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Dedicated to my wife, whose unconditional love carried a bright light through some of the darkest days of my life.





‘True merriment comes from those who have looked into their own open graves and walked away’



– from a poem by Chas Lotter, formerly of the Rhodesian Army Medical Corps
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Part I: The Why and Where From?





Introduction

My name is Theodore (Theo) Knell, and among many other things I am a writer and poet and this is my story. However, before we start I would like to make a few things clear. First, I will not be mentioning anyone in this book by their real name, although the physical descriptions I give will be those of real people – people who have either enriched or coloured my life – but I genuinely believe that it’s each man’s God-given right to tell his own story. Secondly, and more importantly, this book is in no way an invitation to a ‘pity party’. I have never considered myself a victim. Nor do I blame anyone for the cards that life has dealt me, or for the life I’ve led.

This all started out as a totally selfish act. It was suggested by my wife that I might benefit from writing about my experiences and feelings as a way of clearing my head, a sort of banishing my demons thing. If only it was that easy. 

However, once I started writing I did find it easier to be honest with myself about my experiences. How I had dealt with them at the time and the inevitable aftermath over the following years. The result of this exercise was a book entitled From the Corners of a Wounded Mind. 

Corners concentrated on the effects that combat had on the mind of a soldier. How we deal with it at the time and the inevitable aftermath over the subsequent years, in some cases many years after the events themselves. It was a small book, only some 18,000 words, and a mere pamphlet compared to the massive volumes normally produced by academics when dealing with the subject of PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder). 

However, it was written in plain English and came straight from the heart, and the darkest corners of my mind. It was eventually picked up by a small independent publisher who agreed that it was something which needed to be published, and even though the subject material was way outside of what they normally published, they decided to put it out anyway, and I owe them huge thanks for giving me a chance. 

That said, the book was very well received, and had some wonderful reviews. It was also very well accepted by the families of soldiers past and present, who believed it answered so many of the questions they had about the changes they’d seen in their loved ones on their return from combat. More surprisingly, it was also very well regarded by those professionals who were currently treating soldiers, police and firemen suffering from PTSD, and especially so in the USA. 

The book eventually found its way into the hands of John Jeffcock, a former captain in the Coldstream Guards, who was compiling a new book of war poetry entitled Heroes: 100 Poems from the New Generation of War Poets. As a result I had nine of my poems published in this very powerful book. At this point, and as a direct consequence of Corners and a meeting with John Jeffcock, I was introduced to Roger Field, a literary agent and another ex-soldier. He loved Corners and took it to Mark Booth at Coronet, who fully agreed, although he wanted to see much more, and this book is the end result. 

Written as a collection of short stories, in a combination of prose and verse, it covers the period from my early childhood, through my twenty-two years in the British Army, most of it spent with Special Forces, and my return to a sometimes traumatic civilian life.

Although it portrays the people and events that shaped and changed my life, I hope that any soldier who reads it will find some sort of connection with their own. For their loved ones and those of you who have not been so blessed to serve – or cursed, depending on your perspective – I hope it will provide a brief insight into the life and mind of a professional soldier. What makes us the way we are, what drives us on when lesser men would fold, what binds us together like no other brotherhood on earth, what makes us laugh and what scares us shitless. 

Although I could fill half a dozen books with events from just my military career, I thought it important to include parts of my childhood, as this is where the seeds of what we are, and what we will become, are sown. 

Why include poetry? I see your point; it’s a strange medium for someone who has spent most of his life living in a hard, sometimes violent world. For most of us the word ‘poet’ conjures up images of a flamboyant, somewhat flowery individual, not a battle-hardened soldier. Yet it’s often said that poetry is the natural voice of both the warrior and the oppressed. So, after reading the book, I hope you’ll agree that I have it covered on both counts.

Poetry also allows me to tell a story quickly and accurately. To set the scene and describe the actual event without subjecting you, the reader, to pages of irrelevant drivel. Poems also have fewer words to carry their power, and their impact strikes more deeply, allowing the reader to experience both the power and the pain. That may also make them harder to read. 

I make no apologies for my work. Love it or loath it, I feel that story-telling, especially when in the form of poetry, is not about adhering to the accepted formats of childish rhyming or winning literary prizes. It’s all about the content and delivering the underlying message. 

Throughout the book I have tried to share my experiences honestly, and in this spirit all of the incidents portrayed within it are true. Some were so dark and painful that I often questioned whether I wanted to remain part of this thing we call the human race. Yes, in the really dark times I even considered that.





