                   ARMY   LIFE
               Chapter One:  Elementary Training 
     My calling-up papers arrived on 7th.September 1944,and a week later my  friend Peter Baker saw me off from Dewsbury Wellington Road  Station en route for Richmond (Yorks).

.Peter was not to join the Army.He was among the one in ten conscripts who were  directed to work in coal mining ,where there was a shortage of labour – what was known as a Bevin Boy, after Ernest Bevin, the originator of the scheme .Living in a coal mining area,Peter would be able to work largely from home ,but the work would be demanding – and he was a great lover of the open air…. 


I  was very naïve in those days,and  had pictured myself leaving the train on arrival in Richmond and making my solitary way to the Barracks to be received  at a desk by the person in charge.Just me – as one might join the local library,say.

However,having changed trains at Leeds and York,and reached Darlington ,where the Richmond train stood waiting, it  became obvious   that I was not the only customer for Richmond Barracks.There were several - all exchanging views on what to anticipate in the immediate future.I remember  one snatch of conversation from  a man rather older than the rest,who said :”I hope they won’t expect me to run about with these young chaps – I am getting on for forty,you know.”  Hmm!


As the train stopped in Richmond , my idea of sauntering up to the Barracks  had vanished, for three or four smart Army three- ton lorries were waiting to whisk us up the hill  to meet the appointed time of mid-day .This was not a public-library occasion!

         There would be about a hundred in that batch – ie a Company of three Platoons,and the elementary training programme was for six weeks. Initially we were medically examined, mainly for cleanliness , and then kitted out with Denims for everyday work and two sets of Battle-dress,underclothes etc .Later came a rifle and bayonet,steel helmet,gas-mask,and  equipment consisting of a small pack (holding a ground sheet,water bottle.and mess-tins),then two ammunition packs which fitted on the chest,with belt and webbing to hold the lot together!  And then - civilian clothing was packed in the empty suitcase which one had been asked to bring  to be sent home at Government expense.

          We were accommodated in a large room which held about eighty men.There was a walk-way along the centre,and sections on each side   accommodating six or eight men in bunk-beds.In all,two platoons  occupied that room – a platoon and its NCO’s on each side of the walkway.

          Our Corporal had a wind-up gramophone,and ONE record with two tunes which we heard many times.Not being a popular song man,I knew neither,but came to like them for the 

measure of relief which they brought to the situation.One was

“Do you want to swing on a star,carry moonbeams home in a jar….”,and the other was “Dreaming about the Warbash”.

They certainly lightened the boredom of polishing brasses and preparing kit neatly for inspection etc. 


When I recall my low spirits of the first week-end at Richmond,I feel a sense of shame,for at that moment our paratroops who had dropped at Arnhem were fighting a grim battle for survival - and the corporal with the gramophone  believed that his brother would be among them.

What was my state beside theirs and his?

         We were not allowed out of Barracks – other than for training   on a nearby golf-course   - for a fortnight.

(Until we knew how to salute properly!) There came a Saturday,though,when we were free to go,but my battle-dress trousers were at the tailors having the legs shortened,and 

I was unable to go.There I was,alone in the barrackroom when

 a tallish Corporal I hadn’t seen before came in and asked if I didn’t want to go out.I explained the situation,and he said.”We can’t have you sitting here for want of a pair of trousers.I’ll lend you some”.  And so he did! What a kindly gesture.

       This Corporal’s name was Dunlop.He was totally bald,and  told me that he had lost every hair in his head in one night under bombardment in the Desert.I remember him too for another matter when our training was over and we were waiting to leave Richmond.

         Blood donors were required,and I was alone again ,for I was too squeamish to volunteer.Inocculations were bad enough,but giving blood? No thank you! Then along once more came  Corporal Dunlop.

         “Are you not going to give blood ?”

         “No………I can’t stand that kind of thing.It gives me the creeps”

         “Just think” he said.”You’re lying there in the Desert. .Hit.and needing blood – or else…..What do you thnk?”


I went! 

Our training at Richmond was called elmentary,and it was.  

We  were taught how to handle and aim a rifle,and fired five shots at a small target 25 yards away.This enabled the armourer to set (or “zero”) the sights so that the weapon would shoot accurately.

