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This book is dedicated to all those who lost their lives at Warrenpoint, Northern Ireland, on 27 August 1979, and to their families.


ANDREWS, Corporal Nicholas J. (2 Para)—aged 24

BARNES, Private Gary I. (2 Para)—aged 18

BEARD, Warrant Officer Walter (2 Para)—aged 31

BLAIR, Lieutenant Colonel David (Queen’s Own Highlanders)—aged 40

BLAIR, Private Donald F. (2 Para)—aged 23

DUNN, Private Raymond (2 Para)—aged 20

ENGLAND, Private Robert N. (2 Para)—aged 23

FURSMAN, Major Peter (2 Para)—aged 35

GILES, Corporal John C. (2 Para)—aged 22

IRELAND, Lance Corporal Chris G. (2 Para)—aged 25

JONES, Private Jeffrey A. (2 Para)—aged 18

JONES, Corporal Leonard (2 Para)—aged 26

JONES, Private Robert D.V. (2 Para)—aged 18

MacLEOD, Lance Corporal Victor (Queen’s Own Highlanders)—aged 24

ROGERS, Sergeant Ian A. (2 Para)—aged 31

VANCE, Private Thomas R. (2 Para)—aged 23

WOOD, Private Anthony G. (2 Para)—aged 19

WOODS, Private Michael (2 Para)—aged 18
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Foreword

This an extraordinary and moving story of courage and fortitude: Paul Burns, as a young soldier in the Parachute Regiment, was grievously wounded in the IRA bomb attack at Warrenpoint in Northern Ireland in 1979. He refused to let the loss of one leg and severe damage to his other foot rule his life, and went on to do so many things that might daunt fully able-bodied people: freefall parachuting, sub-aqua, motorbiking, skiing, and round-the-world sailing as a member of a disabled crew.

Paul Burns’s life is a triumph of the human spirit over adversity, and a shining example to us all, able-bodied or not. It is typical of him that he has given so much to others who have lost limbs—not least by his tremendous support to the British Limbless Ex-Service Men’s Association (BLESMA).

General Sir Mike Jackson


Prologue

Northern Ireland, 27 August 1979

Even the most extraordinary days start out ordinary. Today is no exception.

It’s hot. Our uniforms are stifling. The air in the back of the truck in which we’re travelling is heavy with exhaust fumes. I’m sitting at the back, my red beret perched firmly on my head, trying to get a few lungfuls of fresh air.

Elsewhere in the lorry I can hear my mates chatting. It’s just the usual army banter. They’re saying nothing of any great importance. Why would they? They don’t realize what is about to happen. None of us does.

There are only eight of us in the truck. There might have been more, but we’re laden down with boxes of ammo. Sometimes you have to be grateful for small mercies. If there had been more of us, the carnage that lies ahead would have been all the greater.

I look out of the vehicle and smile to myself. I’m just a young man, a kid from the Midlands, but already I’m seeing the world. Having an adventure. Doing what I’ve wanted to do ever since I was a child. And it’s picturesque here. Breathtaking. The kind of place that tourists come to from far and wide to take the air and recharge their batteries. A famous beauty spot. But it’s about to become famous for a very different reason.

On the left-hand side of the truck is a stretch of water, a wide estuary that separates Northern Ireland from the Republic. And, on the other side of the water, thick forest coming down to the shore. It’s impossible for any of us to know what dangers those trees are hiding. Why would we even think about it? They are far away, and in any case we are members of the Parachute Regiment. We’ve passed one of the most rigorous selection procedures in the British Army. We are young and fit, well prepared and confident. Why should we fear what may be lurking in the woods?

The lorry trundles on. The lads continue to chat.

I continue to look out of the lorry, killing time till we reach our destination, little knowing that, for so many of my friends, time is coming to an end.

The worst horrors come without warning. The most brutal shocks are those for which you are the least prepared. And although, deep down, I know what the reality of conflict is, nothing could have prepared me for what is about to happen.

We drive past a trailer parked in a lay-by and filled with bales of hay. I do not notice it because there’s nothing to notice. It’s an ordinary scene. An innocent one.

And I do not hear the bang, nor the screams that follow. I do not smell the stench of burning flesh, or witness the confusion. All I know is darkness.

