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These are just a few jottings and meanderings through my own recollections of my
life and times in the Royal Navy. I've tried to be as accurate as my memory will allow so |
will offer my apologies in advance for any inaccuracies that may occur. If anyone actually
reads this account of my exploits and has more verifiable info it would be gratefully received.
All of the ships that I served in will have had their commissions well and truly documented
so my intention is not to duplicate that work but simply to commit to paper the important,
silly, serious and life changing experiences of the writer. If I have offended anybody, please
remember, I meant it.

READ ON REGARDLESS

I had committed the modern cardinal sin; I dropped out of school mid way through
taking my ‘A’ levels and had therefore to set a course for my future. Having spent the last 5
years at a boarding school that specialised in promoting young chaps like me to take up a
career in Agriculture it seemed natural that I would follow that ideal. I felt that I had worked
really hard during my time at school and as a result had achieved 5 passes at “O” level and
the idea was then to proceed with A level studies to ease my way forward into the world of
agriculture. About halfway through my A level Zoology, Botany and Geography courses |
discovered to my dismay that Writtle College (one of the foremost agricultural colleges in the
country) to whom I had applied for my degree studies announced that I must have an O level
in Mathematics. You cannot imagine the horror that surrounded me at this point as I’d been
directly requested by the head master that of Hadham Hall school not to even attempt maths
as [ was totally devoid of any expertise in that field. In other words I was rubbish. So no
matter the amount of pleading and cajoling, Writtle wouldn’t play ball. I dropped out at the
halfway stage much to my later regret but I had no direction as what a future career to take.
So one bright April morning I started work on a farm as a labourer much to the annoyance of
my Mother who’d expected greater things from her little lad.

I’d been working for about six months as a hired slave and had just about enough of
the seriously harsh conditions and the desperately low wages - £3.6s.8d per week and was
looking for other employment when I came upon an advertisement in the Daily Mirror. My
father always read the Daily Mirror and I suppose that it was at that time that I realised that I
was only to be considered as a Tory voter from that point on, why I shall never fathom out as
my family was at best dirt poor due to my father’s heavy drinking. The work on Oyler’s farm
was hard in the extreme as every action was by hand from the cutting of cabbages to the
hoeing of enormous rows of beetroots. It took me a week to get to grips with the hard work
and from that point on subversion set in. Most of the men working all lived in tied cottages
and therefore couldn’t say a word out of place for fear of losing their livelihood but more
importantly their homes. There was a lot of forelock tugging even in those days which even
then I thought was harsh beyond belief. The whole matter of the Oyler Farm could take up
another chapter on its own so I'll leave it there for the moment.

Getting back to the advert - There it was the face of a smiling sailor, a good looking
hero obviously imported for the job, talking about rabbits and the world. That’s for me a life
on the rolling deep I thought and was interested enough to follow this up by going along to a
local recruitment office in Waltham Cross. I was met by a very tall Chief Petty Officer
sporting lapel badges of the Sick Berth branch who invited me to complete the necessary
forms. I still remember him sniggering when I replied to the question of employment by
saying quite proudly — “agricultural worker” This done I waited for the next ten days for the



call to come and when it did I had to lie and take as the Aussies put it — take a sickie — much
as it turned out to the complete annoyance of my employer George Oyler.

On this day I made my way into to an address London to be subjected to the then
rigorous medical examination. We stripped off, were prodded and poked, had every orifice
looked into with some vigour I might add. The colour blindness test was a doddle; some
however couldn’t comprehend the mass of different coloured balls. I never did understand the
why I was directed to pull myself up on a horizontal bar only to be asked whether or not I
suffered from “piles”. Ithen sat back and waited for the “call to arms “.

Oddly enough the day that I was about to hand in my notice George got the
hump and said that I had to go because I wouldn’t work over time on a Sunday morning. I
think it was a draw but I was so pleased to get away from that bloke.

There was of course one slight problem in that during the three weeks wait that I had
to endure I had NO MONEY which was just a bit off putting to say the least. Thankfully I
was given a part time job as a labourer working with my uncle. From day one it was me that
ended up with the job of scrapping off flaking plaster from the outside of a Jewish owned
townhouse somewhere in darkest London. The job lasted two weeks and by the end of it I'd
somehow amassed a fortune - £30. They spoke of a bonus for getting the job done quickly,
who knows the reality but I was rich beyond my wildest dreams.

So it was that I met at Paddington station several others travelling to Plymouth for the
same reason — to join the Royal Navy- Sailors of the Queen, to defend the empire against the
rogues and vagabonds of the world.

We were all fresh faced and young embarking on an adventure of a lifetime. My
father had given me his old holdall that a sail maker chum of his had produced during his
service in the navy. On reflection I would now say that this holdall made from one single
piece of cowhide was a superb feat of manufacture. At the time it was just a bag.

It is a peculiar thing but all of the train journeys that I made before, during and after
my service days are all a complete blur with the exception of one, more of which later

Within hours we were to undertake our First water voyage namely the ferry from
Plymouth to Torpoint on the other side of the mighty Tamar River. Oh yes this was the life
for us on the rolling deep. Yet I cannot for the life of me remember anything about the
journey, the weather or my companions. The recruiting chief had done his job well.

Returning to Rabbits, it was only in 2011 on a visit to Chatham Historical Dockyard
that I found out where the term had originated. There is in the Chatham dockyard area a small
island, which at one time was infested with rabbits, and sailors going on leave were allowed
to visit the island to catch one or two to take home as an addition to his family food store.
Hence presents in the Navy were from that time referred to as rabbits.

When we arrived at HMS Raleigh it seemed strangely quiet there was hardly any
bustle or activity. Only later were we to find out that three quarters of the “ship’s company”
were on annual leave so we really had a mild introduction into the senior service by
comparison to others I suspect.
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general work and guard duty etc., had hob nails and the leather wasn’t as finely finished as
the “best” pair nonetheless they had to be somehow brought to a highly burnished finish.

Unfortunately for me someone somewhere had been rather enthusiastic with the
hammering in of the hob nails as they had reversed the order. My best boots to be used for
going ashore and generally adding to your appearance as a sailor of the Queen were the ones
that some idiot had hammered in the hobnails. Try as I would the commissary wouldn’t under
any circumstances change them for a more suitable pair as they had already been issued to me
and were therefore “USED” and not to be issued to someone else. Had they changed my
boots it would throw the whole system in that I would have effectively been issued with four
pairs of boots instead of my allowance of two. How the wheels of bureaucracy clash with
common sense still baffles me to this day.

Dancing at the NAAFI in Plymouth therefore became a bit of an adventure when
trying to jive in hob nailed boots. It didn’t do the floor surface much good but Connie Francis
rendition of “Stupid Cupid” hid the yelps and screams of pain from the local lovelies on
whose feet we had just stamped.

We were being let ashore for one evening — the terminology was being ground into us
at a remorseless rate — and we were to catch the liberty boat at 18.00. In other words we were
to leave the establishment by six o’clock in the evening in time to catch the bus which would
take us to the ferry at Torpoint. A point to remember is that the navy only quote the time on a
twenty four hour clock and do not under any circumstances say "THOURS,” only pongos and
the like use that terminology.

I suppose we’d been in the Navy for all of four weeks by the time that we were
actually granted our first shore leave so to be fair our wearing of a uniform was still a self
conscious affair. We showered and shaved and combed and used every kind of deodorant that
you could imagine before putting on this strangest of uniforms. I would say that there are
probably not many like it in the world.

There were of course trousers. The bell bottomed trousers issued to sailors were odd
in that there was not a front fly. What we did have was the main holding up part of the
trousers crossed the stomach there to be buttoned then there was a front flap that reached
across the whole of the front and secured by four buttons along the top. Taking a pee was an
adventure and anything more exotic than that was time hampered. A white front with blue
edged rim around the neck was neatly tucked in to the trousers.

Over the top of this went the famous sailor’s collar, the one that all of the girls would
touch for good luck or so they said. Then on went the naval jumper where you pulled up the
built in collar together with the blue jean collar that was underneath to allow you to drape
around your neck the black silk scarf as well as a pure white lanyard.

This achieved and all you needed to perform was the tying of the bow that would
secure the black silk scarf to the front of the jumper before you wound the lanyard around the
whole mess that you’d just made. Simple!!!! Nothing to it.

