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Chapter 1

‘Why Did I Marry a Soldier?’

4 July 1994; Adam and Eve pillars, summit of Tryfan, Snowdonia, North Wales.


‘Will you marry me?’

Richard and I had climbed Tryfan, one of our favourite mountains in North Wales, on a clear but blustery summer afternoon, the air still fresh after the morning’s rain. The view over to the neighbouring Glyders and the Carneddau across the Ogwen Valley was breathtaking and the serene beauty of Llyn Ogwen was stunning. We had the summit to ourselves and had scrambled up to the very highest point. After all, you can’t climb this particular mountain without also scaling the two seven foot standing stone monoliths on the summit, named Adam and Eve. I don’t know which is which, but I do know that they are four feet apart and that when jumping from one to the other there is a three thousand foot drop to the base of the mountain.

‘Yes,’ I replied, raising my voice above the gusts of wind. I didn’t need to pluck up courage to make that four-foot jump; the adrenaline was already running high. We both stood up simultaneously, leaped across to the other standing stone, laughed and then Richard jumped back to mine. Those who do the jump are said to have made the ‘Leap of Faith’. It was doubly appropriate for us at that moment, which, in keeping with the date, we jokingly nicknamed the ‘end of independence day’.

Richard asked for ‘permission’ to get married, twice; the first time, as a token of respect, from my father and the second, according to Army tradition, from his own senior officer. At the time he was just taking over a role as ADC (Aide de Camp) to General Charles (now General The Lord Guthrie) in the Ministry of Defence (MOD). When he plucked up the courage to ask my father, on a glorious summer’s day in my parents’ garden, my mother very nearly dropped the tray of tea and cake she was carrying to the table in her excitement. The following week, he asked his senior officer. This is also a formality nowadays, but it goes back to the times when any officer below the rank of Captain was not considered to be earning enough to support a wife. It gave the senior officer the chance to give permission, or not, as the case may have been. Coincidentally, the officer Richard was taking over from had just become engaged as well and had, ten minutes beforehand, asked General Charles if he could ‘have permission’ to get married. ‘Of course, and congratulations,’ was the gist of the reply. Richard, oblivious to the fact that General Charles had just been asked this question, took a deep breath and knocked on the same door to ask whether he could get married. General Charles’s face was one of astonishment and surprise as the second question was ‘popped’ hot on the heels of the first. ‘What?’ he replied, ‘to each other?’

We had met in 1985 when we were both eighteen, on a British Schools Exploring Society expedition to Alaska. That was my first big adventure after leaving school in Buckinghamshire, where I had spent most of my teenage years. When I got back from the wilds of Alaska I headed for London, to begin my nursing training at St Thomas’ Hospital and Richard began his officer training at the Royal Military Academy (RMA) Sandhurst. We would see each other frequently and we had a lot of fun, but our relationship was firmly ‘just friends’. In fact, we had a mutually beneficial arrangement: Richard would provide friends for the nurses’ parties, and I the nurses for the Sandhurst and young officers’ functions. Although we kept in touch, we were often in different parts of the world; either he was away with the Army, or I was off travelling and nursing overseas, in Australia and Chile.

Finally, in 1993, we realised what we had, right under our noses. He had volunteered for, and passed, the US Ranger course, a very gruelling sixty-eight days of starvation, sleep deprivation and making decisions on an empty stomach. Afterwards, I flew out to Washington to see him. Having not recognised him at the airport, looking as he did – emaciated and with his head shaved – I spent the next week watching him eat as if each meal were his last. On one occasion he ate a whole duck in a Chinese restaurant, head and all; even the waiter was impressed. By the end of the trip, during which we drove from Washington to New York, the Shenandoah Valley, the Blue Ridge Mountains and Pennsylvania, we realised that it was time to make a few decisions together. We were engaged, on Tryfan, six months later.

The following year was spent in the whirlwind that inevitably goes with planning a wedding. My mother took to it willingly and worked all hours to ensure that it was all we had ever wished for. The only thing she could not plan was the June weather and it rained solidly all day until the guests departed, at which point the sun finally shone over the distant Malvern Hills.

After an idyllic honeymoon we moved into our first quarter in London to embark on married life. Unfortunately, we were forced to confront harsh reality almost immediately. Within two weeks of our returning from honeymoon my mother was taken ill, and after a long and agonising eight months she died. Two weeks later my maternal grandmother died, and two weeks after that we set off on our first overseas posting in the Sultanate of Oman. I was nine weeks pregnant with our first child and had visions of giving birth behind a sand dune. This turbulent first year of our marriage was a true test of solidarity; during this time I had worn a white wedding dress and two black mourning suits, had packed all our belongings into Military Forces Overseas boxes and said goodbye to the family and friends on whom I had leant so heavily over the past few bitter-sweet months.

