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Foreword

by Warren Lister

During my long career in engineering, I have dealt with many matters, in and out of courts around the world, involving mixes of technical and human failings. A good few cases have been more convoluted and stranger than fiction and would perhaps make fascinating reading. However, the case of Warrant officer Thomas Henderson’s fight to clear his name and rescue his career deserves special attention, because not only does it show all that is best about the British soldier, it also goes to the heart of Britain’s capability to arm itself effectively and defend itself with honour against a troubled world. I commend his story to you, the reader.

Tam Henderson of the Black Watch served at the leading edge of the British Army’s advance in the Iraq War. Suffering from a lack of equipment and spares, on 22 March 2003 he and his company commander led C Company into battle at Az Zubayr to take a strategically important barracks. The chain gun on their Warrior failed them again and again, and they only survived by the skin of their teeth. As they returned to their base camp on the night of 24 March, after a dangerous foray to recover the body of Lance Corporal Barry Stephen, whom they had believed might have been alive and in the hands of the Iraqi army, the chain gun fired without warning, injuring Sergeant Albert Thomson, who lost a leg as a result. Tam Henderson was promptly charged and convicted of firing the gun negligently and was removed from his regiment in disgrace.

Tam always maintained that the vehicle and the gun were faulty, that he was innocent of any wrongdoing and that he had been a convenient scapegoat to cover up the MoD’s failure to provide safe weapons. It took a year, a detailed independent investigation and a full appeal hearing to clear his name and quash the conviction. I had the privilege of investigating and presenting the technical facts to the military appeal tribunal.

The story of Tam’s twenty-four-year career in the army makes fascinating reading. He led from the front in four major campaigns, in Northern Ireland, Kosovo, Macedonia and Iraq. His dedication and courage typify the commitment and professionalism of Britain’s great regiments, of which the Black Watch was certainly one. Albert Thomson, Tam Henderson and their comrades in arms deserved better from the MoD.

EurIng Warren Lister Ceng,

FIMechE, MIET, MAE, MEWI

June 2008


List of Abbreviations


	1MEF	1st Marine Expeditionary Force (US Army)

	AAS	armament armed switch (supplies power to the weapons on the Warrior)

	AFV	armoured fighting vehicle

	ASS	armed selector switch (used to select the chain gun or the Rarden cannon on the Warrior)

	BATUK	British Army Training Unit Kenya

	BATUS	British Army Training Unit Suffield (in Canada)

	Co	Commanding officer

	CONCO	continuity NCO

	CRARRV	Challenger armoured repair and recovery vehicle

	EFP	explosively formed projectiles

	GPMG	general-purpose machine gun

	HMNVS	helmet-mounted night-vision sights

	IO	intelligence officer

	IPLo	Irish People’s Liberation organisation (republican splinter group)

	IRA	Irish Republican Army (also referred to as ‘the Provos’)

	JDAM	Joint Direct Attack Munition

	KFOR	Kosovo Force (NATo-led international peacekeeping force)

	KOSB	King’s own Scottish Borderers

	LAIT	Land Accident Investigation Team (British Army)

	MoD	Ministry of Defence

	MSG	mobile support group (of the LAIT)

	NAAFI	Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes (provides retail and leisure services to the British armed forces)

	NAPS	nerve-agent pre-treatment set

	NBC	nuclear, biological and chemical

	NCO	non-commissioned officer

	NITAT	Northern Ireland Training Advisory Team

	PRR	personal role radio

	QM	quartermaster

	RAMC	Royal Army Medical Corps

	REME	Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers

	RMP	Royal Military Police

	RPG	rocket-propelled grenade

	RQMS	regimental quartermaster sergeant

	RSM	regimental sergeant major

	RUC	Royal Ulster Constabulary (Northern Ireland police force until 2001)

	SAS	Special Air Service

	SBS	Special Boat Service

	SIB	Special Investigation Branch (of the Royal Military Police)

	SLR	self-loading rifle

	SO2	staff officer class 2

	Stasi	East German Ministry for State Security

	SUSAT	Sight Unit Small Arms, Trilux (rifle sight with nightvision and four-times magnification)

	TESEX	tactical effects simulation exercise

	UDF	Ulster Defence Force (loyalist paramilitary group in Northern Ireland)

	UDR	Ulster Defence Regiment (British Army regiment in Northern Ireland, formed part of the Royal Irish Regiment in 1992)

	VCP	vehicle checkpoint

	WOO	warrant officer




Prologue

My Day

The crackle of small-arms fire intensified and a bullet pinged off the armour plating on the ambulance behind us. I dropped to a firing position and identified the militiamen through my rifle sights. They were advancing from 800 metres away, some of them wearing red bandanas. They looked like dancers I’d seen once at a Michael Jackson concert.