The Why and Where From?
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My Italian Grandfather and Prussian Grandmother.



I was born on a cold and foggy March morning in 1952 at the London Hospital, Whitechapel, in the heart of the East End. At the time life in the East End of London was hard. Most of the area still lay in ruins after the Blitz. Rationing was in operation, and work was hard to find even for those with a skill. 

My mother was what they referred to in those days as ‘mixed race’. She was the daughter of an Italian father. A talented stonemason who was a short, powerfully built, but gentle man, he would wander around the house on a Sunday morning singing opera while cooking family lunch. My mother’s mother was of Prussian descent. A stern and upright woman, she ran a neat house, and was one of those people who had to have everything just right. Amazingly, neither of them was interned during the Second World War. 

My father and his parents before him were, like me, all born within the sound of Bow Bells, making us genuine cockneys. My Italian–Prussian–cockney heritage is something I have always been very proud of (even a mongrel has its pride) and that mix of an explosive Latin temperament, Prussian attention to detail and cockney generosity has stood me in good stead throughout my life.

My childhood was short and extremely brutal. My dad left us when I was just five years old. I learned how to fight and could hold my own on the streets long before I started school, and it seems like I’ve been fighting ever since. I was abandoned to a mental institution at the tender age of six, where I stayed for the next four years. I was then sent to a state-run boarding school, where I remained until I was sixteen. 

By the time I left secondary school I had developed into a strong, independent, single-minded and very angry loner. On reflection it was probably the perfect combination for a life in the military and ultimately the Special Forces. 

During my time I have served with and met people from all walks of life. Everybody from world leaders to subsistence farmers. Some you wouldn’t follow into a bus queue or leave in charge of an empty pram. But there were others I would have willingly died for, and nearly did on more than one occasion. 

After facing down death a number of times and winning through, the one thing that life has taught me is that every new day is an adventure. A gift to be enjoyed and cherished and, no matter how bad it gets, it’s always worth living and there is an upside to everything.





The Great Escape

Warm but alone in the darkness of my cell 

I hear muffled voices through these thick but cushioned walls. 

I’ve never met a soul,

smelt a smell, 

or seen my own face. 

My body’s supported by a liquid ensuring I’ll never fall. 



It’s like I’ve been here for ever and wonder will I ever leave?

There’s a bright light ahead surrounded by an icy chill. 

My body’s being crushed 

like it’s in a vice 

and I’m finding it hard to breathe. 



A sharp pain from behind forces me to take a breath.

My first sound is a cry and I spread my fingertips. 

Tightly bound, 

tired and hungry, I need to sleep 

as something soft and moist is forced between my lips. 



The noises are much louder now, 

they start to hurt my ears. 

This brave new world brings freedom 

but with it many fears, 

and as I drift into sleep 

I hear a voice, so much softer now,



whisper 



‘You have a healthy son.’





Harsh Beginnings

My father left us – that’s me, my mum, a little sister and my baby brother – back in 1957; I was just five years old. After he went we moved across the Thames into a three-bedroom flat on the second floor of Gower House, a red-brick tenement block in Walworth, south-east London. 

There were three such blocks, one on each side of a large, flat tarmacked area. Between two of them, Grays House and Paxton House, there was a large air-raid shelter, a remnant of the Second World War. On the fourth side there was an old abandoned church. Although the church had been left virtually unscathed by the bombing, its Victorian graveyard had suffered badly at the hands of the Luftwaffe during the Blitz. As a result it now looked like it had received a number of visits from Burke and Hare – the infamous Irish grave robbers of the eighteenth century – as it was strewn with smashed headstones and Victorian tombs with their tops missing. It was a great game hiding in the tombs, then jumping out and frightening the shit out of the other kids as they walked past. Or searching for skeletons and headless bodies, but of course we never found any. 

The churchyard was flanked by two bomb sites that had also been left over from the Blitz. This was what we kids called ‘the square’, and during those early years it was our only playground. Health & Safety and Social Services would have had a fit. 

From the minute my dad left us we were up against it. Most days would start with the whole family hiding from, or lying to, the rent man or some other debt collector. The hiding was a game, the whole family crouched down behind the settee (sofa for you people who have a lounge instead of a front room), not making a sound until whoever it was had gone. Even my little brother, who was still a babe in arms, seemed to know what was required of him. The lying wasn’t so much fun, though. In fact I hated it. Not because it was a bad thing to do, but because I was absolutely crap at it. I could never keep a straight face. 

