parked about a hundred yards away. It was Vic checking me out, making sure I wasn’t trouble before making contact. He drove me to a pub where we talked about the war in the desert. Vic was still checking me out. I must have passed the test because he invited me to his home to meet his wife, Betty. It was after this that he gave me his manuscript. I didn’t realise it at the time but he was giving me the thumbs-up and we were off on what was to be another of his adventures.

More than seventy years separate Rifleman Vic Gregg from the British soldiers who are fighting today in Afghanistan, but the lessons are the same. The fight does not end when a man walks off the battlefield – the consequences of war reverberate right through a soldier’s life. Vic has always been on the emotional as well as the physical front line. 

Rifleman was not written lightly or easily. Mixed with the excitement and the action are some very painful memories. Vic does not flinch from criticising some of the people he has met along the way but there is no one he is more critical of than himself. The better I have got to know him the more I have come to respect and admire him and hope I can now count him as a friend. 

Vic’s Certificate of Service, issued in 1946, when he left the army, contains a paragraph which was meant to sum up his military record, but in a way it sums up his whole life: 



During an exceedingly colourful career, this rifleman has served long and continuous periods in active operations with front line units.

He is an individual of great courage, capable of applying himself best to a task when the need is greatest.



This statement accurately describes the ninety-year-old Vic I met on that cold December day in 2009. If I have been of any use to him in getting his book ready for press, the pleasure has been all mine.



Rick Stroud 

London, November 2010
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The Early Years

When I was born the Great War had been over for almost a year. Of my father I remember little; my brother, John, came along the following year, my sister, Ellen, six years later. That was when Father decided to exit our life for ever, never to be seen again. We heard that he had gone to Australia, but we never found out for sure.

We all lived on the second floor of a house in Compton Street, near King’s Cross, London, a right hovel of a place. Like every other building in the neighbourhood, its lath and plaster walls were a breeding ground for vermin. Every weekend Mother would go through the ritual of delousing us. It was a futile task but she did her best using copious measures of carbolic with water and a fine-tooth comb. It would be many years before I appreciated what she had to endure to keep us fed and halfway clean and presentable.

At the age of five I was packed off to the local infants’ school; at the age of seven we would be transferred to the junior boys’ school. There we were taught simple arithmetic, reading, writing, and how to behave ourselves. The next step up would be the boys’ school, where the discipline was harsh, especially considering how young we were. The slightest deviation from the straight and narrow was severely punished. A boy would be caned hard for the slightest misdemeanour. But neither the boys nor their parents thought it necessary to challenge the authority of the school. It was accepted: the boy had done wrong, and he had to take his medicine.

Yelling while the cane or strap was doing its worst was allowed. Crying wasn’t. If you were silly enough to complain to your father, or in my case my mother, they would give you another whack for good measure. ‘Spare the rod and spoil the child’ was a maxim that was fully endorsed by every God-fearing parent of the day.

Outside school there was the discipline of the gangs. Every boy belonged to a gang, usually related to the street where he lived. Streets were sacrosanct to the people who lived in them. If three or more strange boys entered a street they were treated with suspicion and usually challenged. Singly or in pairs you were no threat; mob-handed meant only one thing, and then out came the knuckle-dusters, the coshes, and any other weapon which might come to hand. If by chance the injuries to the interlopers were considered to be excessive war would be declared. The fighting would go on until such time that a peace conference would be arranged, or until the police intervened in the proceedings. These wars happened all the time and were a sort of apprenticeship for life.

Mother’s wages for her weekly work weren’t enough to feed us properly, so at the weekends my brother and I would be turfed out of the house and sent off to Covent Garden or Smithfield or even the fish market at Billingsgate to see what we could scrounge. With a couple of jam sandwiches and twopence to buy a bottle of ‘R White’s Lemonade’ (there was a ha’penny deposit on the bottle), we would be sent on our way.

‘Wotdya want us to bring back, Mum?’

‘Go down to the Garden and bring back some pot herbs and don’t forget to get some wood for the fire.’

Off we would scuttle, out of Compton Street, into Tavistock Place and through Marchmont Street, into Russell Square. Here we would consider trying to annoy the major-domo standing at the entrance of the Imperial Hotel. Then down Southampton Row to the junction with Kingsway.

This was an area which we considered to be very posh. One of our favourite ploys was to stand outside a pastry shop trying our best to look like the Bisto Kids – hungry, forlorn and unwanted. Then we would summon up the courage to go inside and ask: ‘Got any stale cakes, missus?’ If we were lucky a bag of broken cakes would be thrust at us. It was not often that we tasted the luxury of cream cakes, even if they were stale. We might have looked like waifs but we weren’t; we were just two kids trying to make the best of the life we were part of.

