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PROLOGUE: BEFORE THE WAR
We all knew there was something going on in Europe, especially in Germany, at that time,
and of course rumours abounded regarding an imminent war, but I had seen in England the
antics of Oswald Mosley [WHO’S HE?] and the men around him with their marching and
saluting, so I didn’t pay much attention to it all. I suppose I thought Germany wouldn’t go
into another war after their defeat in 1918. It seemed crazy. But I didn’t realize at the time
that Hitler was a madman.
Nobody believed in the possibility of war. In fact, Neville Chamberlain, our prime
minister, told the country there was no problem, it would all be straightened out. He
traveled to see Hitler in order to avoid a war, and he came back and said, “I have it here,
the word of Adolf Hitler: No war.” And we were all pleased about that because nobody
wanted to see another war. Chamberlain managed to avoid war for a year, but it became
ridiculous. Hitler and his entourage were monsters.
I was living at home at that time and earning only a small wage. That’s the way it was.
I was an office boy sitting on a stool and told to write “thick and thin” in a ledger of sorts,
an old pen-and-inkwell job. I felt like something from a Charles Dickens story. About as
well off, too! Well, the money I earned was paid to me on Friday, and I gave it to Mum
right away; then she gave me a small amount back. Still, I managed to pay my own
expenses, put some on the “never-never,” and pay for an occasional big evening at the
local cinema (the price being sixpence with a bar of nougat for one penny). I looked
forward to that, an evening with the lads and girls.
It wasn’t a bad life. Where I lived everyone seemed to share the same lifestyle, all in
rented property known as “The Buildings,” well known, actually. Nobody could afford to
buy a flat or a house. That was a dream. I couldn’t see myself getting away from where I
was, breaking out, much as I wanted to. The future looked hard. Still there were few real
complaints from my friends and neighbors. We all got on with life. I ate at home, Dad
worked hard, and the rent was less than a pound a week, eighteen shillings six pence, that
is. And the cigarettes were ten for six pence. We got by.
Not far from where I grew up—at the Elephant and Castle District in London—stood a
tailor shop called Levy’s. It was really a modern tailor shop, even had hand-sewn lapels.
You could easily see their suits were well done. That was the real thing to us: a well-made
suit. We’d grown up old-fashioned, and I was expected to wear clothes like my father
wore. But I wanted to be like one of the boys, not old-fashioned. I wanted one of those
modern suits, stylish and up-to-date. And this particular tailor shop was so good, in fact,
that they once had Max Baer come by just to be photographed in one of their suits. Max
Baer. He was the champion. He happened to be in town to fight a bout, and this shop
invited him to come in. And he did it, too. Of course he was a handsome, well-built man,
and I’m sure he sold a lot of suits for that shop. I saw him standing outside the shop in the
suit they’d fixed for him and I’ve got to say that alone was an inspiration to buy a suit
there.
I often saw well-known people, movie people, around London in those days, in the
early thirties, people like John Wayne and Frederick March and Stewart Granger. I was a

lad who liked to spot things which I knew weren’t really so important, but I was just
interested. I used to go autograph hunting. I liked the idea. I was always aware that I was
living a fairly hard life and had very little money. But although that didn’t seem to bother
many people around me, it always bothered me. Not because I was ashamed. I figured I
was as good as anyone else. But I wanted my life to be better than it was, that’s all.
Perhaps most of the fellows my age were thinking like me. I don’t know. Maybe. But I
knew what I wanted. I wanted to make some money, wanted to buy a home in the suburbs
for Mum and Dad and to give them holidays. That was my dream. And I wanted to own a
good suit.
Because of the times I’d walked past this shop, I knew he had the cut that was right for
me. So I started to put money aside to buy a suit “on the never-never,” as we used to say—
so much a week.
I didn’t want my suit just so I could be seen, though. My friend Bill Nash was making
more money than I was, and he had two suits. He liked to be seen, and I felt a bit envious
of him. I just wanted a nice suit, a really well-made suit that would make me feel good.