‘No way, Mohammed,’ I thought as I took aim. ‘This is my day for living, not yours.’

It was 22 March 2003, an unforgettable date. That day, after 20 years’ service for Queen and country, I fought the fiercest battle of my life and sent dozens of Iraqis to meet their maker.

•••

We had crossed the border on 20 March, expecting a massive confrontation. Instead, we passed burning tanks hit by the Americans from the air and roadside positions eerie and deserted save for some abandoned Iraqi helmets and green uniforms.

I was hyped up, raring for battle. As company sergeant major of Charlie Company of the Black Watch regiment, I had responsibility for 200 troops and I knew that this war would be my greatest challenge. I was certain that this conflict was a just one. We hadn’t finished the job properly in the first Gulf War. This time we had to remove the tyrant Saddam’s finger from the red button that could unleash weapons of mass destruction.

Scud-missile attacks had punctuated our preparations in the Kuwaiti desert. They narrowly missed our camp but forced us, in searing temperatures, to clamber into protective suits and rubber masks, as it was feared that Saddam had the capability to arm Scuds with chemical warheads. For weeks, we had taken a bewildering cocktail of drugs, including anthrax jabs, NAPS (nerve-agent pretreatment set) tablets and antimalarial pills that gave you nightmares. One day, I had five different injections. We fully believed that we would face chemical and biological attack.

We were cut off from the outside world – two weeks before we invaded, all radio news stations were jammed and the soldiers of the Black Watch Battle Group had to hand in their mobile phones. We were told that using mobile phones might compromise our locations or allow the enemy to tap into conversations, gaining deadly intelligence. This was certainly true but I thought that another factor might be the lack of support for the invasion at home.

Our high morale was tempered by dodgy equipment and a shortage of kit. Many of us went to war wearing heavy black boots and camouflage suits meant for Europe, not for the desert heat, which was magnified in my armoured Warrior Infantry Fighting Vehicle. I was the gunner and relished our one and only opportunity to test-fire the Warrior’s weapons – a 30-mm Rarden cannon and a 7.62-mm chain gun – in the desert. Ominously, the gun jammed during the exercise and there were no spares.

I’d already had electric shocks and other problems while training with the Warrior. The chain gun, a machine gun powered electrically from the Warrior’s main circuit, had been designed to fit the undercarriage of an American helicopter, where it would be fed rounds by gravity and cooled by the engine’s slipstream. Here, the weapon was being used upside down on the scorching turret of the Warrior. The extent of its unsuitability would soon be revealed in the most horrific way.

Our first big objective in Iraq was to capture Az Zubayr, an important oil-refining town and a stronghold of Saddam’s Ba’ath Party militia. Then we could move on to the strategically vital city of Basra.

On the morning of 22 March, I was part of an assault group that stormed a large barracks on the edge of Az Zubayr. We were unsure if we would confront Iraqi troops but knew that it was full of munitions. We had four vehicles: two Scimitars (small, armoured reconnaissance vehicles), an ambulance and the Warrior. With me in the Warrior were company commander Major James ord; our driver, Lance Corporal Lee Kirby; and, in the back of the vehicle, signaller Corporal Mark Calder and company second in command Captain Tim Petransky.

James was to be my strongest ally in this war, the only man I trusted with my life. Despite his posh accent, he was forged of Scottish steel. James had been in the SAS. At his first attempt to join the special-forces regiment, he nearly died on a jungle exercise when he developed pneumonia and his heart stopped. It was testimony to the man’s courage that he went straight to the next gruelling selection process and passed. Lee had recently served six months in Colchester military prison for fighting. He was a first-rate driver and soldier, with a dry sense of humour, but he needed keeping in line. Mark was a capable, deep-thinking signaller who had joined us in Kuwait. Tim was also new to the company but our paths had crossed before, in 2000, when he was a cadet at Sandhurst and I was his instructor.