Our nomadic lifestyle had begun, and where could be more appropriate than among the Bedu of the Wahiba Sands. Oman was an adventure and in some ways just what I needed after the sadness of the previous few months, but to begin with it was almost too much too soon. I was catapulted into a different culture and knew nobody other than Richard as the posting was away from the Battalion itself. It was an unreal existence for me and from my little bubble I could almost convince myself that my mother had not died. Visiting family and friends were a vital link to the life I had left behind, even though we were meeting new friends in Oman and making the most of our exciting surroundings. I missed my mother terribly in those first few months, but never so much as when the baby arrived. A good mother/daughter relationship is one of the most precious things a first-time mum can have, valued all the more in its absence; I craved having her there to advise, help and coo over a new baby as only a grandmother can.

Richard’s parents visited for two weeks and were staying with us when Oliver was born, and their support was invaluable. Without a daughter of her own, Richard’s mother Jane was only too happy to stand in and offer me support, but was tactful enough to avoid trying to ‘replace’ my own mother. My sister Kate also came out from England for two weeks when Oliver was six weeks old, leaving her own two small boys with her husband. It did not start well: her flight came into Muscat at 2 a.m. and, being exhausted new parents, we decided to set our alarm and snatch a few hours sleep beforehand. Unfortunately we slept through it and woke suddenly to Oliver crying at 3 a.m., to realise that Kate had been waiting patiently at the airport for an hour without our phone number. Thankfully she was not at all upset; the sense of adventure and freedom she suddenly discovered outweighed any disgruntlement.

Her visit did me the world of good; we had a chance to bond as never before in our adult lives. We went to the camel races, visited forts, snorkelled with turtles and shopped in the souks. Kate even got up in the night to help with nappy changing. She threw herself into the spirit of adventure, sleeping in the open desert with the rest of our party when we took Oliver on his first camping trip. Oliver and I had it easy in a zipped tent but it was not big enough for two people and a travel cot, so Kate was outside. Given that she has a phobia of snakes, this was an amazing achievement for her; seeing the snake tracks in the sand the following morning at least proved to her that she could overcome it.

Without Richard’s understanding and support to help me through, I would not be telling the tale of our Army life now. Oman was a very special time for us. He was always there to listen, to comfort and to laugh with me, and that laid the foundations for our future. We had no television, only a radio, and we would tune into the World Service frequently. The nursery rhyme ‘Rock a bye baby’ will always take me straight back to the signature tune for the start of the broadcast. The laughter and the tears of our first two years of marriage set the seal on our relationship and we felt ready to face anything else that fate may throw at us, together. I had no expectations other than to enter this brave new world of Army life as a team.

Given my own life choices, my mother had been the perfect role model for me. She supported my father in all his decisions as he made his way in his long and highly successful police career, even at her own cost. My family lived in a world where public service was considered a serious matter and we all knew that there were sacrifices to be made. Sadly, she never lived to see him receive his knighthood and his life peerage in recognition of his devotion to duty. The longest I have lived anywhere in my life was in Nottinghamshire from the age of six to thirteen. I know my mother loved living there, and the wrench of moving to Buckinghamshire (relative suburbia for her) was tough. At the same time my sister was leaving home and my brother Simon joined the police force himself. Suddenly, as the only child left at home the bond between my mother and me grew very strong and I realised for the first time just how much she had supported my father over the years. She never moaned about the upheavals or having to leave her friends, and always made the best of any situation, for all of our sakes. I have a lot to thank her for, if only I could do so. It was this bedrock of constancy and loyalty in an ever-changing life that gave me the confidence to approach an Army marriage with my eyes wide open.

So, when I made my vows, I promised loyalty not only to Richard but also, indirectly, to the Welsh Guards. From that day on, my life was to be dictated by the ensuing postings, their locations and the opportunities and constraints imposed by them. Getting married is one of the biggest decisions in anyone’s life; marrying a soldier means you share your marriage with the Army and must take on the ‘baggage’, warts and all.

I have asked many of my friends from the Battalion to give me their thoughts on the complexities of marrying into the Army. Over and over again I have heard that the driving force behind the decision to commit to a soldier was the same as it is for any woman to any man – love, and a desire to spend the rest of their lives with someone, to have a family and grow old together. This is my answer to the question ‘How do you cope with being married to a soldier?’ I cope because I have chosen to and because Richard is my soulmate, so I am very very motivated. But despite all that, it is certainly true that there are other things to consider aside from love, such as a commitment to a whole new way of life.