So on we would travel, through the backstreets to Drury Lane and then into Covent Garden Market itself. The first objective would be to get some string or rope and a couple of wooden boxes. This was easy: the whole area would be littered with the debris of the early morning trading. Then we would start scrounging.

From the pavements of the Garden we could easily pick up enough potatoes and greens to fill a sack. At Smithfield we would scrounge the bits of meat that were normally left for the sweepers. Having crammed everything into the fruit boxes, we would then have to drag our loot back home. The string would constantly break under the strain, either that or the boxes would collapse leaving a trail of vegetables in our wake. The other problem was the danger that a larger force of boys would descend and demand their share of the booty. If you were outnumbered all you could do was be philosophical and give in to the inevitable, hand over the goods and start all over again.

Getting to Billingsgate meant a trip through the very hostile territory of Hackney, or, worse still, Shoreditch. To get home we would make a detour along Fleet Street, through High Holborn, and down into Gray’s Inn Road. A longer but much safer route.

When we finally made it back, Mother would give her opinion as to the worth of the spoils. She would always give some to the old lady who lived above us and that night we would go to bed with a good vegetable stew in our bellies.
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The Concrete Playground

In our neighbourhood, most families lived in two rooms. One room would have a gas cooker and a bed, the other would also serve as a bedroom for the rest of the family, and would often be divided by a curtain. Not surprisingly, Mother would chuck us out on to the street as often as possible and it was there that we found our amusements.

There were three gangs in the area. By far the most dreaded of these was the Harrison Street Gang. They could muster a force of about twenty. Then there was the Sidmouth Street Gang, no less vicious, mustering about fourteen. Finally, the lot my brother and I mixed with, the Wakefield Street Gang, with a full force of about nine. You had to gain the respect of the other gangs; giving in to force was never a good idea. Any adventure by our gang into foreign streets meant considering the strength of the opposition. Luckily we had plenty of places to go where there were no other gangs.

For a start there were the three main line railway stations, Euston, St Pancras and King’s Cross. We loved to watch the steam engines, huge monsters belching smoke, as they pulled into the station. The noise and bustle was very exciting. If we were lucky, we would get to carry a passenger’s luggage to the nearest hotel. This didn’t happen very often. Any attempt to do the porters out of earning a bob or two would get us a cuff round the ear, and we would be chased out of the station.

Behind King’s Cross and St Pancras was the ‘coal base’, the area where mountains of coal were stored to supply the never-ending hunger of the engines. This was one of our major sources of free fuel. A raid down the coal base would involve a certain amount of advance planning. A couple of boys would be sent down to determine the strength of the railway police, then, as soon as night fell, we would bunk over the wall and throw huge lumps of coal to our waiting mates. If you were caught it meant an appearance in the local police court charged with theft. This led to real trouble as your parents would have to pay up. The winter had to be really cold for us boys to do the coal base.

To the rear of the stations were the stables. This was another area where we could earn a little cash. ‘Clean yer ’orse darn, mister?’ For sixpence we would have to wash and brush the horse (or horses) and clean out the stables.

The greatest fun of all would come from a foray ‘up the other end’ into the West End. There we would spend our time doing our best to annoy the toffs, or, failing that, the doormen who worked outside the big hotels. These doormen would reign in great splendour dressed in black coat and tails, shiny top hat and campaign medals polished until they dazzled the eyes. Their job was to control the endless comings and goings of guests and luggage, call cabs and, of course, pocket the tips that the guests seemed obliged to hand over.

We would go up to one and out would come the phrase: ‘Gisusasprazeemister.’

Back would come the reply: ‘Bugger off, yer little turds, or I’ll get the rozzers.’

This would constitute an outright declaration of war, which would last five minutes at the most. In the end he would dip into his pocket and out would come a coin, but he knew full well it had to be silver. Copper would be an invitation to more abuse. This type of operation would be, at the most, a once-a-week job. The law at Savile Row had a very nasty reputation.

Another source of entertainment would be bunking in at the London Zoo in Regent’s Park. The keepers could tell at a glance that none of us had resources to fund the sixpence entry fee, and would chase us all around the zoo.

Regent’s Park had quite a large lake where brother John and I would go to fish. Mother would make nets out of some old stockings fixed with a piece of wire to a couple of canes. Then off we would set to spend the day fishing for tiddlers, complete with jam jars, the obligatory sandwich and a penny each to spend. Mother’s usual parting shot would be: ‘And don’t come back here soaking wet.’