You can’t beat that. And you can’t beat a fitting for a tailor-made suit. Fittings. I’d never
had a fitting in my life. This suit would cost me ten shillings more than I’d usually pay,
which would have been around two pounds fifty, or eighty bob, as we liked to say. I didn’t
care. So I went to this shop and I got the kind of attention they’d give to a celebrity. That’s
what I liked about it. They selected the material and laid it out. they asked me to feel it.
What did I know? “Was it any good?” they asked. Sure it was. Of course. They told me
what they would do, how the cut would be and how the stripes would come this certain
way, and I said, “You’ve sold me. I’ll have the suit.”
“Yessir,” the man said. “Very smart.”
We agreed on a purchase deal, and a bit embarrassed, I was measured for the suit. It
would cost me three guineas and I loved it. This was living, really living. I felt like I was
Max Baer. All I could think about coming home was how long it would take until I would
get the suit.
I went back in a week and the tailor smiled and said, “Don’t worry, you’ll get your
suit.” He said he’d like me in for another fitting. I said, “Why? Was it wrong?” And he
said, “No, but this is what we do.” He told me it’ll be half finished and they’ll try it on me
and see how it fits. And I thought, I’m living. This is what it’s like to live.
I never told a soul. I never said anything to anyone at home. I went back to the shop
for a second fitting. Sleeve, arm, “four buttons or three?” “Four!” I was getting a suit that
was good enough for anybody in the West End of London. Anybody. It was about a
month, but it seemed twice that, before it was ready. I went up there to get it and paid what
they asked for. That suit was everything I could have expected. The quality was there, the
fit was there. It was perfect. It was navy blue. And it had a small design in it. I knew what
I was doing.
I took it home with a hanger they supplied, a hanger bent so the suit wouldn’t be
damaged. The hanger had the firm’s name inside. I still have that hanger. And I almost
didn’t want to put the suit on. I knew that anybody who wore this suit would be looking
good. On Sunday I went out in it for the first time. I’d bought a James Cagney hat, or what

I thought was a James Cagney hat. This was the thirties, remember, and Cagney was big. I
pulled the brim down right over my eyes. The suit hung nicely. Not too tight. Just right. I
wondered if Maggie, the girl down the street, would notice me now.
When I first came out in my suit, though, Dad never said a word. My sister told me it
looked lovely. My brother didn’t say anything either, and I think he was jealous. He
probably had it in mind that he’d end up wearing it someday. (He did, too.) Those were
days when you had good friends who would say, “I’ve got a date this evening and you
haven’t. Would you lend me your suit?” “Well,” you’d tell him, “watch what you do with
it when you’re having fun and games and perhaps getting your trousers off.” The suit was
important to me. I was eighteen. Nearly a man, I suppose.
One reason I’m telling this little snippet on the suit is I remember when, in 1944, I was
a prisoner of war in Germany and I received a letter from my brother telling me he was
wearing my suit. It was his idea of comedy, I suppose, like he was trying to cheer me up.
He said he wore it to take it out “for an airing.” I’ve got to confess it upset me, but he
couldn’t have realized what the double-breasted meant to me. It’s enough to be angry out
there, and I guessed it would be cleaned and pressed for my return home.
****************************
I had purchased a bicycle for three pounds when I was about sixteen, and I often used
to ride out to the parks in Dulwich and Clapham back in 1938, and I liked to sit on the
grass and read a magazine. I began to look around more and wonder what I could do to
improve my future and to possibly, someday, afford some higher standard of life. Maybe
even buy or rent a good home in the suburbs for my own family, with a car and a real
garden. Then I could go and fetch Mum and Dad and give them some of the good times
they deserved. Dreaming in the park.
One morning in the spring of that year my good friend John Haysen and I had planned
to go to see a football game together, but at the last minute he came by to tell me he’d
made a date with a girl and wouldn’t be going with me. I wasn’t overly pleased about this
because I used to look forward to those once-a-week outings. It hurt and I guess I was
envious, but I decided to take a long walk alone just to think. I’ll not forget that walk since
it was then I decided to take some evening classes to try to improve myself. I enjoyed
writing and wanted to learn another language than English, don’t ask me why. I was going
to be nineteen years old shortly and had been after many jobs, but none of them seemed to
hold much prospect of a future like the one I dreamed of. So I knew I’d better get with it
and stop feeling sorry for myself if I wanted to move up. Most of the fellows I knew were
in the same boat I was in, but they didn’t seem concerned. They were mostly just
interested in girls. And why not?