Annabel Lewis, whose husband Mark is a Major in the Welsh Guards, writes:


‘A forthcoming tour often speeds up a proposal, which then inevitably leads to a lone engagement or spending the first six months of marriage alone. When your boyfriend’s in the Forces, deciding to get married is not a simple “yes” or “no” answer to the question, “Do I love him/can I spend the rest of my life with him?” The question is also “Can I be happy without my own home for the next thirty years, can I move house every couple of years, do I want to live apart from him to have my children at home or will my children go to boarding school so I can follow my husband around?” These questions are virtually impossible to answer, not least for a woman in her twenties who has been living an independent life in her own home with her own friends and money.’


Another friend, Alice, was engaged to Major Giles Harris while he was a Company Commander with the Welsh Guards in Afghanistan in the summer of 2009 and her relationship was put to the test before their wedding day, which was set for a few weeks after the Battalion’s return. Some would say that planning a wedding without a fiancé at hand might have its advantages, but Alice was doing so with a cloud of anguish hanging over her. To organise such a momentous occasion while wondering whether Giles would make it back in one piece could be construed as tempting fate, but Alice was determined that a positive outlook was the only way to deal with the situation. She relied heavily on the friendships she made while Giles was in Afghanistan. Alice describes the circle of friends who would pull each other through:


‘We used to have twice-monthly girly nights out, usually in Battersea. They started with five of us after my friend Alannah texted me to suggest getting together, and I then invited three other friends whose boyfriends were away with the Battalion. That first night, we sat in ‘The Lavender’pub and chatted over a bottle of wine. It was about two weeks into the tour. After about an hour one of the girls and I got a text informing us that someone from the Battalion had been killed. It was the first text we received, the first time it all became very real. We sat there in shock unsure of the protocol – could it be one of ours? Of course it wasn’t – we wouldn’t have got that text if it was – but my mind was not functioning properly. By the time the tour finished there could be up to twenty of us meeting up in various pubs around Battersea.

Alannah was an amazing friend to me when Giles was away. My other, non-Army girlfriends, while brilliant, didn’t really understand. One of my big things was that I needed to be busy most nights and I hated it when people cancelled on me. One afternoon, having been looking forward to seeing a couple of girlfriends, one emailed me saying that they both had last-minute dates that night. Great for them, but obviously not so good for me, who wasn’t on the dating scene! Of course, I called Alannah in tears, who very quickly told me that she would be my date for that night, and we went out for supper. It was great to have that kind of support.

In fact, Giles, and Alannah’s boyfriend Speedy [Andrew Speed, a Major in the Scots Guards who was deployed with the Welsh Guards to Afghanistan] went back to Helmand from R and R [Rest and Recuperation leave] together. Alannah and I waved them off at Brize Norton, and then went to a local pub, ‘The Trout’, to chat about our two weeks with the boys and cheer each other up. It was 11.30 in the morning when the waitress asked us what we wanted. I ordered a very large glass of white wine, to which Alannah said, “I suppose I’ll just have a tequila shot.” Goodness knows what the waitress thought, but she brought them, and they helped.’


Alice looks back on her wedding and its preparations with immense relief that she and Giles were lucky enough to be able to see it through. The hardships of being engaged while Giles was deployed in Afghanistan had laid the foundations for absolute commitment, and the conviction that they had made the right choice.


‘Since I got married I wake up every morning feeling hugely lucky that my husband is lying next to me. Up to two months before the wedding, I remember feeling that I was incapable of getting truly excited. Don’t get me wrong – I cooed over the dress, read hundreds of readings and chose two, decided on the invitation list and booked the honeymoon. But until I knew Giles was safely landed in the UK, I couldn’t get truly and rip-roaringly excited – it was still a “what if” situation.

When I walked down that aisle I knew that I had made the right decision. I had thought about this man every moment from the time he left, even when I was at work, or out with my friends, or trying to get to sleep, he was in my thoughts. I knew, without a doubt, that I wanted to marry him. I also felt very relaxed about the wedding itself – as long as he was there on the day, and I was there, then it would be wonderful, everything else a bonus. I don’t know many women who are put in a position where they learn to appreciate their other half in quite the same way, because of that fear that he might be taken away from you.

Organising the wedding was certainly a challenge, though. Deciding on the invitation list over a fuzzy phone line to Afghanistan while being cut off at regular intervals was frustrating but goodness knows how surreal it must have been for him, having to discuss hymns and flowers, while sitting on a dusty vehicle in the back of beyond! An image I will never forget was having the church rehearsal with my husband-to-be standing next to me in desert combats, the best man next to him also in combats and the person marrying us (the padre from the tour) also in combats, having come from a memorial service.

