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PROLOGUE

I had now been in 3 PARA for a few years, so I felt like I could handle pretty much any test thrown at me. Having gone up for a promotion to be part of a recce troop within the battalion, I was warned this phase of training in the jungle could be the toughest test I’d ever faced. Here I was, at 0500 hours, ready to ship out via helicopter, in a scene from a Vietnam war movie. Six big UH-1s were lined up, blades spinning, the sound deafening us, as my unit ran over the ground and loaded into them one by one. When we landed, we would be split into our assigned patrols of eight plus a member of the DS (Directing Staff) – our boss for the exercise. The helicopter took off and, suddenly, there I was, flying over the jungle canopy, like a field of steaming broccoli below. I thought to myself how fucking cool it was. It really was something else, a whole different league to anything that I’d experienced before. I was flying in a helicopter over an Asian jungle. This was everything I’d dreamed of, and now here it was, coming true.

The helicopter set us down in a small clearing surrounded by hundreds of miles of forest on all sides. We got off and began unloading the kit. As the helicopter lifted off again, the noise of the blades faded gradually, only to be replaced by the sound of the DS. He stood in front of us, a big old straggly beard on him, looking rough as fuck, dirty face, clothes already soaking wet with sweat and carrying his weapon. He looked exactly like the real deal, like he’d just come straight off a tour of duty.

He told us to follow, and we carried the kit to the area that would be our camp. That first day we spent building, slinging our hammocks, learning the layout. We cut a path down to a wash point on the river, where we would wash from now on, and a water point, where we would only fill water upstream of the wash point, of course, so you don’t drink people’s piss. There was one toilet area, and the DS explained all the rules and regulations of that, too – don’t throw any rubbish in the fucking toilet, which people have done, trying to get rid of stuff they didn’t want to carry. He explained that, while we were in the jungle, we would leave nothing behind, just as we would on operations – nothing that the enemy could use to prove we had ever been there. It was the first sign that this was going to be real; everything we did, we did as though we were in action.

‘So, any of you drop anything in there and you’ll fucking get in to get it out again,’ he warned.

For the next days, we were constantly on patrol. Each morning, the DS would give us co-ordinates for where we were and where we were expected to go. We moved as though we were on patrol, carrying full kit, moving silently, weapons ready, navigating while looking for the enemy. Moving through the jungle is hard. The terrain and the trees meant that a kilometre of jungle could take a few hours to navigate through. We’d break the ground in front of us into 10-metre increments, each 10 metres equivalent to seven lots of two strides. All the while we patrolled, counting, scanning the trees, maintaining a bearing, keeping silent, knowing that, somewhere hidden in the tree line, the DS was watching, evaluating our every move. It was all slow and methodical and time-consuming; and, because of the slowness, the measured pace, the type of terrain, the equipment we were carrying, the pressure and the fact that we were sweating the whole time, it was mentally exhausting.

We were limited to what we could carry, and everything felt heavy in the draining humidity. I had one set of dry kit and one set of wet kit, and it was vital to keep it that way. At the end of each day, as the darkness set in and everything settled down, I changed out of my wet kit and put on my full set of dry kit to sleep. My wet kit went into a plastic bag, ready to be worn again the following morning. I slept next to my rifle, and my boots sat upturned on sticks to stop nasty creatures climbing into them or the rain getting them wet in the night. Every moment we were primed, always ready to fight or run. We never slept without footwear of some sort. Every morning began forty minutes before it got light. In the pitch dark, I took out that wet kit, still soaking, sodden with yesterday’s sweat and stinking like death, and put it on again. My dry kit went back into the bottom of my Bergen, safe for the next night’s sleep, and the day’s patrol began just like the day before. Relentless, repetitive, exhausting.