We roared past the black and red flags daubed on the fences leading up to the yellow-painted entrance and kept going until we stumbled across scores of young Iraqis merrily piling up furniture and computers, as well as, alarmingly, anti-tank rockets, sniper rifles and other lethal gear. James stood up in the turret of the Warrior brandishing his rifle. ‘British Army! Put down your weapons now!’ he yelled in Arabic. We bundled out of our vehicles. With camouflage-painted faces and weapons at the ready, we eventually took control.

The Iraqis comprised two groups. There were the looters, who carried on as if they hadn’t noticed us until we slapped a few heads. Maybe they had heard that we’d been ordered not to interfere with their thieving. The rest knew how to handle the weapons they were carrying and were surely militiamen in civilian clothes. We took a robust attitude, firing over their heads at one point.

‘Hello, pal, are ye takin’ this away for Saddam?’ one of the Jocks sarcastically asked a man bearing a sniper rifle. ‘I bet ye’ll get a couple o’ camels for it, ya cheeky bastard.’ It was not for nothing that our company, made up of seasoned weapons specialists, was known within the Black Watch as ‘the Savages’.

The Jocks laid out a line of captured rocket launchers and long-barrelled rifles and I ordered Lee to drive over them. Then a clearance patrol of nearby buildings discovered two well-stocked armouries. One was crammed with anti-tank weapons, including hundreds of RPGs (rocket-propelled grenades). The other was full of small arms – AK-47s, Dragunov sniper rifles, pistols and masses of small munitions. We cordoned off the area with white mine tape and radioed a call for Royal Engineers to come and blow the lot up, but they were too busy with other skirmishes.

We were amazed that the Iraqi army had abandoned this barracks without a fight. There was enough equipment here to seriously damage our forces. We wondered whether they had expected us to attack in much larger numbers. Later, we learned that their military infrastructure had collapsed. Most of the senior officers had legged it and almost everyone else had jumped out of their uniforms and into civvies. But there were still plenty of men up for a fight.

Our two Scimitars were called away on another mission. Then we came under attack. Momentarily, I was stunned by the sinister crackles and thumps as bullets slapped the ground, buildings and vehicles around us. The looters in the barracks wisely seized the opportunity to scarper. Then my adrenalin surged and I started shooting back. This was the moment we’d been waiting for. These were Saddam’s men and their party was over. Big Tam was here to put a stop to their bullying and abuse. Now it was their turn to be exposed to extreme fear before they died. I was consumed with rage.

‘Zero Bravo. Contact!’ I roared into my radio headset to Lee, who was in the Warrior, as I crouched beside a low wall. ‘Myself and Zero Alpha require support. Move to our location now. Out.’

‘I’ll lay down fire support for you,’shouted James from nearby. Up he stood, all five foot six inches of him, giving the enemy full blast with his SA80 A2 rifle while I clambered onto the Warrior. Then I opened fire with the chain gun, enabling James to join us. ‘Sergeant Major, Corporal Kirby – advance, enemy front!’ he screamed.

We drove out of the barracks and a little way up the road towards the town, with the ambulance sheltering close behind us. Using my times-eight magnification Raven sight, I got a clearer view of the enemy. Some were grouped outside a building and others were creeping forward on our left, using the sand dunes and rubbish mounds between the barracks and the town as cover. There were probably about fifty men and our training said we’d need another two Warriors to deal with them. But retreat was not an option. If these guys recovered their munitions – especially the anti-tank missiles – they could kill many of our comrades and slow our advance.

‘Hello, Zero,’ I radioed our HQ, ‘this is Zero Bravo. Contact now, Iraqi barracks south of AZ, large numbers of dismounted enemy. We are engaging. Over.’ ‘Zero. Roger,’ came the response. ‘Be aware there is no air support available, as it is engaged with the American call signs. Out.’