We assembled outside the chiefs’ billet in columns of three all looking and feeling
just a bit silly in our black uniforms and the milk bottle hat topping it all off. We hadn’t been
in the navy long enough to feel comfortable in uniform, only slightly self conscious about it -
- that would come later when pride kicked in. Our chief petty officer came out to inspect us
and then called on one of our company to march the liberty men on to the quarter deck. “OK,
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Shorty, you hiding in the middle row come out ‘ere” I then knew that it was to be me. “March
this rabble over to the quarterdeck and await to be inspected by the OOD (Officer of the Day)
“I’d never marched anybody anywhere in my life so the next ten minutes were to be
somewhat of an adventure — I would suggest that herding cats would have been slightly less
daunting than moving my co liberty men from one place to another.

We assembled as a “smart body of men” on the quarter deck facing the mast
and the Ships’ figurehead and waited to be inspected by the duty officer before being let
loose in the fleshpots of Plymouth. I suppose we’d waited for some five minutes before we
all heard the demented, maniacal scream that emanated from the guardhouse — “what the
sk 1xx% do you think you bunch of ******* jdiots think you are ******* well doing
“. Two extremely red faced people with lots of badges of office and medals and stripes and
rings raced towards us demanding to know who had marched this rabble on to the quarter
deck. I tried to advise that our chief (Second only to God) had instructed me to march the
assembled finest on to the quarter deck. The scream to get off echoed around Raleigh for
weeks I'm sure.

I would say at this juncture for those who are not initiated in the ways of the Senior
service that the quarter deck on any ship is the holiest of holies and is the playground of the
officers and is not to be walked upon let alone stood upon by at least 30 spotty faced youths
all expecting to be let out for the evening. We weren’t and apparently it was all my fault.
Having said that we tried an hour later and after an inspection which took about half an hour
our liberty boat came in and so it was off to TORPOINT.

Now Torpoint is not the biggest place in the world and can easily become overrun by
youths and lots of hormones. Odd though it may seem we went into pubs and bought pints of
beer even though the majority of us had not previously drunk more than half a shandy. We

were never questioned about our age by any of the landlords — I was just seventeen and a
half.

Everyone of my intake was sent to different living accommodation and I was sent to
Frobisher Block. This building was a large ,long, black painted wooden edifice on concrete
stilts connected to a huge passageway that joined several other blocks all named after very
seriously special naval people. There was just one problem in that we were situated as far
from the mess hall and any other facility in the whole of the establishment right out by the
perimeter fence.

I hadn’t met many people, if any, from north of Cambridge until this day and so the
shock was almost overwhelming when I realised that I was the only southerner in amongst at
least twenty Geordies three of whom were named Peter. They immediately asked for my
second name and from that moment on I was known as Colin. Within two weeks I’d acquired
a fairly respectable Geordie accent, so much so that when some new recruits joined us they
thought that I was one of the others.

The mix of people could not have been more diverse and by now had blossomed into
a group from all parts of the country. God Help the Navy.

We were pushed, shoved, marched and doubled from morning to night and by the end

of two months were considering ourselves to be real old salts of the sea until that is the day
that we were bussed down to the Tamar River. Their Lordships in their wisdom had decreed
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that all new members of the senior service should be able to deal with all aspects of seaboard
life including how to use and deal with a naval cutter and whaler. This was probably one of
the most difficult parts of our training from a physical stand point. Firstly none of us had ever
been on water other than as a passenger except for the two ex fishermen from Hull, and so to
be ordered to pick a ten foot long oar and then to march to the quayside was just a bit
daunting not to say plain dangerous for anyone standing less than eleven feet from us.

We embarked, fell over, dropped oars and generally caused mayhem even to the point
where the shrieking of the P.O.’s had little or no effect on us whatsoever. Order was finally
restored and the boat was pushed off into the river ~ rowing a boat is not easy and made even
less so when you have 12 people all trying to row in different rhythms at the same time. After
an hour of trying to handle a 10 foot oar, the tide and people catching a crab every pull or
two, left us absolutely shattered and ready for bed by the end of the day. Pulling a Whaler or
Cutter is made more difficult in that the seats aren’t on runners and therefore the rowing
technique is to use upper body strength only.

Within a short period of time after our initial foray on to the rolling deep rowing (or
pulling as we were ordered to call the exercise) we became more of an organised bunch of
people and I must say it was one of the more memorable activities at Raleigh.

Just to make sure that when out on the rolling deep we wouldn’t drown there was the
swimming test to endure and pass. Now this may not sound much, but when you consider that
our class was assembled by the swimming pool and to a man we were dressed in our
BOILER SUITS with all of the buttons open just so we didn’t cheat by trapping air inside to
make us more buoyant. A more heinous crime was yet to be perpetrated. More like self
preservation as drowning is fairly nasty I understand. Each of us then individually had to
lower ourselves into the pool (diving in wasn’t allowed as you may gain an unfair advantage
and not have to swim the obligatory 50 yards as required) and then by whatever swimming
style you wished to adopt you had to get to the other end of the pool without sinking, feet on
the bottom or more importantly drowning because there lordships at the Admiralty found that
loosing sailors was just a bit untidy and there were too many forms to complete.

Some guys just couldn’t swim but struck out bravely until panic set in, this was when
they tried to make for the safety of the poolside and the waiting arms of the PTL. This was of
course an unknown and soon to be seen hazard as a PTI (always known as clubs because their
badge of rank was two Indian clubs crossed) armed with a long pole waited to push them out
again. Those that didn’t achieve their swimming merit pass had already drunk a lot of the
pool but had to return for extra instruction — funnily enough not many people failed at the
second attempt. Fear of the pole rather than drowning I suspect. None the less this
achievement was entered into the Pay Book.

Thinking back to the two ex fishermen from Hull, it seemed that even then the fishing
Industry wasn’t faring too well and these two had “escaped” to forge a new career in the
Royal Navy. Odd really when they did boast of the days when after a really successful trip
they would return to port, take their sizeable pay packets and head for a men’s outfitters to
buy a new suit which apparently they would wear until the next trip. The suit was then
relegated to the position of “working kit” completely wrecked and then thrown away on
return to harbour. No money was ever saved, it All went on drinking, chasing the ladies and



Part of the hardening up process both physical and mental was P.E. and boxing. The
Navy’s sadistic side showed up when one bleak day we were assembled in the vast hanger of
a gymnasium and ordered into two lines facing each other and then, in turn had to don the
jolly old boxing gloves and go three minutes with the bloke who stood opposite you. You
might think that this was easy. Not so, as they made no attempt to size you equally, soa 5
footer might be up against a 6 footer who could easily weigh 3 stone more.

I was paired off with a bloke of about the same dimensions as yours truly and we
agreed that we’d take it easy so that no one would get hurt. That’s when the rat clobbered me
alongside my temple and down I went, I mumbled something incoherent and started to try the
sparring lark at which point the sod hit me in the same place again. Down I went like a sack
of spuds. When I got up this time the red mist had descended and I took after this bloke with
a vengeance and soon he was down on the deck with me trying to kick the very life out of
him. The PTI had to wrap his arms round me to stop any further bloodshed. “Stand back lad
“was the order from the PTI “let the man get up”. This I dutifully did at which point he
clobbered me again. That was it and it was a brawl on the canvas yet again. I would point out
that I would normally go to out of my way not to have a punch up as I never really ever saw
the point of hurting your own knuckles. My mate who I’d trusted to take it easy turned out to
have been quite an accomplished amateur boxer, in his time; we actually got on quite well
after that.

One thing always noticeable — there was a uniform for every activity and there was no
escape from it, it was a relentless activity for twenty four hours of the day. Leaving aside
underwear there was no time in the day when a uniform was not applicable. On getting up a
shave and shower was the order of the day and to accompany this we used navy towels and
navy toothpaste - razors and shaving soap were definitely civilian. After having stowed away
in our lockers the navy issue pyjamas we immediately changed into the standard blue denim
style working dress, numbered and classified as Number Eights but always referred to as Noz
8’s, under which was always worn a white top or blue serge jumper depending on the time of
year. White for spring and summer, jumper for the rest.

After having finished the working day, namely at 16.00 it was then time to change
into evening wear, this time it was the standard navy uniform without the sailors blue collar —
Number Threes.

If we were to go ashore then it was on with the best uniform — Number Ones.

When working on some particularly dirty activity it was on with the boiler suit except
that this was worn over the top of the Noz 8’s and proved to be uncomfortable especially if it
was a bit on the warm side.

Sports were not left out we were issued with two rugby shirts, one blue and one white
together with shorts that came down to our knees and white plimsolls.

Rain had its own attire attributed to it. If going ashore the best raincoat in the world —
The Burberry — was the order of the day but if it rained during the working day then the
smelliest, most unwieldy, uncomfortable garment was worn — The Naval Oilskin which made
everyone look like a Dalek from Dr. Who

If working or outside for any reason then Hats were worn at all times. The one
overriding memory is that we wore boots and army style khaki gaiters all of the time other



than when playing any form of sport or P.T. or when we went to bed. The boots that were
issued to the Navy were totally different from that issued to the other two armed services.
Navy boots did not have toecaps and were therefore free from military type of spit and
polishing and bullshit except that the whole boot had to have a deep shine not just the front
bit.