It has been a life-changing experience, one where I feel I have come out a stronger and better person. I’m more relaxed about life and more appreciative of the wonderful family, friends and husband I have. I’ve also made new friends who have been in the same situation to laugh and cry with. I am lucky – other wives, fiancés and girlfriends in the Regiment and outside it have not been as fortunate and I will always remember that – but my husband came home, and I hope I’ll always feel as blessed.’


Michelle Bowen’s introduction to her husband Alun (now a Capt) in the summer of 1987 is the stuff of fairy tales. Alun was present at the wedding of Dai Matthews, a fellow Guardsman, as one of the Guard of Honour (the line of six Guardsmen standing either side of the church door, through which the bride and groom walk as they emerge from the church after the wedding service). Michelle had been invited as a guest of the bride, Tracey, and tells the tale of how they met:


‘At the end of the service, during which the majority of the Guard of Honour were in the local pub across the road, the traditional throwing of the bouquet took place. Alun watched as the beautiful flowers sailed through the summer air and towards him. Thankfully they missed and landed in my hands as I was standing immediately to the left of him. Until that point neither of us had noticed each other’s presence (well not true really as Alun was resplendent in a smart red tunic and big furry hat . . . how could he not be noticed?) but as I caught the flowers Alun mentioned that it was lucky and that I would clearly be married next . . .’


The romance continued after the catching of the bouquet. On 29 February 1988 Michelle decided to take the initiative, taking advantage of the leap year tradition of women being allowed to propose on this date. Either that or she may have had to wait another four years:


‘We were sitting in a small café in Cardiff when I popped the question out of the blue in a jovial fashion but had a surprise when I received a positive reply. This was, however, followed by a proper proposal by Alun after he bought the ring. He turned and shouted “catch” , throwing the ring at me, in keeping with the bouquet incident!’ 


The wedding, in July 1990, went smoothly, disguising several calamities that had happened in the run-up. A ‘play’ fight between Alun and one of his pageboys on the way to his stag night resulted in a Friday evening visit to the casualty department of a busy Cardiff hospital to glue the gash in Alun’s head. On the morning of the big day Michelle unpacked the three boxes containing the wedding cake to find that a horde of ants had invaded them.(Thankfully a hairdryer set to cool and blown frantically removed the ants, and the guests were never any the wiser.)

Then the saga of Alun’s best drill boots, highly polished and ready for him to wear with his ceremonial uniform, which were hijacked by his best man the night before. Michelle explained:


‘When Alun knelt for the marriage to be blessed, a “Mutley” laugh boomed out around the small church. My father, seated at the front, had spotted a large “HE” on the left boot and an equally large “LP” on the right boot . . . you get the idea.’


Once the couple is through the challenges of the engagement and the wedding itself, real life arrives, in the shape of Army accommodation. Impressions of the first allocated married quarter are very lasting: it is a memorable time for all newlyweds. For those who had previously lived in their own homes it may come as a shock to no longer be in control of where they live.

An unmarried serviceman or -woman is allocated a room ‘in barracks’ which is on the Battalion’s base, or camp; the location dependent upon where it is posted at the time. This is where the Battalion headquarters are situated, behind the wire, where security is tightly controlled by a guardroom entrance and a patrolled perimeter fence.

A married quarter is a house provided by the Army for married couples and their children. Sometimes these quarters are on the base, but more often they are outside the wire on a ‘patch’ as close to the Battalion’s base as possible and among other identical or similar Army houses. The size of the quarter is allocated by rank for officers but by family size for Non Commisioned Officers (NCOs). In certain circumstances single-parent service personnel are also entitled to a quarter. Rent is deducted from the serviceman or woman’s salary to pay for lodgings.

Although every room in a quarter is painted in the safe but predictable shade of magnolia, occupants may change the colour scheme as long as they paint it back to magnolia when they hand the quarter over again.

Army issue curtains have improved over recent years, from the hessian shades of beige, to the slightly more acceptable floral patterns, but still they may not be everybody’s cup of tea. Waking up to their busy swirly patterns with the sun streaming through from behind them usually gives me the same sensation as waking up with a thick hangover, and certainly makes an existing hangover worse. They are also unlined, so many people buy or make their own. Putting in lots of rugs is another quick trick for personalising the space. Some people have been known to buy ‘fake’ fireplaces to surround the gas or electric fires to give a room a focal point, as there are few open fires with their own mantelpieces left. As far as the garden goes, moving with outdoor pots is the answer unless you want to spend a year planting up a garden, only to move before you have a chance to see it blossom.