The day would end when it was impossible to cram another tiddler into the jam jars. When we got back home to proudly display our catch the poor fish would most likely all be dead.

Another favourite activity was to walk to the Tower of London. At low tide it was possible to swim in the Thames. On one occasion, as we were larking about on the steps of Cleopatra’s Needle, my brother John slipped into the river and I had to pull him in from a watery grave. We both got a walloping for coming home soaked.

There were three cinemas in the area: the Euston Cinema near the corner of Judd Street and the Euston Road, the Tolma up the other end of the Euston Road in Tolma Square, and the Cobo, so named because it was in Copenhagen Street up the Caledonian Road (the Caley). All three of them were out and out fleapits. On Saturday mornings, for threepence (or twopence in the case of the Cobo), we’d witness the exploits of Tom Mix, Bronco Bill and other favourites. These were all silent films but there was nothing silent about the audience: loud boos if the baddies seemed to be getting the upper hand, the boos soon turning to cheers as the villains got their comeuppance.

Then there was the Tonbridge Club on the corner of Cromer Street and Judd Street, named after the sponsors, the public school based in Tonbridge, Kent. The school was part of a growing movement in the better parts of British society which saw the need to alleviate the poverty and deprivation that blighted the lives of the so called ‘working classes’. Tonbridge School raised considerable sums of money to erect and run a club where we could learn the finer aspects of traditional British sport. 

The senior boys of the school would come to London to teach us the rules of cricket and football. The sports master would occasionally put in an appearance, too. Boxing was his speciality, and we had a proper ring, with proper boxing gloves. We also had our own ideas as to what was fair and what wasn’t. The well-meaning master would attempt to teach us the rudiments of the Queensberry Rules. The contestants usually came from different gangs and no quarter was given. Seventy years later the Tonbridge Club is still there, or at least the building is.

Other amusements would be to go to the Round Pond in Kensington Gardens to watch the posh people sailing their model boats. Sometimes Mother would be able to give us sixpence each to get a return ticket to Edgware on the Underground from Russell Square. Edgware was out in the country in those days and it would be very exciting for us. If by chance we lost our return tickets (as we often did), a pair of doleful eyes would get us past the ticket collector. Even looking into the shop windows of the West End transported us into another world, a world, funnily enough, against which we held no grudge. We were poor, they were rich: that was the way it was to our young minds.

We also played cricket and football in the streets. The goalposts were bits of clothing with the ball made up of rolled-up newspaper and tied together with string, and that would be it. Sometimes a game would be arranged with the kids in an adjoining street. Getting the ball past the opposing goalposts by any means possible was the name of the game. Kicking, punching, shoving and pushing were all allowed. One thing that was completely out of order was kicking anybody when they were down on the ground. This would be considered a foul, and at this point the game would end and a ‘bundle’ would start. A ‘bundle’ was our word for a fight. It would go on until one side gave up or the police came, in which case a general truce would be called and both sides would ‘scarper’.

Cricket was riskier than football. A wicket would be chalked up on a lamp post or wall. A bat would be made out of a piece of wood and the ball would be solid rubber. Sooner or later (generally sooner) the ball ended up through somebody’s window and that would be that.

At the age of eleven I was despatched to the senior school in Cromer Street. This was a very good school run by a highly intelligent and dedicated headmaster, Mr Thornton, who wanted us to have more than the basic education that was the norm for deprived areas of London. As well as the usual curriculum we were taught the rudiments of music, poetry and painting, the latter mostly watercolour because oils were too expensive.





3

Out of the Rough

My grandparents were like characters out of The Pickwick Papers. Grandfather was of a short, rotund stature, with red cheeks and a huge curly moustache, and a black Homburg hat, all topped off by his Gladstone bag and a larger than life gold watch chain strung across his chest. Off he would set every morning with his rolling gait on the walk to Hatton Garden where he worked. The world will not see his like again.

Grandmother was the opposite, tall and angular, her black hair swept up into a tight bun, eyes that looked right through you. I remember her wearing a long black dress which encased her from her high, ruffled neckline to her ankles. She wore a chain around her waist from which dangled various keys, none of which seemed to be used, apart from the front door key.

This doughty pair resided in the lower part of the house in Kenton Street. The kitchen was in the basement where nearly all the waking hours were spent. Behind the kitchen was the scullery, complete with a huge open boiler in which the weekly wash was done (and the Christmas puddings were cooked). The bedroom was on the ground floor at the back, while the front room, or parlour, was reserved for special occasions like Christmas and birthdays. The centrepiece of the parlour was a large aspidistra that my gran would religiously polish once a week. In the summer months she would take her place at the window and look out on the street, commenting on the qualities, good and bad, of the neighbours.