Very soon we were able to move as a reasonably coherent unit mainly because we had
to march or double march everywhere that we wanted to go. I say as a unit, which is not quite
true, as with all things in life there is always one person who cannot march in time with
everyone else. Our group was no exception we had the bloke who always ended up with both
arms out in front of him instead of swinging to and fro like the rest of us. Every time we
marched up and down on the parade ground this poor bloke invariably ended the day
doubling around the parade ground with his rifle over his head, for what seemed hours.
Having said all of that whilst he couldn’t march he was the fittest of all the recruits.

Haircuts played a large part of our initiation into the navy in fact we had to have our
hair almost planed down to the bone every two weeks whether it was needed or not. The big
day for tonsorial murder was divisions. “What are Divisions?”

This is when all of the various departments paraded before the Captain all wearing
their best uniforms and having had their hair cut yet again. As can be imagined the call upon
the barber the day before divisions was enormous bearing in mind that there must have been
three hundred heads to hack, this became evident when at 18.00 on the eve of the big day one
of our band of brothers hadn’t made it through the barbers door.

We, his comrades, rallied round with shaving soap and razor to assist. The effect was
a brilliant straight line across the nape of the neck. Remember that at that time a certain actor
by the name of Tony Curtiss was the big screen heart throb and we felt that we had done his
image no harm with our efforts to replicate his hairstyle. We were satisfied, our Petty Officer
in charge nearly passed out and the divisional Chief Petty Officer was about to cry but
didn’t he just ranted until I stepped forward and succinctly explained the position. I feel that
I was a marked man after that. For a raw recruit to step out of line was basically unheard of,
but hey this was the late 1950’s for goodness sake we were liberated rock and roll era kids.

Petty Officer Bird didn’t like recruits very much and had been seen chasing some
unfortunate around the parade ground at the same time as prodding him with the nasty end of
a bayonet. The poor bod had probably committed some serious crime like calling a weapon a
GUN rather than the accepted term of RIFLE.

Parade grounds anywhere are enormous areas of tarmac about the size of a football
pitch at least. We assembled upon this hallowed ground, put into the correct order — shortest
in the middle, tallest on the outside edges — and were inspected to make sure that not one
piece of kit was out of place, dirty or even forgotten only to then wait for our divisional
officer to do it all over again. The idea was to then march around this football pitch like a
well oiled machine keeping in time with the band and then at the last minute become as one
when passing the Captain on the dais who was taking the salute. If the C wasn’t satisfied he
would mention this to one of the other officers standing with him who would then growl at a
CPO who would write something on a pink slip and hand this to a runner who then dashed
forward and handed this to the bod in charge. The upshot of all of this activity was that the
offending class had to go round again and again until they got it right. As divisions were just
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before lunch the closer it got the more agitated everyone became so there was a lot of
shouting. Thankfully this only happened to our class once during our basic training.

We learned about Damage control, fire fighting on board a ship, how to tie a knot
suitable for the occasion, how to march, how to clean everything that didn’t move out of the
way, how to fire a .303 rifle. The list was endless and filled our every waking moment.

The firing range was, apart from shotguns when I was at school, almost the last time
that I was allowed to get anywhere near apparatus of death and destruction. Thus we marched
to the Butts (firing range) full of high spirits and anticipation of showing that we were the
new sharpshooters of the navy and that all others were to look to their laurels. The gunnery
sections whether they are small arms ,giant onboard guns able to throw six inch shells many
miles or any other projectile launchers are always run and maintained by the Gunnery
Instructors — G.Is as they are known and not to be confused at any time with the American
armed forces. G.Ls always wore black gaiters for some reason perhaps it matched their
moods, and walked straight backed as if they had a broom handle down the back of their
jackets. They shouted a lot but I learned that throughout my naval career G.Ls couldn’t
actually talk like other normal humans. They had to shout at everything or person.

The Butts consisted of a sloped area where we lay prone to fire our rifles at targets
set# at intervals of 100 yards out to 400 yards in front of us was a small lake but at the very
end of the range was an enormous wall which was to stop bullets hurtling out into the world.
One of our merry bunch had absolutely no idea how to fire a rifle and managed to hit the top
of the sixty foot wall on no less than three occasions and on the other two shattered wooden
palings fifty feet in front of him. The gunnery boys were not happy. After three more clips
being fired by this unfortunate with varying levels of success the head G.I. had had enough
and proceeded to show just how easy it was to fire a .303 rifle. He hit every target every time.
Every time that is until he started to show off just a wee bit when he sat on the ground
crossed legged, put the rifle to his shoulder and held it one handed and fired at the target. For
some reason known only to himself he fired too quickly — he pulled the trigger , the rifle
fired, the butt jumped from his grasp hitting him smack on the side of his nose. We learned
that day that G.I.’s did have real blood in their veins and not just iced water. After the
laughter subsided the ensuing language was an education in itself.

One of the peculiarities of basic training is that everyone around you outranks you
several times over and those with peaked caps are at the very least gods of varying degrees of
seniority, therefore we were obliged to call everyone SIR and over the passage of some
weeks this became so normal that even when ashore embarrassingly we called everyone that
we met sir. Bus conductors wore uniforms and they too were given the “sir” treatment. What

really made me wince was the day that I first went home on leave and actually called my
father SIR!!! Yech!!

All military establishments have a predilection for inspections by all and sundry and
every so often by the senior officer, HM.S Raleigh was no different and” Captains’ rounds”
was announced. This entailed cleaning, scrubbing, polishing every possible surface before the
inspecting officer and his entourage arrived. Thus one memorable Saturday morning we were
put to work immediately after breakfast in cleaning our living quarters, loos had to be
scrubbed from top to bottom and all of the coppers and brass fittings duly polished. Windows
were cleaned and polished with newspaper. How this worked we none of us knew, but it did,
and the glass gleamed brilliantly.
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The mode of dress was No 8’s over which we wore boiler suits, now I’m not one to
complain but this was not an outfit suitable for wearing when engaged in heavy bursts of
physical activity especially during late August. So by the end of two hours most of us were
soaked with sweat.

One of the oddest pieces of equipment in use at the time for cleaning purposes was the
BUMPER. This apparatus consisted of a heavy metal brush with a long handle that was
hinged to move through 180 degrees. The object was to spread floor polish by hand then use
this bumper in a push pull action to rub in the polish and also burnish the deck. Oddly enough
it worked brilliantly. “Brown come ‘ere” was screamed by our P.O. in charge, “go and report
to the Petty Officer in charge of the armoury he’s got a job for you”. I handed over the trusty
floor polishing bumper to another unfortunate and sped off to my new assignment.

God was waiting for me and as I arrived he screamed “where the hell have you been”.
I tried to explain that I’d only just been detailed off to assist but this carried absolutely no
weight whatsoever — [ was the lowest of the low.” Clean it out” was the order” then when the
captain arrives to inspect you are to report that it’s ready for inspection”. He departed and 1
was left to my own devices.

The armoury was in effect a large wooden hut with a 25 yard .22 rifle range in it. To
the left as you entered this hut were several heavy duty racks all containing rifles secured by
massive chains. Behind these racks were cabinet like safes bolted to the concrete floor
containing the ammunition. I’'m sure that this place had not been cleaned in years so I set to
with gusto. Clouds of dust rose from my trusty broom thus covering all of the nicely oiled
rifles in a film of dirty grey talc. Not to be deterred I opened all of the windows and the door
and then threw several buckets of water around before brushing a river of black sludge from
the floor out of the door and down the steps onto the path. I now had another problem, how to
get the floor dry before rounds and also to wash down the path. Well I managed the path bit
o.k. but had less success with the floor so I left it at that and polished off the rifles and
generally dusted down everywhere, to my satisfaction anyway.

I stood back to admire my handiwork when another god appeared. “What the hell do
you think you’re doing, don’t just stand around get back to your section and help out there.”
Trying to explain the situation in a calm and measured manner to these demigods did not
seem to work so it was off to my section P.O. to report for further work.

“What are you doing ‘ere, you’re supposed to be standing rounds and they’ve started
already”. Explanations again were no good so it was off again on my travels. The armoury
was some 200 yards from our hut so the dash back meant that I’d now covered effectively a
lap of an athletics track wearing boots and full working kit so wasn’t really up to presenting
myself and the newly scrubbed armoury to the senior officer.