Life on the whole was pretty grim. We all wore secondhand clothes, even my mum. If we wore any shoes at all they would only ever be plimsolls, and there was never enough food to eat. In fact if it hadn’t been for Messrs Sunblest and Heinz we would have starved on most days.

That first Christmas in Walworth was a trial. Mum did the best she could but money was always in short supply. As a result I woke up on Christmas morning to a collection of secondhand and broken toys that had been retrieved from boxes near ‘the chute’. This was a wide brick chimney which ran the full height of the building. On each of the four floors, opposite the central staircase, there was a large, pull-down hatch giving access to the chute, and this is where the occupants of the flats would put their daily rubbish. The rubbish would then slide down into a big metal bin that was housed in a brick shed at the bottom, ready for collection.

Mum had retrieved most of our Christmas presents from boxes that were too big to put down the chute, and had been left at the side for the bin men. I received a big plastic truck which had a searchlight on the back, but I couldn’t understand why it was missing one of its back wheels. Well, that was until the next morning, Boxing Day, when I took it down into the square to play with it. It was then that the kid who lived upstairs informed me that it used to be his. 

As you can imagine, he started the name calling, and I replied the only way I knew how: with my fists. It was as I was repeatedly banging his head against the bumper of an abandoned Austin A40 that the ‘good will to all men’ thing went right out of the window. I spent the rest of that day nursing a sore backside courtesy of my mum. 

In an effort to escape the daily grind I would leave the house early in the morning and spend most of the day playing on my own (the loner gene was already beginning to emerge) on top of the air-raid shelters, rooting around the bomb sites and graveyard, or listening to the stories of ‘Dan Dan the Tattoo Man’ in East Street Market, which we called East Lane. I would then come home late in the evening just in time for my beans on toast or sugar sandwich (don’t ask). 





Dan Dan the Tattoo Man

His old brown overcoat, 

threadbare 

darned and stained,

hangs loosely over a shabby suit and a pair of battered brogues. 

Sweat-stained collar 

and cuffs that were made for links of gold 

tell the same sad story.

Like the man 



they’ve all seen better days.



A painted skin and wicked smile hide a furrowed brow, 

the tell-tale signs of worried days and many sleepless nights. 

Tired legs and blistered feet that have walked a thousand miles, 

flat knuckles and a twisted nose 

show this man has had to fight.



But for all his ugliness, 

the dirt and bruises, 

we are not afraid 

as we sit quietly and listen to his stories 

of seamanship,

bootlegging, 

gangsters and their molls, 



we bring him food stolen from the market as a way of being paid.



Every morning it’s a new story

and as we listen, 

for that short while our misery is gone. 

As he talks we search his skin for pictures; 

a dragon,

a heart with a name,

the naked lady that makes us laugh, 



we find them all, one by one. 



Like God’s blotting pad,

he’s covered in ink with no room for a face. 

Years later 

I read about the life of an old man

covered in tattoos

who had died alone

poor

without a friend



in a slum of a place.



It’s then that I remembered Dan Dan the Tattoo Man

whose stories brought laughter and happiness to our wretched lives

and I smile 

when I realise that all the stories he told, 

sitting on that cold and wet market wall, 



That every single word was true.





Always an Upside

My eventual appearance at the front door was normally enough to push my mum over the edge. It nearly always resulted in me getting a bloody good hiding. The beatings weren’t that bad and of course, like any other five-year-old boy, no matter how much it hurt, you would never cry in front of your mum. I was also becoming even more of a loner, which would not be a bad thing in later life. It was a quality my military masters and those from other agencies (which will remain nameless) immediately recognised and then exploited for their own ends. The fact that I could function perfectly well in a hostile environment with little external support was seen as a bit of an asset.

I was going to get lots of practice as I grew up. As I became more independent I spent even less time at home and naturally the hidings got a lot more frequent. After a while my mum became lonely. This was understandable: she was only twenty-seven when my dad left us. 

This was also when my life turned for the worse. The hidings I got from mum I could handle. But it was about this time that her boyfriends decided they needed to get more involved. The flat of my mum’s open hand on my backside, or around the ear, soon became a clenched fist in the stomach, and eventually the face, from her boyfriends, which left me with numerous black eyes, busted lips, and in the end much, much worse. 