It’s as though a curtain has been drawn. A curtain that signals the end of my old life, and the beginning of a new one, though what this new life will be like, nobody can say.

It is a darkness that means the lights of many lives have been extinguished. And that my own world can never be the same again.


Chapter One
The Terror of Toton

It was a quiet, sunny day in the early part of the 1960s when my mum received the phone call.

‘Joan speaking,’ she said.

It was a neighbour, Marjorie, who lived next to our comfortable house in Toton, a suburb of Nottingham.

‘Er, Joan,’ she said. ‘Don’t panic or anything. Just nip upstairs and quietly go into the back bedroom.’

‘Why? What’s wrong?’

‘Just be quick, eh?’

So my mum put down the phone, went upstairs and opened the door to one of the bedrooms. And there she saw me. Somehow I had managed to open the window, climb into the frame, then hold onto the window itself and swing outside. I was rocking to and fro with a big smile on my face. The only problem was that I was 3 years old, and my makeshift playground was twenty feet up in the air with nothing to break my fall. Quite how Mum managed to hold it together enough to gather me in her arms and pull me back inside to safety, I don’t know. But I guess, with antics like that, it’s no surprise that my family started to call me the Terror of Toton.

That wasn’t the only time I gave my mum cause to catch her breath. Far from it, if the stories I’ve heard about my earliest years are true. Our house was in a cul-de-sac about 100 metres from the busy A52. This major road linked the north Midlands with the east of England and, even in those days, it was full of lorries and other fast-moving traffic. Not the ideal place for a toddler to go walkabout, but that’s just what I did, not long after the window incident. The Terror of Toton was found wandering across this road on the back of his treasured hobbyhorse, oblivious to the danger he was in.

Perhaps it’s a bit too much to say that as a toddler I was a free spirit. Perhaps all toddlers are free spirits, and in many ways I was no different from a lot of children. As for so many little boys, my Action Man and soldiers were always my favourite toys. And I certainly remember being taken to a playgroup in a big Victorian building and spending the whole time sitting by the exit, waiting to be collected, while all the other kids happily played nursery games. I hated being cooped up inside—I just wanted to be out in the fresh air, left to my own devices. No doubt my tendency to swing from first-floor windows or venture alone across busy main roads was a source of some anxiety for my mum and dad, but I sometimes wonder if I’ve changed so much since those very early years.

Ours was a large family. When I was born, on 25 March 1961, my oldest brother John was already 18, my oldest sister Jill 16, and my youngest sister Rosalind was 8. John and Jill were more like an uncle and an aunt than a brother and sister, and I probably couldn’t help but be inspired by them in some way. Jill became a midwife and John a policeman—both professions in which they served the community, just as I would aim to do when the time came for me to make my own choice of career.

My dad, Matt, worked for the TV company Rediffusion as an area manager and general troubleshooter. It was a good job and it meant we lived comfortably in a large, four-bedroomed house, had a nice car, and my older brother and sisters went away to private schools. But in 1965, just as my earliest memories start to take shape, disaster hit our happy, well-to-do family. Dad suffered a massive heart attack and stroke. He died, leaving Mum widowed with a 4-year-old boy and a 12-year-old girl to look after. So I barely remember my father, and those memories I do have come more from creased old black and white photographs and from what other people have told me about him than anything else.

What I do know is that my father’s death inevitably made life very difficult for Mum. Dad was eleven years older than her, and they’d married when she was 21. All her adult life he’d been there to look after her. Now she was on her own, with no real income and two kids to care for. She sold the house and we moved into a smaller one in another part of Nottingham. Mum took a part-time job at Rediffusion. She did the best she could, and in the circumstances she coped remarkably, but from that point on money was always tight.

As for me, I became an independent little thing and even as a small boy I remember feeling that I was the man of the house, with all the duties and responsibilities that came with it. I wasn’t the type of kid to talk about the sadness I felt, but although our family was large and close-knit, I was constantly aware of the hole in my life left by the death of my father. Some holes can never be filled, and I have always carried with me a sense of that early loss. I probably always will. And yet, even as a child, I knew there was no point complaining about these things. All you can do is play the hand you’re dealt and get on with your life as best you can. It was an early lesson, but it would prove to be one of the most important I ever learned.