As I'rounded the corner all that I could see before me was a huge array of peaked caps
Gold badges of rank, gold braid on arms, medals by the gross all of which were attached to
black uniforms. There was much muttering and grinding of teeth as I joined the back of the
queue at the doorway of the armoury to see what was going on.
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Years later I remember seeing a Norman Wisdom film where he was in a similar
position, and it was at this point that all heads turned towards me. I have never seen so many
eyes glaring at this wretch who benignly smiled back at them. There were big ones, round
ones, slitted ones, all colours were represented most seemed to be bloodshot but they all had
one thing in common — they were to an eyeball all staring at me..

So there I was looking in at them and they were all glaring at me when it dawned on
me that there was something amiss. Now it is as well to remember that as I’d said earlier that
anyone other than us was called sir and all were treated like gods, imagine what it was like
for a young very raw recruit to be faced by a whole pack of gods. Terrifying doesn’t even
come close to describing my feelings as I was literally frogmarched away by 4 petty officers
and one chief petty officer towards a block that had all the hallmarks of a prison. I was
bundled through into a large office where behind a desk sat an even larger God who went by
the name on his desk nameplate as “The Divisional Chief Petty Officer”.

I was questioned over and over about why I’d left the armoury open and unattended
and my explanation that a lesser god had screamed at me to go back to my mess was to no
avail as I couldn’t name him. Well how could 1I? they all looked the same to us lowly mortals.

I was asked all about the LR.A. and what did I know of them. When my answer was
in the negative they all surrounded me and shouted and yelled all asking different questions at
the same time. I became a gibbering wreck in moments especially when I was marched
(carried would probably cover it) out to be thrown before the biggest God of all so far — The
Divisional Officer, a sub lieutenant no less. My time on this earth was I felt about to end as
he said in a very sneaky way “Is your name really O’Brown and you’re from Ireland”?

I related yet again the story of how I’d come to be away from the armoury after the
detailing off by the lesser god. Was that the hint of a smile that I noticed or the beginning of a
sneer on God’s face moments before he announced that as I was so new to the service he
didn’t feel that a court martial was likely after all. It was at this point that the knees started to
give way but I was saved the final ignominy by being dismissed and ordered to go back to the
armoury to stand rounds and report to the Captain. As I left I heard harsh words being
exchanged but didn’t wait behind as I had another moment of peril and terror to undergo.
Zeus and his entourage duly arrived. I reported to the captain, after having thrown up what I
thought was a pretty darned good salute, that the armoury was ready for inspection. I had to
follow him around just to await any criticism or questions that would be flung my way only
to find that he was a most charming character who went on to say that I’d done a good job
and that this was the cleanest he’d seen the armoury in months. I felt great because this was
praise indeed. It was only the growl from one of the chiefs that my salute was beyond
description and that I was to report to my P.O. for further action. No problem I thought I’ve
just been to hell and back inside all of twenty minutes so what else could ever frighten me
again. Time would answer that question several times over.

“Stupid Cupid” sung by Connie Francis was the big number one hit of the time. As
part of the basic training we subjected to the worst of all plagues — Kit Muster — this was not
for the feint hearted as what we were to do was lay out all of our kit on our beds in a totally
prescribed layout. So on the day of the inspection we all dived into our naval ratings
handbook (the bible to us all) and then tried to lay out all of our kit in an identical manner to
the diagram. All clothing had to be of the same size and folded in the same place with your
name quite clearly visible, even down to vest and pants, socks and lanyards.
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Incidentally when we were first issued with our kit we were also armed with a
wooden block name applicator. With this marvellous piece of apparatus we stamped our
names in white paint on blue uniforms and equipment and black on white articles. Once dry
this marking would never come off and this is exactly what their Lordships of the Admiralty
wanted so that nobody else could ever be seen not wearing their own kit and to be caught was
as bad as it could get. Stealing is what it was all about apparently, not that anyone ever did so
far as I can recall.

I digress, the moment of the inspection came and went without too much of a problem
except that two people had lost their enamel drinking mugs. So with much deft handling,
replacements were passed up and down the line without the inspector realising or so we
thought. Our P.O. had spotted our attempts at subterfuge and two unhappy souls were hauled
off to purchase new kit after they had spent quite some time doing additional marching drill.

Getting back to uniforms and total mode of dress I would say that evidently my
mother was quite distressed to receive my holdall containing all of my civilian clothing when
it was returned home to her about 10 days after I’d signed on the dotted line. Naturally it
hadn’t occurred to me that there had been a problem it only becomes apparent when you are a
parent I suppose.

One of the activities that we were soon to become accustomed to was that of laundry.
There wasn’t any. We had to wash all of our kit ourselves from No 8’s right the way through
to bed sheets and all by hand at that. No problem you might say and it’s easy to overlook the
fact that most of us were just out of school and mum had dealt with all that sort of thing in the
past. Nonetheless we had to wash by hand using huge wash basins in the bath area and also
had to take our turn at the dreaded porcelain. Once washed, drying was the next hazard and
we hung our wet clothes everywhere. Hence it was useful to have our names quite clearly
stamped on all pieces of clothing.

Some of the clothing was white and some blue, but every so often their Lordships had
mixed the two colours together e.g. White tops and naval sailors collars (the ones with the
three white lines sewn on). All very smart everyone remarked when they saw a sailor in full
uniform. What the general public did not know was that the blue jean type dye would run
unmercifully and was the devils own job to remove from the white except by repeatedly
rewashing those items. The blue from No 8’s would run like mad as well so after the initial
shock of turning out in a variegated uniform we finally got used to the idea of how to wash
clothing on a regular basis.

Clean working uniforms had to be worn every Monday and Wednesday without fail.
White tops washed as soon after use as possible. Socks and up’s every day of course.

Having washed our kit and then dried the same our next hurdle was to then iron the
blighters using the one and only iron per barrack block that was issued. Many a long hour
waiting was endured by all but we survived and those of us who were a dab hand at the
ironing lark could earn a few bob pressing other people’s kit. The fees were normally settled
in cigarettes, Yep we all to man smoked like chimneys and thought nothing of it. The No 8’s
were made of a heavy duty jean type of material and would crease dreadfully when you first
started washing them and it would take anything up to three months to make them soft and
pliable enough for ironing successfully.
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Another ironing hazard was the best and second best blue serge uniforms and to make
sure they had the correct number of creases in the trousers. The old wives tale was that you
either had five creases representing the five oceans or seven to represent the seven seas. It
was nothing to do with that at all; it depended on how tall you were. Just imagine someone
who was six feet tall having only the five horizontal crease in his trouser legs, he’d look like
a top heavy jack in the box.

One of the things that new recruits actually long for is to look like an old salt and
what better way to achieve this than to sport a much washed blue jean collar (it actually takes
years to achieve the correct result but we were not to know this) and so many wild and wacky
ways were employed. One guy poured metal polish over one of his collars, rubbed it well and
left it to stand. He bought his new collar two days later after having explained why to the
training P.O. who was not in the slightest bit impressed — he-d seen it all before. Someone
else thought that plunging his collar into a bucket filled with water and bleach was a much
better idea — he bought his replacement two days later as well.

Really new recruits arrived some weeks after we’d been enrolled and boy did we feel
superior to these green as grass land lubbers and almost expected them to call as sir as well.
The arrogance of youth.

We quickly learned and took to the new language which several weeks earlier had
been almost double Dutch. There were the Heads — the lavatory to land lubbers, slide was the
practical name by which butter was known, Quarter deck, hands to dinner, going ashore,
divisions, kye (hot chocolate drink), handsomely, two six heave — when hauling on a heavy
rope and this call originated when the heavy guns on board ships of the line were moved by
sheer muscle power. The list seemed endless but we took to it all including the use of the
twenty four hour clock. Incidentally the end of the day is always 23.59 and the beginning of
the new day being 0001- on reflection I think the Royal Navy actually owe me extra pay for
the number of two minutes every day that didn’t exist so far as they were concerned but I that
worked through.

Moored in the river Tamar were two converted destroyers — Undine and Ursa are the
names that spring to mind, and these were used at the time for training purposes particularly
for stokers. This meant that some of our merry band of brothers actually went aboard real
ships and were now considered to be almost real sailors by us lesser mortals. The prospective
gunnery ratings were sent off on day courses to HMS Cambridge — a shore base but still
somewhere else so again real sailors.

The day finally came that we were to be dispersed from basic training to our various
speciality training establishments and this was when early friendships were immediately
broken never to be rekindled. Funny thing with the navy was that you could serve one
commission on a ship but when that was over there was every likelihood that you would
never meet that or any members of that crew again. I can only remember one person in ten
years of service that I came across after the initial draft and that was a radio operator called
Piper. I met Piper on Ascension Island where 12 personnel in N.P1984 were drafted in 1963
and then again in 1966 when in Devonshire during our cruise to the Far East. He was as big a
pratt on the second meeting as he was on the first.