I was struck by the Iraqis’ eclectic dress. Some seemed to be kitted out for a film audition, with their tight trousers, big belt buckles and bandanas. Others were better prepared, wearing combat assault vests designed to carry the battle essentials of bombs, bullets and water. But all were well armed, with AK-47s, RPG launchers and the rest.

A man in police uniform caught my attention. He was plainly directing the ‘extras’ from the edge of the town. I took my time tracking him with the Rarden cannon before firing a high-explosive shell. He disappeared on impact.

A group dashed into a nearby house and started shooting at us.

‘Check out these guys. They’ve just gone into that house with the big yellow door.’

‘Engage!’ James replied.

I sang an adapted snatch of the Shakin’ Stevens hit ‘Green Door’. ‘There’s an old piano and they play it hot behind the yellow door.’ My shell hit the door and destroyed the house.

Another shot went straight through a telegraph pole, leaving a perfect hole. ‘Look at the circle in that pole. Is that sharp shooting or what?’ James and I paused to discuss this. Later on, our guys who were stuck in the back said it had been scary listening to our calm conversation, not knowing whether we would get through the day.

While the cannon was used against buildings and vehicles, the chain gun dealt more effectively with men on the move, spewing out 600 rounds a minute. Despite the manic tension, it was a fairly clinical process. James might shout, ‘Enemy left, traverse left,’ and I would move the turret to the left with a thumb-operated switch. ‘Steady on’ meant that we had the enemy in our sights. I’d release the safety mechanism and announce, ‘Chain gun on firing now.’ Then I’d press down on the foot-firing switch and watch the devastating results as men went spinning into the air. James would say, ‘Target destroyed. Target stop,’ I’d put the safety catch back on and we’d search for the next target.

Then the chain gun jammed, as had happened so often on the firing ranges. We briefly withdrew a little, firing the cannon while I quickly fixed it. We were under relentless assault from groups trying to bypass us and get into the barracks or simply to wipe us out. We had to protect the ambulance, which had taken several bullet hits. RPGs kept whooshing past us and exploding nearby. Twice, the enemy scored direct hits, their warheads bouncing off the nose-cone of the Warrior, making it shake sickeningly. If they hit us from closer range, we would fry.

For about an hour, we jockeyed back and forth, with Lee skilfully dodging the rockets as I sought to kill those who dispatched them. Then the chain gun jammed again. I kept kicking the foot-firing switch but got no response. ‘Stoppage!’ I screamed. James boldly stood up in the turret and sprayed the enemy with rifle fire while I desperately stripped down the chain gun. My hands dripped blood, as I grappled with scorching, sharp-edged metal, but I became oblivious to the pain, entranced in my work. If I dropped one tiny component, we would all die.

‘Stoppage!’

‘Fuck!’ I threw up my rifle to James and it started to clatter comfortingly.

Then again: ‘Stoppage!’

A glance through the sights showed that at least one RPG party was getting dangerously close. Maybe this was the final curtain. At least I had got the chain gun reassembled. ‘Please God,’ I mouthed as I pressed down with my right foot. ‘Bollocks!’ I pressed down again. The chain gun groaned and started to turn. ‘Thank fuck for that.’ I grinned broadly at James and neutralised the RPG team.

But the enemy kept advancing. They seemed unstoppable. No matter how many I killed, more kept coming. Our chain gun might fail again at any time. I’d had enough. ‘We need to fix bayonets, dismount and deal with these arseholes,’ I bawled. ‘Move forward now,’ I ordered Lee.

James didn’t rate this as my brightest idea. ‘You’re pissed,’ he said.

Lee shouted something indecipherable and we lurched not forwards but sharply backwards, bashing into the front of the ambulance.

‘What is Kirby doing?’

Then an RPG flew past my eyes. Lee had saved our lives. I swivelled the turret to the right and chain-gunned the ambushers.

‘Very brave but very dead,’ I said. I respected this enemy. They were hardcore fighters, probably part of the elite Republican Guard. They saw what our weapons could do to them but, like us, they were loyal to a code and defied the natural instinct to run for cover. We had locked horns over a conflicting but identical goal. It was man against man, blood against blood.