I went to school at the local comprehensive. I suffer from dyslexia, but back then I doubt they even knew what dyslexia was—I think they just assumed I was a bit thick when it came to letters and numbers. I was a fairly enthusiastic student, though, despite all the extra lessons I had to take. I liked school, and I liked learning. But it was outside the walls of the classroom that my heart really lay.

At the end of our cul-de-sac in Toton there was an army training camp—Chilwell Depot, which is still used today as a mobilization centre for the Territorials before they go off to Afghanistan. Back then it was separated from the road by a simple chain-link fence. One of my earliest memories is of wandering to the end of the road and pressing my face up against the fence to catch a glimpse of the soldiers moving about inside. I was transfixed by the sight of their vehicles, and by the olive drab of their uniforms, which matched the clothes my Action Man wore. If I was lucky, I might spot one of them carrying a weapon. And, like any other boy, I was addicted to the war movies and cowboy films that were so popular at the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s. Throughout my early childhood the British Army held a fascination for me. So it was that, the very moment I was old enough to become part of the Army Cadet Force, at the age of 11, I joined up.

A bit like the Boy Scouts, the Army Cadet Force is a youth group where young lads are given a bit of structure, discipline and the chance to have quite a lot of fun. I was issued with my very own olive-drab uniform—which I always made sure was immaculate—and once a week I would attend a drill night, and occasionally we would go away on camps. The Cadet Force was tailor-made for me. Most of the adults who ran it were ex-Army, and they taught us all the things I’d been longing to know: about guns and fieldcraft; about first aid and how to use a map and compass; about signals skills and other kinds of military know-how. As a small boy, my nose pressed against the fence of the training camp in Toton, I had wondered what it might be like to be a soldier; now I was being given the opportunity to act it all out.

The Army Cadet Force was a constructive influence in my life. It was good fun and got me out of the house, of course; but it also gave me something to work for and something positive to think about. I particularly enjoyed the camps we went on. There are several of these camps dotted around the country, where a couple of hundred cadets would descend for a few days. Because all of them actively wanted to be there, and most of them tried hard to be the best at whatever they were doing, there was always a real buzz about these places. Back then, the cadet camps were made up of old wooden huts that looked like something from the Second World War. These huts contained little more than a small pot-bellied stove in the middle, with beds arranged along either side. Basic stuff, but I loved it because it gave me the opportunity to do the one thing that I enjoyed above all others, and that was being out of doors. It was thrilling to use a map and compass to move stealthily through the woods, creeping up on other people without being heard, and to build shelters what seemed like miles from civilization. I loved being close to nature, out in the wild, learning the basic fieldcraft skills that would—I imagined—allow me to survive out of doors on my own.

And, like any young boy would, I enjoyed learning how to handle a gun. We would go to proper rifle ranges, ones that real, grown-up soldiers used. It was all very exciting, even though the weapons we were given to practise on were rather old bolt-action rifles that looked like relics from the First World War. They fired reasonably large rounds, though—.303s—and for a young lad the kickback from a weapon like that was quite severe. But that didn’t matter to me. I was just thrilled to be taught how to fire a gun, just like the soldiers in the war movies. And sometimes, when we were away on camp, we were given the chance to drive tanks. Imagine it—barely a teenager and driving a tank. No wonder I loved the Army Cadet Force, and no wonder I thrived there. My boots were always highly polished, my uniform perfectly ironed and ready for inspection on drill nights. It instilled in me a lot of pride, self-discipline and self-reliance, and these are qualities that I hope have never left me. Being a cadet also bolstered my enthusiasm for all things military, and I became so obsessed with Airfix models that the ceiling of my bedroom started to resemble the Battle of Britain. And it meant that even when he was very young, the Terror of Toton had his sights firmly set on a career in the British Army.

The Parachute Regiment was born on 22 June 1940, but the British Army was late to the party in terms of military parachutists. As early as 1927 the Italians were developing a military parachuting unit; in 1936 the Soviet Army countered an Afghan invasion of Tajikistan using airborne soldiers; and, in the early stages of the Second World War, Germany had launched devastatingly successful assaults on the Netherlands and Belgium using glider and parachute troops. Hitler’s airborne units were also crucial to the Blitzkrieg that led to the fall of France in 1940 and it was this that persuaded our Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, that Britain needed its own airborne division. In a memorandum to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, he called for a ‘corps of at least five thousand parachute troops, suitably organised and equipped’ as part of his plan for ‘a vigorous, enterprising and ceaseless offensive against the whole German occupied coastline’.