The patrols were soul-destroying. All of us felt uncomfortable, carrying so much weight, constantly tired and hungry. All the skill sets we’d been taught were being tested over and over again as we’d stop and get down into a fire position every 20 or 30 metres. In that environment, it’s vital that the Bergen is taken off slowly and put down gently, so as not to make any noise, but doing that fifty times a day is a real test of character. The DS were watching, looking for signs of tiredness and weakness, looking for the person who threw their Bergen down or even dropped it. They were looking at how we held ourselves together. How we were working as individuals, but also how we were working as a team. So, if one person was taking off the Bergen and slowly putting it down, the other was still, watching, covering. Then, once the first Bergen was down, it became your turn to cover for me, and I took my Bergen off. It was those small things that the DS looked for to understand the characteristics of the team and of the person.

We got no feedback. The DS just silently took notes, evaluating us but never sharing their thoughts. That played havoc with my mind every night in my hammock, as I went over the events of the day in minute detail. Did I mess that up? Did I make that mistake? Did anyone notice me do that wrong? Every night was a constant exercise in beating myself up and playing mind games in my own head as I imagined getting to the end of this hell only to be told that I’d failed for dropping my Bergen on day three or missing a checkpoint on day five. I realised what an idiot I’d been to ever think this was going to be easy. I’d massively underestimated the scale of the challenge. This was not what I was expecting and I’d actually made it harder still by coming in with completely the wrong attitude. I knew I had to work twice as hard to get my head straight and catch up.

Every morning began at a small hut on the edge of camp, which we called the schoolhouse. Before the DS briefed us on the day’s patrol, he asked calmly and without judgement if anyone wanted to leave. I knew I was thinking the same as everyone else, that I’d love to put my hand up and just go home, but nobody wanted to be the first to do it. It was just like P Company, only in a hot climate. Then it happened. By day four, we all looked like we’d already been out there for a month. I glanced around the schoolhouse at all the beards and straggly hair and almost chuckled to myself at how rough we were looking. The men were filthy, gaunt and drawn, and we were staring at each other in a state of shock, searching for some sort of recognition from each other of how hard it was. The DS came in as usual.

‘Morning, fellas,’ he said. I liked how he always called us that, like we were his mates. ‘Anybody want to get on the freedom bird to civilisation?’

That was the carrot they dangled in front of us. A short, two-hour flight away were white-sand beaches, cold beer and hot food. If you withdrew that morning, you could be on the beach by the afternoon. But I wasn’t going for it. Sitting on my arse with a cool beer wasn’t the sort of ‘going a little further’ that I had in mind. Just out of the corner of my eye, I saw a hand go up. I was stunned. I couldn’t believe it and, at the same time, it lifted a weight from my shoulders. It was as though it was now a hundred times easier for me to quit. I wouldn’t be the first. If he was quitting, then there was no shame in me quitting, too. But something inside me just wouldn’t let me raise my hand. Even when another and then another hand shot up. Even when five men sat around me, hands raised, ready to get out of this torture and do something else with their lives, I couldn’t do it.

‘Okay, fellas. Just pick up your stuff. If you want to dress off to the back of the schoolhouse and go up onto the landing zone, somebody’ll meet you up there.’

Already, the chief instructor was waiting by the helicopter, seemingly knowing that today was the day somebody was going to quit. I watched as five strong men left quietly, feeling a boost, somehow strengthened by their departure, because, if they couldn’t hack it and I could, then maybe I was stronger than I’d previously thought. I sat still and waited for the DS to return his attention to those who remained and give us the day’s task.

As the numbers thinned, the patrols got harder because there were fewer people to carry the kit. The radios and batteries, the heavy gun and all the extra ammo now needed to be shared between three or four rather than eight. Added to that, the people who left were missed. By now, some of those guys had begun to feel like friends, people who lifted the morale in the group or maybe made me laugh. As the weeks passed, I felt their absence, but I knew I had to be selfish. I had to focus on being the one to lift morale in their place. I had to rely on myself to maintain my own spirits. There were nights I went to my hammock with a genuine sense of pride. I could feel myself improving, getting stronger, sharper, and I was even a bit impressed with myself. It was a weird feeling, but also a nice end to each day to pat myself on the back and give myself a ‘well done’. It helped me to keep going and remember that another day done meant another day I was still there.