Our own first married quarter was a ground-floor flat in West Hampstead with a communal play area for children but no garden, where we lived for eight months before being posted to Oman. Although our wedding presents had set us up nicely, we had not put any furniture on the list and only possessed a hat stand and a laundry basket of our own; the rest belonged to the MOD.

My first impression, far from the fairytale newlyweds’ ‘Rose Cottage’, was of the iron shutters across the windows, which we were advised to lock every time we left the flat unattended. The bedhead had bedside tables built into it so that every cup of tea spilt as soon as you sat on the edge, and the dining-room chairs were covered in black fake leather. Nonetheless, it was home and we were very proud of it.

We had been allowed to move our few belongings into the flat just before we were married, so that there would be somewhere already set up when we returned from our honeymoon. I had been to the flat a few times, but nothing prepared me for how I would feel arriving at our marital home for the first time as a wife.

Suitcase in hand with its ‘going away’ outfit inside, I paused in the street outside the entrance to our new home. Strangers passing by must surely have known we had just got married: didn’t we have it written all over our faces? I was certain that no other newly married couple could ever have been, nor ever would be, on such a high as we were. In my daze, I had not realised that Richard was speaking to me, and taking my case from my hands while guiding me in through the outer door and into the communal entrance hall.

‘Sorry? What was that?’ I asked, surprised that I had somehow arrived in front of our own door without realising it.

‘I said, romance hasn’t died yet.’

‘Oh no, course not. What are you talking about, the wedding?’

‘No, this,’ he replied, and before I had time to prepare, he had scooped me up, pushed open the front door, carried me over the threshold and kicked the door shut, blocking out the world outside.

Surprisingly for a block of six or so flats occupied by like-minded Army personnel, people seemed to keep themselves to themselves and as I was working locally I did not have the opportunity to bump into people during the day. One evening I decided to introduce myself to our neighbours. They were all pleasant enough and seemed to have their own busy lives, which was no big surprise in London, but no one seemed to know the occupants on the ground floor across the entrance hall from us. These elusive people clearly existed because their door was sometimes ajar, although when I approached it was always quickly shut. I was disappointed: this was not the welcome committee I had expected. I had thought all Army wives would be only too pleased to introduce themselves, if only out of nosiness. Nevertheless, I knocked on the door a few times in anticipation, but nobody ever answered. Eventually I decided that they must be doing a John Lennon and Yoko Ono thing, were probably on honeymoon and not receiving visitors, so I left them in peace.

It was not until one evening a couple of weeks later, when I was starting to resent the fact that our own honeymoon had not been as long as theirs, that I was alerted by a commotion from the direction of their flat.

I heard an urgent hammering on their door, followed by commands of ‘If you don’t open up we’ll be forced to break in.’

I rushed to bolt the front door, unable to resist a peep through the spy hole at the same time. Unfortunately, it was slightly out of line with their door, so all I could see were the elbows of men in Army uniform. At least I knew we didn’t have burglars on our hands, but I decided to make use of our security measures and hastily drew the shutters, and locked them for good measure. Muffled conversations then ensued along the lines of ‘You have no right’ and ‘We have every right, this is MOD property,’ followed by the slamming of interior doors and finally, the external front door. Then silence. I felt as though I had been nothing but a ‘curtain twitcher’ after that, and slightly foolish that I was now barricaded into my own flat for no reason, so let down the metaphorical drawbridge again and had a look around outside. No evidence of forced entry, and a closed front door over the corridor. It was as though nothing untoward had ever occurred.

It transpired through Richard’s investigations the following day that the Army had been alerted to some squatters in the building who, thinking they were on to a good thing, had not appreciated that an Army quarter is patrolled by armed Military Police who can be an imposing sight. Having been confronted, the squatters had fled, tails between their legs, and I was only sorry that I never did get a good look at them before they went. I doubt the ‘march out’ inspection, now called a ‘move out’ inspection, when the quarter is inspected for cleanliness on handover to a new occupant, was up to standard when they vacated the property.

Catrina Campbell is married to Andrew, a WO2 (Warrant Officer Class Two) in the Welsh Guards. I first met her while mucking out stables for the Household Cavalry horses in Pirbright, Surrey, the old Guards’ Depot and training centre, during our posting to Aldershot in 2000. We became good friends through our mutual wish to have some ‘me time’ while our children were at nursery, though we were both actually terrified of the huge horses – they were the ‘naughty’ ones who didn’t behave in London for the Trooping of the Colour and who shied at every piece of flapping tarpaulin and at every gunshot, which was unfortunate, as the Pirbright ranges were next to the stables.