When 1939 came around, I turned twenty years of age (in January), and British law
had it that every man of twenty had to enter the military for six months’ service. Around
April I got notification from the government telling me I had to go to the nearest Labor
Exchange on June 30th and sign on.
By coincidence, the firm I worked for, Stanley Sports of Syndenham, decided to have
a holiday on June 30th, the very day I was to sign in—boss’s treat! We were all going to
the coast at Margate in one large coach. Lots of girls, lots of fellows. And I was able to

take my friend John (who had let me down the last year—you forget those things). I had
my eye on one particular girl, so I was especially interested in going on the holiday even
though it complicated my sign-up. I’d been told by the Law I had to sign my induction
papers on that Saturday morning, and I wasn’t about to ignore that responsibility. That was
the way it was.
Anyone who knows about England before the war knows that coach outings were
glorious booze-ups, and any felicitations from the females were bonuses. And so about
halfway to Margate, somewhere along the Kent coast, we pulled in to a pub and had a pint
and bought another two or three cases for the road. Also during this stop we were able to
move seats around and I could sit next to this girl I’d had my eye on. She had a friend,
fortunately, and John was taken by her. So things looked good. The day was beginning to
shine and we were all happy.
When we got to Margate, the driver pulled next to another pub—they want your
business before, during, and after the day’s outing. He pulled into a carpark next to the pub
and we popped in and had another beer, and then we were taken by bus on in to the town
center. I immediately started looking for a Labor Exchange office so I could sign up since
I had to do it before noon. Luckily, I found one.
So I went in to find dozens of other men signing in. I didn’t live in Margate, but I told
the man in charge I’d been ordered to report. He said, “What do you want to be?” I said I
wanted to sign up for the air crew, and he and some other men laughed and told me the air
crew are full up.
“Well, then, I don’t want to go in,” I said. “I really wanted to join the air crew.”
The man I was talking to looked like an ex-sergeant-major, and he didn’t even smile. I
thought I was being pretty funny, but he didn’t seem to agree. He just said, “You don’t
have any choice. You’re in. Sign here.”
I was naïve, and I said, “Okay, I’ll take the other option. I’ll go into the navy.”
Another man said, “You’re too big.” (His idea of a joke.)
I said, “I’ll go back to the air crew then.”
He said, “No you don’t. You won’t get in. Besides, the navy’s also full up.”
I said, “Why are you asking me what I want to be?”
He said, “We have to.”
I said, “Do you think I could get in the army or should I go home? I’d sooner go
home.”
He said, “Army? All right then. You’re in. Congratulations.” He’d known that all
along.
I signed the piece of paper. Then I said, “Are you going to tell me which part of the
army, which regiment, infantry?”
He said, “Whatever we can find you to do.”
So that was it. I was going into the army. Before even going in the building, I was

going in the army. I went outside and John was waiting for me, and we had a good laugh
about it. Then we wandered off to where the sea was rolling in, and I forgot all about the
army. We started talking about the day’s future—never mind about the country’s future.
He just said, “Let’s deal with today.” That was all right with me.
We went along the waterfront searching for the two girls, and we came across them
before long, and I knew we’d be all right. They’d had a few beers, and everything was
okay. There was a fairground at Margate and we invited them to come along with us. It
had carousels, swings, high sky dive, all those things, and we did the lot. They enjoyed it
and we did, too.
We retired to the nearest pub. The girls had some wine and we had some beer. It was a
good time. We had to be back at the appointed place to be taken to the coach, and we went
to the back of the coach with the two girls, one whose name was Marjorie, and it was
getting dark so we just snuggled a little bit in the back. It really was a good day without
too much worrying about the future, just being tipsy.
We came home tired and said good night. It was really the end of my civilian life. I
was in. No war was declared, but they would probably have called us up anyway for some
kind of training or national service. According to the law, the calendar year you were
twenty years of age was when you would be called. If you were junior to a man by a few
months, he would go in first. That’s the way it was done. I was one of the early ones
having a birthday in January.