Hours passed but my sense of time melted in the furnace of the battle. I never thought to eat and, although I had water and was sweating profusely, I dismissed my growing thirst as a distraction. It was stifling inside the Warrior, with the heat and dust and the whiff of cordite. Sandy sweat obscured my vision and the salt from my perspiration turned my combats white. We were enveloped in a deafening cacophony of engine, guns, enemy bullets and RPGs, and our yells to each other and our base.

At last, word came that a Warrior from Delta Company was joining us, carrying plastic explosives to blow up the Iraqi armouries. We made some decisions. James would go back into the barracks with three men to destroy the munitions. The other Warrior couldn’t stay and it would take the ambulance with it when it left. I would withdraw to near the entrance and keep blasting at all comers.

I wished James good luck and scanned the troubling horizon. Suddenly, I chuckled aloud. I’d taken James’s headset when he dismounted, to allow me to contact HQ, and I’d fitted a PRR (personal role radio) under my Warrior headset so that I could speak to James on the ground. Here I was with three headsets squeezed under my helmet. I must have looked like something out of Billy Smart’s Circus. A familiar voice dispersed these clownish thoughts. ‘Hello, Zero Bravo, this is Zero. Can you give me an estimate of enemy numbers?’

‘I’m not exactly sure,’ I replied, ‘but you’ll need to bring a couple of double-deckers to pick them up.’

I’d spotted new forces gathering near the buildings. They must have thought we were in retreat. Some were climbing into technicals – pick-up trucks adapted for battle with fixed machine guns. The first one set off down the road to the barracks. ‘Here we go,’ I grunted. I’d trained for two years hitting fast-moving targets. Time slowed as I calmly fired the cannon and watched flames leap triumphantly from the truck. Two more technicals took to the road and I obliterated them spectacularly. It felt surreal, like starring in a slow-motion scene from an action movie. I glanced up at a photo of my daughter Hannah that I had pinned to the turret. Yes, it had to be my day to live.

I fought on, targeting and shooting at Iraqi soldiers, who ran and ducked behind the sand dunes. Three more times, the chain gun died on me but each time, with a pounding heart, I was able to quickly revive the weapon.

Despite my vigilance, a sizeable militia group managed to get past me on my right flank. Others kept pressing forwards.

‘Hello, Zero Alpha, this is Zero Bravo. Over,’ I radioed James. ‘The enemy has breached and is in the barracks. Are you finished?’

‘Another five minutes.’

Jesus. I couldn’t hold them off for ever. Minutes now seemed like hours. No word from James. Then the radio spluttered. ‘Task complete. We are engaging enemy dismounts. RV [rendezvous] at the armouries ASAP.’ We reversed over the barracks fence, swung around and sped to where James and his men were trading bullets with the enemy. ‘We’ve got three minutes to get out of here,’ James bellowed. The Warrior slowed but kept moving as they ran and clambered aboard.

‘Right, who won the loudest-shouting competition?’ beamed James, with his helmet half off. We accelerated towards the railway track, away from the town. I swivelled the turret to watch the Iraqis flood forward, guns held aloft. Then the ground shook. Two low booms resounded and fireballs leapt from the barracks a hundred metres into the air, followed by a giant shroud of smoke.

We were jubilant.

‘Yes! Fuck you, Saddam!’

We’d been fighting for seven hours and had a party on the way back. Sweets and water were passed up, along with more ammunition in case we got ambushed.

Back at the Black Watch Battle Group base – tents and armoured vehicles in the sand, surrounded by a ring of tanks – I prepared the Warrior for its next shift, removing thousands of empty bullet cases and inspecting the RPG scorch marks and bullet-chipped paint. Exhausted, I sat and pondered in the warm darkness. Noisy, vivid scenes of fire and death flitted through my mind.

Until that day, I had not taken a single life, although I had been involved in several conflicts. I knew somehow that I was changed for ever. Some people say that soldiers are trained to do anything, without scruples. But the truth is simply that we can find ourselves in situations where we have to kill or die, and everyday rules don’t apply. As I was to find out, men can become dangerously conditioned to this.

I wondered about the families of the dead – the mothers, wives, young children. ‘God forgive me and look after them,’ I prayed. But I believed in our cause and knew that we had saved the lives of many of our men. It was a year since my driver, Private Rab Donkin – a superb young soldier – had been killed in Macedonia after I sent him on a mission. I had sworn to do my utmost to prevent anything similar happening again.

