
730 Days to Do 

March 1957 – March 1959 

National Service was, for many back in the 1950s, summed up in the saying “If it 
moves, salute it; if it doesn’t, paint it.”  I’m pleased to say that that was not my 
experience.  It was never a question of the Army having to find something pretty 
pointless to occupy me for the two years.  I enjoyed most of my two years under the 
colours, although there were periods of extreme boredom and mindless fatigues, and 
when I was demobbed I brought out with me some useful knowledge and experience. 

At school, I had been a member of the Combined Cadet Force and managed to find 
myself a relatively cushy number in the Signals Section, which allowed me to avoid crawling around 
muddy meadows on Field Days but instead to accompany the umpires in relative comfort, with an 
antiquated, cumbersome, and decidedly temperamental, radio transmitter/receiver on my back.  
This gave us perhaps 50% time on air and the rest frustratedly trying to re-establish communication 
with the elusive other parties on the net.  We were also roped in on cross-country race days, to be 
stationed at points around the course reporting runners’ progress back to base.  Anyway, on the 
strength of this dubious experience, I decided that when the time came to be called up I should like 
to join the Royal Signals. 

In January 1957, on the first day of the spring term, I was called to the Headmaster’s office to be told 
that I had been awarded an exhibition to University College, Oxford, but that the college wanted me 
to do my National Service before going up in September 1959.  As I could see little benefit in staying 
on at school, I left on the Saturday, the third day of the term.  A week or two later I was summoned 
for a medical examination.  This was a thorough check-up, which included the disconcerting 
experience of a white-coated doctor grabbing my testicles and telling me to cough.  Fortunately all 
was well.  And some form-filling, where my three choices of regiment were 1: Royal Signals, 2: Royal 
Signals and 3: Royal Signals.  Most people would expect this to lead to a posting to the R.A.S.C. or the 
infantry, but the next communication was an instruction to report to 7 Training Regiment, Royal 
Signals at Catterick Camp on 7th March. 

Basic Training 

A bunch of nervous 18-year-old conscripts got off the train at the little branch line station in 
Catterick, to be met by a sergeant.  He clearly intended us to start as they meant us to carry on and 
had us doubling across the station yard with our cases to a three-ton truck, which delivered us to an 
imposing brick barrack block adjacent to a massive parade ground.  The next few days passed in a 
blur.  We ran from store to store, collecting various arcane bits of uniform and kit, had our hair shorn 
to regimental length at the barber’s, had the dreaded TABT jab and were taught the rudiments of 
drill - which eventually gave a very satisfying feeling when we were all able to march along in step, 
halt with our boots crunching down simultaneously, and about turn crisply.  The only problem was 
Signalman R, who was congenitally incapable of swinging his arms in sync with his legs or of staying 
in step.  Our drill NCOs had had years of practice at producing bellows of invective at the slightest 
mis-timing or error, but R stretched their creative abilities to the limit.  In the end, when a formal 
parade was in the offing, R was always found some important task elsewhere.  Another skill we had 



to learn was that of making a bed pack, by folding our blankets and sheets into a perfect rectangular 
multi-layer parallelepiped and wrapping a blanket neatly around the assembly, for the NCOs’ daily 
barrack room inspection during basic training.  Woe betide you if the angles were not precisely 90° 
or anything was at all out of alignment.  The whole thing would be hurled to the floor and you would 
have to do it again and again until they were satisfied.  The third skill was that of “bulling” our boots.  
These, when issued, had pimples all over the surface of the uppers.  To smooth the pimples out and 
produce a high gloss surface involved heating a teaspoon in a candle flame, using it gradually to iron 
out the bumps (this took hours) and then rubbing polish and spit (hence the phrase “spit and 
polish”) alternately in small circles into the toecaps, again for hours, until the required mirror-like 
shine was achieved.  Maintaining it required the spit and polish technique again. 

While at 7TR we were processed by the Personnel Selection Officer whose task it was to find a 
suitable trade for us to learn and actually make ourselves useful to the Army for the rest of our two 
years.  My PSO interview was very brief.  After a quick run-through of my schooling, I was told to 
hold up both hands and wiggle my fingers.  “OK, you are going to be trained as a Cipher Operator.”  
And that was it.  This would mean three months at 4TR, also in Catterick, learning to touch type on a 
teleprinter, followed by a two month course in cipher equipment in Brighton, automatic promotion 
to Corporal and a posting to some headquarters somewhere. 