Not everybody thought Churchill was right. As a report by the Air Staff put it:


We are beginning to incline to the view that dropping troops from the air by parachute is a clumsy and obsolescent method and that there are far more important possibilities in gliders. The Germans made excellent use of their parachute troops in the Low Countries by exploiting surprise, and by virtue of the fact that they had practically no opposition. But it seems to us at least possible that this may be the last time that parachute troops are used on a serious scale in major operations.



They were overruled. A Parachute Training School was set up at Ringway airfield, near Manchester, and the men of No. 2 Commando—one of fifteen Commando units that Churchill had tasked to ‘develop a reign of terror down the enemy coast’—were selected to train with parachutes.No. 2 Commando became the 11th Special Air Battalion, before mutating into the Parachute Regiment in 1942.

The Paras’ first operation took place in February 1941, when they were dropped into Italy and destroyed the Tragino Aqueduct in Apulia. Nearer home, in early 1942 they pulled off a daring raid during which they removed vital components from a German radar installation on the Normandy coast. They were also deployed in North Africa, where the Germans dubbed them ‘Die Roten Teufeln’—the ‘Red Devils’—on account of their maroon berets. Churchill’s conviction that the British Army needed a parachute regiment was more than justified, and after the Second World War the Paras would go on to see active service in, among other places, the Far East, Aden, Cyprus, and, when I was still a teenager, Northern Ireland. They had a reputation for being some of the toughest, most fearless, most respected soldiers in the British Army.

I was about 14 when the Parachute Regiment came to Nottingham, and I knew none of this. I only knew I loved soldiers and soldiering, which was why I went to a big Army show in the Old Market Square, a large, old-fashioned space in the centre of the city. It was here that the Parachute Regiment Display Team had set up shop. Of course, I was interested in all aspects of the Army, but it was these soldiers who immediately caught my eye. There was something about them, something that set them apart from all the others. Perhaps it was their air of confidence, or perhaps it was just the way they dressed. They wore parachute smocks, for a start, and had a different sort of camouflage uniform. And, of course, they wore the famous red beret.

The Paras had erected a tower in the middle of the square. It must have been about fifty feet high—although to me at that age it no doubt looked twice that—and we were allowed to perform simulated parachute jumps from the top of it. It was by far the most exciting thing I’d ever done. The tower, I now know, was a fan descender. Kitted out in a parachute harness, you attached yourself to a cable. Down below, at the other end of this cable, was a fan that slowed your descent to a speed similar to that of a real parachute jump—about twenty feet per second. I was awed by the experience.

Long before that day I knew that I wanted to join the Army, and I knew that I wanted to be a soldier—the best solder I could possibly be—rather than a military mechanic or an engineer. And when I saw the Red Berets in the Old Market Square that day, I realized that I wanted to be in the Parachute Regiment. Whenever I mentioned it to anyone, they would suck their teeth and warn me how hard it was to get in, and how gruelling the training would be if I was accepted. The Parachute Regiment was only for the best of the best. That only made me want to join it all the more.

Still, it seemed a big step from being a teenage Army cadet to signing up with my revered Paras. But when I started what was to be my last year at school, an Army recruiting officer came to talk to us. His job was to try to persuade classrooms full of teenage kids that joining up was a great way to see the world and get a bit of excitement. I don’t know what effect his words had on my peers, but as far as I was concerned, he was preaching to the converted. I couldn’t quite believe it could all be that easy—I didn’t even have to go and ask anyone about joining the Army. They had come to me! I told the officer that I wanted to join the Parachute Regiment. No teeth-sucking from him. No words of discouragement. He just gave me a big smile and a piece of paper to sign.