Catrina told me that her first married posting was to Ballykelly in County Londonderry, Northern Ireland in the thick of the Troubles with the Irish Republican Army (IRA), who wanted independence from the United Kingdom, and the Loyalists who wanted Northern Ireland to remain part of the UK. It was rather a baptism of fire for a new bride:


‘I married Andy in February 1992 and two months later we were travelling to Ballykelly to begin our new life. This was to be our home for the next two and half years. I can remember feeling nervous and excited all at the same time. All I knew about the area was what I had seen on the news, as the area had been in the thick of the terrorist fighting for twenty three years.

We arrived in Stranraer [in Dumfries and Galloway, southwest Scotland] for the crossing to Larne. There were quite a few families travelling to the camp the same day; once we had arrived in Northern Ireland it was like wacky races driving through the lanes at night as everyone was trying to be the first to get to Ballykelly (although none of us had a clue where we were going).

Our first quarter was a two bedroomed semi-detached house in Shackleton Drive – we had a Parkray coal fireplace. This contraption heated all our water and radiators but we had to make sure that we kept it lit at all times. If I never see a Parkray again it will be too soon. The camp was just like any ordinary housing estate apart from the fact that it was surrounded by a twelve-foot-high fence with barbed wire across the top.

All the quarters were “behind the wire” and there was a Guardroom and a Sanger, which was a fortified building positioned at the entrance. Each time you left and entered the camp you would need to show your ID card. We also had a community centre, “NAAFI” [Naval, Army and Air Force Institute] shop and post room on camp. The community centre was the hub of our lives as most of the wives didn’t work and every morning we would go there to meet for a coffee and chat. Due to the terrorist risk your post was delivered to a central post room. After a few weeks I managed to get myself a job handing out the post. The girls I worked with made me feel very welcome and introduced me to lots of the wives.

One of my best memories would be standing in our back garden the day our husbands were returning from operations. I would listen to the sound of the Chinooks bringing them home and at one point they would pass right over our quarter three or four at a time. Even now when I hear or see a Chinook it takes me back to the garden of my first quarter all those years ago. There were some great characters who made my time bearable in Ballykelly and who gave me great support as a new wife.’


There is something about being on a ‘patch’ surrounded by other quarters. When you are new, people are on the lookout for who their new neighbours are going to be. There might be a day of ‘Oh you are the people who have moved into the so-and-sos’ old house’, which always makes you feel there are boots to fill and expectations to live up to. But soon, you become the real occupants and hardly ever have to go around introducing yourself – apart, that is, from our experience in Hampstead. Whether out of curiosity or kindness, there will always be people knocking on the door, introducing themselves and offering to take the children for you while you unpack. Somehow, despite not knowing them from Adam, you always feel comfortable in letting them do so. It is the unwritten trust that goes with the territory. For a newly married wife, this can seem intrusive, or it can be exactly what is needed when she is suddenly without her own friends and family. The ‘intrusion’ is usually accepted for what it is very quickly: pure good will.

One friend told me a story about the time she was new to a patch in Germany and was suffering from a dreadful bout of flu. She arrived looking and feeling like nothing on earth. The first thing her neighbours did was to introduce themselves, help her unpack, take the children for tea and offer her their cold remedies, because she had packed hers at the bottom of goodness knows which box.

Sue Miles met Martyn in 1979, when he was a Lance Corporal. He deployed on the Falklands Conflict with the Welsh Guards in 1982 and worked his way up through the ranks, becoming Regimental Sergeant Major of the Battalion. He is now a Major and they have a wealth of experiences from over the years to talk about. They came to stay for the weekend to help me with stories for the book and ‘swung the lantern’ into the small hours over food and glasses of wine:


‘I met Martyn in Guildford (my home town) whilst he was posted to Pirbright. He asked me to marry him two weeks after our first date. We were both nineteen years old. Two months later he went to Northern Ireland for a four-month tour; this was my first taste of what Army life was going to be like!!

We married in August 1981, two years after our engagement, had one week for a honeymoon, then Martyn went off to Kenya on exercise for seven weeks. During his time away I was notified that a married quarter had become available on Pirbright camp and I moved in with the help of some of my family. Martyn returned from Kenya and had to ask “one of the boys” the where­abouts of his married quarter, as he had been away whilst I moved in. Quite amusing for him as he had to knock at the door.’