Trade Training 

We moved a short distance across Catterick Camp to an identical barrack block in Gaza Lines (see 
above).  I did most of the 4TR course working through typing exercise after exercise at progressively 
increasing speeds on noisy teleprinter equipment, and punching miles of paper tape, but when 
someone noticed I had A Level Classical Greek I was summoned down to the War Office in London 
for an interview with a Greek major.  He thrust a Greek newspaper in front of me and asked me to 
translate a couple of articles.  Modern Greek is clearly descended from Classical, though very 
different from it, so I managed to give him the gist.  He told me to return to Catterick and that I 
would be posted in a couple of weeks to Cyprus, as soon as he could get the paperwork done.  This 
was right in the middle of the Enosis crisis and EOKA terrorist outrages, and my job would be helping 
to interrogate Cypriot suspects, presumably with a crash course to bring my Greek forward two 
thousand years.  Not the safest of environments, as British troops were frequent targets for attacks, 
so my feelings of apprehension were understandable.  However, before the posting came I got 
another summons to the War Office.  This time an English major did the interview; he had been 
made aware of my language abilities and would I be interested in learning Russian?  I said, “Yes, of 
course” and told him of my imminent posting to Cyprus.  He said, “Don’t worry about that, I’ll fix it.” 



Every Thursday night after payday we would all go down to the pub, where one of our colleagues 
would spend the evening sinking thirteen pints of scrumpy.  He would return to the barracks 
apparently quite sober, but half an hour or so later he would take exception to some apparently 
innocent remark and explode into a very violent rage.  It would take four or five of us to hold him 
down on his bed until he calmed down and fell asleep. 

At Whitsun 1957 almost everyone had a 72-hour pass but a small number had to stay behind on 
fatigues, and I was one of the unlucky ones.  On Saturday morning we reported to the cookhouse 
where I was put in front of a huge pile of greasy pans to wash up in a large sink full of lukewarm grey 
water with mysterious bits of old food floating in it.  Ugh!  Sunday and Monday were spent spud 
bashing.  The potatoes were roughly peeled in something like a large spin-dryer which left all the 
eyes and blemishes, which we removed with blunt knives while sitting around a number of huge 
pans.  But apart from the boring job it was a cheerful occasion with a constant flow of jokes. 

At the end of our time at 4TR we took the trade test, which included, in addition to typing tests at 
something like 20 - 30 words per minute, a theory paper consisting of four pages of multiple choice 
questions.  We had had several practice sessions on this and it became obvious that the same four 
pages were used each time, though in a random order, so if you knew the sequence of answers for 
each page (c, a, d, a, b …) you just needed to recognise the first question or two on each page and 
could then rattle off the correct choices for the rest of the page.  Most of us had the sequences 
marked on the side of a pencil. 

One of my room-mates at 4TR was Hubert Bartrum, a native of Norfolk with 
an accent a bit like the Singing Postman, who was about five years older than 
me, having been deferred to complete his teacher training.  He was usually 
nicknamed Sam, after Sam Bartram, the Charlton Athletic goalkeeper.  His 
National Service history was a little bizarre, as he had originally been called 
up into the RAF on the Isle of Man but had somehow been transferred into 
the Army.  He spent most of his time trying to work out schemes to get out of 
the services altogether.  He applied to join the Russian course, no doubt 
thinking it would be a more cushy number, and was accepted. 

Into the secret world - JSSL 

We then had to fill in a very detailed Positive Vetting form to enable the security services to check on 
our background, criminal record, political inclinations etc.  I learned later that someone went to visit 
Larry Langford, my old housemaster at Bristol Grammar School, as part of this process, and I have 
often wondered who else was interviewed and what they were told.  We also had to sign the Official 
Secrets Act, with dire warnings of the consequences for us if we breached it. 

In a few days orders came for Hubert and me to report to the Joint Services School for Linguists at 
Crail, in the picturesquely named East Neuk of Fife.  This meant a long train journey, changing in 
Edinburgh.  The last hour or so passed through a series of villages on the coast whose names still 
flow off my tongue almost without effort: Elie, St. Monans, Pittenweem, and Anstruther.  We at last 
arrived in Crail, an attractive fishing village, and made our way for about a mile even farther east to 
an old RNAS airfield on the coast on the very tip of Fife.  It was high summer and the weather was 
great, though we were to find out later that when it wasn’t we really knew about it: torrential rain 