Time passes slowly in the jungle. At first, I found myself checking off the days, but soon I was ticking off the hours. I was starting to wonder if I’d just pass out and fall over, because I constantly felt tired and dizzy, like I couldn’t take one more step. The food was all dehydrated rations and we ate it cold most of the time, because fires can give away your location. On the rare occasions they let us eat a proper meal, I couldn’t finish it anyway, because my stomach had shrunk so much that I felt full after a couple of bites and then spent the next day shitting through the eye of a needle. I became good at setting up my hammock so that it lined up with a window in the canopy, and I spent my time before I fell asleep looking at the stars, wondering what the kids might be up to back home. But thinking of home too much was also dangerous. The mental test was hard enough without adding an extra emotional layer to it.

We did get letters, even though we didn’t really want them. There was nothing we could do if they contained bad news and none of us wanted to be dragging that around with us. There were stories of people who had received letters and immediately dropped out the same day. I had two letters in total. One was from Julie and the kids saying how much they missed me and describing all the stuff they’d been doing since I’d been gone, which was really nice. It made me sad for a moment, but then I thought about how I was going to make them proud and that actually picked me up a bit. In the final phase of the jungle exercise, the DS explained to our patrol that enemy patrols had been identified and were active in the area, harassing and assaulting local farmers and other civilians. Our mission was to, firstly, identify exactly where they were and who they were, with a view to either arresting or taking them on in a fire fight. We set off, around 15–20km away from our target, which guaranteed that we had to scale the highest feature, a 1,200ft hill, deep inside the jungle, to reach the other side. After three days and nights of slow, methodical progress, we found the area where we would begin searching for our targets. All the tactics of how to locate and track people were being put to the test and, again, silently, invisibly, we were being evaluated by the DS, watching from behind the tree line. The enemy patrols were being role-played by staff from the camp and, once we’d identified them and signaled back to headquarters, we were told to place them under close observation, do a close-target recce and see whether we could take them all out.

That night, I lay watching the enemy camp, waiting for dawn to come, when the attack would happen. It was howling down with rain all night, so the jungle floor was covered in leeches, there was shit everywhere, but I just didn’t give a fuck. I was watching the little campfires, listening to the people’s voices, and, suddenly, I felt something I’d never allowed myself to feel before: This could be real. Finally, we were ready to make our attack and, with the enemy now replaced with metal targets by the DS in the night, we mounted a fully armed assault on their camp, using live ammo. We captured the enemy targets and received the order to withdraw. Our patrol, plus all the other patrols that had made it to this point, began the march back, 3km out of the jungle, which we had to navigate, with the prisoners and all the remaining kit, to a helicopter landing site, for which we had only co-ordinates.

That last march was so arduous that it forced people to voluntarily withdraw, falling at the final hurdle. Fortunately, nobody from our group quit and, as we centred on the landing zone, the helicopters came in to pick us up and take us back to the base we’d left four weeks before. That was it, the end of the exercise, the end of jungle, the end of the hardest month of my life (until I requested selection). As we loaded up onto the helicopter, my DS, a little Scottish guy called John, looked at me.

‘Billingham?’ he said. I could barely lift my head to look back at him as he pointed at my face. ‘There’s no way on God’s earth that you are getting into my army . . .’

I was absolutely devastated. I looked back at him, dazed, thinking, Fuck. I’ve failed. After all that. But then I realised he hadn’t finished what he was saying.

‘. . . with a beard like that.’

He roared with laughter and kicked my arse as I fell into the helicopter, and he jumped in next to us as we lifted up over the trees. I slumped in my seat, looking out over the jungle again, feeling so different now to how I had on the way in, wondering how it was that this had been my home for the past few weeks. An amazing feeling of relief rushed over me because, finally, it was done. The wind began to dry my uniform, and the fabric disintegrated as though it had been burnt by fire; dry, crumpling like paper on my skin. I looked across to one of the lads sitting opposite me. We both managed a half-smile at each other and, once again, I felt that rush of pride. I was absolutely hanging out of my arse, exhausted out of my mind, but I could find enough strength to muster the thought that this was it, this was everything to me. This feeling of accomplishment was all I ever wanted, why I joined the army, why I wanted to be a soldier – and it felt pretty fucking great.