This was also the day upon which we handed back the dreadful gaiters and khaki
polish to the stores never to be seen again, as of course we were now going into an
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environment where we would only need to wear shoes i.e. a wireless office. Bliss, absolute
bliss we all said, having fully discussed the matter of boots and their effect n lino and carpets.
We’d been released from purgatory.
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One of our merry band had from somewhere bought a radio operators badge and had
shown this to one of our petty officers who immediately made him sew this on his uniform.
After about half an hour our chum returned glowing with pride at the newly fitted badge
correctly displayed on his right sleeve. About ten of us were sent off by train and bus to HMS
Mercury, the naval signal school, situated at Leydene House in the heart of rural Hampshire,
no chance of misdirecting any of her Majesties warships from here. So it was that we bade
farewell to Raleigh and were now sailors of the world or so we tried to convince the lowly
civilians that we encountered on the way. We loaded then unloaded and then reloaded all of
our worldly possessions onto trucks, trains and the naval coaches provided by their lordships.
It was some hours later that we arrived at the least military looking location you could
imagine and it was almost at the moment that we set foot on the tarmac outside the officer of
the day’s office that a rather crestfallen young trainee radio operator was told in no uncertain
terms that he had to earn the right to wear a badge of any sort and to remove it as of that
moment. The R.0.3 badge was torn from his arm.

We were checked in and carried out the joining routine which meant that you visited
every known department on the establishment and had the joining list stamped by everyone in
charge. One person we had to report to was the Chief G.l. who was in charge of the armoury,
parades and inspections and anything considered military. He was also in charge of handing
out Gaiters to new trainees along with a tin of khaki polish to each and every one. No, No, No
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we thought as a man Life’s not fair sometimes when all of your hopes and illusions are
shattered.

Our new quarters were old, squat breezeblock buildings with corrugated asbestos
roofs and had seen much better days. The floors were all concrete and so during the winter
were constantly cold especially as our heating system was — huge pot bellied stoves two to a
barrack room. The problem was that you either boiled when close to or froze when about six
feet away which didn’t help when trying to catch up on the day’s instruction and carry out
you own form of extra study.

On day one of our induction into the finest branch of the Royal Navy we were
introduced to a whole bunch of new words like Biffers, the phonetic alphabet, MTX, MSX,
and so on. The list seemed endless. My entry into the world of naval communications was
when the Morse code was still king and formed the backbone of worldwide communications.
It soon became apparent that my ability to understand the code was somewhat limited and
regularly only managed to achieve 70% when 90% was considered to be just about
reasonable. At the end of ten weeks of training I was advised by the instructor that if there
wasn’t a significant improvement I would be re-categorised into another branch of the navy.
The thought of re-catting as it was known was not on my list of must do’s, can you honestly
see me as a Gunner or a stoker?

At this stage of our training we were trying to read Morse at the speed of 10 words per
minute when we were told that it was to be upped to 12 wpm (this I think was to weed out
those who were not so strong). The Morse code lessons were all conducted by the use of a
tape head and a perforated paper tape which would send out Morse symbols at a prescribed
rate forever until changed or the paper tape disintegrated.

There were groans all round as the tape was played for some twenty minutes and we
all sweated trying to keep up with the incredible speed and pace of marking the same and
then giving the results to our instructor. “Is this a joke” said the man in charge “has Brown
been cheating?” I’d managed to get 94% that day and throughout my naval service never ever
fell below 98% in other words I had two character errors in one hundred sent. It turned out
that the reason that I’d failed miserably up to that point was that the transmitted speed was
too slow for me to comprehend and I was writing down individual dots and dashes e.g. dash
means T and dot means E. I only came into my own as the speed increased. By the time |
graduated from Mercury I was expected to and did achieve 25 wpm all of the time.

Mercury was made up of the very old and the very new and ranging from black
painted WW II Nissan huts through breeze block and asbestos roofed classrooms to the brand
new living accommodation houses on the crescent. Leydene House itself was a magnificent
building which has now unfortunately been sold off as luxury flats.

As an aside Liz and I were out just cruising around the Hampshire countryside where
after having taken a wrong turning ended up in Mercury only to see massive building
destruction taking place. Not daunted by this we drove through on the public road around to
the main house and parked where it said for sale. In I went to be met by two young lovelies
sat behind a desk who beamed and asked whether or not I'd like a guided tour round the old
house as it was now being sold off in luxury apartments. I managed to talk my way in saying
that I just wanted to have one last look at the old place and managed to get the sympathy vote
from them both so they let me wander around on my own.
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I must admit that it was sad to see the old place with the most magnificent stairway
just coming under the heading of luxury apartments and with the dreaded estate agent types
just sitting there knowing nothing of the history, the ghosts, the tears and the fun. All they
wanted was their commission and then they would be on their way to desecrate another site
of outstanding beauty.

It was as [ was trying to prise off the sign on one of the doors that they returned to

see what [ was doing. Caught in the act it would seem (story of my life). Used the
sympathy card yet again and they helped me find a screw driver so that the gold lettered sign
was carefully removed from the door and placed quite securely in the inside pocket of my
jacket. Should anyone who visits my house want to use the toilet they are ushered towards the
door with a sign on it announcing to all “Wardroom Library”. I must admit it’s rather nice to
say to a guest that the Loo is in the library. It has a nice ring to it. A little bit of naval history
was saved.

An odd point is that Mercury had been built on either side of a public highway with
no particular part of it, except the classrooms, being in any way secure from the public. Every
terrorist, madman, murderer or nut could have walked in to any part of the place and had
three meals per day without any form of check up. The consequence of this was that the
trainees had to stand a walking security patrol from 22.00 through to 06.00. Every night and
for two hours at a time ONE (yes just one) poor unfortunate in full naval uniform had to
report to the Officer of the Watch — well the quartermaster really and pick out of a box a card
which gave a precise route to patrol and check doors, gates, windows and any other entry
points. Having finished that route it was back to the OOW oftice to pick at random another
route to patrol and so on. Sometimes after the shuffle of cards had taken place you could end
up going out on the same route as the one you had just finished. They thought that this was
sneaky enough to foil any would be intruder!

One thing that always baftled me was that we all wore hob nailed boots which made it
absolutely impossible to walk anywhere stealthily and during the wee small hours of the
morning the noise was deafening. Any crook/spy worth his salt would have long since moved
away from the patrol area as we approached and moved back in as soon as we had passed by.
Nevertheless to protect the signal school we were armed with a torch - war department
pattern, khaki, bent in the middle — and when I was on patrol always seemed to have
knackered batteries, and the best of all a half pick axe handle for protection. No formal
training in the art of self defence was ever given during my stay at Mercury, nor the whole of
my naval career, so what the hell we would have done if confronted by an intruder none of us
ever knew.

There was only one patrol area that none of us liked and this was out through the main
gate, where incidentally, an armed guard was on duty, and out on to the pitch black through
road. It wasn’t the darkness so much that worried us it was more the field next to road which
was used on occasion by livestock. Now livestock and in particular cows don’t eat at night
they sleep like the rest of us except that they could hear the hob nailed boots of the naval hero
coming from miles away and were awake and ready for you. I can tell you that at 03.00 when
you are still half asleep a cow approximately five feet away letting go with an almighty
bellow scares the ¢c**p out of you in no uncertain terms and many a patrol has been seen to
break the Olympic hundred meters time by a long way.
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One last point on the night patrol was that in the year that I was training at Mercury
and was unfortunate enough to draw this duty — the bods in the OOW office never once
offered you a cup of tea, not once enquired whether you were hot ,cold or indifferent as they
sat in front of a very warming fire. Still as trainees were told to expect the worst of
everything that the navy could throw at us, and no doubt they did so whenever possible. To
finish with the matter of these duties was that we all pulled the bad duties as well as the good
ones so nobody really moaned too much, except that every one hated, yes hated, the dreaded
Wardroom galley duty. On the day that you pulled this bad card you were expected eat your
evening meal, complete whatever revision or extra study you had been given before
presenting yourself at 18.30 to the cooks in charge of the wardroom galley ready to start the
washing up by hand of all of the crockery, cooking pot and pans and cutlery that the officers
had used during their meal which went on until 19.30. This meant that by the time that all had
been washed and dried and then stored and all of the galley scrubbed down, you were lucky
to get away much before 20.45. Just in time for a shower before turning in and lights out at
22.00.