blown horizontally by the biting east wind.  Hubert and I were now part of 37 Intake, thirty or so 
pupils from the Army, Navy and Air Force destined for seven months of total immersion Russian 
tuition.  Our instructors were a motley collection of native Russian speakers, mainly émigrés from all 
parts of Russia, Ukraine, Georgia, Estonia, and all civilians, so life there was a curious mixture of 
academic education during the day, combined with fairly relaxed military discipline, which took a bit 
of getting used to.  My favourite teachers were Fred and Lyudmilla Kravchenko, a married couple in 
their sixties from the Ukraine, and Dmitri Makaroff, a rather flamboyant younger man who put on 
Russian plays at the camp and later went on to make something of a name in the theatre in London.  
His lessons were always entertaining, not least because of his obese pug Mamai which attended all 
the lessons, mostly sleeping, snoring and grunting fortissimo but occasionally getting up and 
waddling around the room to shouts of “Syuda, Mamai!” (“Come here, Mamai!”).  Our social life, off 
camp, revolved around the Music Box Café on the High Street which had a jukebox, the local cinema 
and, when we could afford it, the Golf Hotel bar.  On Saturdays we had the privilege of being allowed 
to attend the Student Union hop at St. Andrew’s University.  Perhaps because of the fact that JSSL 
was primarily an educational establishment, the discipline was relatively lax.  Morning parade at 
8.30, guard duty when our turn came round, barrack hut inspection once a week, and of course the 
wearing of uniform, were the main signs that we were in the services.  And there was an occasional 
drill session under the orders of RAF Sgt. Hoey, who as far as I know never actually carried out his 
regular threat to tear someone’s arm off and beat him to death with the soggy end.  Otherwise we 
might have been in a rather scruffy college.  Apart from the mainstream language classes there were 
optional classes and activities on Russian historical, literary and cultural topics aimed at helping us to 
put our language knowledge into a wider context to help our understanding of it.  And there were 
occasional cultural activities, for example coach trips to concerts in Dundee, which were well 
enjoyed.  The staff at JSSL produced a Russian song book, Samovar, which I still have, and we used to 
enjoy singing Kalinka, Stenka Razin, the Volga Boat song and many others.  One of us had a record 
player and an LP of the Red Army Ensemble which we also enjoyed listening to – especially their 
rendition of “It’s a long vay to Tipperary” in a terrible accent (“Farevell, Leicester Skvare”). 

Our billet was a long room in one of the 
legs of a “spider”, an accommodation 
block with four accommodation legs 
leading off each side of a central block 
with the ablutions in the middle.  With 
about fourteen or sixteen beds it was 
sufficiently roomy.  Sunday mornings were 
lazy, we’d often stay in bed until the 

newsagent’s van arrived with the papers.  We had a near-lifesize pin-up of 
Brigitte Bardot on the end door. 

After the first six weeks of the course we all sat a test.  The six with the highest marks were sent to 
Cambridge University for a twelve-month Russian Interpreters course.  I came seventh, much to my 
chagrin, which was made all the worse when two of the successful six were sent back just a couple 
of weeks later because they could not cope, and it was deemed that the other four had gone too far 
ahead for any replacements to be sent. 



Every weekend we were free from Saturday morning until Sunday night and those who lived 
reasonably near were able to go home for the weekend.  Occasionally we had a 48-hour pass, but as 
the train journey to Bristol took seven or eight hours I didn’t always go home.  Once, when I did, my 
father was hauled from his bed at 3 a.m. to pick me up at Temple Meads station.  I didn’t dare ask 
him again.  Instead, for example, Tony Goddard and I hitchhiked over to Glasgow one weekend, 
spent a day with Bob Melia and his family (Bob managed to go home most weekends), then up to 
Loch Lomond where we stayed in a magnificent Youth Hostel and boiled eggs in water from the loch 
for lunch on the bank.  A couple of men who gave us a lift on the way back emptied out all the 
change in their pockets to give to us when they learned we were National Servicemen.  Not all Scots 
deserve to be tarred with the traditional brush. 

Another Sunday evening the train pulled into the station in Edinburgh, but the driver misjudged his 
speed and the engine ran straight into and over the buffers with a huge jolt, throwing us all to the 
opposite side of the compartment and dumping all the luggage from the rack on top of us.  
Fortunately, no-one was badly hurt.  I escaped with some bruising and a cut over my eye.  On 
walking up the platform, we saw that the boiler and cab of the engine had slid forward over the 
buffers on to the platform, leaving the wheels behind on the track. 

Guard duty came round about once every four or five weeks.  Five of us paraded at the guard room 
at six p.m. in our smartest gear.  The one whose turnout was adjudged to be the best was 
designated “stick man” (goodness knows where that term came from, although the practice is a 
commonly-used incentive in the Army) and excused duty.  There was one pair of boots in the camp 
whose owner had bulled them to such a brilliant shine that the wearer was a dead cert for stick man, 
and these could be borrowed for the price of a pint.  The actual duty was not that onerous.  One of 
us was on patrol two hours on, four off, armed with a pickaxe handle (rifles and just possibly, though 
I rather doubt it, ammunition were with the guard commander in the guard room, so not a very 
credible backup with the quite considerable distances to cover).  As long as we made sure to 
intercept the Duty Officer, who would turn up somewhere in the camp at a random time (but usually 
well before midnight), security was considered adequate.  It was not unknown for us to drop off to 
sleep during the less interesting classes the next day but the instructors were generally tolerant of 
such misdemeanours. 

After a couple of months a new C.O. took over the camp and the first thing he did was to decide that 
we were having too easy a life, we were not getting any exercise, and that we should devote 
Wednesday afternoons to cross-country running.  The only way to avoid this was to practise some 
other sport, so I opted for cycling.  I borrowed a bike from someone and every Wednesday I would 
very gently ride the couple of miles down the coast road to Anstruther and spend the afternoon in 
the café there before pottering back around five o’clock.  After a few weeks, however, the cross-
country running faded away. 