I remember coming home late one evening and answering Mum back. Her fella at the time was a tall, thick-set white South African with a square jaw. He had long fair hair, which he wore combed back off his forehead. I suppose he thought it was time he demonstrated to my mum just how much he loved her. Following my outburst he didn’t say a word. He just quietly made his way into the bathroom, where he took a soaking wet bath towel and twisted it tightly, until it resembled a girl’s plaited hair. 

He then trapped me in the narrow hallway between my sister’s and my mum’s bedrooms, and beat me so severely that I peed blood and couldn’t stand up straight, or lie down, for three days. However, it did get me off school for a week. So, as I said earlier, there’s always an upside to everything.





Sight of Pain

Sitting alone on a chair

bent double in pain 

like a half shut knife,

half naked and unwashed,

shivering with the cold,

nobody’s even bothered to comb his dirty matted hair.



He wants to move

maybe even run

but he just sits there,

his pain worsening with every move he makes.

Anyway where would he go?



The doors are all locked

and there’s no sign of his mum.



Head bowed,

staring vacantly at the lino-covered floor,

his eyes begin to wander up and down his bruised and battered legs

and he wonders just what it was that he did wrong.

He pauses momentarily 

gazing at his blood and urine stained underwear,

the sight of which brings back the pain, 



so he turns away, 



he can look no more.





Part II: Caring Institutions





Holiday Camp
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Bethlem Mental Hospital, part of the Maudsley.



A few days after my sixth birthday my mum told me I was going on holiday. I was over the moon. I’d never been on holiday before. 

‘What about my little sister?’ 

‘No. It’s just you on your own.’ 

That was a plus, I thought, because although she was younger than me she could be a real pain sometimes. The next day the two of us, me and my mum, caught a number fifteen bus from the end of East Lane and headed for Denmark Hill, Camberwell.

Although I didn’t realise it at the time that short bus ride would be the start of a ten-year nightmare. Mum had reached the end of the road with three kids and very little money to support them, and Social Services had now decided to step in. Yes, they were at it, even way back then. 

It had become very clear to the social workers that my mum was already struggling with three of us to look after, and now there was another one on the way: a parting gift from her thug of a South African boyfriend. Even though I was still only six I had basically gone native, left the reservation and become a real handful. As a result I was about to become the family’s sacrificial lamb.

Social Services had branded me as ‘out of control’ and I was to be abandoned to a psychiatric facility: the Maudsley Hospital at Denmark Hill. 

I remember it as if it was yesterday. I was so excited to be going on holiday. 

We arrived at the front door of a very large red and white brick building. Once we were inside we were shown into a smart room with polished floors, big brown leather settees and pictures on the wall. 

There I sat in my ill-fitting jumper and shorts, quietly swinging my legs as I watched my mum fidget in silence. It seemed like we’d been there for ages – well, five or ten minutes is a lifetime to a six-year-old – especially one who was waiting to start his first holiday. 

The large door at one end of the room opened and a tall man in a white coat entered. He had light brown skin and large, dark rings around both his eyes. He walked over to my mum, stretched out his hand and said, ‘My name is Dr D*****.’ 

Yes. I still remember his name. I also still remember those dark-ringed eyes, and, even now, I can’t see an Indian without being reminded of that day.

‘I will be supervising your son’s stay with us,’ he said. 

Bending over he picked up the brown paper carrier bag at my mum’s feet. 

‘Are these his things?’ 

Alarm bells had already started to ring. This didn’t sound much like a holiday camp to me – not that I knew what a holiday camp should sound like. 

The man then turned to me and put out his hand in an effort to take mine, but they were gone, wrapped behind me, trapped between my back and the settee. He reached behind me, grabbed one, then started to drag me across the floor and towards the large door. 

I dug my heels in and looked back at my mum, who just sat there staring at the floor. I remember asking her not to leave me there. I even promised to be good, but there was nothing, not even a glance: she just sat there in silence, staring at the floor. 

Before the door slammed shut behind me I strained against the man’s grip one last time and begged her to wait for me. But that was the last time I would see her, or any other member of my family, for over five years.