The official letter from the government soon arrived, ordering me to Aldershot
barracks for training on the 16th of September. War had been declared on September 3rd.
It wasn’t easy saying cheerio to my mother and my brothers and sisters. They all made a
joke of me asking for a measured uniform that would fit me as well as my suit. I promised
to behave and told them I’d see them at Christmas time.
My mother didn’t like it, of course. There were six of children, and I was the eldest
son. My eldest sister had just married. Three brothers—Albert, aged seventeen; Harry,
aged thirteen; and Freddie, aged four—and one young sister, June, aged eight. They were
at home. But I knew that, in a war, brothers may eventually go, too. That was a real worry.
There were already plans in Britain to have children evacuated from cities to small
villages in the countryside so they could live with other children in other people’s homes
and be treated as family, could go to school, and hopefully could find life reasonably
enjoyable and not too upsetting away from home. It was a good scheme and a much safer
prospect than to leave the children in the cities, even though children were confused.
Naturally, parents were upset and disturbed, but they mostly realized it was for the best.
The local authorities dealt with the planning and locations for the children to go to, an
enormous project. My parents, remembering the first war, were terrifically upset, of
course. Dad had been through that one and had been gassed. German gas canisters—hard
to believe.
My sister June and my brother Harry were evacuated by train to a family down in a
Sussex village where the man of the house was working on a farm. I didn’t see them go as
I was away in the army by then. Before I left for France I obtained some leave to go home
and see my parents and family, and I went by train down there in the country to see Harry

and June. They were delighted to see me and I spent a couple of hours with them, seeing
the area and what they did for enjoyment. It looked good to me, and of course we spent
some time with the “foster” parents and their children. They fed me, too, and I’ll always
remember the large plum pudding on the table. Harry and June must have told them it was
my favorite dessert.
When I had to leave them, June hung onto my hand and cried. She wanted me to take
her home, and I wanted to stay and help. Harry was good and took care of June, and the
foster parents understood and eased it somewhat. I didn’t tell Mum how hard it had been,
but she and Dad used to go down to see them whenever they could, so I’m sure they knew.
My brother Freddie was born with a deformity in one leg, and it seemed he spent more
time in hospital than at home. By the time he was fourteen, he’d had twenty-one
operations on both legs. None of them worked. Because of the war, Freddie was sent away
to the small county of Rutland, where children were sent who needed hospital care. The
GI’s from the U.S. who were stationed up there found out about the children and took on
the care of them, with permission, of course. And every child ended up with a kind of
godfather. (Our family has often thanked the man who looked out for Freddie.) I never
saw Freddie until I came home to England after nearly six years, and by then he’d become
a young man, barely walking, the image of my mum, but with shoulders I wouldn’t argue
with.
Later in the war, Harry and Albert were indeed called up.
My dad was the most upset. He wasn’t a man who showed a great deal of emotion. He
was a good father, no two ways about that, but he didn’t show emotion, neither great joy
nor great sorrow. But he insisted on coming to see me off—I’d packed whatever was
necessary for me to take, I was in civilian clothes and took a duffel bag and a heavy coat,
and together we walked toward the buses about a quarter of a mile away. I didn’t want him
to come. I didn’t want that parting. But he was determined to walk with me, and as we
walked he started to say things like, “Why, why—we had the First World War to save our
children, and look, now you have to go. Why?” and he swore. One of the few times I ever
heard him swear.
We got to the bus stop. We stood there and I thought the bus would never come. Both
Dad and I were looking all over the place for words, just to pass the time. The bus finally
came along and I had to say, “I’ll see you soon.” I didn’t know when. I just didn’t know.
War had been declared, so who could say what would happen. I just said, “I’ll be okay,
Dad,” and he put his arms around me and I left.

CHAPTER ONE: LIFE AS A SOLDIER
I went to Aldershot—a military town, soldiers everywhere. I asked someone on the street
how to get to the barracks. I found the headquarters, went in and showed who I was,
getting the usual routine that sergeant-majors do when you come in. They look at you as if
you don’t exist. They told me to report to the stores before I did anything else and get
fitted out with uniforms and underwear. The sergeant-major—we came to call him Old
Jonesy—looked at me with disgust as if I were a waste of his time.