Soon afterwards the Army invited me to go on an assessment course. This lasted about a week and was a bit like The Krypton Factor—a series of mental, aptitude and physical tests—but I passed easily enough and was given the green light to join the Army as a junior soldier when I left school. I was over the moon. I’d always wanted to be a soldier, and now I didn’t have to worry about what I was going to do when my schooling was over. I certainly had no worries that I was embarking upon a dangerous career. Why would I? I was only 16, and quite unaware of the realities of those conflicts that had filled the public consciousness as I was growing up, like the Vietnam War or the Troubles in Northern Ireland. I was embarking upon an adventure, and looking forward to it.

And so I joined up, along with a friend from the Army Cadet Force called Ralph—a big guy with a black belt in judo. Filled with excitement, we travelled down to Aldershot to begin our training with 30 Platoon, Junior Parachute Company, at Browning Barracks. It felt like a big step, flying the nest and joining the college-like atmosphere at Aldershot. We still had the benefit of school holidays, but now we actually earned a wage. It was a pittance really—enough to buy boot polish and toothpaste, just about—but all the same it felt good to have money in your pocket.

The emphasis at Aldershot was on sport and fitness with lots of outside activities, including trips to go canoeing, climbing and potholing all round the country. I remember camping out in the Devil’s Punch Bowl in Surrey in a foot of snow, which was just the sort of thing I loved. It wasn’t for everyone, though. Ralph dropped out after about six weeks, having decided that the disciplined environment wasn’t for him. He wasn’t the only one. A lot of people left, for a variety of reasons, but I stuck it out.

Whenever I went back home to Nottingham, I felt that my eyes had been opened to a whole new way of life. A lot of the guys I had grown up with had simply moved from school into a dead-end job in the local pit or in some dreary factory. The biggest thing they had to talk about was that they were going out with a new girl, or had started drinking in a different pub. When they asked me what I’d been doing, I was able to say that I’d been potholing, or shooting, or climbing. I felt my life was fuller as a result of being a junior soldier, and it spurred me on. I may have been young, but I knew how I wanted things to pan out.

I wanted to progress to the full-blown Parachute Regiment. To don the red beret.


Chapter Two
The Maroon Machine

At the age of 17 I moved on from the junior Paras and into 448 Platoon, Recruit Company, part of the training and assessment wing of the Parachute Regiment.

My time in Recruit Company would last six months, and right from day one I knew that I was embarking upon just about the most difficult training and selection regime that the regular British Army has to offer. The Parachute Regiment attracts all manner of men, so as well as others from all over the UK, I rubbed shoulders with Rhodesians and New Zealanders and even an Australian submariner who had decided he wanted a change of scene. New recruits are known as ‘Crows’, ‘Joe Crow’ being the personification of the new recruit. The youngsters who had come together in the Parachute Regiment Depot at Browning Barracks were there with the express intention of making the transition from a Crow to a Tom.

We were a pretty motley crew, even after those few guys who realized they’d made a big mistake had exercised their ‘discharge by right’, which meant they were allowed to leave within the first eight weeks on payment of a £100 fee. For a lot of young lads, it is their first time away from home. Going from a nice, cosy house where your mum makes your bed to having your hair shaved off and being under the watchful eye of one of Recruit Company’s training corporals—some of the regiment’s most respected and fearsome members—can be a bit of a shock to the system. No wonder that a fair few decide rather quickly that the Army is not for them.

But I was used to it, from my time as a junior soldier. In fact those of us who had already spent time at Aldershot were excused the first couple of weeks of training, during which new recruits were issued uniforms and taught the basics of Army life. The same went for my closest friends, two lads who had joined up as junior soldiers at the same time as me, and were now in the same section of Recruit Company. Their names were Ian Wood and Jeff Jones—Woody and Jonesy—and I also made friends with guys from other sections, like Taff Davies, Taff Elliott, and Graham Eve. Woody, Jonesy and I hit it off the moment we met. Like the rest of our intake, they were straightforward, friendly guys. Woody was a cheeky little chap, always smiling, always happy. The kind of lad who’s always fun to have around. Jonesy was the tallest guy in the Company. I was the second tallest, so when we were on parade we were always next to each other. The three of us were billeted together in the juniors, and thick as thieves in Recruit Company. There was an amazing camaraderie among us, I suppose because we all wanted the same thing—we were driven, professional and hungry to succeed, even though most of us were very young.