We learnt how to handle and operate a Bren Light Machine Gun,and fired that on a longer range.And the last weapon we

dealt with there was the hand grenade.One of which we threw at an earth-filled biscuit tin about fifteen yards away,getting quickly down in the trench,of course before it went off – about four seconds after throwing.One “pupil” mistook the instructions and threw it only a few yards - at the wrong biscuit tin!The sergeant was, fortunately, smart enough to get the lad safely down to earth before the bang.

That was a good example of how easily things can go wrong,especially when a nervous person handles a lethal weapon,and in my subsequent training I always kept a wary eye on anyone I considered nervy  when handling weapons.

That really covers the main points of our training at Richmond.We also  marched about the Square ,smartly enough to do a ragged march-past  the  Commanding Officer to “The Bonny English Rose” and “The Yorkshire Lass”. 

Richmond was the HQ of  The Green Howards Regiment (North Yorks) ,and shared by East Yorks  . None of us were in any Regiment  at the time – that came later.

By the end of our time there,I had become sufficiently hardened to that level of army life for it to be less onerous. There were some enjoyable times . Going down to the riverside eg. amongst the Autumn trees on Saturdays,where Turner painted  ,and walking  through those ancient streets.Most of my fellow recruits were from industrial towns and lamented the paucity of cinemas .Not I! I had once cycled 132 miles round trip to visit Richmond .A fine old town.

And on a few Saturday mornings we had been sent off individually to walk smartly/half run a tree-lined few miles to the village  of Easby .

But whatever the day,we could  see the magnificent Keep of the Norman Castle  rising above the roof tops and chimneys whose blue wood-smoke  both coloured and scented the air.Sights such as that,and the  fresh breezes blowing down Swaledale, left one feeling that ,despite the limitations of  Army life,there was still a great deal to be enjoyed – the lovely rainbow,for example,which 

arched over the Square  one morning as I went to breakfast.

Magnificent! There were some happy memories to carry away from Richmond.

Chapter Two .   Corps Training


Soon after arriving at Richmond we had been seen by the Personnel Selection Officer,ie the PSO .His job was to place each man  in an appropriate branch of the Army .I  expressed a preference for the Royal Armoured Corps,but this was not permissible.There was  at that time  a shortage of Infantry Officers,and anyone with a Secondary Education  had to apply for a Commission in Infantry.So - at the end of our time at Richmond four of us who met the requirements were posted to Palace Barracks in Holywood, Northern Ireland,while the remainder went up to Gallowgate Camp,still in Richmond.


We left on a Wednesday morning.It was still dark as we made our way down the hill to the station - already burdened and clumsy,but further handicapped  by one of our number , Lewis, having a weighty  parcel of books which put him in need of assistance.It is strange how such little points stick in the memory .


Then off we went back  to Northallerton, on to Newcastle,and across country to Carlisle.We had hours to wait there,so went to the Police Station to have our equipment safely locked in a cell while we looked around town.The only post card

I could find to send home showed an extremely stormy sea,which my folks at home interpreted as an indication that I was going overseas! Correct,but unintended.


Our way beyond Carlisle was via Dumfries,then onto  Stranraer  .It was a fascinating journey in darkness , punctuated at lengthy intervals  by the squeal of brakes at mysterious stations,the rattling of milk churns,and the porters’

cries :First  “Castle Douglas!”,then ”Gatehouse of Fleet!”,next ”Newton Stewart!”And finally “Stranraer. All change!” Because of the black-out,we had seen very little the whole way,apart from momentary glimpses of  features at the stations where we had stopped .But  along that line lay a fascinating world of hills,moors and lochs swept by a wind which could be heard buffeting the carriage  when the train stopped .

        In later years I was to visit that land as a holidaymaker and savour its charms.But  I shall always remember it primarily as a place of dark nights at mysterious stations and the shouting of half-seen porters .

        But back to army life! At Stranraer we were told to follow a corporal carrying a red light,and after ten minutes or so reached a Transit Camp,our home for the night.Rather rough.No mattresses on the bunk beds,just wire netting and a pair of blankets drawn from the Store.We had been given haversack rations at Richmond ,to sustain us on the journey,and I took a bite from a Cornish Pasty while making up my bed,putting the remainder down in a convenient spot while   unpacking.But when I turned to pick it up – it was gone!Well,  a lot of strangers were milling around in that small space,and obviously one was an opportunist.Roll on Breakfast time – though that was not exactly cordon bleu stuff! 