INTRODUCTION

I should have died several times in action during my military career, I make no bones about that. It could have happened on the frontline, in a theatre of war; or going house to house fighting terrorists and insurgents, one of them getting the drop on me; or being captured by the enemy and interrogated, not knowing how it was going to end. There have been countless times when I’ve nearly lost my life. I have even been shot at, from point-blank range, and yet the bullets deflected off my equipment and I survived. There isn’t a day that goes by when I don’t think to myself, I am lucky to be here. A lot of my friends weren’t so fortunate. The zones of war and conflict I have operated in for the SAS are still classified for obvious reasons connected to where I was, who I was with, and whom I fought against, but, for seventeen years of my life, the British Army would pay me to travel to the most dangerous places on the planet. They put me and others like me – my brothers in arms, if you will – in a succession of stressful and demanding situations. The army sends in the SAS because we are discreet. That discretion continues, and I intend to respect that. I am humbled and extremely proud of my military career and the fact that I rose to the rank of sergeant major (a WO1, to be exact) in the Special Air Service. I would ultimately be honoured by Her Majesty the Queen with an MBE for services to my country in the line of duty, and nothing, other than the love of my family, beats that.

I am also fortunate that, since I left the army, opportunities have opened up in my life, allowing me to pass on just a small portion of the philosophy that moulds what a special forces solider needs to have in his psychological armoury in order to be the best he possibly can, as well as survive. That brings a certain level of public recognition, for which I am grateful, but I still like to think I promote the best ethics of the Regiment. One of the reasons the SAS is such a world-renowned organisation is that, outside of their base in Hereford, they are still an enigma. People might think they know what we’re about, but, unless you have served, you don’t have a fucking clue.

I want The Hard Way to offer the reader a chance to look at my life and see how I overcame hurdles, both physical and mental, in order to achieve my goals. It hasn’t been easy at all – at times, fucking desperate – but this is the life I have chosen, and I am proud of what I have achieved.

But the story isn’t finished.


‘Always a little further.’

Life Lessons I Adhere To

For a kid growing up in the West Midlands, being streetwise came naturally to me. From a young age, I immediately gravitated towards the older generations and I have had the benefit of being influenced by many of these people. They helped me to form my mantra: ‘Always a little further.’ This has been so typical of my life, through all my hardships, hence the reason this book, The Hard Way, was written. Even though the literary world is alien to me, and to be commissioned to write my memoir was a massive opportunity, I embraced it in order to push myself. You, too, should always want to try to go that little bit further.

I am under no illusions. I know I have been privileged to have had an incredible support system, and I have met people who have invested in me throughout my life. I know many of you out there are not so privileged. And, for that reason, I want to share the lessons learned along my journey, in the hope that I can help you all. In no way do I feel I am some sort of ‘life expert’, and I don’t portray myself as that when I give talks around the country; however, my journey through life has proven that, against all odds, amazing results and achievements can be reached.

1.   One of the biggest questions that you may have on your mind if you’re ambitious is: how did I get to where I got to and how could you do the same sort of thing in whichever field you want to succeed in? If you don’t reach your goal, you will still be in a better place than when you started, as long as you try. This I always say because, when I first joined the Parachute Regiment as a young 17-year-old boy, I was not only the youngest, but also one of the skinniest of all the other recruits. Even though physically I was the most unlikely to succeed, I continued to remind myself that, if I just tried to get a little further ahead each day, I would be in a better place and might even eventually reach my ultimate goal. Which I did, little by little . . . and so can you.