My grandparents referred to my vanished father as ‘that scandalous plumber from Kentish Town. You never could trust them as comes from that neighbourhood.’ They were very concerned about the squalor their daughter was living in and were worried that my mother was having to work too hard to support us. They finally decided that Mother was in an impossible situation and so we were removed from the sordid surroundings of our early years and went to live in the rooms on the first floor of their house.

Their house was much cleaner than the dump at Compton Street, though we still lived in two rooms: a kitchen with one bed, and the front room, and that was it. The toilet was on the landing, shared with the people upstairs. The rent was ten shillings a week.

My grandparents were solidly Victorian in their outlook. There was never any messing about. At the meal table you were served according to your station in the household, small boys being last, and not only that, seen and not heard: ‘Don’t talk with your mouth full!’, ‘Eat what’s given you!’, ‘Ask permission if you wish to leave the table!’, and to be certain that discipline was maintained there was a convenient shelf under the edge of the table where rested The Cane! My grandmother was an expert at wielding this formidable instrument. Grandfather just sat and ate, occasionally giving advice as to where the next stroke should fall.

As soon as we were installed in our new home Grandmother announced that, come Saturday, we were going to the ‘Crusade of Rescue’. This emporium had its premises in Tavistock Place, just at the end of Kenton Street. The ‘Crusade’ was the Oxfam of the day; a shop with a huge open front, filled to bursting with second-hand clothing, all donated by charitable organisations.

Mother and Grandmother took us there to buy new clothes, or new to us at least. John and I stood like a couple of clowns while Mother and Grandmother debated the suitability of various garments. After the suits they bought boots, and once these were selected they were taken up to the mender to have as many studs put in the soles and heels as possible. By the time we came to wearing the boots, the soles and heels were almost solid steel, ‘and don’t let me catch you sliding about on them’.

The move to Kenton Street brought us into contact with all the aunts and uncles (those who had managed to escape the Grim Reaper during the Great War) from Mother’s side of the family, the Hamblins. Uncle Will lived quite near, just off Gray’s Inn Road, Uncle Tom lived out in the wilds of Epsom, while Uncle Sam came from Kentish Town. Another uncle, Bob by name, lived in the council flats in Rosebery Avenue. Once a month these relatives would visit to ‘pay the Club’, the club in question being the Sir John Peel Working Men’s Mutual Society, of which Grandfather was one of the trustees. He would take me along to the monthly meetings up in Marylebone Lane. After handing over the dues he had collected he would then, with much puffing and blowing, assume his place at the committee table along with the rest of the hierarchy. The walk home would often be in the company of one or two of the dignitaries of the club. A halt would be made at some drinking establishment. I, of course, would be ordered to remain outside, ‘small boys not allowed in here’.

If the refreshments had flowed too freely I made myself scarce until the ensuing battle between my gran and her somewhat tipsy husband died down. I never knew my grandfather to get really drunk and, in any case, my gran wasn’t going to give him the chance.

Being a slightly better-off area, the streets would be targeted by all the various costermongers of the day, especially on a Sunday afternoon. The Muffin Man, walking along in the centre of the road, ringing his huge brass bell, the Shellfish Man, also known as the Winkle Man, trundling his barrow, announcing his presence with a large motor horn. Not forgetting the Cats’-Meat Man, the Fruit and Veg Man, and last but not least, Tony the Ice-Cream Man. There used to be a song the kids would sing, and it went something like this:



I come all the way from Italia,

And I find my way down Saffron Hill, how do you feel?

In winter I sell chesanuts a hotta,

In summer I sell iceadacream bigger da top, no taster,

Hurrah, hurrah, hurrah for the Italian Man.



I almost forgot the organ grinders, mostly ex-servicemen with one or more limbs missing, reduced to begging as their only means of support.

Bloomsbury, as the area we were now living in was called, was almost a village in those days, but people were not born there, they moved in. A person would proudly say that he came from Bermondsey, or Poplar, but you never heard anyone say they ‘came from’ Bloomsbury. They might well live there or otherwise ‘I am at present in rooms in Bloomsbury’.

The area was bounded by Russell and Gordon Squares, Gower Street, Museum Street and, of course, Bloomsbury Square itself. All sorts lived there. The arty-crafties, the weirdy-beardies, the folksy-wolksies and every political creed under the sun. The Reds as we called them would parade around with their red ties, the Anarchists wearing something green, all earnestly discussing ways and means of putting the world to rights. This and the area on the other side of the Tottenham Court Road, known as Fitzrovia, was where I learnt the art of growing up. 