The camp was there to cater overnight for soldiers on the move,an awkward task which it did adequately,and early next morning we headed for the harbour,after  breakfast of porrage and fried bacon,to board the Ferry for Larne . This was fascinating,for it was the first time I had been on anything

bigger than a pleasure boat.We leaned on the rail watching the activities on the quayside, the preparations for our departure,and the seagulls clamouring for  food - principally hardboiled eggs – a generally unappreciated item in haversack rations and sadly often wasted in those days of rationing when many a housewife

would have put them to better use.

          The first few miles of our little voyage  were northwards along Loch Ryan,which has attractive hills  to East and West,and was the site of a seaplane base from which Short Sunderlands operated over the Atlantic.Then to St.George’s Channel, the crossing to Larne, and the railway journey down the coast to York Road Station,Belfast , from where we made our way by tramcar and on foot to  the Belfast and County Down Railway Station. 

A few more miles and we were there –at Palace Barracks,to be met at the gate and escorted to our Company Lines by a Corporal Alexander – the martial kind of name that sticks!    


The Barracks covered a sizeable area and were like a  brick-built village,with a variety of buildings to serve its varying needs,The corporal led us completely through the main part, and to a large wooden hut which was to house our platoon.It was one hut of a group of three ,with outbuildings which housed  toilet facilities etc.We were really outside the Barrack perimeter,and on the edge of farmland,with a  pleasantly wooded hillside beyond.


Our hut housed the platoon of thirty men,also a Lance-corporal,(Jimmy) and a Corporal (Loamy) .We slept in bunk beds,and each man had a metal locker/ wardrobe for personal possessions etc.There were two circular stoves in the hut, black-out covers for the windows,and a fire-bucket just inside the door - very rattleable,and the means by which the Orderly Corporal   roused us at 6-30 each morning.

The Sergeant (Sgt.Flosse) lived in separate quarters,as did the Platoon Commander,Second Lieutenant Young.  


A few days after our arrival there was a passing-out parade for the previous intake,and we  were  involved as well.We marched smartly round the Barrack Square to  “On The Quarter Deck”,which broke into “The British Grenadiers” for the march-past.It was stirring,and certainly made one feel like a soldier.

The people who arranged such things knew what they were doing!


The training,as was to be expected, was a good deal more

demanding than anything we had experienced at Richmond.One afternoon early in our training.for example,we made our way down a stream in a narrow gulley ,on foot  in the bed of the stream and then crawling though a  pipe which took it  under the road .This was in battle-gear ,including one’s rifle – which had to be kept out of the water. A good introduction to to bit of rough stuff .It was a minor exercise really,but one lad reported sick next day,and was in hospital for a few months.He must 

surely have had a predisposing weakness to whatever afflicted 

him.


Mornings sometimes began with a Muster Parade of  all three platoons of the Company, on the football field,and taken by the Company Sergeant Major (CSM),who walked along the ranks inspecting us and our rifles, and assessing what kind of a bunch he had there.The CSM decided when a muster parade was to be held.He is responsible for the discipline of a Company,and in battle for the adequate provision of ammunition.Ours was a kindly,benign and fatherly man,who had served in the North West Frontier ,which was a notoriously dangerous part of the World.Fatherly,benign etc. he may have been,but he didn’t miss much that he needed to see – Bill Bell’s rifle,for instance, left unattended  propped outside the NAAFI door, while he went in for scones and coffee during morning break – and  this in Northern Ireland, a place for care.Bill was put on a Charge (or “Fizzer”),and got seven days Jankers  ie Confined to Barracks,report to Guard Room at various inconvenient times a day,and do “odd jobs” at the Provost Sergeants’s discretion.

  
After a few weeks we were introduced to what I found the most demanding item on our training –covering  ten miles in battle-order kit in under two hours .This was done as a platoon in three ranks of ten ,alternately quick-marching and doubling at the order of the corporal .Our route  was out of the Barracks then through Holywood  and along the road to Bangor to a point five miles from the start.Then a welcome gasping minute by the roadside before setting off back.






 It was very hard going.One feature  remains stamped on my memory.On the railway bridge outside Holywood was a large poster  of The Giant’s Causeway, advertising somebody’s beer ,and that image, seen through the sweat dripping from across my eyes as I glanced up from the road, was unforgettable.