We were taught regimental history—about Churchill and the Parachute Regiment’s exploits during the Second World War and afterwards. It was important stuff, not because the training corporals wanted to turn out an intake of historians, but because they wanted to hammer home the Paras’ belief in their own excellence. I remember being taught the words of Field Marshal Montgomery:


What manner of men are these who wear the maroon beret?

They are, first, all volunteers, and are toughened by hard physical training. As a result, they have that infectious optimism and that offensive eagerness which come from physical well-being.

They have jumped from the air and, by doing so, have conquered fear.

Their duty lies in the van of battle: they are proud of their honour, and have never failed in any task.

They have the highest standards in all things, whether it be skill in battle or smartness in execution of all peacetime duties.

They have shown themselves to be as tenacious and determined in defence as they are courageous in attack.

They are, in fact, men apart.

Every man an emperor.



It was stirring stuff, and although it would be true to say that during the rigours of Recruit Company we didn’t feel entirely emperor-like, it was certainly inspiring to know that if we worked hard enough we could become part of this elite band.

Recruit Company’s aim was twofold: to train the wannabe Paras and get their skills and fitness up to scratch; and to weed out those recruits who weren’t fully suited to joining the regiment. As well as the intense training, we had tests at regular intervals. Anyone who failed to meet the grade at any of these levels would be ‘back-squadded’, or made to retake that part of the course with the group who had joined after them. It happened to a lot of the guys, who found themselves unable to progress, either through lack of fitness or through injury. As the six months wore on, our numbers began to dwindle. I worked hard, but I also had my fair share of luck because the training became increasingly physical and increasingly brutal. We were put through our paces like never before, but we also underwent mental challenges such as sleep deprivation in an attempt to weed out those recruits who weren’t mentally tough enough to progress. We were sent on forced marches—mile after mile with full kit and personal weapons, with the promise of a truck waiting over the next hill that never seemed to be there. It sounds harsh, but it was necessary. As a soldier, you never know what difficulties you’re going to find yourself up against. (This is even more true now than it was in the days when I joined up. In Afghanistan, our young soldiers have to live in one of the harshest environments in the world, and each time they step outside they know they are going to be shot at.) The Parachute Regiment has a reputation for being able to cope with any situation, of being harder than any other regiment. Our training was specially designed to make sure we lived up to that reputation.

The days seemed to fly by. We were up at 0700 hours, and stood down at 2000. If you weren’t training during that time, you were studying; if you weren’t studying you were trying to get some ‘scoff ’ down your throat in a desperate attempt to put back some of the calories you’d lost during your fitness exercises. And when the lights went out, you slept the sleep of the dead.

We were beasted. Not bullied—at no point during my career in the British Army do I remember anything remotely resembling bullying. Beasting is different. It’s a way of keeping you on your toes, of making sure that you’re at the peak of physical fitness. A beasting could happen any time. You might be grabbing a rare moment of relaxation in the block after a hard day’s wading through rivers with full pack and rifle, when you’d hear a scream from outside your room.

‘Corridor!’

Instantly you had to present yourself in the corridor, where an instructor would have that look on his face that you just knew meant something unpleasant was around the corner.

‘Position!’

This meant you had to lean back against the wall in a sitting position with your arms out straight in front of you, but there was nothing to support your legs. Your knees would tremble; the muscles in your legs would burn. And you had to maintain that position for as long as you were told. Why? No reason, other than to make sure you were up to it. When you were up for inspection, you had to have yourself and your locker absolutely spotless, your boots gleaming, the floor of the barrack block polished to perfection. No matter how flawless you made things, you could bet that your locker would be emptied out all over the floor, or your boots flung out of the window, and you’d have to start all over again. Our days became a constant flurry of runs—over assault courses or through water up to your waist—and press-ups. The fitter you got, the faster and longer you were expected to exercise. Make the slightest mistake in a drill and the shout would go up: ‘Down and give me ten!’

If you were the right kind of person for the Paras, these beastings would make you more determined that they weren’t going to break you. If you were the wrong kind of person, you’d up and leave. That was the whole point.