After what seemed like an endless journey, through a maze of long corridors with highly polished floors and through an enormous number of locked doors, we eventually stopped outside a room which was again locked. Even though we had only spent a few minutes together I think the doctor had already realised that I was a young opportunist, one who was just looking for a chance to make a run for it. At that time, though, I hadn’t actually worked out how I was going to get back through all those locked doors without the keys. As a result of my continuous wriggling he now had me pinned against the wall with his knee while he tried to remove a large bunch of keys from the pocket of his white coat and unlock the door.

As the door swung open I couldn’t believe my eyes. The room was a total mess, much worse than my bedroom had ever been. I remember thinking, someone’s going to be in deep shit – I had learned the word from the bigger kids in the square – for this and, if the past was anything to go on, it was probably going to be me. 

I was now totally confused and rooted to the spot with fear. That was until the doctor pushed me roughly into the room and sent me sprawling across the floor. As I lay there looking around me, I noticed the other kids in the room, most of them a lot bigger than me. Some of them were even grown-ups. Well, that’s what a fifteen-year-old is when you’re only six. 

But the most frightening thing was that some of the kids had large, strange-looking heads. I know now that they were suffering from Down Syndrome. Kids nobody would listen to. Kids who desperately needed love and a cuddle, but would only ever receive isolation and punishment. To a frightened six-year-old this was the stuff of nightmares. 

As I lay there on the floor I spotted an empty corner. So, without getting up, I quickly crawled into it on my hands and knees. I sat in that corner on my own for the rest of that first afternoon. 

That evening, as soon as tea (dinner) was over, I was put into a bath with three other kids and told to stand still while a large lady in a blue rubber apron scrubbed us clean. After being dressed in a pair of rough pyjamas I was put to bed on a ward with twenty others. Ten minutes later the lights were turned off and the doors were locked. 

I spent that first night, and many subsequent nights, wide awake. I would sit upright in bed with my knees and blankets pulled up to my chest as plastic cups of water and even metal chamber pots – some of them full – were bounced off the walls. Each and every night the darkness would be filled with the sound of scared and confused children either screaming with frustration or crying out for their mums. 

However, the really frightening thing was that nobody ever came to see what was going on. Some of the kids would have fits, their bodies shaking uncontrollably as they lay in their beds or on the hard polished floor, knocking their heads against the wall or the metal bed legs, but still nobody ever came to help them. 

The next morning, when the doors were unlocked, we were dressed and then herded like sheep into a large room containing tables and chairs. Here we were given breakfast and then left to our own devices until dinner (lunch) time. That very first morning, when nobody was looking, I found an empty cupboard at the far end of the room and crawled inside. I then quietly pulled the door closed and eventually cried myself to sleep. I would have done anything for a cuddle from my mum, but I honestly think the next cuddle I received was some ten years later, when I started taking an interest in girls. But, of course, by that time a cuddle meant something completely different. 

This was to be my daily routine for the next six months. Awake all night and then hide in my cupboard and cry myself to sleep during the day. That was until the day I finally realised that I was totally alone and that nobody was going to come for me. It was then that I decided that enough was enough and I promised myself I would never, ever cry again. The worm was turning. I was now six and a half years old – watch out, world.

I spent the next four years at that so-called hospital. During this time I was treated like an animal. Don’t get me wrong. I didn’t get it harder than any other kid who was there: we were all treated the same. We were regularly fed a cocktail of experimental drugs and subjected to ECT (electro-convulsive therapy). This ‘treatment’ did exactly what it said on the tin. You would be strapped down to a bed, wires would then be attached to your head, and you would receive a series of powerful electric shocks which would make your body convulse violently. My only sin, for which I was now about to be severely punished – I was unruly. These days the authorities would have bought me an iPod and a brand-new pair of designer trainers and really sent me on holiday. 

Most of the kids on the unit were a lot bigger than me. Some were fifteen or sixteen and most could become extremely violent if they didn’t get their own way. Initially I just gave in and let them have what they wanted. Then I learned how to dodge the fists and missiles. Eventually, as I got bigger – well, I was nearly seven – I learned how to fight for what was mine. First, I learned that there was no point in arguing with some people. If it had reached the shouting and screaming stage, it would normally progress to violence in the end. So why waste time arguing? Why not just go straight to violence? 

Secondly, I learned that when it came to size a chair was a great leveller. Hit a bigger kid hard across the hips or knees with a metal chair and it would take him a while to get back up. I also learned that if it looked like it was going to kick off I had to be the first to attack and that that attack had to be completely devastating. Because, if they got up, I was going to be in big trouble. Whether it was a precious book or my breakfast, if you wanted what was mine you were going to have to take it from me, and it wasn’t going to be easy. Life hasn’t changed much over the years. 