We  did that run more than once.The next time was on a

day of light mist following a night of frost.The road was still icy and a few lads came to grief .Studded  boots  did not afford much grip on an icy surface,and now and then some poor chap would go down with a clatter,helplessly carried for some yards on his rear by sheer  impetus.Then,once back on his feet,he had to straighten out his equipment,retrieve his steel helmet,which usually came off, and catch up as best he could – for the rest couldn’t very well stop to help.

It was a lovely day,though from an aesthetic point of

view,and I particularly remember a large rime-coated tree appearing out of the mist as it was caught in a burst of sunshine - beautiful enough to take one’s mind  off the exertion and sweat for a moment ,and to remember for a long time to come.


Our training involved a lot of marching along roads,sometimes for most of the day.The platoon would be strung out in sections  in what was known as Ack-Ack – ie  anti-aircraft –formation,with alternate sections on opposite sides of the road at intervals of about twenty yards,making it easier to clear the road   in an emergency. 


These marches were sometimes subjected to a surprise “attack” as part of our training.An unexpected rifle shot would 

ring out from  a site  two or three hundred yards from the road.

The Sergeant  would know about this,for it was  prearranged . “Get down! Crawl to cover! Observe! Anybody see anything?”  He knew,of course,where to look,but if one hadn’t known  it would have been hard to see the well-concealed “sniper”.

Having  spotted the marksman’s position,the Sergeant would point it out  and ask for suggestions  of how to attack .                                                                               

One section would then be allotted the role of giving covering fire –with blank rounds of course – to keep the enemy pinned down, while another made their way indirectly and unobtrusively  to a right or left flank position from which they could approach unnoticed and finally dash in with rifle and bayonet, supported by the third section acting as a reserve in case of difficulties.


I had  been used to long walks in civil life ,and enjoyed the marching as an extension of my hobby,but some found it far from their taste.Ken,for instance.I can still hear his plaintive  “My poor feet are killing me!” as he hobbled to the side of the road for our routine pause of five minutes in the hour.

Ken longed to get out of Infantry,and  stood on tiptoe

for prolonged spells, hoping to make his feet  flat  enough

to achieve that end. “Look!” he would say,planting a wet foot firmly on the Ablutions floor.”They’re getting flatter every day”.


Another of his problems was fear of explosions.He had to endure  riflefire and the chatter of machine guns when on the range,and blocked his ears with cotton-waste meant for rifle cleaning,but avoided anything noisy that he possibly could .The PIAT for instance. (ie Projectile Infantry Anti Tank), This was a portable but clumsy weapon both to load and fire,and two men were needed to operate it – one to load the bomb and the other to fire it.The PIAT was about a yard long,and fired a  spherical bomb which was mounted at the head of a tube with guiding   fins behind. .The sphere held  a hollow charge  so arranged within that the full force of the explosion was focussed on the  point of  impact on the target,in order  to punch a hole in the side of a tank.

Cocking the weapon involved holding the shoulder-rest with both feet ,and pulling on the carrying-strap so as to compress the stout spring which drove forward the firing shaft  when the trigger was operated.When firing,one had to hold the weapon very firmly against the shoulder or it would not be re-cocked on firing and one would be in great trouble with an alerted enemy maybe as close as a hundred yards,for that was its range .

Holding it was one problem.The other was the force of the explosion when it was fired.It was like being thumped very violently between the eyes,which one closed involuntarily and reopened just in time to see whether the bomb had  hit the target.

In our Holywood training,we  only fired practice bombs –

they did not have an explosive head.But the firing still involved a loud explosion and the punch between the eyes – also the possibly injurious recoil of the weapon if it were not held firmly.

We formed a rough queue to wait  for our turn to fire. Poor Ken  was very nervous,and asked me to come back to the queue and take his place once I had had my turn.And so I  did,for no check was being kept on who had  participated.The authorities should have taken more care,for  a man with Ken’s problems was an encumbrance and possible source of danger to others.

It’s strange to think that he was under consideration as an  Infantry Officer.

      ( Incidentally, Ken  got his wish,and  some months later in India  greeted me with:”Hello! You see - I made it! Look…” pointing to his cap-badge. ”Out of  Infantry.I’m in Ordnance now!” That is  The Royal Army Ordnance Corps.)