Never before had I seen such bravery as my commander’s, standing up in the turret and then fearlessly returning to the barracks on foot. I decided I would recommend him for a medal. As it turned out, however, I would be unable to do this: the military establishment that I had loyally served was about to skewer me.


ONE



Forget All Our Troubles

Stobhill Hospital’s leaky roof was a godsend. It gave Philip a cold and so the nurses told Anne that she could keep her baby for a whole week before she had to give him away, not just for the two days she had been told she would have. The 19 year old held her son close, relishing every moment. The radio played a hit that would make her cry in the years to come: ‘Downtown’ by Petula Clark, with its bittersweet lyrics, promising ‘we can forget all our troubles’. It was their song, hers and Philip’s.

When the day came to hand him over, Anne was distraught. Shivering and sobbing, she was led to a room, carrying Philip, wrapped in a shawl, for the last time. From next door, she could hear the voices of the people who were taking him. Then the man from St Margaret’s Adoption Society came in and she screwed her eyes shut as he lifted her son from her arms.

She knew that she must get away from Glasgow. What if she bumped into the couple who had taken Philip, pushing him in a pram? For her, the city held nothing but bad memories. Abandoned as a child to the care of the Nazarene nuns, she had now been pressed into giving up her little boy. Anne fled to London, where she fell in love with a fellow Glaswegian, Stewart McFarlane. She knew he was the man for her when he said, ‘Let’s go together and get your baby back.’ But it was hopeless. The adoption society could not help. Philip had been made a ward of court and Anne had no legal right of access. She was told she had best forget about him.

•••

Philip McEwan, born 19 February 1967, became Thomas Henderson. Most people called me Tam. My new parents, Jessie and Pat, took me the ten miles to their little house on Benson Street in Whifflet, Coatbridge. We lived downstairs and a retired couple lived upstairs. Old Mr McManus was ex-army and seemed strict. From an early age, I kept well clear of him.

A decade before I came along, my mum Jessie had lost a baby and they’d told her she might die if she tried for another. She was determined to do her best for me but Pat was gone by the time I was three and a half. I have no early memories of him, though I later learned that he was a big gambler. Shortly after he left, Pat borrowed money in Mum’s name and the bailiffs called, threatening to take our furniture. She sold it all to pay the debt and bought two plane tickets to Canada with the rest. Before we got on the plane, Mum bought me a new pair of sandals. Their shiny plastic smell has stayed with me and always reminds me of my first flight. In Toronto, we met Mum’s two sisters and lots of cousins. I began speaking with a Canadian accent. But after just seven months, Pat charmed Jessie back home to Glasgow and our new life was over. Mum was a romantic and a good Catholic, believing that a husband and wife should stay married until the grave.

Her faith was rewarded when she quickly became pregnant and safely gave birth to my brother Bob. But then Pat ran off again. I remember one day I was playing in Mum’s room when she came in very upset. I hid under her bed as she sat crying, stifling my own tears of sympathy and confusion. We moved in with one of her brothers, Robert. My uncle was more like a father to me, a fine role model who always worked hard and treated people with respect. I loved to sit beside him watching John Wayne films on the TV. After the film was over, I’d run out into the street to play with my cowboy hat and toy pistol. Robert worked for Dunlop’s, the tyre manufacturers, with his three brothers. When the factory was relocated to Birmingham in 1972, we followed it.

It was a seismic change, from a village of familiar faces to a sprawling council estate in Hamstead, Great Barr, full of Irish, Indians, Pakistanis, West Indians, Geordies and Scots, all speaking with different accents. I didn’t hear many Brummies. We packed into a three-bedroom council house: my Uncle Robert, Mum, Bob and me, Uncle Jimmy, Auntie Moira and their children, Robert and Alison. Uncle Andy would also come to stay.

It took Mum months to get us into a Catholic school, so we started at the local state school, where I enjoyed mixing with kids from different cultures. Then we went to the local Catholic primary school, staffed by some fearsome nuns. One sister would hit kids on the backs of their knees with her ruler and I remember being dragged by my hair to the front of the class for a beating. Monday-morning assemblies could be scary. Sometimes they made an example of kids who had missed Mass the day before. One day, it was my turn.