I also learnt about the seamier side of life. The area was a happy hunting ground for the street girls and their pimps, and the gangs from Soho who controlled them. 

For the princely sum of sixpence a week it was our job to keep them informed of the imminent approach of the rozzers. We would give the signal and they would dash off to the nearest café or fish and chip shop. Business would be suspended until we signalled that the coast was clear. If the girls lasted a month without going before the local beak then likely as not we would be rewarded with a bonus of a shilling from the ponce who looked after their welfare. Not that there was much welfare in evidence, more likely a beating up if they failed to meet a given target. But all in all they were a carefree and happy enough group who took the rough life they led with a shrug, knowing full well that their position lasted as long as their looks held out. When they started to lose them it was downhill all the way, starting outside the railway stations of Paddington and King’s Cross.

Another landmark was the swimming pool in Endell Street on the south side of New Oxford Street. One of the pleasures in our lives as kids was that swimming pool; for just twopence you could spend the whole of Saturday morning in the baths. It was in Endell Street that I first became aware that there were men who gained much pleasure from association with small boys and good-looking youths. Week after week the same men used to be in attendance at the baths. Quick-witted as we were, it didn’t take long to suss these individuals out for what they were really after. I remember there used to be a clique of about four of them, always handing out bags of sweets which, naturally, we accepted – ‘Fanks, mister’ (London kids never sounded the ‘th’). It was through these gentlemen, as we grew older and into our teens, that we were able to get night-time employment as washers-up in the clubs and cafés of Soho. 

The work would start any time after seven in the evening and there we would be, washing the crockery and cleaning the glasses until ten at night. For this we would be paid the exorbitant sum of ten shillings a night, as much as we would earn for a week’s work when it came time to leave school.

Soho then was not much different from today, except for the fact that in those years everything wasn’t quite so blatant. The whole area was alive with queenies, prostitutes, pimps, pickpockets and pansies, along with the other ragbag elements of society. It was a melting pot of every evil that my mother and grand­parents strove in vain to keep my brother and myself away from, but if there was money to be earned then we would offer our talents to earn it.

What saved us from turning to a life of crime was the fact that there was always a surplus of volunteers and so it never became a regular part of our life, and there were other ways one could earn a coin or two.

When I was about twelve years old, Grandfather dragged John and me round to the church in Woburn Square. He had heard that they were short of choirboys. ‘Put the two of you on the straight and narrow,’ he said. 

Unfortunately I had acquired a certain reputation in the area: ‘bit of a scruff that one’. The vicar was not at all keen; he said he could take one of us, but what he really needed was a boy who could sight-read a music score. He must have thought that the extra qualification needed would see me off. He shoved a score under my nose, and without hesitation I gave a true rendering. This must have shaken him to his foundations. Though I wasn’t keen on being a sissy choirboy, whatever my mother and grandparents thought it would do for me. But to please Mother I stuck with it for nearly nine months. 

My voice was hopeless, but I used to help the organist out with the score arrangements for the different church activities. When I told him I was leaving he promised me the earth if I would stay on: ‘Be a good lad and think of your future.’ He even made contact with the headmaster at Cromer Street School, who also gave me a lecture. I suppose that they were both trying their best to help me, after all it was obvious that I did have some talent. I enjoyed being involved with the choir, and I liked music. We had a school band, which used to play every morning at prayers, and it was there I learnt the violin. In my last year I passed a scholarship to be considered for entry into the London School of Music. We were far too poor for me to take up this chance. At fourteen all us boys had to go out into the world to earn money. I will never know whether I missed my vocation there or not.
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Growing up in Bloomsbury

My years at Cromer Street School ended at the age of fourteen, when I presented myself to the local Labour Exchange in Penton Street. The next week I was working for an optical firm just off Rosebery Avenue. The work was not in any way seen as the start of a career, just a means of making a wage in order to have money in your pocket. I earned a princely ten shillings a week, about the norm for a youngster at the time, half of which I gave to my mum. The other five shillings was all mine to spend on clothes (mostly second-hand), and anything else that took my fancy. I would be broke by Monday at the latest.

I was given the job of operating a machine milling out plastic frames. The milling machine had a cutting wheel which whizzed around at thousands of revs per minute, just a bare cutter protruding from a hole in the bench with no protection of any kind. Consequently a lot of fingers were cut off. The Royal Free Hospital in Gray’s Inn Road knew the firm quite well.