                                                                                                     Like most Welshmen,Ken was a great singer,and liked to go to Sande’s Soldiers’ Home – a privately run institution within the Barracks .It was a  homely place which for a small cost provided  a change from Army life .There was a cinema,a restaurant,and recreation rooms,and on Sunday afternoon we sometimes went and sang hymns  in a  sitting room there – with the additional attraction of free sandwiches.Ken was in his element ;and when invited to choose a hymn,  invariably  asked for “Cwm Rhonda, please”. That magnificent Hymn, named after the mining valley of the Rhonda, in which the Welsh  delight – particulary to spur  on their  Rugby Team!

     The Catering Officer ran a choir.Christmas was coming,and they were trying to swell the number to give a Carol Concert, I went along,at Ken’s suggestion,apologising that I wasn’t very sure of part-singing,but Ralph,a very good musician from our platoon told me to stand next to him and sing what he sang.Reinforced by  three ATS Officers,we gave a couple of much appreciated performances of a mixture of Carols and  light hearted stuff such as “Yoopydee” – one  in a large hospital in Belfast and the other in a smaller affair in Bangor. Unfortunately,though,that seemed to be our Swan Song,for the Catering Officer was posted elsewhere,and the Choir broke up.A few of its members,though,met on Sunday evenings to hear records of Classical Music in a room in the Education Block.One of the works I remember from these sessions was Tchaikowsky’s  Fifth Symphony – a bit heavy going for the night before back-to-work Monday morning!

Rather more cheerful was Rachmaninov’s Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini,new to me then,but which still takes me back to that room and my feelings at the time.

We also had music in our hut – from a little radio hired at a Belfast shop for three pence per man per week.

The radio churned out popular songs almost constantl throughout our free time.On Friday evening,though,came a half-hour programme of more serious music put on by Doris Day,and called “These You Have Loved”,which was immediately greeted with cries of derision.“ Ugh !Turn that stuff off” from the moronic element,while the minority rest of us asked why we were not entitled to a return for our money.Though I don’t remember doing so,I think we must have refused to contribute any more.The scheme certainly did collapse.The owner of the radio eventually came to see our Officer to complain that  he had not been paid for some weeks ,and to reclaim his property - the radio , which was at that moment still providing entertainment  from its little shelf !

        Our Rifle Range was at Grey Abbey,an estate near Newtownards,at the head of Strangford Loch.We were taken by lorry ,for marching would have taken up too much of the day.Initially we fired at  a range of 200 yards. There were ten targets and they were numbered so that each man’s score could be assessed ,but the numbers were not on display to the shooter,and it was  quite easy,looking through the small rifle sight,to shoot at a neighbouring target by mistake.This error would be revealed by information coming back from checkers in the butts below the targets,when a message would be phoned through to say that one target had  ten hits instead of five.The culprit would then be informed of his error,and arrangements made to put matters right.Fortunately this error  was uncommon.


Some shooting was  designated “Application of fire”.In this   the outcome of each shot was immediately signalled from the butts,so that the marksman could make adjustments to his aim.The signalling was by a stick carrying a disc which was black on one face and white on the other.

A bullseye was indicated by placing the white side over the bull            There were other signals according to which circle was hit – Inner,white; Outer,black ;and between them Magpie,black and white ,signalled by twirling the indicator stick.


 There was were also: five-rounds rapid ,and  snapshooting   - ie five shots at a target held up  for about two seconds/shot.

  Later we had a day firing the Bren gun  at the same range,followed some weeks after that by the same programme with rifle and Bren gun ,firing at three hundred yards.

The targets were four feet square, and mounted one at each end of a frame which was set up at the butts to rotate.Thus one target was visible to the marksman while the other was in the safety of the well .After each bout of firing, men on duty in the butts covered  bullet holes with paper and paste - after the Officer in charge had noted the score the holes represented  for entry in the marksman’s records.

Firing went on for much of the day,and men who had completed

their programme went into the butts to observe the targets and signal the fire,paste up,and so on.In this way we became acquainted with the sound of bullets passing close overhead  - an important feature of one’s training.


Another lesson with a similar purpose was “Battle Innoculation”,which  took place at Sheep’s Point,overlooking Belfast Lough.Bren guns had been set up to fire  tracer bullets on  fixed lines ,and we had to follow a safe path which led beneath their trajectory and up a low hillside – all while

Thunderflashes were exploding  about us.A reasonable simulation of a corner of a battlefield,except that no-one was actually aiming at you! Quite a difference!