It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Lots of guys left, but the more that fell by the wayside, the more confidence it gave those of us who remained. It felt good to be the ones who were left. Of the seventy-odd members of our Recruit Company who started out, only about twenty made it through, including myself, Woody and Jonesy. And as our training progressed, the bond between the successful recruits grew strong. We lived together in four-man rooms, and that four-man unit was the basis of everything we did. The tougher things became, the more the connection between us developed. We were all going through the same thing, so we understood how our mates were feeling. As we were pushed really hard in our training, we played equally hard in what little free time we had. A lot of drinking went on—Aldershot became a pretty entertaining place on a Friday night when all the soldiers came out to play—but our downtime was in many ways as important as our training time, because it all helped to strengthen the bond between us.

Looking back, I can see why this was an essential part of the training process. In operational situations, it would be crucial that we were able to communicate effectively with each other, sometimes without speaking. Perhaps we would be on patrol in the jungle, creeping silently through the bush and having to communicate with just a glance or a nod of the head. Or perhaps we would be soldiering in a more urban environment, and it was no secret during Recruit Company that the successful candidates would most likely end up doing a stint in Northern Ireland.There it was vital that each member of a four-man unit constantly watched his mates’ backs, and that everyone had an instinctive understanding of when something was wrong and an innate trust that the others would do whatever was necessary to see him right. All this was built up by the training and selection process—by living together, training together, sharing the same room, going to the mess, and drinking together. Your relationship with your mates became like a relationship with a girl—you knew in your gut when something wasn’t right just by looking at them and reading the look on their face. In the Army you fight for Queen and Country, but in reality you’re fighting for your mates, for the guys standing next to you in the battlefield. Effective soldiers are the ones who want to do this.

So, as people left Recruit Company, through injury, or after deciding this wasn’t the life for them, or simply being unable to take the pace, those of us who remained grew closer. But we all knew we still had another hurdle to cross before the end of our training was in sight. This was Pegasus Company, or P Company—the pre-parachute selection course. If you pass P Company, you’ve qualified for your red beret. Then you can go on to do your parachute training and get your wings.

Nowadays P Company takes place at the Infantry Training Battalion in Catterick, North Yorkshire, but back then it was in Aldershot. It exists not only for the Paras, but for any soldier or officer who wishes to serve with the airborne forces. And although this is a pre-parachute selection course, it has nothing to do with parachuting. Nobody was interested in our head for heights or the strength of our ankles for landing. It wasn’t even much to do with military ability—the P Company team aren’t concerned with drill or fieldcraft. Instead, the course exists to assess the recruits’ endurance, persistence and courage under extreme stress, to see whether they are made of the right stuff to serve with the airborne forces. It was everything we’d been building up to.

P Company consists of eight tests taken over five consecutive days. For seven of these tests you are given a score, while one of them is a matter of a straight pass or fail. At the end of the week, if you’ve got enough points, you’re through. The trouble is, only the instructors know what the pass mark is. P Company one of the hardest recruitment tests in the British Army, and not for the faint-hearted.

Day one starts off with a steeplechase. For us this involved jumping off scaffolding poles into stinking water which we had to wade through before taking one of only two slippery, awkward exit points on the other side. If you don’t get to the water quickly enough, you have to wait your turn while the other recruits make their exit, before continuing the 1.3-kilometre obstacle course. And then, when you’ve finished, you have to do it again. The steeplechase is against the clock—you’re aiming to complete it in under nineteen minutes. For every thirty seconds you go over that, you lose a point. It’s a killer.

When you’ve finished the steeplechase, there’s barely any time to rest. Next up is the log race, for which we were divided into teams of eight. Each team had to carry a telegraph pole weighing 130 pounds over two miles of bumpy terrain, the idea being to simulate having to manoeuvre an anti-tank gun in battle. It might not sound much, but in fact this is one of the toughest challenges P Company can throw at you—the thirteen or so minutes that it takes are some of the longest of your life. The flat sections of the log race take place on loose sand, and if you’ve ever tried to run along a sandy beach you’ll know how difficult that can be.

The afternoon of the first day sees an event known as milling. Two recruits of approximately the same size and weight are given boxing gloves, put into a ring together, and expected to slog it out for sixty seconds. That may not sound like a long time, but trust me: a minute of milling passes very slowly indeed. This isn’t a test of your boxing skills, because you have points deducted for blocking or
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