Karen and Nicholas Mott (he is known to the Battalion as Nicky, but not to his mother) were also at the weekend gathering with us. Getting them together with the Miles was very entertaining. Their stories went back a long way. They have been married since 1987 when Nicky was a Guardsman. He, too, had been deployed to the Falklands Conflict shortly after joining the Welsh Guards, and since then he has worked his way up through the ranks to reach Regimental Sergeant Major at the Infantry Training Centre Catterick and has subsequently been successful on commissioning from the ranks; he is currently in the rank of Major. When they first became engaged Karen had no intention of moving around the world in quarters; she had wanted to stay with her family in Ellesmere Port, Cheshire:


‘We met at school at the age of eleven. I never thought I would be able to adapt to Army life coming from such a large and very close family. When we first got engaged I thought: “Well, I’m not going with you.” Initially, Nicky was going to leave the Army at my request but I could tell his heart wasn’t in this decision. He suggested I visit his brother Billy who was in Army quarters in Pirbright to experience some “patch life”. After a weekend of socialising I loved the idea, and it put a completely different light on the situation. Twelve months later I found myself married and off to Hohne in West Germany.

My family was upset when I left because no one else had gone away from home before but after that Mum and Dad visited us everywhere except in Northern Ireland. They wouldn’t go there as they were too afraid, having heard so much about the violence, but my nan paid for my sister to visit us so she could tell them exactly what it was like. She reported back that it wasn’t as bad as they imagined so after that they were a bit happier about us living there.’


Hohne base is on the original site of Belsen, the Nazi concentration camp from the Second World War in which thousands of Jews were executed. It is about two miles long and half a mile wide. The present-day barracks are the same ones used by the SS during the war and look out directly onto the barbed wire that surrounds the old concentration camp, now a memorial site. Mounds the size of football pitches mark the sites of the original huts where the Jews were housed. It is thought that under the floor of the present NAAFI was a mosaic of a swastika and that there was a Nazi eagle above the door, both of which had been chipped away to reveal some of the design underneath. Some of the quarters, too, had the traces of the eagle or swastika where they had been removed and had left a stain underneath. Considering that many men in the Battalion had been fighting in the Falklands only four years previously, the posting to Hohne for five years was not a location conducive to psychological recovery.

The purpose of a NATO presence in Germany after the Second World War was to defend it from the threat of invasion by the Soviet Union. The camp was roughly an hour’s drive from the border of the German Democratic Republic, or East Germany, the socialist state established in 1949 in the Soviet zone of occupied Germany where electrified and fortified wire and minefields divided East from West. At German reunification in October 1990 East Germany was integrated into the Federal Republic of Germany (then called West Germany), so a NATO military presence is no longer considered as vital as it was. Consequently the British Army have been pulling troops out of Germany over the last few years and the Welsh Guards has not been posted to Germany since 1988.

After supper, Karen described her experiences in Hohne. Her start to married life and new beginnings was set in such contradictory surroundings, with its haunting reminders of past tragedies and human suffering:


‘In Hohne I would get up early in the mornings to go to work with other wives to earn a wage to support the earnings of a Guardsman. We were trying to pay off a sofa we had bought and needed to build up possessions for our new home. My job involved working for the local council in areas such as Belsen Camp where thousands of Jews are buried in mass graves. It was really eerie and had a very strange atmosphere. Even though there were plenty of trees around, there was no birdsong at all on Belsen whereas a few miles away there would be.’


These extraordinary reports of there being no birdsong in Belsen are widespread. Richard has often reflected on this himself, since he spent a year over there during his first posting with the Welsh Guards before we were married. It is as if nature itself has declared Belsen a no-go zone, a place so scarred with suffering and misery that natural instinct forbids its habitation.

Looking back on twenty-three years of married life, Karen firmly believes that the reason her relationship with Nicky has been so strong is because they have not always had their own extended family to call upon in hours of need; they just had to get on with it and sort out any problems they had themselves. Although she comes from a large and close-knit family who would always be there for her, the fact that she and Nicky, away from home, have had to rely on each other as a team has made their marriage stronger. Even when Nicky goes away on tours they still regard themselves as being ‘in it together’, having both decided that this was the way of life they wanted, and this has made them recognise each other’s role in the team. From paying off their first sofa to buying their own house fifteen years later, they have supported each other through the good times and the bad.

Those outside the Army often ask how we, as wives and girlfriends, cope with our lifestyle, and frequently comment that they could never be an Army wife themselves. They question how we can willingly send our men off to conflicts knowing that they may not come back. The fact is that they probably could and would cope if they ever fell in love with a soldier and decided to support him in his chosen career. When we meet our partners they are often already doing the job they love and all we can do is to support them in that, just as the wife of a policeman or doctor marries into their husband’s way of life. The difference with a military career is that the families are bound up with its lifestyle, especially if they live in quarters, to the extent that having any sort of independent existence becomes virtually impossible. The alternative would be to ask the husband or partner to leave the military, which does happen of course, but obviously the husband or partner might not be happy doing something other than their military vocation. Inevitably, some situations test even the most dedicated and there is no knowing how relationships will cope until they’re put to the test.