Shortly before Christmas we went on seven days’ leave.

It was,of course,lovely to be home again,though  the  time available was inadequate to readjust to what had previously

been normality.Everything was,one felt, just – temporary….

Nevertheless I was able to take my sister’s dog round our

old familiar  four mile walk – though she had grown out of practice in my absence and I think that was the last time I did take her walking.More importantly, I  was able to take Helen

on a lengthy  walk to the village of Midgley which we had both known since childhood,and we also went to Bolton Abbey, which she had never seen before.Out on the bus to Bradford then through  old familiar back-streets to the West Yorkshire

Bus Station,whose red and white buses had long meant Ilkley and Wharfedale to  Sooty Industrial Dwellers such as ourselves. It was wonderful to be introducing Helen to all that,and see her sitting there sketching the fine old Abbey,an old friend of mine!


It was of course  good to be home with my family again, to see old friends and look round the  Home Town,but the Bolton Abbey day was very special – and one needed something special to remember,for the next leave seemed a long way off.

A week is  not a long time,and  the extra travelling time involved in  being stationed so far from home reduced it a little at each end.I was the only passenger waiting on Dewsbury Station   one dusky teatime .What a change from the sunny days of youth when I waited for the Stanier Jubilees to come by. I did not have such self-pitying thoughts at the time,but I could easily imagine better places to be.


Twenty four hours later and one was back in Palace Barracks ,with a lot of  comrades all readjusting to the “normality” of  waking up at six-thirty to hear the bugle

faintly  sounding reveille at the far end of camp,then a little nearer,and then in our own lines:”Charlie,Charlie,Get out of bed Charlie . Charlie ,Charlie , Get Out of Bed!”  Then the opening of the door by the Orderly Corporal ,the clattering of the fire-bucket,and an urgent invitation to “Get out of  them beds!”

         Christmas Day was soon upon us.The food was rather better than usual,and  the Officers served beer as a special treat.

Afterwards I went with one or two friends into Belfast,which we often did when free from other duties on Saturday afternoons.

We caught the train at a small station called Kinnegar Halt,which was on a stretch of rough nondescript ground

between the Barracks and Belfast Lough.They were quaint little trains.The coaches were divided into compartments,but by bending down one could see passengers’feet in the next compartment; there was no dividing wall below  seat level! The Return Ticket was marked “Belfast to Kinnegar Halt or Vice-Versa”.Very Irish! 

It was a nice change  to go to a Wimpy Bar,and sample a sausage sandwich in civilian surroundings.Then I liked to look

round second-hand bookshops .A copy of Palgrave’s Golden Treasury which I bought there went with me on the rest of my army time. 


Christmas Day was very cold,and I foolishly went out without my greatcoat.I spent Boxing day stiff and aching on

my bed, reported sick next morning,and was sent to the CRS,which was 
a minor form of hospital  within the Barracks,to recover.

This was known as being “In Dock”.While I was a patient there our Platoon Sergeant was admitted.He stayed the night,but insisted on leaving next morning.arguing with the Matron that he “didn’t like such places.”He wasn’t a young man,and  seemed no longer capable of  handling a platoon.Once,for instance,he had led us out on an exercise in “Crossing obstacles by night”.We had barely started when there was a splash somewhere ahead,and word came back that the exercise was to be abandoned.The sergeant had fallen into a flooded  trench and was unable to continue.I don’t remember  him being around after the hospital incident.We certainly got a replacement who made life much harder for us.He  seemed to think that we had grown slack under his predecessor,and treated us as if we were delinquents – imposing  unnecessary tasks and double-marching when  quick marching was quite enough.We once decided not to double,and he ran on ahead out of sight round a corner.That was the end of doubling! He  saw the light!


A few weeks after Christmas I went to Edinburgh to attend a WOSB  ie War Office Selection Board.(“Wosby” in Army language).The rest of the platoon had  been through the same process in Northern Ireland while I was recovering from my stay in “Dock”.