Work would start at eight o’clock with a break at 10.30 for ten minutes. Then would follow half an hour for dinner when we ate whatever our mums had provided in the way of sandwiches and the firm provided the tea. Then it was the final slog until the whistle blew at 5.30. When a mishap occurred, such as a finger being cut off, the cry would go out, ‘BLOOD UP’. While the unfortunate was whisked away to the Royal Free, one of us boys would be detailed to wash the blood off the wall. This would be followed by liberal doses of distemper, painted over to hide the stain.

It was during a slack period that the boss of the firm asked me to take a bucket and some polishing kit and go down to the local garage to wash his car, a big American Buick. The garage was the home of the Mount Pleasant Taxi Company, run by the son of old man Levy who owned Levy’s of King’s Cross. It was the major taxi firm of the day. I used to polish this Buick and then polish it again. Unbeknown to the boss, I also learnt to drive it around the garage, much to the amusement of the fitters and cleaners who worked there.

 One fine day old man Levy’s son Tom came up and asked me, could I find the time to wash down a couple of his cars? ‘Not ’arf,’ says I, thinking about the extra money. Tom had a couple of small MGs which he competed with at Brooklands and sometimes Donnington. It was these cars that he wanted me to keep ‘nice and shiny’, as he put it.

Tom Levy started taking me along to Brooklands and life got more interesting. I met all the famous racing drivers of the day. Men like Freddie Dixon, who used to drive for Riley, Tom Birkett was another character, and last but not least, Earl Howe. Howe’s most famous car was a huge Napier-Railton. It was an unforgettable sight to watch this giant of a car lapping the bumpy surface of the Brooklands oval at speeds of over a hundred miles an hour.

I became a sort of errand boy and general dogsbody at these meetings. ‘Hey, Levy, where’s that kid of yours?’ and I would be called over to give a hand and get smothered in oil and grease. I loved it. I never seemed to get any money thrust into my hand but I would be given rides around the track in some of the bigger cars during practice. I would be told to pump the oil whenever the pressure needle dropped. Safety precautions were non-existent, no such things as safety belts and the like. I used to wear a pair of greasy overalls, supplied by the boss, and one of the drivers gave me a black beret. That was my uniform; it smelt of castor oil and was covered in grease and dirt. It was all very exciting, a young boy’s dream.

Nearly all the drivers had some form of independent means. It wasn’t unusual for the whole family of an aspiring driver to be sitting at tables in the pits, while a butler served dainty sandwiches. The champagne would flow, especially after a win.

I once witnessed a tragedy which gave me an insight into the way these elite people hid their emotions. It was at an Easter meeting at Brooklands, the opening meet of the year. A young scion was trying to overtake on the Byfleet banking. He came adrift and shot over the edge of the track. The result was flames, smoke and a very dead driver. A couple of labourers were despatched to bring the remains of the lad back to the pits. The family were still supping up the champagne! Very little sign of grief.

On the way home the crew were talking about the crash. Tom Levy said, ‘That’s what they’re like, some of them have no apparent emotions, not like us.’ Tom Levy was never really ‘one of them’. First of all, he worked for a living, and more importantly I suspect, he was Jewish. 

The traits that were to follow me all my life were now beginning to show. I got accustomed to the job and, having done that, lost interest, packed it up and went looking for fresh pastures and more money. I was earning fifteen shillings a week, not enough.

Girls came into my life at the tender age of sixteen when I became the focus of a girl who lived opposite the Tonbridge Club. We used to take long walks together during the evenings. Gladys, as her name was, had feelings stirring within her breast that I knew nothing about. She dropped me after a few months for a tall ginger-haired chap who promptly put her up the spout and then had to marry her. Neither of them were yet seventeen. That was a close shave if ever there was one.

My next step into the world of work was as a pastry cook’s assistant, at a small bread shop in Tavistock Place, almost next door to home. The job lasted until one day I was talking to the under chef. I don’t remember how it came up, but in the heat of the moment I called him a ‘Scotch bastard’. He let fly at me with the big wooden shovel that was used to draw the cakes out of the oven. After he had cooled down he said that he was quite sorry it had happened. It taught me never to call anyone a bastard unless I was prepared to declare war. So that was it, another job down the drain.

From there I drifted into a cloth warehouse in New Oxford Street. I soon got browned off with that and took work as a delivery boy for a grocer in Marchmont Street. It was there I had my first brush with the law. I got done for dangerous driving while demonstrating to all and sundry how easy it was to drive a three-wheeled tricycle, not on three wheels but two. That cost me five bob at Clerkenwell Magistrates’ Court.