Winter in Crail was vicious.  A cold east wind seemed to blow non-stop from November to March, 
and when it snowed getting in to the village for our fix of coffee and the latest records involved a 
mile trudging through the thigh-deep snow along the Balcomie Road – and a mile back.  On clear 
nights we could often see the aurora borealis to the north. 

We had the usual sprinkling of odd characters among us.  The favourite pastime of one of these was 
making a lethal “firework” out of a length of pipe, filled with a mixture of weed killer and sugar, with 



both ends crimped shut, and a small saw cut in the side into which a length of newspaper was 
inserted as a fuse.  This was taken up to some waste ground some distance away from the 
accommodation huts.  When a match was applied to the paper we took cover rapidly and waited for 
the very satisfying brilliant purple flash and loud boom, before making ourselves scarce in case 
anyone came to investigate. 

Even more secret training 

After JSSL came the next part of our training, and one which was as far removed from military life as 
you could imagine.  This was a three-month spell in Cheltenham where we had to wear civilian 
clothes, we were accommodated four to a room in the Milverton Hotel annexe on Parabola Road 
with waitress service for breakfast and dinner (not that the food was of a very high standard), and 
we caught the bus every morning to a GCHQ building on the outskirts of the town.  There was also a 
group of Arabic learners in the hotel but we were not encouraged to mix.  The only time I ever wore 
uniform was on Fridays after work when I changed into uniform in a public convenience nearby (I 
couldn’t do so on site as it would have been a breach of the Official Secrets Act to hint that there 
was any military connection with GCHQ) in order to hitchhike down to Bristol for the weekend, 
service personnel always getting lifts far more easily in uniform.  The object was to teach us why we 
had been taught Russian in the first place (as if we hadn’t guessed) and to prepare us for posting to 
one of the various intercept stations in Germany, Cyprus, or Singapore.  This was just at the time 
when one of my predecessors caused a huge furore by leaking to the press that Britain 
eavesdropped on foreign communications, and we were all briefed to plead ignorance and say 
nothing if we were asked about it.  After showing our passes at the entrance gate we spent the day 
with Staff Sergeant O’Nions learning the basics of radio theory and listening to tapes of intercepted 
Russian communications to familiarise ourselves with the message protocols and jargon and get 
used to understanding what was being said through varying levels of interference.  Thank goodness 
for jargon, we could abbreviate regularly used phrases to the initial letters, which saved much time, 
although we did become able to take down Russian almost as fast as it was spoken.  Staff O’Nions’s 
ultimate threat, if we showed signs of a breach of discipline, was always to march us “down the 
primrose path” to the office, like being sent to the headmaster’s study when we were at school.   

Coincidentally, when I went up to Oxford to resume my studies after being demobbed, one of my 
friends was John Adye, a year or two ahead of me, who joined the Civil Service after graduating and 
was appointed to GCHQ.  Knowing that I had been there, he asked me what I was able to tell him 
about it, which wasn’t much.  In due course he rose to be Director of the organisation and was 
knighted.  Did I play a tiny part in his success? 

On our way at last 

Time passes quickly when you are enjoying yourself, and these three months flew by.  The next thing 
we knew, we were headed for the Intelligence Corps base at Maresfield in Sussex where we changed 
identity by being transferred into the Intelligence Corps and became Privates instead of Signalman, 
Gunner or whatever our previous unit called the lowest rank.  We were also appointed “Clerk SID II”, 
SID meaning Special Intelligence Duties, a trade which carried a small increase in pay.  Maresfield in 
early summer was a pleasant place to be, or would have been if we had had something worthwhile 
to do.  As we were just whiling away a few days before our actual posting, we were set to work on a 
range of fatigues, everything from traditional spud-bashing to sweeping the parade ground and 



painting.  One of my colleagues quickly sussed out the system and, instead of waiting for some 
unwelcome job to be assigned after morning parade, claimed in the morning still to have to 
complete his previous day’s task, went to the stores and collected a ladder.  He then leaned it up 
against the side of one of the huts, climbed up, took off his shirt and spent the day sunbathing on 
the roof.  When the sergeant did his rounds he called up to complain that the work seemed to be 
taking for ever, so our friend just moved the ladder along to the next hut and prolonged the “job” for 
a few more days.  We could get away at the weekend, and once we caught the train up to London, 
and stayed in a cheap and cheerful but basic soldiers’ hostel.  I have a feeling that that weekend Jim 
Hayes was with us and invited us back to his home in West Ham (maybe East Ham, I can only 
remember an interminable Tube ride) on the Saturday afternoon.  Back in town, we strolled around 
Piccadilly, Leicester Square, and Soho and finished the evening in Ronnie Scott’s jazz club.    I am not 
sure whether this was the same Jim Hayes as the one referred to on the Langeleben reunion web 
site as his chronology did not seem to match mine.  Once we were back in Maresfield, the expected 
notice went up on the board and most of us were sent on our way to 1 Wireless Regiment at 
Birgelen in North-Western Germany, almost on the Dutch border.  In the evenings we would walk 
the few hundred yards to the border, marked only by a red and white pole across the road, and lean 
over it into the Netherlands to buy delicious chips and mayonnaise in a paper cone from a man with 
a stop me and buy one tricycle on the other side. 