So I went to the stores. Unfortunately, when I got there, they’d run out of uniforms and
supplies. There was a war on, you know. All they had were heavy sticks that were
supposed to represent a rifle. That’s the truth. They had no uniforms, the new wartime
battle dress, and they had no rifles. They probably didn’t trust us with the rifles anyway;
we were so green. So we were supplied with what I saw as a pick handle. That represented
a rifle. It was that way at that time. I kept thinking: How can we win?
I hadn’t the uniform, and neither had the other men who had registered at the same
time I had. We were all from different parts of the country, of course, with different
backgrounds, and we had to report in to the barrackman, a Corporal Crockett, who told us,
“That’s your bed, and that’s your bed,” and so on. I think there were about twenty of us in
the room. All of us confused and none of us used to sharing a room with strangers.
We were told to settle in, put our gear in the lockers, don’t leave any money around—
things like that. So we sat around, talked about what we were going to do, what we’d been
doing, where we were from. We got to know each other a bit and any embarrassment was
passed over pretty quickly. That’s the way these things are. Everyone in the same boat. It
was quite good, really. You hear all kinds of stories about lives, guys’ adventures with the
girls.
Corporal Crockett returned lookikng smart in a uniform made to measure. He told us
to stand by our beds at attention. I don’t think many of us even knew how to stand at
attention except to pull our shoulders back. He told us we looked like a “shower of shit,”
and worse. He didn’t spare any language, believe me.
Crockett told us the sergeant-major was coming and that we’d better look good; and of
course Sergeant-Major Jones came in—crash! crash!—with his walking stick at his side,
looking around the room with disgust—all an act—and he stomped around and stared at
everybody. He couldn’t talk about the state of our beds or the state of our clothes because
they hadn’t been assigned yet, but he’d walk around banging on things with his stick. He’d
speak to each soldier with absolute disgust, speaking with disdain about everything: hair
style, mustache—”little children’s whiskers,” he’d say, “trying to pretend he’s grown up.”
He came to me and I had longish hair because I always wanted to be fashionable,
wanted to look like somebody that was a cut above normal. He stood in front of me—I’ll
always remember it—and looked at me as if I was taking up space. He looked me up and
down. He’d already asked some of the fellows what they did for a living, and he came to
me and he stood there—and I’m not very tall—and he looked at me for at least a minute.
He was six feet tall. And he looked down at me. It appeared to take him a minute to
determine what he thought I was. Eventually he poked me on the shoulder with his

walking stick: “I know what you are,” he said. And I thought to myself, I’m not going to
say anything because whatever I say, I’ll be wrong.
“I know what you are,” he repeated. And I wasn’t going to say, “What am I?” or “No
you don’t.” So I just stood there and smiled, but that didn’t work either.
“Shut your face,” he said, and I hadn’t said anything. “I know what you are. You’re a
film star. That’s what you are.”
I said, “Right. You tumbled me.” That means you worked it out. I said, “You tumbled
me.” And that was insolence. I was taking the piss out of him.
“One more word—in the cellar,” he said. So I shut up or I would have been in the brig
until the old man came around the next morning. The company sergeant-major would have
to let me out. I could be put on a charge, a 2-5-2. It means you’re up before the old man,
the commanding officer, or CO. “Dumb insolence” they call it, saying nothing, but your
eyes give you away. I didn’t know what he was talking about at the time, but I knew it
wasn’t good.
I managed to get by with that. He could have had me put in the clink for the night. He
finally dismissed us, but we were told we were confined to barracks and were to be on
parade tomorrow morning at six o’clock. A lance corporal stayed with us who would see
that we didn’t do anything that wasn’t right. You could go to the toilet, but that was all.
That lance corporal was an idiot. He had his stripe on his arm and he thought he was a
general. He was a real dolt, but we had to do it the way he said: It was all about discipline.
So the next day we were on parade at six o’clock, and I remember it was cold, raining.
The corporal told us to form three ranks. We didn’t know what he was talking about.