2.   When I was serving in elite units, I’d receive regular reports on my performance, like everyone else. They were generally a mixed bunch – comments like, ‘Billingham always sails too close to the wind,’ or, ‘If Billingham spent as much time on the battlefield as he did in the bar, he’d be the best soldier in the army.’ It seemed unlikely for a while that I’d ever progress, and it would have been easy to believe those reports and settle, but I didn’t. Instead, I sorted my shit out and won the respect that earned me promotion and senior roles. It was an important lesson for me to learn: it doesn’t matter what other people say about you, because, at the end of the day, the only thing that matters is what you think about yourself. Other people will try to hold you back, but, if a working-class lad who came from nothing can realise his dream to lead elite soldiers into battle, anything is possible.

3.   As an SAS solider, I never knew if I would walk away in one piece from dangerous situations. However, I found that belief, courage and conviction can help you navigate the dangerous situations best. It is your job to come up with new options, new ideas, and, against all odds, new solutions to each problem that creeps up in your daily life. I have been tasked with roles where I was making crisis-management decisions, often in life-or-death scenarios. My primary task was to keep the people trusted to my care alive. This required operating at a higher level than I was used to, but it helped me learn what my own physical and mental limitations were. Challenging yourself to take on greater tasks can help you overcome hurdles that you have created in your mind – whether through lack of confidence or because you failed the first time. Always keep trying.

4.   When everyone is bigger and stronger than you and looks the part, have the self-assurance to know that your greatest weapon is your experience. I remember a situation with Clint Eastwood when all the bodyguards on a movie set were twice my size, more intimidating and better typifying the image of what a bodyguard should look like. As the anomaly, I was surprised to be appraised by Clint himself, who sidled up to me on his film set, stating that he was intrigued to know what my speciality was. ‘Do you do karate? Or taekwondo?’ he asked. To which I replied, ‘Clint, my real weapon is my mind and my experience. I think. I plan. I execute. If I am rolling on the floor with an assailant, I haven’t done my job properly as I should have neutralised the threat before it came to the point of that situation arising.’ He raised his eyebrows, smiled and walked away. But I was only telling him the truth. It is these skills that have helped me advance in my life and my career.

5.   There’s a saying in the SAS: ‘You’re only as good as your last job.’ There was never any time for self-gratification. Time was spent wisely on lessons learned. What could we have done better? What could have gone wrong? We analyse our mistakes and aim never to repeat them, only to be better. Every day is a school day. Listen, learn and pass on your knowledge and experience, because those you invest in are the future. That is the SAS way.

6.   I witnessed some of the worst conflicts and natural disasters known to man or woman. You will read about some of them in the pages of this book. Those experiences gave me the platform I stand on today, which is to always go a little further in everything I believe in. I know we all have the power to make the world a better place. I think it is our duty to help more, give more, share more. During my darkest days, it’s humbling to remember that there are others in worse situations, and usually it’s through no fault of their own. Bad governments, bad people, bad decisions, bad luck. It reminds me to get out of my own head and do the right thing for the greater good.

7.   When I’m appearing on the Channel 4 series SAS: Who Dares Wins, I am a ruthless bastard. I’m not there to please anybody; I’m not there to make friends; I’m there to give them a brief taste of what SAS selection would be like. There will be times in your life when you may be criticised; you may be unjustly accused of something; you may piss a lot of people off because of your decisions. Unfortunately, that’s the way life goes, and, if you want to please everybody, you’re on a certain road to failure. This is especially true when it comes to being successful. As soon as you put your head above the crowd and say, ‘I’m going to do this,’ or, ‘I’m going to go for that,’ then you’re going to have certain people criticise you and doubt you. Some people, like your family, may do it with your best interests at heart, as they don’t want to see you getting let down, but there are other people out there who will just hate your guts for no good reason. I knew that the more my public profile grew, the more critics there would be. But I also knew that I had many more people cheering me on and wanting me to succeed than criticising me. These are the people you need to focus on.