During my time at the Maudsley I received no formal schooling. So I honed my basic reading and counting skills, those I had learned during my first year at my primary school in Walworth, using everyday events and objects. I used to spend hours on my own staring out of the windows as I watched the so-called doctors and nurses walk around the grounds. And, while I was sitting there, I would amuse myself by counting the birds and flowers. 

With the help of some of the more sympathetic staff I also improved my reading using the comic books and magazines which had been discarded by staff and visitors. 

I left the Maudsley Hospital at ten and a half years old and was sent to a state-run boarding school for troublesome boys. The official council description was ‘a school for maladjusted children, providing care for delinquents’. The school was in Peckham, south-east London, and, like the Maudsley, it’s still there, although these days it probably functions under a completely different set of rules. 

Here the abuse continued, but in a slightly different form. You still had the bullies to deal with, but now it wasn’t just the bigger kids you had to avoid: some of the staff would join in as well. Physical and sexual abuse of boys by staff members of both sexes was commonplace. Even in those days it was drummed into youngsters: ‘You mustn’t talk to strangers. If you feel you’re in danger, go and find a woman.’ As a result, most children saw women as some sort of safe haven, someone you could run to when you were scared or in trouble. In the majority of cases this was true, but there were some women at the school who were nothing more than vicious sexual predators. 

Luckily I never joined this sad band of brothers. The closest I came was one night in an upstairs corridor when I was pinned to the wall by the housemaster. As his hands roamed all over my body, pulling at my shirt and trousers, I tried to push him off but it was useless as I was only ten and he was a grown man, just too big and strong. Finally he let go of me when I bit into his chest so hard that I drew blood. I was never bothered again, but I did miss classes for the next two weeks while my balls returned to their normal size and the black eyes and cracked ribs healed. 





The Loner

After less than a year of regular classes at boarding school somebody noticed that I was brighter than most of the other kids. As a result I was offered a place at an outside day school, an all-boy comprehensive school in East Dulwich. This was an opportunity I was deeply grateful for because, as well as stimulating my mind, it also provided me with a real escape. It meant that I left boarding school just after breakfast and was alone in the outside world until I returned just before the evening meal. 

But I was still a loner. I don’t think I had one real friend in the five years I attended the school. I also can’t remember ever owning a toy or playing the normal games kids play after I left home aged six, although I must have done so at some stage. I spent lots of time on my own. But I also improved my fighting skills through constant daily conflict with the playground bullies and I learned how to manipulate a situation in order to remove a threat. For instance, playing two bullies off against each other, then standing back and watching them fight it out. 

Learning how to manage a threat was a necessity if you were going to make it through the day in one piece. There were over 1500 boys at the school and it must be said that most were OK, willing to go about their daily business without bothering anyone else. But, as you can imagine, in a school with such a large population we had our fair share of bullies. One boy in particular – we’ll call him ‘IT’ (those actually are his initials) – was a really nasty piece of work. I had managed to avoid him during my first year at the school. The first-years’ playground was off limits to boys from the other years and, as he was a year above me, we never actually came into contact. But like every other kid in the school I knew all about him. 

However, in our second year we shared a playground with the year above. That meant things were going to be different from now on. IT and his cronies would regularly cruise the playground like tiger sharks, targeting the weaker kids, demanding that they hand over their pocket money and lunch tickets. These were the coupons that we would exchange for our lunch each day in the school canteen. Once they had relieved these unfortunate souls of the lunch tickets, they would sell them on cheaply to other kids, whether they wanted them or not, so making a substantial profit. 

Those kids who did decide to stand up to IT and his goons would normally end up getting a good hiding, either then and there in the playground or at the bus stop or train station after school. 

I knew it was only a matter of time before they got around to me, and eventually that day came. However, giving into them and handing over what they wanted was never really an option for me. I’d already seen the knock-on effects of the submissive approach. Next it would be your bus or train pass, then all of your money. And it wouldn’t stop there. They would just keep coming back, day after day, week after week, making your life hell. 

One day they cornered me on the stairs of the main teaching block – the ones that led from our classrooms to the two-storey block housing the dining rooms – and demanded everything I had on me. 

My answer was a very definite ‘no’. This was followed by a swift head-butt to IT’s face, which immediately broke his nose. As his hands came up and clutched his face, the blood started to ooze through his fingers. 