       The Board’s purpose was to assess one’s suitability

for a Commission as an Officer.My  assessment of my own suitability was “Very Doubtful ” .I  knew that I was too slow a thinker to take a party of men into action ,where quick decisions

in rapidly changing circumstances would be vital.I would feel terrible if any were lost.Some of the others seemed to take matters much more lightly,and I wondered if they had thought things through sufficiently.In order to win the war we certainly needed leaders who were prepared to think quickly and accept  losses,but I couldn’t see myself in that role. If we had been involved in matters of a peaceful nature, say  geographical

field-work
,I would probably have been a good organiser and leader,for at school I was  the instigator and leader on outings with friends.But that was very different.


The WOSB lasted three days,during which our responses to  various tests were observed by members  of staff .There

were maybe a dozen candidates.By way of introduction,we were

settled  comfortably in a large sitting room and a conversation was launched .I cannot remember how,but the obvious purpose was to assess one’s inclination to participate.I don’t know that I joined in ,but remember some attention-seeking chap who went on at length about  what a magnificent film could be made about Bonnie Prince Charlie raising his army and marching forth in splendour . I saw through that candidate – ready to come to the fore and military-minded! 

       Another test involved a group of six,say, who were supposed to be Prisoners of War.There was a hypothetical wire fence which they needed to cross to escape.They had

ten minutes to do so – the interval between guards passing by –

and various items – wooden poles barrels etc – were lying about.

One was again assessed,I suppose on one’s level of participation.The way devised would actually not have worked.They had the same piece of rope to get up one side and down the other,but really needed two.I noticed that but didn’t want to upset the apple-cart,since time was running out.

      Another test involved  boxing. My opponent was a frail lad who was a chemist from Blackpool (the things we remember!) .I wasn’t frail,and I didn’t want to hurt him,so I just had to dance around him going through the appropriate motions while he scarcely moved.I don’t know how they would allot marks for that (One of the other candidates was an ex-policeman.I was grateful he was allotted to somebody else !) 


We were then split into two teams for a game tug-of-war in which participants were allowed to let go of their rope and attack members of the other team.All very well,but I don’t think they were supposed to rabbit-punch opponents – as one did to me.I can see him now – he was in KOYLI  (King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry)

Later
 one had to deliver a short lecture on a subject of one’s own choice.I spoke about the treatment of defective vision

without the use of spectacles,based on the work of  an American – Dr.Bates . I managed that alright,but realized afterwards that “they” may have docked  me points as an eccentric.My interest arose from my own slightly defective vision,which had made me abandon ideas of flying with the RAF.


The last test involved taking the part of an Officer dealing with an offender on a charge.How did one deal with such a case?How severely or otherwise did you address the man? 

What verdict did one reach and what punishment did one award?Quite tricky points to think about on the spur of the moment


Finally,we were each invited to a farewell word with the Commanding Officer in his office.Normally one would salute,but on this occasion we were free not to do so.I didn’t salute. Grave mistake!And a nail in one’s coffin however well one had already done.I realized immediately afterwards that it showed inadequate respect for the commission one was seeking!


Shortly after my return to Palace Barracks I was told that  I had failed WOSB - not unexpected! Paul,a friend from Leicestershire was surprised,though.In our early days at Palace Barracks,he had indicated great respect  for Yorkshire and its people,and the day before I went to Edinburgh said “Oh you’ll  get through. You’re just the sort of person they’re looking for”.  I appreciated his opinion,but indicated that I  did not share his confidence. Paul had failed WOSB himself.He was quiet , and lacked the forthright self-assertion which I occasionally displayed,and which he maybe thought would make the difference in my case.


Perhaps Paul had in mind an incident which occurred when our platoon was on “Mobile Patrol” .This involved being available for call-out in case any prisoners escaped from the nearby German Prisoner of War Camp. And we were called upon to turn out. Everyone dashed to the Store to draw ammunition, but only about half of us had collected any when our Corporal said we were out of time and must get on the lorry at once.Then,as soon as we were on the lorry,he said OK this is just a practice,everyone off!


We were then told to fall in as platoon, and the Company Commander went along the ranks asking each man in turn whether he had ammunition,at the same time tapping  his ammunition pouch to assess whether it did in fact contain any.This  did not provide conclusive evidence,though,for we always carried dummy rounds for training,and our pouches always rattled

          Every man in the platoon claimed to have ammunition.

Only two of us admitted that we did not,and the Company Commander told us to stand out in front.He asked why we had no ammunition,and we said that the Corporal ordered us onto the lorry  before everyone had had time to draw it.