8.   There are some things in life that I know I will never be able to improve. That might sound pessimistic, but the reality is, when you’re fifty-four years old, it is highly unlikely you’re going to run as fast as you did when you were twenty-four. Of course, there are many examples all over the world of endurance runners who, at the age of fifty-four or even sixty-four, will beat people in their twenties and thirties. However, while you may still have great endurance at such an age, you will almost certainly lose your speed. There are some things that you just have to accept in life, and slowing down is one of them. I may slow down physically, but mentally I feel as strong as I’ve ever been. I acknowledge that my knees aren’t in as good a condition as they once were, but I don’t focus on that – and nor should you. If you focus on what is not going right and all the things that you have lost, then it can lead you down a very dark path and affect your mental health. It is far better to focus on the things you can do and the areas you can improve in your life.

9.   It’s always important to recognise the people who have got you to where you are. This is true on both a small and a large scale – whether that be letting someone have right of way on the road, or the approach you take if you suddenly develop a big public profile. When people used to send me messages or comments about something I’d done, I would always acknowledge them personally, but, as my public profile has grown, it’s a lot harder to do so. When you’re followed on Instagram by tens of thousands of people, it’s impossible to message everybody back. It’s not that I’m not grateful for people’s comments, it’s just that I simply wouldn’t have any time in the day to concentrate on my family or my business. When we were thinking of things to do in my theatre shows, we decided that, rather than leave the building and not acknowledge anyone, it was important for me to get out and meet as many people as I could. This is one of the things that Tom Cruise does brilliantly, which I saw with my own eyes as his bodyguard years ago. He was fantastic and it has paid off in spades with how the public sees him.

10.   Never give up! I know many people look at me and think that I’m some sort of ‘super soldier’. I will concede that I’ve been very fortunate to get where I did as a WO1 in the most elite regiment in the world, and that many people helped me along the way. But none of it would have happened if I had been a quitter. That is what you will understand as you read the following pages. I grew up the hard way, and that means not knowing when to stop, give in or surrender. That has never been in my DNA.




CHAPTER 1

The Man with the Hat


I’m running. I’m running fast, fast for a 9-year-old anyway. I was always an athletic, skinny sort of kid. I was into sports and, like most kids back in those days, spent most of my time out in the streets, doing physical stuff like running, biking, playing football. Me and my mates were active, especially compared to kids today, and we knew our area like the backs of our hands. That 9-year-old me, running like the clappers through the streets, knew where he was heading. But he was also starting to shit it, because the big fucker chasing after him was catching up. I was hanging onto his hat as hard as I could, thinking to myself, Don’t drop it, that would be giving in. Instead, I was dodging, ducking, weaving, the sound of my little feet slapping hard against the ground below while his heavy thuds got closer and closer. My heart was ready to burst out of my chest as I ran, looking back to see if he was still there. He was. Fucker. Why doesn’t he give up?

When I was nine, I ran with a gang of mostly older kids from the same bit of Walsall as me. It was rough and we were poor. I’d get up in the morning, no breakfast, but, if I could find a half-drunk cup of cold tea left over from the night before, then I’d knock it back before trying to find something to wear. In our house, it was first up, best dressed. So, I grabbed whatever clothes I could before my brothers, from shoes to socks to T-shirts, and off I’d go for the day’s adventures.

Mum and Dad were both Walsall born and bred. She was Catholic, one of sixteen kids, and he was Protestant. They married when they were in their early twenties and had my eldest sister a year later. He was massive and she was tiny and they adored each other, but they couldn’t have been more different. Mum was a saint – the sort of woman who never had a bad word to say about anybody. Even if I’d been beaten up or beaten someone else up, she only ever wanted to put things right and make sure that everyone was okay. If I got in trouble, my mum stood by me. No questions asked. We used to call her Ollie after the character Olive from On the Buses, because she’d laugh at anything and seemed to spend most of her time giggling at something funny.

Dad was the boss of the house and we all knew it. If Mum bathed us, the bath would be full of suds and she’d let us sit in it and play, but if Dad did it, then we’d get dropped into the scalding water and scrubbed like dishes to get it done as fast as he could. Dad always dominated while he was around, while Mum was the loving, caring one.

They were proud people, too, and would rather have died than ever sign on or claim benefits. Even though we’d probably have been better off if they did. Instead, they worked every hour God sent to make sure that we always had money coming in, even if it never felt like there was much of it around.