I knew it wasn’t enough, though. I lifted him over the heavy wooden stair rail and dropped him onto the concrete stairs some ten feet below. However, before he had even stopped falling, I was already on the move, pushing past his cronies and down the stairs after him. He was just beginning to get up as I reached him but, with neither hesitation nor remorse, I immediately laid into him with both my hands and feet. 

He spent the following week in hospital. 

I was only just turned twelve, but that day I came close to taking my first life. 

In retrospect, I felt slightly ashamed of what I’d done, but not that guilty. I had not gone looking for trouble but, once it had found me, my aggressive response had had the desired effect and I was never bothered again. 

Looking back, it seems strange that I never used this drive to take part in sport at school, especially since I later represented the army and my country at four different sports, boxed as a professional for three years, and managed a Winter Olympics team.

By the time I finished school I had become a total loner and a very angry young man. I remained that way for over twenty years. Even today I have very few real friends. My best friend is my wife and, although I know lots of people to say hello to and have a coffee with, I rarely trust anyone. 

Music was, and still is, a large part of my life. Even now I can hear a piece of music and recall exactly where I was and what was happening at the time. A track like ‘Telstar’ by the Tornados will always bring back the nightmares of the Maudsley, as it was played continually. Billy Joel’s ‘Breaking Glass’ will take me straight back to Rhodesia and all that went with it. When I was at school it was all Motown and blues. To the likes of Percy Sledge, Otis Redding, Joe Cocker and Marvin Gaye, I’ve now added Dire Straits, Sting, Seal and Anita Baker. 

Although I left school with five good grades at GCE O Level, I found it hard to settle or hold down a job. The problem was that I never knew when to keep my mouth shut. Well, that, a rock-hard forehead and a very fast pair of hands which would automatically take over the minute I started to run out of words.





First Conflict

Pausing at the school gates

he’s resigned to the day that lies before him,

another day of conflict,

keeping himself to himself,

playing and eating alone,

What price education for the loner?



Most in his position would simply bunk off,

skip classes,

spend their dinner money on drink and fags,

but he will stick it out,

spend his day avoiding the bullies.



Like a bad smell they are everywhere,

the toilets,

the playground,

even in the classroom.

They are even there after school

at the bus stop 

and train station

where once again he will be pushed and shoved.



But the time has come to make a stand (the first of many).

It’s time to cut one out,

like a cheetah selecting its prey from the herd.

But unlike the cheetah

my prey will not be the weakest

No, he must be the biggest,

the strongest,

the leader of the pack,

the one they all admire and look up to.

If I am to succeed it must be him 

and he must suffer like he has never suffered before.



He approaches confidently,

maybe too confident,

our noses almost touching, 

his spit splashing my face as he shouts his threats.

Being that close could be his big mistake.



A flick of the head,

a blur of fists and feet and he is down,

blood flowing freely from his nose and mouth



and as I deliver the coup de grâce



the look on his face is one of total shock.



As for his subordinates

there is nothing.

Not a single one moves forward to help him.

not a word of support is spoken for their downed leader,



cowards every one.



It’s done now, 

I’m free,

back in control



but I promise I will not become him.

I will not surround myself with jackals

to pray on the weak,

the vulnerable,

the unsure.



I promise that all my victims will be fit and strong,

well armed,

and at the very worst it will be one-on-one.



No one will ever call me bully. 





Trapped in a Never-ending Circle

I left school as soon as I’d finished my last O Level exam. I didn’t even wait for the end of the day: I just collected my things and walked straight to the bus stop. I had kept my part of the bargain. I’d worked hard and never missed a single day in over five years, but now I was done. It was June 1968 and I was sixteen. Time for me to leave boarding school and return home. Although I’d been allowed to go back for the odd weekend during the past year, I hadn’t actually been home for any longer than that since before Easter. 

I didn’t really have a lot to show for nearly ten years away from home. In fact all my possessions fitted into a single blue duffle bag. Even though I hated, with a passion, boarding school and all it stood for, it was still the only home I had known for close on six years. I wouldn’t miss the members of staff, and I knew I wouldn’t really miss any of the boys either. As I walked to the bus stop, wearing the only clothes I owned, and with just enough money in my pocket for my fare back to Walworth, I felt totally alone. 

When I stepped through those gates that afternoon it was the first time that nobody had told me what time I had to be back in
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