The Company Commander then asked the platoon whether what we said was true,to be answered with a resounding “No Sir!”

Of course they had to say that,for to have agreed with us would have marked half of them as liars – they had already falsely claimed to possess ammo!

        I think the Company Commander realized that we were telling the truth .He could have lined them up again and asked each to produce the ammo they had claimed to have,but that would have had too many repercussions.The Corporal ,for instance,would have been involved,for his haste was really the cause of the trouble. Rather awkward…..

The matter was dropped and we two “culprits” heard no more of the matter.


Physical Training was was an important item throughout our programme,and I enjoyed it much more than I had enjoyed Gym at School.My old Gym Master ( who was actually an Army Reservist)  never really taught us much.If you could do something,that was fine,but if  you had difficulties he didn’t show you how to correct your mistakes.You were just dismissed as a failure,really.The  Instructors at Palace Brracks,though,were helpful,and it was good to discover that one could vault over the buck etc. Rope climbing was something I had managed at school.Now we were required to climb in  battle-order – wearing army boots,webbing equipment and rifle.

We had interesting activities out of doors too,and used,for example,to climb onto the roofs of surface air-raid-shelters in Holywood.One way of getting up was to push a rifle onto the roof so that its muzzle projected slightly.By wrapping  the string used for cleaning the rifle (a “pull-through”) round the muzzle and very close to the edge of the roof,one could use this to climb onto the roof. There were less precarious methods of getting onto a roof,though – eg by giving  each other a helping hand up.

       We spent most of the last week of our training on a Scheme,

which is an Army term for an extended exercise.On the Monday we marched through Newtownards,and along the side of Strangford Lough to Kirkcubbin – about 23 miles – where we were accommodated in Nissen huts. The next two days were taken up in firing  weapons such as the Sten gun and .22 rifle  - and little else that I can remember until the Wednesday night-

Thursday morning when we marched back to Barracks in  wartime blackout darkness,to collapse into bed for the remainder of Thursday. One more kit inspection to follow,and our training was over.


On the following Monday,it was our turn to Pass Out,

marching again round the Square to “On The Quarter Deck”

and marching past someone important to “The British Grenadiers”. On the following day most of the platoon left.

Only myself and a lad from Huddersfield remained,waiting for a posting to a Regiment.We spent a few mornings in glorious March sunshine at Holywood Station,  emptying trucks of coke for the Barracks,while German POWs did something similar  for their Camp.

        So our time in Holywood was coming to an end,and would  soon
be a bagful of memories to carry away.The view of Belfast for instance,set against the Divis Hills on a winter’s evening with frost in the air.Belfast Lough,with a Sunderland Flying Boat taking off and trailing a knife-like wake through the blue water.The great aircraft-carrier Eagle being built at Harland and Wolf’s and towering across the water from our rattly little Belfast and County Down train.The pleasant country lanes and their massive whitewashed stone  gate-posts  .Marching beside Strangford Lough,with its multitude of small islands,and the Mourne Mountains beyond .And Scrabo,like a pillar of hope above Newtownards. One had picked up much to remember in

the past five months,and above all,I suppose,were one’s observations of human nature – including oneself!

          Our postings duly came. We were now members of  the

Duke of Wellington’s Regiment,and were posted to the 10th 

Batallion at Felton Park in Northumberland.


We arrived there on the afternoon of 16th.March 1945,

and were immediately sent on nine days’ leave.The camp was on top of a hill overlooking the Great North Road.After a dry journey an immediate visit to the Northumberland Arms was called for .The young lady who came to take our order was 

quickly ushered away by her Mum with an “I’ve told you not to talk to soldiers”. We arrived in Leeds about 3am,and from experience  on my previous leave I  knew to take my companion to the Yorkshire Post Depot to request a lift in a delivery van.He went home with the morning papers to Huddersfield ,and I ditto to Dewsbury! 


It was a good leave.I  took Helen to  the Washburn Valley on one Saturday,and to Bolton Abbey,the Valley of Desolation,and Burnsall on the next. Beautiful outings.Helen was a student at Art College,which restricted our daytime walking opportunities. My leave ended on a Sunday.

We attended a Symphony Concert in Leeds in the afternoon,and I travelled back to Northumberland that evening.
 