If my school shoes had a hole in them, I wouldn’t get new ones. Instead, Mum would cut a bit of cardboard and stuff it inside to stop the rain coming in. That kind of thing meant that I learned to be resourceful. Once, I noticed that the lost-property box at school had a new pair of pumps in it, so I staked out the gym before school, lying on the grass opposite, until I saw the PE teacher go outside. With his back turned, I legged it in, nicked the pumps out of the box and ran for it. I wore those shoes every day until the next hole appeared.

My brothers and sisters were the same. I was the middle child of five, all squeezed into a three-bedroom terraced house in a quiet cul-de-sac in Walsall. Mum and Dad had their room, the three boys another and the two girls shared the box room at the top of the stairs. My elder sister, Beverly, ran the roost among the kids and was happy to give any of us a slap if we ever stepped out of line. My elder brother, William, was a rocker and I was a skin, so we had many a good brawl or two between us. My little sister, Emma, was a nosy, curious kid, and my little brother, Andrew, though we called him Totty, knew best where the fridge was, because he was bigger than the rest of us put together. We were a family of fighters and we fought a lot, both with each other and against everyone else, going at it like cats and dogs inside our own house¿¿, while making sure nobody outside the house ever picked on us either. We’d go to battle for each other first.

We had so much freedom to learn back then; space and time to go out and experience the lessons of life for ourselves. Even if we thought something might be wrong, we’d still do it. Just to try it, learn from it. We had the freedom to sample life and make mistakes. That’s how we learned, that’s how we grew. Outside the house, the little gang I ran with included kids of all ages from the local streets that made up our estate. There was me, Facey, Steve Scott and Brian Abnet, who were the regulars, and then there were other lads who’d come and go. There were kids in my area who got stabbed or shot – it was that kind of neighbourhood.

We all went to different schools but we hung around together, doing the same things, whether it was scrumping apples or stealing cars, or even breaking into places to nick things we needed. We used to break into sports shops and steal the football boots from the racks because we could never afford any.

Facey was probably the leader of the gang if there was one. He was an only child, a black kid who lived down the road from us with his nan. We met at Marlow Street junior school when we were five and, even though we went on to different secondary schools, we always stayed mates. Together we’d fight anyone and everyone and we never once fell out with each other, which was weird because I used to say that Facey could fall out with his own shadow.

Days would always start at the same rendezvous point at the end of our street, near the little park, where we’d wait until the last kid had turned up and then we’d be off. No real plan or direction, just out all day, creating havoc. Not deliberately trying to cause trouble but always sort of finding it. I’d gone rogue even by then. My father was an influential man in my life in many ways but, by nine, he’d lost control of me. The main thing we were all into that year was nicking trilby hats. It was 1974 and all the men wore them in the street when they went out. For us, nicking them was like a craze, the ‘in’ thing to do. I’ve no idea why. Maybe it was their association with American gangsters like Al Capone. Maybe it was just the sheer fucking audacity of nicking a hat off a grown man’s head.

Five minutes before I found myself running for my life from the man with the hat, I’d seen him walking along the street – a tall old boy, seventy-odd, walking hand in hand with his beautiful wife, having a nice Sunday stroll down the high street, minding his business. There was nothing to mark him out except for what he was wearing on his head – a new grey trilby hat with a black silk band. It was like catnip to me back then, a prize too good to ignore. We may have been nine years old but we already operated like a pretty well-oiled machine. I was the fastest, so I ran point. Then the plan was clear: my two accomplices spread out to perform a classic pincer movement.

I wonder now if the British mentality that marks out soldiers starts young in us. I always think that British forces are at their best when there’s a problem to solve. The British way is to ask first, ‘Do we really need to go full-on here?’ If there’s a way to cut around the enemy, cut off the circulation of support, avoid direct confrontation, then we’ll do that instead of taking the enemy head-on. Being clever has always served us better.

Later in my life I would see evidence of this in action from Iraq to Afghanistan.
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