An interesting thing about this was that more than twenty-five years later I applied for a job with London Transport as a bus driver and having passed the training had to go to the carriage office to get my PSV licence. One of the questions was about past convictions. Naturally I had long forgotten the five bob fine, but the police hadn’t. My application was returned as inaccurate. I was completely at a loss. They told me to think back, but for the life of me there was no way I could bring this misdemeanour to mind. Finally they told me. It goes to show, they’ve got you down from the cradle to the grave.

Although only a bare ten minutes’ walk from the wretchedness of Sidmouth Street and Harrison Street, life in Holborn was like being transported to another planet. The streets where we had played and grown up were still solid working-class areas, people still worked for a pittance, the pubs carried on a roaring trade, and in general it was just as much a struggle to survive as anywhere else, but mixed in with all this, floating right on the surface, in the middle and round the edges, there was the potent mix that was Bloomsbury society.

The poets, the writers, the politicals of all creeds and, of course, the girls, who as darkness fell would take up their stations under their favourite lamp post or in a shop doorway ready to pounce on any male passer-by who happened to enter their domain. The girls were constantly on the lookout for the cops. 

As well as paying their attentions to the girls, the police would occasionally come unannounced into the cafés that catered for the more unconventional political groups. All of these had their own sacred venues, probably the most famous of these being the Red Book Club in what was then Parton Street, just by Red Lion Square, right next to the London School of Economics. The RBC was the home of the local communists and fellow travellers. The anarchists had a den in Red Lion Street, where their national paper was printed, while the Trots met up in a café in Museum Street. What a mix to grow up in! On top of all this, we had the showgirls and the dancing boys (the pretty boys), all living in the boarding houses that filled the streets from end to end.

I was working as a delivery boy at Hales the Grocers in Marchmont Street. Charles Laughton, the celebrated actor, who had a flat in Gordon Square, was one of the customers. One day I came face to face with the famous man. Would I care to earn some extra money? 

‘Not ’arf,’ says I. 

‘Be here at seven sharp.’

It turned out he was holding a reception for some visitors from America. My job was to wash the glasses and make myself useful to the cook. I earned myself a fiver that night. Laughton must have put it around to some of his cronies, as I was called upon to carry out similar work quite a few times. As I could only be contacted through Hales I was also in the manager’s good books for bringing in new custom.

Then there was the more dubious work of keeping an eye out for some of the villains of the area. These characters were known as ‘screwsmen’; professional thieves, they were mostly based in the nightclubs around Greek Street and the darker areas of Cambridge Circus. They operated in the classier areas of London – Mayfair, Knightsbridge, Belgravia and such like. 

Our job was to keep a watch out for the law. Much later in life I learnt that this was termed ‘aiding and abetting’. To us boys, it was all a bit of a lark and a way of earning a few bob on the side.

I learnt a lot at that time. I came across different political groups and listened to them arguing. Each political sect hated the guts of all the others. Although I wasn’t aware of it at the time, what I was listening to was a hundred differing answers to the problems of the era: the growing strength of fascism in Europe, communism as the ultimate Garden of Eden, the Trots blasting away at anything that emanated from the soul of Stalin, the poets and the writers trying to find common ground and come up with a solution. 

These were the days when opinions were formed by reading newspapers, listening to the wireless and taking part in discussions. The different papers all had their own specific points of view. The worst was the Daily Mail with its rabid support of the Hitler regime in Germany and its backing of the British Union of Fascists led by Oswald Mosley and his Blackshirts.

Blackshirt gangs used to go round the streets causing mayhem, breaking the windows of Jewish shopkeepers and doing their best to put the fear of God into anyone who opposed them. The worst thing about all of this was the protection they had from the police. If the Blackshirts were involved in violence it wasn’t them who ended up in court the next morning.

All these fun and games lasted until my eighteenth birthday when my life took a completely new direction. I took the king’s shilling and became a soldier boy.
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The King’s Shilling

It was 15 October 1937, my birthday, and I was out of work again after having had an altercation with yet another boss. It was cold and I had strolled down to Whitehall, to watch the Horse Guards perform their four-hourly ritual. A uniformed character with a big red band over his shoulders and more stripes on his uniform than a zebra spoke to me. 

‘Feeling a bit cold, son? What about coming over and ’aving a nice cup of tea and a bun, all on the ’ouse?’

Having nothing better to do, and more to the point being broke, I readily agreed – too readily as it turned out. Across Whitehall and into a room in a big redbrick building in Scotland Yard. 

‘Name, address, date of birth?’ 

Into another room, where two men in white coats were standing. 

‘Had any illnesses, son?’ 

‘No.’

 ‘Good, strip off, bend over, cough, you’re all right, son. Send in the next one.’ 