As ninety-five per cent of the Guardsmen are Welsh, their girlfriends and wives often come from their home towns. In some cases, this means that a newly married wife may have been plucked from the Welsh Valleys where her family has lived within a few miles, or streets, of each other for generations, and placed in her first married quarter in the anonymity of Central London or Aldershot. Many families speak Welsh at home and for them, the language and culture shock can be enormous. Homesickness is a new and upsetting experience for them on top of a totally new way of life.

Nowadays, in a thirty-six-month period, a British soldier will spend on average seven and a half months away from home on exercise and training courses in preparation for an operational tour, and will then spend six months on the tour itself. During this time the families are also moved between postings; for the Welsh Guards once every two to two and a half years. The Welsh Guards now rotates between Hounslow, from where the men will do ceremonial duties in London for the duration of their posting, and Aldershot, from where the Battalion will prepare and deploy on operations.

If a new wife marries just before one of these six-month tours she can be left alone, and very scared. In these situations most new wives would choose to go back to their families for the duration. If she does come from an area such as the Welsh Valleys, where she has grown up surrounded by family, extended family and friends, the community spirit in these places is still very much alive and often provides all the support she needs when without her husband.

There are many ways of coping, but the ultimate test presents itself when the men are away in direct combat and there is a very real possibility of their being wounded or killed. Despite the advances in communication and the changes in warfare over the centuries, the one constant is that of human sentiment; the raw emotion, constant worry and feeling of helplessness that those at home experience must have been the same ever since men first went away to fight.

Stacey Merritt-Webb’s husband Darren is a Lance Sergeant in the Guards. Her raw emotion can be seen in the journal she wrote when he was in Afghanistan. At times she found the separation too much to bear, as is summed up in one of her comments:


 ‘No one understands the constant ache in my heart, I miss him so much. Why did I marry a soldier?’


Although the speed of modern communication is a far cry from the ‘snail mail’ of days past, letter writing remains a favourite way of sharing news and imparting feelings. The anticipation of receiving a letter and the pleasure in taking it away to read and reread in private is a rare treat in these days of fast emails and quick texts.

Margaret Antelme is married to Charles (Charlie), the present Commanding Officer of the Welsh Guards, who took over from Rupert Thorneloe after he was tragically killed in Afghanistan. At the time, Margaret had only known Charlie for three months while he had been in London working at the MOD.

Margaret comes from a family with a long tradition of service in the American military. Both sets of her grandparents were in the Army and her parents grew up in army quarters all over the US and Europe, where they met at the age of twelve. Her uncle also joined the Army. Her aunt, Jan, has endured being at home for her husband’s multiple year-long deployments during her twenty-eight-year marriage to a US Army Officer. Margaret tells of her aunt’s advice to her when Charlie went to Afghanistan:


‘She told me it was crucial to stay “connected” to a husband in the Army. Through the years, connection had become invariably easier gradually evolving from the “MARS” grams and letters, to mobile phones and email. [MARS stood for Military Affiliated Radio System, which was the only form of communication for US Forces before mobile phones.] When you are apart for long periods of time, one cannot predict events that will change you during those absences, so finding ways to keep this connection is her advice to all Army wives during deployments. Jan said to me in a letter:

“Find ways to live each day together even when apart. Just as our soldiers plan their military campaigns, I began planning to ensure we remained “in touch” and launched our military campaign. In putting together my husband’s mail kit (for his use), I purchased stationery and pastel envelopes. I stamped and addressed each envelope for him and provided mailing labels for our children and his parents as well. I packed it all in waterproof bags and told him all I needed was a periodic short note letting me know he was okay. My mail kit consisted of 4X6 cards and envelopes. Each day, I sat in the rocking chairs on our front porch and wrote a short note so he remained up to date on “our life” back home. Friends made a few good-natured jokes about my mailing campaign, but it was important to us as a couple. Two weeks leave out of twelve months does not a relationship make . . . I treasured every pastel envelope encased letter that arrived in my mail. And when the 3rd Infantry Division returned, several of his comrades told me that upon their arrival in Baghdad, and his unit’s assignment to a specific section of the city (i.e., more permanent quarters), they saw the stack of letters on Will’s desk. We’ve kept those letters and someday I’ll share those, along with our emails, with our children.”’ 


Margaret welcomed this advice from her aunt, and acted on it:


‘No matter how much we have resolved to using modern forms of communication, there is nothing more powerful than receiving a handwritten note. I decided to send Charlie at least one parcel a week with small things that reminded
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