Langeleben, here we come 

After a couple of weeks in the radio room at Birgelen we were split into two groups.  One went to 
the RAF base at Gatow in Berlin, while the other, smaller one went to a remote place just west of the 
East German border, Langeleben.  This consisted of a handful of huts in the woods, on top of a hill a 
few miles from Königslutter, the nearest small town.  Langeleben was to be my home for the rest of 
my service.  This unit was known as 101 Wireless Troop and one story was that during WWII 101 
Wireless Troop was in the North African desert, listening to Rommel’s Afrika Korps, when one day it 
just disappeared, never to be heard of again.  Had the balloon gone up during our stay, we were 
assured that the Russians would take us out on day one.  The 3rd Shock Army was, after all, less than 
thirty miles away over the border near Magdeburg, and our troop had had occasional alerts when 
they held a major exercise just the other side.  The troop was only stood down when it became clear 
they weren’t coming our way.  101 Wireless Troop (later upgraded to 2 Squadron, 1 Wireless 
Regiment) was a mixture of “Special Operators” or “spec ops” who had been trained to take down 
high-speed Morse code, and a smaller number of “voice ops”, us Russian linguists, together with 
various support staff – cooks, drivers, and the technicians who kept our equipment working.  We 
voice ops used Eddystone receivers (can’t remember the model, was it the 770R?) which were a joy 
to use, easy to tune and pretty stable.  Quite a contrast with the receiver we had to contend with at 
1WR – admittedly a HF set - which had a chain drive connecting the tuning control to the 
mileometer-like frequency display and was very tricky to fine-tune. 

Because there were only a hundred or so troops on the camp we did not justify having our own 
medical staff.  If anyone was unwell he had to report to the office with all his kit (a big disincentive 
for all but serious indisposition), by 7.30 a.m. and was then taken by truck to the nearest big base at 
Wolfenbüttel, some 15 miles away, and had to wait to see the MO there.  So this inevitably meant a 
morning away and if we were on the 8 to 1 shift someone else had to be hurriedly called in. 



Langeleben was tiny.  There were only a couple of other houses and a little Gasthaus, the 
Waldwirtschaft, run by Frau Grahn.  I rapidly expanded my German vocabulary from “Ein Bier, bitte” 
to “Noch ein Bier”, and in due course “Ein Bauernomelett, bitte” – one of Frau Grahn’s specialities, a 
substantial omelette with cooked potatoes and bits of bacon in it.  She had an ingenious method of 
keeping track of our consumption: a small beer was marked by a short dash on the edge of our 
beermat; a large one merited a long dash, though I can’t remember how she marked up the 
omelette. 

We worked a rotating shift pattern over four days.  The shifts were all different lengths, 8 a.m. to 1 
p.m., 1 p.m. to 5 p.m., 5 p.m. to midnight and midnight to 8 a.m. and arranged so that we worked 
one of each over three days (1-5, midnight-8, 5-midnight, 8-1) and had the afternoon of the third 
day and the fourth day free.  On the midnight to 8 shift we had a short break around 2 or 3 a.m. 
when the watch corporal for the spec ops would detail someone to go to the cookhouse to brew tea 
and prepare a snack – boiled eggs, sandwiches, cheese on toast, or similar.  It often happened that I 
was on duty at the same time as B Watch and I well remember Rusty Rosson as the watch corporal, 
although I cannot recall the names of many others.  From time to time we would swop shifts to 
allow each other a bit of extra time off and this sometimes meant being on duty from 5 p.m. right 
through to 8 the following morning.  One advantage of the camp was that we didn’t have to do 
guard duty; there was a team of black-uniformed men – mainly Yugoslavs – who manned the guard 
room and looked after camp security. 

Pay parade was on Thursdays.  We were paid in special vouchers known as BAFSVs which were in 
sterling but could only be spent in the NAAFI, but we could request a portion of our pay to be in 
Deutschmarks to be spent in the outside world. 

When we had the evening free we would – if we could afford it – go the six or seven miles down the 
road to Königslutter (known around the camp as “Slutter”) either in the VW Kombi minibus or a 
three-ton truck which left at 7 p.m.  In Königslutter we had the choice of several bars (the ones I 
remember best were “Little Schumann’s” and “Big Schumann’s” and the Eis Diele) and the local 
cinema.  Apart from the excellent local beers, I discovered a potent tipple, Escorial, a 56% alcohol 
herb-flavoured liqueur with a pale green colour, but I could only afford this occasionally and have 
never been able to find it anywhere else.  Others preferred Steinhäger, a type of gin in easily 
recognisable tall cylindrical stone bottles.  The evening finished at 11 p.m. when the truck returned 
to collect us from outside Big Schumann’s and take us back to camp.  As 11 p.m. approached a pile of 
semiconscious bodies started to accumulate on the pavement, and when the truck arrived those of 
us who could still stand, and the occasional kind-hearted local passer-by, would heave our 
recumbent colleagues into the back of the truck.  If you missed the truck it was a long walk back. 