That was the medical. Inside half an hour I stood with the king’s shilling clutched in my sweaty hand, a railway warrant and instructions to make my way to Winchester as early as possible on the following day. I had joined the Rifle Brigade. As far as I recall I never did get that cup of tea.

I was halfway up Drury Lane and on my way home before the enormity of what I had done began to sink in. By the time I reached home I was shivering in my shoes. I didn’t tell a soul what had happened. I managed to slip out early the next morning. I left a note on my bed saying I would write home as soon as I had settled in. I got to the barracks at Winchester that afternoon.

The following morning, me and the other unfortunates who had fallen for the nice-cup-of-tea routine were kitted out and given a lecture by the officer commanding the depot. Then we were screamed at by a sergeant who looked as old as the hills, introduced into the mysteries of making up an army cot and told that reveille would be at 6 a.m. sharp. Next, on to the parade ground in vest, shorts and plimsolls, freezing cold and cursing along. The draft included a small-time bookmaker who had come unstuck when the favourite had, against all the odds, come home first, men running away from their matrimonial entanglements, thieves, con-men, all the riffraff of society. The British Army opened up its protective arms and took them all.

There was also a contingent who had been given the opportunity to serve their country by the local magistrate. ‘You can repent and do something useful for society by signing on, or go down for two years.’

So there we were, lined up on this parade ground way out in the sticks with a madman standing in front of us shouting and yelling and explaining to us how he wished he had committed suicide before he met such a miserable lot as now stood in front of him. But him and his mates were going to change all this, and this change was to start now. That first day of hell at an end, we were told that the next day, as a special concession, we would all be given a week’s pay of ten shillings. I found out much later that it came from a levy placed upon the officers of the Regiment. This was not a practice common in the British Army of the day, but the Rifle Brigade considered itself a very special regiment, and so it turned out to be. 

We spent six months at Winchester learning the skills that made the Regiment famous. At 6.30 we were out on the parade ground in shorts and vests, half an hour of physical exercises, and then we got changed into what was called fatigue dress, breakfast in the canteen, and the day started properly at 9 a.m.

At least an hour and a half every day was given over to the handling of firearms, and once a week we were off to the rifle butts. A Rifleman was expected to hit at least five bulls and four inners out of ten at five hundred yards, and to fire at ten rounds a minute. Failure meant encouragement to apply for transfer to another unit.

The day ended at about 5 p.m. After the evening meal groups of us would walk down to the town centre, resplendent in our nice new uniforms and attempt to chat up the local talent. These expeditions never came to anything. Winchester had been a garrison town for centuries and the local talent shied away from the likes of us. Sunday evening would see most of us stony broke, then it would be down to the canteen for the never-ending card games.

An army training depot in those years was not a good place for the weak-willed. It took about two weeks for the training squad to get up to strength, anything between twenty and twenty-five men. By the time the training started the squad would have sorted out who was who and who were going to be the top dogs. Life was the same as in the streets. If you didn’t stand up to the pushing and shoving your life wasn’t worth a candle. It was life as I had learnt to accept it. It wasn’t always the case that those with the best fists turned out to be the best leaders. Men who used their strength to bully others rarely showed the courage to stand up to the hard reality of mortal combat. But in the army you have to be able to stand up for yourself – if you can’t you are in the wrong business. After six months, when the basic training ended, we were all sent to Tidworth, a remote and hostile military outpost on the edge of Salisbury Plain.

The 1st Battalion Rifle Brigade was the first British infantry unit to be fully mechanised. We spent the whole time driving the length and breadth of Salisbury Plain. My section corporal was a typical devil-may-care Cockney, with about five years’ service under his belt. 

‘Come on, lads, get yer finger out, I could kill yer quicker than you can blink.’ 

His name was Cross, Corporal Cross. He was killed in 1940, defending Calais.

Come November, there was yours truly posted up on the detail board, listed on the next draft to India for posting to the 2nd Battalion at Meerut. The next stage of my young life was about to begin.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPF/embim1.jpg
7 seLcRAvE sauare,
o, swi

20y}






OPF/bloomsuklogo.zoom2.jpg
BLOOMS B URY





OPF/embim3.jpg





OPF/embim2.jpg
B,

2 o
Final Sssessments of Conduct and Character.
on Zeaving the Colours.






OPF/cover.jpg
O CONN IGGULDEN

LLOYD CLARK JAMES HOLLAND

e~

A front-lme lllfe from Alamem
__ and Dresden to the fall
| of the Berlm Wall.

VICToR GREGG '
.,.,mm RIGK STHUUD

_B_LMO 0 M s B U R Y ’.





OPF/embim5.jpg
roLwND

siovkin

g o






OPF/embim4.jpg





