THE ANNEX by Richard Roe
March 15th. 1960, was a bright sunny day in Long Eaton, Derbyshire.  Spring was rapidly approaching and all was well.  I had myself a free ticket allowing me, for the first time to travel free on a Barton's double decker bus - destination Derby.  I recall the bus conductors remark as I handed over my warrant.."one way ticket eh! sonny, you must be off to join the services", the grin of pride and short haircut had given me away. 

'Assemble at the railway' station were the instructions sent to me by the Recruiting office (96 Green Lane).  Carrying only a small case, I made my way from the central bus station to the one and only railway station within Derby city. full of anticipation and apprehension as to what lay ahead.  Yes I was excited, the apron strings were being severed from my mother’s apron, I was on my own... 15 years old, ready to take on the world.  Little did I realize what lay ahead, neither did the remainder of the 30 plus 'youths' already assembled at the railway station. After being head counted and ticked off as being present, we waited a short period before boarding the train, which was already filled with youngsters from as far afield as North Scotland.

Introductions were made as we all tried to guess what lay ahead........ 12 years of seeing the world.... but wait, we had to go through Ganges first! a voyage that was to be remembered by us all. 

 The only incident of significance was when a pack of cards was introduced and the mention of a game of 'pontoon' for money was mentioned. Bearing in mind our parents were told that we were not to carry any more cash than what was required for the journey, to purchase nutty (sweets), soft drinks and fags of course.  The Chief Petty Officer travelling with us, saw the cards and some cash on the table - and blew his stack!  "Gambling is forbidden where you are going, so I suggest you put both your money and the cards away, so we can start as we intend to carry on, OK guys"? 

Arrival at St. Pancras station meant that our guide had the unenviable task of herding us across London to Charing Cross, remembering that there was one guy amongst us who up until today, had never seen a train before!  Upon reflection, the assembly at Charing Cross was extremely orderly, then again this was the senior service at work, something that most of us became to respect.   By now the numbers of lads had increased to approximately 240, oh how British Rail must have loved those days.   We clambered aboard the final train ride of the day, destination Ipswich.

It seemed to me that the whole train must have been chartered for this journey, for there were bodies everywhere, some of whom who had been travelling since 5 o'clock that morning. Arrival at Ipswich, saw us head counted and placed into coaches, bound for Shotley Gate. We were beginning to tire, the chatter was now reduced to murmurs. The sun was lowering, although not quite dark as we arrived within the confines of 'The Annex'.  It was here that even though exhausted, hungry and tired, we were introduced to our first words of parade ground training and without exception, our first official order... coach stopped, door opened and a smartly uniformed sailor stepped aboard and screamed at the top of his head... "ok you guys, funs over, fall in outside three deep, that is one behind the other twice"

We emptied out the coaches within the confines of "The Annex".  This was where the apron strings were really severed from our kin folk.   This was to be our home for six weeks, where we were 'broken in'!   

After being fed, we were broken up into groups, which in turn were led off to our 'home' - The Mess.   During the period I joined, the messes were named after submarines, with mine being Explorer.   We had been introduced to our Mess Instructor and Junior Instructor, both of whom became our adopted parents for the period spent within the confines of The Annex.   "You address everyone you see as Sir", bellowed our instructor, “this will ensure you do not get confused with who deserves this title or not".   "Shoe's Off", bellowed the Junior Instructor, as we entered the one and only entrance to our new home... The Mess.  All twenty four of us, could not fathom out why both Instructors
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Our new Mum and Dad for the next 6 weeks:
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CPO Brotherton (GI) and.... please tell me if you recognise this JI... for he was a nice guy, as nice guys go??????
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shouted all the time, for we were all certified as A1 fit, with good hearing.   We soon learned why we walked in stocking feet, the floor (soon to become 'the deck') inside The Mess gleamed almost mirror like... little did we know at that stage how this cleanliness was maintained, but we quickly learned.   Unmade steel framed single beds lined each side of the mess, upon which were four blankets, three sheets, two pillow cases and the lumpiest mattress (to learn that its interior construction was of 'Horse Hair' - to me it felt likes the horses bones) one could imagine.   "Select a bed and make it up, ready to turn in" our Junior Instructor (JI) ordered.

Next Episode: THE DREADED SHOWERS!!!!!!!!!

Dressed in only pajamas, we were herded off to the communal showers.   As it was early Spring, the air was quite chilly to say the least, so the shower room resembled more like a 'steam bath house'.   Around the wall ran a pipe, to which were attached fixed shower heads.   There was no facility to select the temperature for individual preference, so we all had to put up with mid warm to hot - 'come on a thorough soaping all over was the order of the day'.   To almost all of us, this was our first experience of a shower!   It must be remembered at this point that most entrants came from families who lived within 'council houses', albeit old or new and these homes did not have showers at that time... it was bath once a week days and for some, in someone else's used bath water.
Having rinsed off , we were made to parade in front of the instructor, exposing all parts of our body and finally told to turn our back to him and bend over, so as he could ensure that all that was exposed was clean.   This action made me feel somewhat indignant and I wonder even today, if there were other motives to this somewhat sordid inspection.  Whatever... I passed - I was clean. 
Back in the mess, the final act for the first day of our careers was - clean your teeth and turn in.   Once in bed, our instructor came in with another 'man', who was smartly dressed, but had on a slightly different uniform, we later learned that this was an Officer, who was in charge of The Annex.   They both paced up one side and down the other of the mess, ensuring there was a body under the bed blankets and out through the main entrance to our new home 'Explorer Mess'.   The Junior Instructor (JI) advised that once the lights were extinguished, there was to be no talking and that we were to go to sleep without a sound.   We were all both physically and mentally exhausted after our travelling ordeal, so not many of us needed rocking, and I went out like a light.