To help with morale, three of us were picked to go on a course run by the Army Kinema Corporation 
to learn how to operate the camp cinema (two 16 mm projectors in a cramped booth at the back of 
the dining hall).  Every week two or three reels of film would arrive in big flat tins – we never knew 
what they would be till they arrived – and we would put on two official showings at 7 p.m.  But 
because of shift patterns and the fact that many wanted to spend the evening in Königslutter we 
also put on an extra, unofficial showing at midnight, charging people 1DM to attend, which the three 
of us shared – a welcome addition to our meagre Army wages.  I heard, shortly after my return 
home, that the powers that be had clamped down on this unofficial perk.  It was a matter of pride to 



us projectionists to ensure a seamless changeover at the end of each reel, and a source of much 
booing from the floor when the film broke mid-reel and we had hastily to splice it before we could 
resume.  The films which the AKC sent around were varied – Westerns, musicals, documentaries etc. 
- but the one which played to full houses, standing room only, was a story full of high-kicking legs 
and bouncing bosoms set in the Moulin Rouge in Paris. 

Some of the lads supplemented their wages on the black market.  We could buy up to 200 cigarettes 
a week very cheaply in the NAAFI and our German odd job man – nicknamed Honeybucket in 
recognition of one of his less salubrious jobs – would take them off their hands for 1DM a packet.  
Honeybucket really earned his money shortly after I arrived at Langeleben.  It was a hot summer and 
water was scarce, so much so that it was turned off for a couple of weeks, only being on for an hour 
a day.  I leave the state of the latrines to your imagination.  You only visited them when you could 
not avoid it. 

Whilst on the subject of illegal activities, one of the spec ops had a local girlfriend whose father gave 
him a 9mm Luger, a wartime souvenir.  There was a direction-finding van parked several miles away 
near Schöningen to enable incoming signals to be triangulated.  Every shift some unlucky spec op 
had to man it.  The van was linked back to the main camp by telephone line which kept being cut, 
presumably by the other side or their friends, to impede our DF ability.  Messages were sent 
between the two using a one-time pad.  The van was cramped, full of equipment, and painted dark 
green, which really absorbed the sun’s warmth and turned into a furnace.  This was an ideal 
environment for hundreds of bluebottles.  So when his turn came to be roasted out there, this chap 
took along his Luger and amused himself during a quiet period by shooting bluebottles.  I don’t know 
how the holes in the van were explained away.  And when demob time came, he and I were in the 
same group travelling home via the Hook of Holland – Harwich troopship.  He had his pistol slung 
round his neck, dangling down his back for concealment.  He also had his kitbag with all his 
belongings stuffed into it so tightly that it had taken two people standing on top to compress them 
enough to allow it to be closed.  In Harwich, when he went through Customs just ahead of me, the 
Customs officer’s sixth sense picked him out for special attention and made him tip everything out of 
his kitbag.  I was waved through and the last I saw of him was a disconsolate figure trying 
desperately to get everything back into the kitbag.  But his illicit weapon was not found. 

Regarding the work side of our time in Langeleben, in October 1958 I was sitting at my work station 
when a long message came through congratulating everyone on the 41st anniversary of the Great 
October Revolution and encouraging them to keep up the good work on behalf of the Rodina 
(Motherland).  It was obviously going down the chain of command because a little while later it 
reappeared on another channel, and again a little later on a third.  Other than this pep talk for the 
troops, we always had a fair amount of regular traffic which we transcribed as well as we could but 
also taped.  The system was codenamed Mercury Grass (I recall the office receiving a Christmas card 
from our UK people showing Mercury pushing a lawnmower) and if I remember correctly each 
channel had three others superimposed on it, which we could pick up on a stack of special 
equipment alongside the standard radio receiver, but as it was not always easy to detect whether 
they were in use we probably missed a good proportion of the traffic on them – unless our tape 
recorders were able to carry it as well as the basic signal.  These tapes and our message transcripts 
were reviewed in the office by our senior officer, Captain Backhouse, before being parcelled up and 
forwarded to the UK for detailed analysis.  The Russians thought the system was interception-proof 



and used it like a secure telephone system, and talked quite freely about anything.  Unfortunately, I 
do not remember much of the content of the traffic that I took down, but have often wondered 
what the people back at GCHQ were able to learn from it.  It would have been nice to have some 
feedback, but presumably the ‘need to know’ principle prevented us being given any. 

When the spec ops intercepted a bit of plain language text we would be called over to tell them 
what it was about – more often than not it was just a bit of chit-chat between the Russian operators, 
“We’ve a lot of snow here” or similar remarks.  Anything more important tended to be in code. 