“Ranks?” What does that mean? A corporal had to show us a marching position. We just
stood there. “Right dress!” We’re all looking to see if we’re level. “Front!” Then Sgt.Major Jones came out. He looked as if he’d been in a model’s window. You couldn’t fault
him—his hair was exactly right, both sides, perfect; he’s trim. It’s six o’clock in the
morning and he’s magnificent. Had that stick under his arm. He always carried a stick. A
classic sergeant-major.
He looked at us with the same manner as the night before and told us we were going to
learn to march. It would last for two weeks. Parade duties every morning and barrack
duties the rest of the day: how to walk, how to march, how to talk, how to behave. Within
a week we were all the same. It was marvelous. It didn’t matter how much money we had
—we were all healthy, eating well, marching well, and living well.
We wore whatever we had: suede shoes or boots. Still no uniforms. They hadn’t
arrived. It was the same for everybody, so we didn’t mind so much. Soon we started
feeling the benefits of regular hours in bed, regular exercise, and regular solid meals. This
went on for two weeks, and suddenly we had good muscles and we felt strong; we started
to have pride in what we were doing. We wanted to be better than the other team. We
wanted to be the best among the six or seven groups from different barracks. We wanted
to be tops. Of course the NCOs—the corporals and sergeant-majors—were driving us,
taunting us: “You’ve got to be better than those chaps,” they’d say. It was like a race.
After two weeks we were reasonably healthy and were used to the discipline. You

could start to which men would get further in the military. It was all in the character. Some
of the fellows just stood up to the whole ordeal much better than others.
Just before the last day of that part of our training, on a Friday, we were told that the
following week we were going to go to another place not far away to get some “vehicle
training.” Vehicles? What vehicles? Tanks? Motor bikes? Trucks? Speed boats? We had no
idea. And we knew by then not to ask questions. We’d find out.
Our uniforms arrived later on that same day, and we were finally fitted out, although
the uniforms were pretty far off from our actual sizes. I wasn’t keen on being seen in such
clothes, given my interest in looking good, but we all swapped around and ended up fairly
well dressed.
They told us we could have the weekend off but we had to be back on parade at nine
o’clock on Monday morning. So we all went to our various homes to do whatever, and of
course my dad asked lots of questions. Mum asked if I was eating enough, the way
mothers do. She said I looked smart but the collar seemed a bit large.
I wasn’t sorry that I was in the service. The things I had been concerned about—
money, job, status—were beginning to disappear as issues for me. I could see that my life
wasn’t going to be the same anymore and that being in the army was where I should be.
Whether I was going to get killed didn’t occur to me. I figured I was going to learn
something about life that would benefit me after I got out, that I was going to experience
something that might help me get a better living and a better look at life.
Dad asked lots of questions about what was going on, and he said it sounded no
different than when he went in during WW1. He was in a cavalry unit, and he’d seen some
action and had seen some fellows killed. He asked me what I thought about it all, and I
said I was learning some discipline and that it wasn’t hurting. It was making me more selfreliant and able to look at the future in a different light. I told him I was convinced that I
could make something good of this. I knew we were in a war, and I knew it could be bad
because of what happened in WW1, but I was certain that England—and myself—would
come out of it better off. Of course I never truly saw it clearly.
I knew generally what had happened to my father but I hadn’t been there. I’d only read
about it; I couldn’t experience it. It’s impossible. Then suddenly our country changed.
Overnight. Everyone was seeing war. It was really happening. And naturally everybody
was concerned, especially the older people who knew about WW1. And my dad—he
remembered. He said, “I only hope this mess will be over by Christmas. You don’t want
what I had.” I agreed. “No, I don’t,” I said, but I didn’t really know. Of course we know
now that WW1 was much worse, but neither was any picnic.
When I had my weekend off I was seeing fellows I knew who weren’t in. My friends
naturally wanted to know what it was like. We talked and talked about it. Everyone was
intrigued: What do you do? How do they treat you? Where will you be stationed? It was
all the buzz around London: The War. Most of the fellows I was speaking with knew
they’d be going in soon themselves. If not, they’d be working on the war effort at home.
But really, no one had any idea what it would become. Who could know?
When I got back to the base after the weekend, our platoon was late appearing for
parade. Some of the fellows didn’t make it back in time. They’d tried to stretch their

weekend out just that much longer. That didn’t go down well with Sergeant-Major Jones.