At 0615 the following morning we were woken by the lights being turned on and the sound of our Instructor screaming as loud as he could - "Everybody Out, Feet on the Deck, today the fun really starts!"   It was at this point that I consciously made a decision and that was that one day I will be standing where our Instructor stood.  He was without reservation immaculate in his dress, a chief petty officers uniform, sharp creases down his trousers, brass buttons gleaming against the dark navy blue, hat/cap on straight.... he was indeed a god, who deserved our respect. 


Explorer Mess - 30 Recruitment, March 15th 1960
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Top left - Taffy Stanbury, 4th from left - Dave Hipkiss, 6th from left - Granny (Alan) Groves, Far right back row - Dusty Miller
Middle row 3rd in from left - yours truly, 5th from left - Tirowese (incorrectly spelt), 6th from left - Pete Barratt, 7th from left - Addis
Middle row far right - Wilcox
Front row - 1st from left - Jock Hutton, 3rd from left - Dave Skipp, JI, CPO Brotherton, 7th from left - Roy Kilby, far right - Pugh

Anyone who can help me fill in the gaps please mailto:rwroe@slingshot.co.nz
The following six weeks can only be described as 'The breaking in period', for it was here (The Annex) where we were taught to wash, clean our teeth, sew, iron, make beds, clean bright work, clean toilets, clean windows, clean and polish floors, sweep decks, march, double, salute, spit and polish, maintain silence, but most of all we were taught to have respect for each other.   We were introduced to comradeship and made to learn that we were only as strong as our weakest link and that our weakest link needed the support of the strongest amongst us.   We were introduced to the necessity of sharing and to disregard selfishness.   We were, unconsciously molded into a unit of young men, prepared to do almost anything our superiors told us to do.... if they wanted us to jump, we made sure we jumped higher than they expected, for if we failed, we knew we would only be told to jump again.   We were kept busy and on the move literally from dawn to dusk, with hardly anytime to relax... for this was the period that our apron strings were really severed from our parents.   The whole exercise was to ensure we had no time to think of Mum's and Dad's , for this was our home.

Our kit issue was met with mixed feelings. It was a new experience for all of us, although we had already been reminded that if we had joined just to wear the uniform.... we had a big awakening before us. None the less, queueing up to be presented with so many clothes... all of which was identified by a number - No. 8's (everyday clothing when not in uniform) consisting of a blue shirt and dark blue trousers. No. 3's - a pair of bell bottom trousers, which had a funny flap where ones fly should have been. No. 2's - a better version of No. 3's. A white front, a silk, a lanyard, a collar... all these items made up our kit, which we were taught, had to be folded in a correct fashion, reasons which are obvious within the kit locker displayed below. It has to be mentioned at this stage, that as we were all only 15 years of age, they (the suppliers) took everything into account, but the result was we all had clothes that were too big for us! "You will grow into them" was the catch phrase of the day and of course as the kit was all brand spanking new, it identified us as 'Nozzers', (derived for No Sir, i.e. if you didn't know anything, like us raw recruits, we were apt to reply to all questions as No Sir. One very special item was our 'Housewife', for who would have thought that we would be given a 'housewife' (a small open out material folder that housed all the necessary items to sew and mend clothes with) that would become our closest piece of kit over the next few weeks, for no sooner had we been issued our kit, it was immediately stamped with a wooden name stamp using paint as ink, we then had the arduous task of over-sewing the paint with red silk yarn, I believe it goes without saying that the local supplier of Coates Silk yarn must have had a pretty good thing going with the S.O.'s (Supply Officers) of the day.   Every single item had to have our name sewn in it and apart from our socks, where we only put our initials, it was our initials and surname.   For me, well it was easy R.W. Roe, five letters, but for some others like J.E. Sanderson, the task was somewhat more lengthy. All names had to be sewn in before our first kit muster (this is where we displayed our kit in a uniform manner on a blanket. 
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                                                 A typical kit muster 'layout' from late 50', after the removal of black caps.

 Another somewhat strange event, was that we were issued blue shirts (to be known as No. 8's) which had two breast pockets, but the flaps on these had to be sewn down, so that the pockets could not be put in use. One would ask, why issue us with an item of clothing which could not be used for the purpose it was designed for!   Alas! quite simple really, the powers that be within the establishment did not want their young men running around with bulging breast pockets. Once kitted out, our belongings (the clothes we left home in) were returned to our parents and care givers. The only item of value, say a wrist watch, was whisked away and engraved with our names on the back. No one had anything of value, we were all on equal ground in every respect. With the exception of our burbery (raincoat), kit bag and small attache case (seen above in between the black footwear), all our kit had to be stowed in an almost impossible sized 'locker'. We now came to understand why all our kit had to be pressed and folded in a special way... for otherwise it just wouldn't fit. The picture below will give you some idea as to the size of the kit lockers which became our 'wardrobe, chest of drawers and tallboy' for most of our careers.
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Photograph published with the Best wishes of John Douglas.
For those you who are not of Shotley bloodstone, the above may resemble a prison camp and in many ways you may be right, for this was HMS Ganges!!.