The only other duty that was memorable was that of the ever fit FIRE PARTY. This
Particular activity was probably the most laughable and idiotic waste of man power that our
lords and masters could ever have dreamt of. No, I think I can say that the whole idea of eight
ratings hauling a one ton fire fighters pump around a campus at odd hours of the day and
night could only have been conceived after or during a particularly drunken dinner in the
wardroom. We had to haul this monster around to any site that the OOD thought was
particularly difficult to reach and then play at being fire fighters to put out in 99% of the time
imaginary conflagrations. What was so stupid was the fact that the civil fire brigade would
have to be called out in the case of an emergency in any event. No chance that the fire in
hand would be left to a bunch of comedians like trainee communicators that’s for sure. I
believe that one fire crew actually emptied the gold fish pond in a fit of over enthusiasm.

The duty fire party had to all sleep in the same quarters for the duration of their watch
and to this day I can only ever remember sleeping in the cell block at the main gate. This in
itself could be a bit of a problem especially if the cells were actually occupied by those who’d
been caught committing some misdemeanour. The problem was that the person in cells
stayed where they were and we had to make what other arrangements we could in order that
we could at least have some chance of a nights’ sleep (unless called out for exercise or for
real). The inmates had a more comfortable nights’ sleep than us — is it me????

Apparently our training class was becoming quite notorious for somewhat boisterous
behaviour although we thought that we had just had a light hearted approach to each and
everything. Having said that we all tried our damnedest at everything from class work to
sport and to come second wasn’t in our vocabulary. Unfortunately some of the instructors
took a dim view of some of our antics and we became the fittest radio operators in the navy
judging by the number of times that we were marched out to the main road, where there was
hill, and made to run up and down this for anything up to twenty minutes at a time. Spirits
were never dampened no matter what punishment was meted out. I did hear sometime later
that our course marks were some of the highest that had been reached by any class before us
so we weren’t that bad a bunch really.

Part way through our training a recruiting Chief Petty Officer turned up to give us a

lecture on the secret navy — The Electronic Warfare department — and only gave just enough
information to whet your appetite and to leave you wanting more. This guy showed a
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schematic drawing of a ship with line drawings depicting all of the compartments including
those that would apply to the EW department quite clearly marked in bright red. They were
called Cookie and Porker but later we were to know them as the UA8/9. At this point my
Walter Mitty personality kicked in and I transferred over to continue my training with this
new department. What I hadn’t realised was that I still had to achieve full pass marks in the
normal radio operators section as well as become fully trained in the art of eavesdropping and
radar detection.

The E.-W. department was all very hush- hush and I found out later that some of the
ordinary general radio operators didn’t think much of us as we were thought of as spies
against them and this manifested itself sometimes with outright hostilities only being just
avoided. What it meant for us in this branch was that we had to be as good if not better than
most others in the communications branch just to achieve a small amount of credit for what
we did.

Fortunately I can say that I did manage to out achieve many or most competition both
within my own branch and that of the general radio operators. In other words I was damned
good at my job and didn’t come second to anybody — big words you might say but, I mean
every one of them. More of this later.

We were taught a whole new procedure for intercommunication between ships both
by voice and the Morse code and as this was battle signals the coding was small and self
evident. Added to this we also had the job of using HF/DF equipment (the mighty FH4 aerial
located on the very top of the mast) to locate the general directions of enemy transmissions
(this was + or — Sdegrees), read the transmission at the same time as passing this information
firstly to all other ships in convoy and then notify our own operations room so that they might
log this on to the radar charts.

The second piece of equipment that was fitted to our ships was the radar direction
finder — UA3, and again this gave an accuracy of + or — 5 Degrees. The training for this was
somewhat more complicated in that we were now expected to learn and detect the sound of a
radar beam as it located you. There were so many types of radar around that we were given a
general training and then armed with a huge encyclopaedic tome that gave the fullest details
of all the worlds radars including those fitted to warships, aircraft, submarines and even
military shore based equipment. As with everything else in life the more we used the
equipment the better we became at the detection game, this meant that we (the ship) had a
better chance of detecting the enemy earlier and thus giving it a better chance to attack or
defend itself if necessary. The only serious drawback with the UA3 was that it apart from
detecting radars far away it also had the habit of picking up your own radar emissions and
thus blotting out the very capability it was supposed to have. So apart from the dreadful noise
that was made by radars it was an easy piece of equipment to use.

One of the functions of the E.-W. department was that of the interception of enemy
and foreign military Morse code transmissions log them and then send them off to military
intelligence for decoding and dissemination to the appropriate authority but more of this later.

These days the EW department is known as the “Gollies* and the personnel are
almost all from the seaman branch - in other words my EW was high powered
Communications intercept and signal transmission whereas now it is only the Interception of
Radar emissions and all controlled and analysed by computers.
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We were known as the “Sandeman” outfit — as per the port/sherry of the same name.
The sign that was stencilled on all of the E.W. office doors was that of the masked crusader
dressed in black on the Sandeman port bottles. We did attempt the Zoro theme at one stage
but it was considered just a bit OTT, really in your face stuff.

My time at Mercury was better than enjoyable and I must admit I had the wildest time
that could be imagined with some of the nuttiest recruits that you could hope to meet. WE
drank too much and took on the world of the WRNS by storm. I know that all sailors brag of
their prowess with the ladies and of the pursuit of the same but we did pursue and did catch a
damned good percentage of the same to the enjoyment of all parties. One thing I must say
was that we worked hard all of the time and I don’t regret one minute of my time there.

The WRNS were billeted at a place called Soberton Towers in the Meon valley which
was some little distance from us — probably by design rather than just the geography, and it
was here that we would gravitate to on a bus supplied by the navy or if you were really lucky
you had a mate who had his own transport. The real point of contact was the most delightful
of local pubs that anyone could find anywhere — The Pinky as it was named was but two
minutes walk from the WRNS quarters, or about an hour per grope, if you were lucky many a
virgin was converted there or thereabouts. Having said all of that we were all youngsters and
enjoyed the company of our friends and associates of both sexes (there’s that word again, the
one that got us all into trouble at some stage). The best way to describe it was that we were

happy.

Today that pub is still there and known by its original and proper name of The White
Lion and is a great meeting place for locals and dedicated walkers.

I remember being in my first vehicle crash when coming back from a night of
proposed debauchery at the Pinky. My chum at the time was the proud owner of a Ford
Thames 500 cwt van and we were on our way back driving through a snow storm — it can get
just a bit on the cold side in that part of Hampshire — and we were sliding slowly around a
bend only to meet a Southdown bus sliding the other way. The result of this slippery slide
was that both vehicles met in the middle of the road, bounced and then careered of out of
each others’ way. Neither vehicle stopped to assess the damage which turned out to be quite
superficial in the end. My mates name was Thompson — something spooky about that as later
chapters will tell.

One of the exercises that all military personnel will remember is the monthly parade
in best bib and tucker — to the Navy this was always referred to as DIVISIONS — on this day,
which was usually a Friday, the whole of the ships company was expected to fall in front of
Leydene House (Mercury didn’t have a proper parade ground like some of the pucker
establishments) to be inspected by the senior officer.

Every uniform part had to be just spot on in every respect namely that white front had
to be virginal white. Creases in trousers had to be spot on, shoes highly polished and bows
tied correctly. Yes I did say bows. One of the pieces of equipment that all sailors on the lower
deck had to endure was the bow on the front of his uniform and that of his cap tally. The bow
on the uniform front is to keep the black silk in place and is to secure the lanyard around.
Easy you might think until the point comes when you have to tie a bow upside down so that it
looks the right way up when viewed from the front. Somehow we all managed to turn out
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properly all of the time but some of the less fortunate in some of the other classes were
constantly being put on report and having to endure the dreaded kit muster.

Once the inspection was over each class then marched off to the tunes selected by the
bandmaster, past the captain who took the salute whilst standing on his podium in front of the
main mast and the ships wheel from the Prince Regent. As soon as we were out of sight we
halted and were then dismissed ready for our weekend either on duty or off ashore.

Weekends off were one long weekend per month from Friday afternoon until 0700 on
the following Monday. There were a further two short weekends which started at 12.00 on
the Saturday until the Monday as before mentioned. What this actually meant was that every
Saturday morning it was mess cleaning and inspection by divisional officers before being
released to do exactly as you pleased. There was always a bus service laid on by the Navy
and this took jolly Jack Tar into Portsmouth for him (or her as there were of course the
WRNS) to sample the fleshpots of the NAAFI or any other establishment that wanted to
relieve you of your hard won cash.