One day there was no traffic on the Mercury Grass frequencies so I spent a few minutes scanning 
nearby frequencies, and found a Russian operator dictating a long sequence of five-digit groups, so I 
switched on the tape recorder and started writing them down.  This went on and on and filled 
several pages of my log sheets, but I eventually signed off on the tape with a time check and went 
back to scanning 68 to 72 MHz (though M/cs – megacycles - was the abbreviation we used in those 
days).  I thought I might have discovered a new military transmitter!  Next morning Capt. Backhouse, 
usually a very mild and tolerant person, summoned me to the office and gave me what was, for him, 
a severe bollocking for wasting time on non-military traffic.  After that I stayed within prescribed 
frequencies. 

We had an arrangement with our American counterparts whereby in the evening a parcel of our 
‘product’ was meticulously tied up and sealed with wax for delivery to them in Helmstedt.  I had 
escort duty on a number of these runs.  On one occasion we set off, covered the ten or so miles to 
the hotel in Helmstedt where the Americans were based, handed over our package, and then joined 
a group of our US opposite numbers in the lounge where the beer was flowing freely.  We spent a 
convivial evening comparing our working conditions with theirs (we didn’t score very highly) and 
generally getting on well without noticing that our glasses seemed to keep refilling themselves, until 
our driver (a real Geordie) muttered something about needing to get back.  So we staggered out to 
our vehicle and set off for the return journey at high speed, taking corners on the wrong side of the 
road, and breaking just about every traffic law.  Back at Langeleben, surprisingly in one piece, 
Geordie was completely legless, I wasn’t much better, but I managed to support him back to his 
billet and then get back to mine without anyone in authority noticing. 

I signed up one day with a pen-pal agency and was soon put in touch with an Italian girl.  
Unfortunately, German postal addresses were formatted at that time in the opposite sequence to 
most European countries, going from the general to the particular, i.e. the equivalent of the county 
first, then the town and finally the street address, and this was perhaps misunderstood by the 

agency or the girl.  So I was surprised to receive my first letter from her 
addressing me as “Kreis Helmstedt” and starting “Dear Kreis”.  Langeleben was 
located in the Helmstedt administrative area (Kreis).  Fortunately my real 
name appeared somewhere lower down the envelope so the letter reached 
me eventually, but this caused considerable merriment among my colleagues.  
We carried on corresponding for a few months but it eventually tailed off. 

During the winter of 1958/59 I was summoned to the office along with Jack Hesketh and another op. 
whose name unfortunately escapes me.  We were being sent on a week’s skiing holiday in the Harz 
mountains, so we collected the necessary skiing boots, string vests and other items and were taken 
down to the station to catch the train to the resort.  It was a pity that we were given only some very 



basic instruction in the sport, but Jack had done a little before and gave us the benefit of his 
experience.  We had a great time, after a somewhat timid start for me at least, and just as we 
reached the point where we were ready to go for more ambitious runs, sadly the end of the week 
came and we had to head back to Langeleben.  Although the après-ski was limited we spent our last 
evening in the resort sitting in a nice little bar when the three of us got through four bottles of 
Niersteiner Gutes Domtal.  That sounds worse that it was, because German wines tend not to have 
so high an alcohol content.  But it gave me a bit of a taste for the stuff, and I still enjoy a chilled glass 
of hock or Moselle from time to time. 

Round about that time I was a little surprised to read on the daily orders that I had been made up to 
Lance-Corporal, and duly sewed on my single stripe.  Apart from a small pay increase this exalted 
rank made not a bit of difference.  Nothing changed in any way and there were certainly no extra 
privileges. 

I have been looking at the Langeleben Reunion website and was very interested to read Gordon 
Peacock’s reminiscences, which closely mirrored my own memories of the period; indeed, Gordon’s 
and my time both in Crail and Langeleben overlapped.  His story of trouble with the tape recorders 
brought back to mind a picture of a couple of us in the radio room at 1 Wireless Regiment with most 
of the contents of a 3,600 ft. reel of magnetic tape (they were all open reel recorders then) draped 
round the room and desperately trying to rewind it by hand back on to the reel without kinks.  This 
wasn’t at all an unusual occurrence. 

Christmas in Langeleben was the opportunity for each room to order a barrel of Wolters Pilsener 
from the local brewery, which was set up on a box under the window and lasted the six of us who 
shared the room until just before the New Year.  Work carried on on perhaps a slightly less 
enthusiastic basis, though the old hands had recollections of a previous Christmas Day when the 
Soviet Army had caused great consternation by changing all its call-signs and frequencies, reckoning, 
no doubt correctly, that the Western eavesdroppers would be too much under the influence of the 
Christmas spirit to be able to re-establish contact for some time.  So the risk of a repeat occurrence 
could not be ignored.  Königslutter, of course was a great place to go over the festive period with 
lights and decorations everywhere and all the Gasthäuse doing a roaring trade with the usual 
friendly atmosphere.  In the camp too there was a lot of decoration in the billets and the traditional 
Christmas lunch for the other ranks, served by the officers. 