He chewed us out every which way, but it seems he did it just enough to make his point.
They were too anxious to train us to spend much time punishing us for such an infraction.
He scared us, though. He was very clever. A good man.
Two transports came to the parade ground and we were allocated to one or the other of
them. We piled in and off we went to our vehicle training. When we got to the training
area, an officer came along and explained what we’d be doing: We were to learn to drive.
He said anyone who already knows how to drive should step forward, and we had two
men who stepped up. There weren’t many cars around then, of course. Nobody had money
for cars. So none of us but these two could drive. And they were made corporals, just like
that. It ordinarily takes years to become a corporal in the army, but they made that rank in
a day. It turned out that neither one was any good at driving. They either lied or they were
the world’s worst drivers. The corporal who’d been in charge was now below these two
drivers. It was amazing. He’d probably served seven years to make corporal and now—it
didn’t make any sense. But war doesn’t make sense.
We were there two or three days doing our vehicle training. It took a long time to get
started because nobody listened. All any of us wanted to do was to get behind the wheel.
Finally we were taken to all kinds of lorries. They’d apparently been commandeered by
the army. They had just told people, “We want your vehicle,” and that was that. Each
vehicle had a qualified driver, an elderly civilian, who was supposed to teach us.
By the second day, we were driving these vehicles, civilian vehicles of all shapes and
sizes but real vehicles. All trucks—some small, some big, some medium—all the vehicles
we were going to be taught on. As I looked at all of them, suddenly I became nervous
about what I was going to do. I thought, Am I going to be driving one of these? I haven’t
got a clue how to do it. You can usually pretend you know a little bit and get away with it,
but I didn’t know anything. If I’d known the consequences of volunteering, I’d have said,
“Yes, I know how to drive,” and I’d have been made a corporal. I think I knew about as
much as the two who did volunteer. Anyway we learned all about manual engines, gears,
brakes, wheels, size of the vehicle—all that sort of stuff. We sat behind desks and had a
teacher.
The following day we saw the vehicles again and we were allocated to a certain noncommissioned officer (NCO) depending on which vehicle we were going to be taught on.
I became petrified at the sight awaiting me. When the NCO asked for Mayhead, he was
standing beside one of the biggest bloody lorries on parade that day, about five tons. The
sort of vehicle you’d take for furniture moving or for a load of coal. Climbing up into it, I
felt like I was going halfway to the moon. I thought the NCO was going to show me quite
a bit. But when I got up there and looked, he spoke very gruffly, telling me how to do this
and how to do that as though I was a bloody idiot. How I ever even got up into the driver’s
seat is beyond my comprehension. All I could see was this massive steering wheel and this
huge seat and a long distance to the ground. And I was told to drive it as instructed.
I knew that I wasn’t going to be very good. Of course I let the clutch out and the truck
stopped immediately. And this NCO, he was fairly flashy, it got to him a little bit because
he saw I was able to move it a few yards without stalling it. He said something like, “Well,
at least you moved it. That’s something.” I finally got it into second gear and moved it

slowly along, but all the time I worried about how I was going to stop it. I hoped he
wouldn’t tell me to stop right away since I didn’t have a clue, and he didn’t. We went
along a road and took a right turn over to a small bridge. As I was turning I had to head
over this narrow bridge keeping to the left without tipping off into the water, and I really
just panicked, didn’t know what to do, as soon as I realized where we were. The NCO
quickly pulled up on the steering wheel or who knows where we’d have ended up. But
somehow we got it ‘round and straightened it up.
He told me to stop, but that wasn’t easy either. And when I finally did he asked me to
get down out of the driver’s seat. We had two other fellows in the vehicle who were yet to
get a turn behind the wheel, but I thought I’d done enough to stop my NCO from teaching
anyone anymore for the rest of the day. At least he made it appear so by the way he spoke
to me. I thought I’d better improve or I’d have to go somewhere else. To make a long
story short, though, he stuck with me and, by the end of the week, I had learned to
negotiate the truck well enough that I passed whatever test he gave me. The other two
blokes were about as good as I was by then. None of us had ever even sat in a driver’s
seat, let alone driven anything.