One of the least remembered of the fleshpots was an old pub called “The Balmoral”
needless to say this was roundly changed to be named “The Immoral” but not because of
anything downright sleazy. This was the only pub that served draft Scrumpy in all its various
forms. The cost for one pint of this elixir of life was precisely one shilling, or in today’s

brain dead, two pints had the unfortunate ability to take away all feeling in your legs but one
pint was enough for you to take on the world and all that it had to offer. The cost of this brew
was wonderful or so we thought as our money used to run out during the week before we
were due to be paid so this would extend our spending power enormously.

One evening two of us entered the Immoral for the first time and ordered just a half
pint each just to test the situation out. Well the first sip was at best disgusting and the second
no better so that after half an hour we still hadn’t managed to drink even half of our glass. As
we stood there at the bar watching the antics of those who had been imbibing for some time
we noticed two rather good looking girls as they entered. We straightened up and discussed
our plan of action and who was going to chat up whom and as we did so the two lovelies
walked to the bar and ordered their drinks. “Hi Fred, two pints of old Vesuvius (actual name
not recalled) my dear” they said with all the confidence in the world and then proceeded to
dispatch the same within five minutes of being served. Our two goddesses then took their
leave we felt that God had let us off lightly that night as we finally drank the remainder of our
half pints and we left for the more urbane NAAFI club that was just around the corner.

Funny thing about the Navy was that we were then the only service that was still paid
in cash, I think their Lordships couldn’t countenance that Jolly Jack could possibly have a
bank account. The other anomaly was that we were paid once per fortnight whilst the other
services received their money on a monthly basis.

The pay parade was on reflection downright degrading and a throwback to the 19™
century as we had to assemble in the main block (Eagle Block) and whilst standing in line the
Master at Arms would wander up and down detailing people off to have their hair cut or by a
new piece of equipment and so on. Having run the gauntlet we individually marched up to a
desk, behind which sat a paymaster, a Jack Dusty and an invigilating officer, called out our
official number at the same time we removed our caps and proffered these to the man with
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the money. Having satisfied himself that you were who you said you were then notes and
coins were deposited on the top of your cap together with cigarette coupons. You then
marched off and the next poor lowly sole went through the same procedure.

The cigarette coupons were as good as money if you were a non smoker as these
could be sold for 10/- on what was the black market and usually purchased from you by
senior rates. The coupons bought you 600 Blue Liner cigarettes per month at Sp per pack of
twenty. Blue Liners were so called because they had a blue line over the whole length of the
cigarette and so very recognisable from any others on the open market. There were two
manufacturers of these ciggies — BAT and S and Co. the most sought after of which were the
later as they had a better taste and they were produced by Sobrani & Co

The downside of this other than what we now know to be the obvious was that we
were only allowed to take with us one pack per day if going ashore, so when inspection took
place at the main gate you would be surprised as to where ingenious jolly jack tar had tried to
hide his extra rations. Funnily enough I didn’t see one person get caught out in all the time
that I was in the service.

Getting back to Divisions, there was one particular day when were waiting to march
off and the class ahead of us marched passed and as it did so a trouser leg of one of the blokes
suddenly came away just above the knee. This was followed shortly thereafter with the
remaining leg detaching itself and this all happened within feet of the Captain, Commander,
Divisional Officers of all departments and worse than that the glittering eyes of the Chief
Gunnery Instructor who was by this time turning a very fetching shade of purple. The Chief
G.1. was not a happy man bearing in mind his high blood pressure and that this was all
happening on HIS parade (G.1.’s think like that). The loss of the trouser legs caused the
whole of the parade to fall into total disarray and we were soon let off as quickly as they
could get rid of us.

What happened to the poor unfortunate was quite extraordinary — he was let off as it
turned out that this lad had been told by some old stripy (long serving low rank sailor) that if
you were to put soft soap into the creases in you trousers and then ironed them that you
would achieve a spectacular result. This was in some ways true except that this lad was
ironing his uniform at least twice per week and had actually made the blue serge material
brittle. As he had been looking after his kit so well, or so he thought, he was given a clean
sheet and only had to purchase, immediately, new trousers from slops. Slops is a very old
naval term for the storage of all clothing used by the onboard crew and is not a free issue
department.

Eventually we as a class were all moved from the basic Nissan huts into brand new
accommodation blocks that looked more like houses than anything military all of which were
named after famous admirals of yesteryear. My happy sponsor was Admiral Pascoe, I’'m sure
he turned in his grave at the sight of us and the antics that we got up to. This new found living
was incredible as at long last we had smaller rooms that housed just eight and even more
interesting was that we now had central heating. Gone was the pot bellied stove, smoke and
collecting wood and coal each day. Now we could luxuriate in evenly shared out heat with
the exception of the two nearest the door who in the wintertime were given a mighty Arctic
blast every time the door was opened. We were still subjected to the nightly call over the
Tannoy of “Pipe down” which meant that it was time to head for the bed and lights were to
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be put out. The duty P.O. normally came round to make sure that we did just that, but they
never seemed to be happy people for some reason.

One night there was quite a kafuffle in the hallway and the door to our mess was
thrown open and there standing before us was an apparition dressed in pyjamas boots and
gaiters, wearing his raincoat. This ensemble was topped off by the wearing of a gas mask and
navy hat. The creature was attended by one of the duty CPO’s who then gave our man a prod
and he stepped forward to announce —

“The Chief does have a mother and father who are still alive and happily married. He
is not a Bastard after all “.

This said our man about turned and was marched off to the next mess to perform all
over again. Sometime later the miscreant was heard and seen doing a double march up and
down the roadway outside our block, still wearing all of his mixed kit but this time he was
holding his mattress over his head. We think he lasted a quarter of an hour before exhaustion
took over and he was dragged back to his bed. How he coped with breathing is a mystery as
we could hardly hear him when he’d given his speech regarding the C.P.O.

Funny, yes but cruel as well.

The days marched on as we were introduced into the mysteries of Naval Codes,
transmitters and how to tune them, message procedure, voice procedure, the Morse code,
radar characteristics, how to touch type at 40 wpm. At that time we as a branch had to be
aware of communications in all of its forms whereas the other two arms of the military had
individuals to handle each subject. The reason being of course - there’s only so much space
on a ship so we had to be the master of all at the end of nearly a years’ hard work the time
came for us newly qualified radio operators to be drafted to our new ships whether real or
shore establishments and it also meant the passing of the ways for us all. Some guys I never
met again throughout my naval service, mainly because at that time the country operated a
large international force covering just about everywhere on the globe.

For some reason I had when asked earlier said that I would like to go to the Far East
Station and as luck would have it I actually got my first choice. I was drafted to HMS
Cardigan Bay based in Singapore.

As I'was to go too far flung places the next Part of the agenda was — JABS — needle
point with attitude best describes the number of harpoons that were thrown into both of my
arms. Of them all TABS were the worst because in those days we were injected with a certain
percentage and then had to return days later for the balance. It was the balance that dealt the
killer blow because it made your arm swell to about twice its normal size and then it was
agony if anyone brushed against you. This I can verify as on the first night after the jab itself
several of us went to the movies on base and all of us sat with a one chair space between us to
avoid any form of contact. This worked well until my mate threw out his arm at a funny
scene in the film, it hit me smack on the arm, I passed out and to this day don’t know how the
film ended. The point of this is that by the time I was released on my 14 days embarkation
leave I’d received something like seven jabs in a two day period. The last that I remembered
was arriving at my mothers’ house saying hello and then passing out. I came round some ten
days later, one stone lighter having suffered from a mild bout of Yellow fever, Typhoid and
one or two other unmentionable diseases according to the family doctor. By the time that I'd
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recovered my leave was over and I was then on my way back to Mercury to start part three of
my life as a “SPARKER” as we were known in the Royal Navy.

The People

On thinking back the personalities that were about were so many and various that it is
hard to remember them other than with total fascination. In my class alone there were two ex
fishermen from Hull who’d suddenly become disillusioned with life on the rolling deep
catching fish, staying in harbour for a week and then setting off for another stint so decided
that the Royal Navy was for them. One thing that I remember vividly about these two guys
was that they liked tattoos and would every so often after pay day set off for Portsmouth and
have another picture indelibly marked on a portion of their bodies forever. They did tell me
that when they had been earning a lot of money as deep sea fishermen that they would just
buy a brand new suit, wear it for the week that they were on shore and then wear the same as
working clothes on their next trip out to sea. They must have spent a fortune over the years
but on the other hand they had been happy souls.