‘What did Father talk about in his sermon yesterday?’

‘I don’t know, Sister.’

Off I went for a whacking from the headmistress, whose calves were as big as my head. It wasn’t fair. Mum worked on Sundays and there was no way I was walking the ten-mile round-trip to the church beside the school. It was a hike I already made most schooldays, spending my two-pence bus fare on sweets. I wasn’t going to do it on God’s day of rest! But it was the norm for teachers to hit children and there was no point telling Mum about it. Anyway, there were lots of good times to cancel out the bad. I toured the county with the junior cricket team and played Joseph in the nativity play. Caroline Jordan was a lovely Mary.

Mum juggled two jobs, as a barmaid and a cleaner, and she later got a van and delivered meat for a butcher. In 1976, when I was nine, the three of us moved into a first-floor maisonette, with ten flats to a landing and everywhere the din of boisterous kids, rowing neighbours and barking, defecating dogs. The flat was on the Durham Estate, originally built for miners from the North-east. It was a hard place, ruled by rival gangs. I was the only kid going to the ‘posh’ Catholic school and needed eight stitches in my chin one day after I was attacked on my way home. But at least we had a place of our own – until the man whom I’ll call Terry appeared.

My first memory of him is the smell of stale alcohol and the sight of his bare chest and tattooed arms in Mum’s bed. ‘Mum!’ I shouted, and she came out of the bathroom and shut the bedroom door. He was in his early 30s, a few years younger than Mum. She didn’t know many people down south and he took her out to meet his family and friends. But I sensed that he was trouble. He put on a charade for Mum, pretending to like me and Bob, but went cold as soon as she left the room.

My resentment towards the intruder turned to hatred on Christmas Day 1976, when he took off his shoe to thump me on my elbow and knee while Mum was in the kitchen. ‘Keep your fucking mouth shut or I’ll smack your head in,’ he hissed.

Two days later, Mum yelled from the kitchen, ‘Thomas!’ I dashed in to find him pushing her over the sink with his hands around her throat. He let go but an open war had begun.

They married on 10 May 1977 and my hostility boiled over at the reception at the local miners’ club, where I tugged at a tablecloth, sending sausage rolls and cakes flying. Mum took me outside for a good talking to. I didn’t care. I knew we were all in for a bad time. After the wedding, Terry started taking control. He banned me from going out without his permission and ruled that we couldn’t get up until he said so. It was awful, having to stay in bed on a Sunday morning while he recovered from a hangover. Bob and I felt like prisoners.

Terry was a local tough guy. If he had a job, I don’t know what it was. Thickset, he was proud of his beer belly, which he would push out over his trousers, pretending to be pregnant. That was his idea of a laugh. He had learned how to treat women by seeing his father routinely batter his mother. When Mum told him not to pick on me, he turned on her savagely. Bob and I were sent out of the living room and had to listen to Mum screaming as he lashed out with fist, boot and fire poker. He’d roll in drunk and, after hurting Mum, drag Bob and me from under our duvets for a thumping. Some nights, the police came and Mum begged them to take him away but they refused to get involved. ‘Sort out your own problems,’ they said.

It pissed me off that almost no one tried to help us, though people knew what was happening. One day, Uncle Robert came to talk to him and I howled as my favourite uncle, just five foot four and fifteen years older than Terry, kicked back as he took a beating.

‘You call me Dad,’ Terry ordered me daily. But I knew my dad was a man called Pat Henderson who lived in Scotland. Bob and I would go with Mum to see him twice a year. Those were happy days. Pat would take us to the seaside or we would visit Granny Henderson, who plied us with hugs and sweets. Pat wasn’t a good father but at least he wasn’t violent. Sometimes, when Terry was raging, I’d lie in bed sobbing, ‘Dad, Dad, please come and get us.’ I secretly wrote him letters – that was another banned activity. They helped me dream of another life, away from the monster.

One morning, when I was 12, all my hopes were shattered. After another row with my mum, Terry stormed off to lie down on my bed. Then we heard him
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