The day war was declared, everything changed. Men appeared from everywhere,
seemingly overnight. We had troops from New Zealand and Canada and Australia. We
knew the war was on and it was obvious that it would be big. Of course, there was rivalry
among the nationals since some were getting better money than others, some had better
uniforms, some were being treated better. I think the Canadians were probably the highest
paid, and I think New Zealanders were probably close to them. We were the lowest paid,
we British, I think.
They needed people urgently or I wouldn’t have passed my vehicle test. After I passed,
though, I didn’t know what they had in mind for me. I thought I just needed to know how
to drive, but I couldn’t tell how that was supposed to help England win the war. At that
time we were still green at the whole military system, still learning how to address people,
how to follow military protocol. After a few more days, an officer and a sergeant came
into the barracks and, after talking about what was happening in Europe, the officer tried
to explain to us what we’d be doing. It was pandemonium on the front, he said. No one
knew what was going to happen. Then he asked for volunteers to go to France. France?
That sounded good to me. I stepped forward along with ten or twelve others. I wanted out
of where we were, and this was the best offer I’d heard. I was surprised that the officer
asked for volunteers, though, during a war. Why not just assign us?
We got set to leave in January, 1940. At that time, the Allies were in trouble. I
volunteered to go because I just wanted to get on with it. We were sent home for a
weekend, but we weren’t to talk about where we’d be going. I went home and saw my
parents and friends, had a nice break, and then went back to Aldershot. We were put on
parade, addressed by an officer, and the ones of us who’d volunteered for France were
called out. We were told we’d leave the following day, and we weren’t to tell anyone. The
regiment would tell our parents in good time. None of us understood the reason for the
secrecy, but we naturally went along with it. Early the next morning, we were taken to the
train station. As the train started moving, an officer came in and told us we’d be going to
Cherbourg, in France. When we hit Southampton port, we met up with a long line of

troops, all heading across the Channel. A military band was playing. There we were,
among hundreds. We sailed late that night, in the dark, very slowly, and we got to
Cherbourg in the early hours, and we were discharged to the town. We saw French and
Belgian troops, but we didn’t know the situation. We were put on parade early that
morning, and none of us knew what we were supposed to do. We weren’t allowed to talk
about it to anyone, and really no one answered any of our questions.
Later, while we were still in Cherbourg, we managed to communicate somehow with
the French and Belgian troops, and they talked about how hard they’d had I—no money,
nothing. They were hurting. We bivouacked near Paris but we were told we wouldn’t be
staying there long, that we’d be going to Marseilles. What for? You don’t ask what for,
you just go. When we got to Marseilles, they said, then we’d be told what to do. So that
evening we were put on a train for southern France, about fifty of us. We were warned by
the officers that Marseilles isn’t a nice place. Thieves, skullduggers. We were warned to
watch ourselves, to be careful, always to go out with a buddy, never alone. When we got
there we were issued a tropical kit: sun elements, short summer wear. I never felt more
ridiculous in my life.
They put us on a liner, the Duchess of Altholl, a Canadian-Pacific liner taken off its
run, a luxury passenger liner. Ridiculous. I had a cabin with one other fellow. Here we
were, about to sail across the Mediterranean in our own private cabin on a luxury liner.
During wartime. The mind boggles at some of the things that occur. It was a strange war.
Maybe they all are. We weren’t told anything, only second-hand gossip. What were we
doing in Marseilles? Who knew? We sat in the harbor until morning. I guessed we’d be
going to Africa, since that’s what made most sense; and that’s what happened.
After a couple of days we sailed into Alexandria, Egypt. We came off the ship into a
different world. The sun was burning on the city and the city was teeming with people we
hadn’t seen much of before. Funny little vehicles were everywhere. It really was a
different world. We were taken to a camp in Alexandria, a peacetime barracks. We were
fed and talked to by some officers who told us we were going to Palestine for basic
training for possible warfare in Egypt and Libya. We departed from Alexandria by
railway, and we crossed the Suez Canal to Palestine for training to come back and fight
whoever was in the desert—Italians, we figured. Of course we all felt that would be no
problem. We knew we could handle the Italians. We figured we’d just go up there and take
over.
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