Every class had its follower and ours was no different and this came in the shape of a
lad from Devon who’d been brought up on a farm and for some reason he’d joined the navy.
This lad was ever so easily influenced so he charged off on pay day with our two worthies
from Hull to get his tattoo. He had pictures of ladies in pirate’s gear on his legs and others on
his arms — he was now a REAL sailor. I heard that some two years later that he’d been
invalided out as he couldn’t cope with having the tattoos on his body and it had finally
dawned upon him that they were to be there for the duration. Whilst at Mercury we saw the
last intake of national servicemen to the Royal Navy communications department. None of
the NS communicators were ever trained as sparkers they had a branch called Coders and that
is generally what they were engaged to carry out — coding and decoding encrypted signals
and so once their training was over we were never to see them again as they were drafted to
shore establishments and we to sea.

Two of this happy band were named Cater and were identical twins. The most notable
of the NS was a young chap called John Howard Davies who, at the time, was totally
unknown to any of us. Unknown that is until he told us of his earlier exploits as a child film
star. He was the 1948 Oliver, the one with the little golden haired lad asking for more. He
was also I believe Tom Brown in “Tom Browns Schooldays” and latterly I’ve since noticed
as the producer of the “Goodies” on TV.

Young Davies always had a string of the most gorgeous girlfriends at whom we could
only stand and drool. Having said that he never became a show off nor did he parade his
popularity in front of us he was just a nice easy going sort of mate in the mess.

Saunders was a mate of mine throughout training and a more unlikely bloke to sign up
for the navy you would be hard pressed to find. He was about 6 feet tall and as skinny as a
rake so much so that because he had the thinnest legs I’ve ever seen he could almost put on
his gaiters without even undoing them first.
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Now Saunders came from somewhere in Kent and had a pretty good upbringing- very
middle class and very staid — but he had one passion. Classic motorcars. One day he returned
from a long weekend driving a bright blue SS Jaguar 1933 (or 1936 I’'m not that sure), open
top and big frog eye headlamps with chrome everywhere. It was an absolute dream and now
would cost a fortune. He doted on this car but loved to go out and around Hampshire.

One day I was given the great privilege of accompanying him for a bash out to The
Pinky so resplendent in our civilian clothes and both of us sporting tweed cheese cutter caps
we set off. On arrival at the main gate the leading hand of the guard was seen to dash out
resplendent in full uniform come to attention and give us the most magnificent salute with his
rifle and bayonet. We saluted back and drove off down the road howling with laughter. It was
upon our return that matters took a much more ugly tone. The L/hand of the guard hadn’t
been awfully impressed when he found out that two OD’s had taken the piss. We were
marked men after that escapade and found out that if we were drawn into any duty that the
L/Hand was in charge of, we really got the short end. Still it was funny at the time.

Another of the weird people we had as a raw recruit was a Maltese lad by the name of
Melia who always sounded like an Italian gangster from a B class movie. Now Melia had one
fear in life, one that would send him into near hysterics, one that would leave him a shaking
wreck on his bed if cornered. Melia hated false teeth. Why ??? you may ask, none of us
knew the answer but we all enjoyed Melia bating especially when all seemed too quiet. All
we needed was to borrow a set of false teeth from one of the class and then the chase was on.

Actually this sort of thing didn’t happen too often bearing in mind that we were all
under training and had, believe it or not, homework as well as all of the normal guard and
cleaning duties to perform as well as keeping our kit up to date and chasing after the opposite
sex in the form of the trainee WRNS.

It was announced one fine morning that our class — LS13 — had been selected,
Awarded, picked out call it what you will to be the major part of the honour guard on
Trafalgar Day. Now apart from total dismay at having been singled out it dawned on us
finally that this was indeed the big honour as of course Nelson was our God and this was his
day (and ours I might add) .The officer who’d announced it to us that we were to be part of
the guard on Southsea Common had actually said to us that it was to be on “Trafalgar Day”.

There were as you can imagine a lot of blank faces around — now Trafalgar Day we
had all heard of. The first one — nuh!!!! Sub Lieutenant Drummond was the man in charge
and he was a man who was going to be so proud of being the officer I/C of this part of the
parade. We were marched and drilled and countermarched until everything seemed to bleed
including our eyelashes but we were somehow moulded into a fairly cohesive bunch. On the
day of the grand meeting we were all assembled in our best uniforms and inspected and
moaned at by the Chief GI and then ushered onto the awaiting buses to be taken to Southsea
common. It was here that things started to go a bit off kilter in that none of us had marched
on grass before and therefore when we set off we couldn’t hear the sound of our own feet and
so we lost a lot of the rhythm of marching. As a long black crocodile we careered along until
finally stopped to take up our position in front of three 25 pound guns. “When the pongos fire
their guns I don’t want to see any movement from you lot” muttered Bulldog Drummond, and
so we waited for the celebration to proceed.
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At the point when the first shot was fired we could hear the commands being given by
the bod in charge of the cannons. He yelled FIRE. The gun went bang Bulldog must have
jumped at least a foot in the air only to land and nearly dropped is sword. What was so unreal
was that he did this every time that the guns fired. Now if you are a pongo or a blue job
movements are not so easy to detect, the Navy on the other hand always have a problem in
that their uniforms are black and all of the webbing and associated military bits are pure,
blazing WHITE and any movement can be seen for miles. Bulldog managed to light up
Southsea common with his movements. Alas the bloke died not so long after in a climbing
accident in the highlands of Scotland and he was sorely missed by the communications
branch.
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)* #

The assembly point for the crew of HMS Cardigan Bay was | believe at Hendon, why
is still beyond me, but suffice it to say the whole experience was a complete mystery to me.
The main mess hall was a total disgrace, there were tables encrusted with spilt food, plates
and used cutlery littered the place and the floor was like a skating rink. All of this to men in
the Royal Navy was totally alien as we were trained to be meticulously clean and tidy in
every aspect of our daily lives within the service | think that this was the air trooping centre
for all three services and nobody seemed to care as to what was happening let alone clean the
place up.
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Up to this point in my life I had never been outside of the country let alone aboard a
plane bound for places I'd only read about in geography books or heard of from those souls
who came back to Mercury from far flung places. It was always quite funny to see the
returnees during the winter months as they came back with magnificent sun tans and the
WRNS drooled over them especially as they wore their white tops and not the ubiquitous
blue woollen jumpers that the rest of us had to wear. Now everyone returning from holidays
will wear a light coloured top to show off their tans whenever possible.

Just to digress, the woollen jumpers that I’ve mentioned were heavy duty close weave
bits of apparel and always had to be worn underneath the No8 shirts and your only protection
from permanent itching was to wear a singlet vest under that. One thing that was totally
forbidden was the T shirt. The other point about this jumper (and we were issued with 2) was
that after you’d been wearing next to your skin all day it had to be washed. Sometimes the
drying rooms got so full up with laundry that it was almost impossible to dry of your clothes
properly. Even only slightly damp jumpers are not good. They smell, they itch and until
they’ve been washed a few times would leak colour so much so that ancient Brits would have
been happy with the woad colouration.

One thing sticks out in my memory is that the aeroplane was Bristol Britannia known
throughout the world as — The Whispering Giant - and the air trooping company was called
Hunting Clan who for a short period of time had the sole rights to troop movements.

My memory of the details of the flight are almost nonexistent, except that we landed
in Istanbul and that there was snow everywhere. We stayed at the airport for some two hours
when all that we could do was sit around in the main lounge and drink. It was hard but
someone had to do it. An Air France (Caravelle) jet took off and only remembered because it
was one of the smallest passenger jets around. Finally some 23 hours after takeoff
(Britannia’s only fly at about 250 mph so getting anywhere in world travel distances takes a
long, long time) we finally landed at Paya Lebah airport on Singapore Island. The heat, the
humidity and the smells were the first things to take us all by surprise and stick in the
memory to this day, as PL. was actually a swamp area and as things turned out was the subject
of much debate at ministerial level some years later.

The one smell that I can recall to this day was that of sweet, burned sugar and
vegetation so much so that we could actually pick up the smell when still some 20 — 30 miles
offshore. Again the journey from the airport to the naval base at HMS Terror is still a
complete blank.

HMS Terror was the main naval establishment on Singapore Island and was massive.
The one thing that remains in my memory to this day was the size of the accommodation
blocks which were all three stories tall and built in the grand colonial style the British were
famous for throughout the world. . Each mess had huge windows (no glass, just slatted
shutters) and the ceilings seemed as high as a semi detached house with the obligatory two
fans to move the air around as much as possible. No namby pamby air conditioning for us old
salts in fact it was from that date onwards and my stay in Singapore that perspiration took
over on a grand scale. The humidity was so high that combined with the temperature humans
didn’t stand much chance of a “dry” day. This meant that showers and copious quantities of
Foo Foo were the order of the day. What’s Foo Foo?? Well it simply is the sound of highly
scented talcum powder being shaken out of the tin.
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