Demobilisation at last 

Having spent the previous two years ticking off the 730 “days to do” one by one on my demob chart 
(almost every National Serviceman kept one of these and when you met another one for the first 
time a very early question in the conversation was always “How long have you got to do?” followed 
by encouragement to “Get some in” from whichever of the two had the longer service, as this was 
the one topic which guaranteed a lot of serious one-upmanship, or “gripping” as it was known), mid-
February 1959 came round at last and it was time to start my journey back to civilian life, with a few 
days at 1 Wireless Regiment waiting for transport back to the UK.  Then a train to the Hook of 
Holland, where we embarked on the troopship for the overnight sailing to Harwich and then trains 
again back to Maresfield.  At that time there were thousands of British troops in BAOR so there was 
sufficient traffic between Britain and the continent to keep the troopships running a daily service in 



both directions.  Though my service formally finished on 6th March I actually left the camp to go 
home on terminal leave a fortnight earlier. 

Back in civvy street 

I tried to keep up my Russian by subscribing to Pravda.  This cost 39 shillings a year, or £1.95, for 365 
issues airmailed daily direct from Moscow – incredible value even in those days.  When my wife and 
I moved into our first flat after our wedding, our landlady, a Russian emigrée who had left Russia 
many years previously and married an English seaman, was horrified to see ПРАВДА landing on the 
doormat every day and took a lot of convincing that I was not engaged in some shady activity. 

Looking back, some fifty-five years later, what did I gain from the experience?  Lots of things, some 
more significant than others, and some which are imperceptible but have no doubt affected my 
character.  First, being more independent and getting a sense of responsibility for the tasks I had to 
perform.  This was, after all, the first time I had been away from home for any length of time – 
though I don’t recall any sense of this being a milestone at that time.  Then learning to get on with a 
wide cross-section of people of very varied backgrounds.  Putting up with difficult NCOs and 
circumstances without complaining – which helped develop a team spirit with one’s fellow victims 
when we could share our grouses.  Keyboard skills from my teleprinter training, which have been 
very useful now that we are in the computer age – but I lost my touch-typing skills, such as they 
were, and reverted to two-finger typing very soon.  The opportunity to travel and see something of 
Germany, and pick up a bit of the language.  And of course knowledge of Russian – though I have 
had few opportunities to practise it since, except when my wife’s boss, the Managing Director of a 
large engineering firm in Bristol, invited me to interpret for a visit to the factory by a very senior 
delegation of Russian officials, including a Minister, who were looking at working practices and 
labour relations in the West.  I won’t include the ability to ski as the leave in the Harz Mountains was 
the one and only time I have donned skis. 

Any regrets?  Yes.  I made some good friends, at JSSL and subsequently.  Although I have seen a 
couple of them on a few occasions since, I do very much regret not having made more effort to stay 
in touch with them.  I was disappointed not to find many names I recognised on the Langeleben 
Association members’ list.  Even fewer of the voice ops who were there at the same time as me.  
Ron Bannister, one of my room-mates, had been the junior triple jump champion for South London, 
surprising because he didn’t have a very athletic figure (sorry, Ron, if you read this!).  Tony Moore, 
who also shared our room.  Dave Redrup, who arrived as my time was drawing to a close but kept 
me in touch with things for a while – including the shock of Spiegelei’s sudden death a month or two 
later from undiagnosed diabetes.  He was one of the catering staff and always in a very good 
humour.  A couple of the closer ones from JSSL were Bob Melia and Tony Goddard, whom I have 
already mentioned.  They both went to Gatow so I didn’t see anything of them once we left 
Cheltenham.  Bob was a wee Scot whom we always accused of being happiest when he had 
something to whinge about.  I went to see him a couple of times in the 60s when work took me to 
Glasgow, where he became a language teacher.  Tony came from Birkenhead (woe betide you if you 
called him a Scouse) and invited me up for his 21st party shortly after we were demobbed.  I think he 
went on to teach in an FE college.  It would be great to hear from anyone who was in Langeleben at 
the same time as me. 



Would I do it again if I was eighteen now?  Yes, certainly, though with hindsight I might do some 
things differently.  Should today’s young people?  Yes, again certainly.  The most important benefit 
for them would be to learn to take responsibility for themselves and their actions and their 
consequences, to become more self-reliant and to realize that progress in life can best be achieved 
as a result of the effort they make, not having it handed to them on a plate.  And many of them 
might learn a trade that could be carried over into civilian life and help them on the jobs ladder.  But 
this can’t happen, now that the threat of global conflict has receded somewhat, and that the Forces 
have been so reduced in size.  It would be an expensive way of correcting some of society’s ills as it 
would no longer be a by-product of a military necessity. 

23377106 L/Cpl Chris Swindin 
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