Arnie:  In what ways do you think that your sense of yourself has been influenced by being in the army?

Colin: A very difficult question to answer, that. It is because you can’t just wipe out twenty-five and a half or twenty-five years of your life. It’s from age fifteen, it’s part of you. I’ve... it’s – everything that’s brought me to this point is in those twenty-five years. That’s the path I’ve taken and I do consider myself to be an ex-soldier. I’m proud to be an ex-soldier, to have served, very proud. So... Um, everything I do is ingrained because of the discipline. When I joined, I suppose everybody has gone through it... this stage of... I liken it to an indoctrination. In military training, in basic military training you’re a totally different person after you’ve gone through the drill. That’s the whole point of drill – it’s to psychologically make you work as a team but it also makes you, I suppose, an automaton in many ways but from that point on it influences everything else, so it’s the inbuilt discipline, the self-discipline. I don’t know... there’s probably drawbacks in that method of approach but in the army, that’s it. Um, but it’s brought… I find it very difficult to explain that.  

Arnie: You explained that very well.  

Colin: Um, um everything I’ve done, strange enough, in some way or another has been based on my military experience since I left the army, in one way or another. So um, I don’t know, it’s a very difficult question to answer.

Arnie: OK, well we can elaborate on that later on. What aspects of being a soldier were important to you?

Colin: Oh definitely training as in the IT world, definitely, absolutely definitely. As...my main goal while I was serving was to get to the highest possible rank that I could and that was WO2 [Warrant Officer Class 2]. I believe I could have gone higher but definitely not Commissioned [a Commissioned Officer] but, um, it was certainly my goal for the last six years of my service was planning for my being discharged from the army.   

Arnie: What about that was important to you before those last six years?

Colin: Surviving, I think – having gone through a divorce which is psychologically – it’s a real trauma being likened to, by my solicitor, likened to going through a bereavement but only worse. So that was a very difficult part of my army career and it was a turning point where it opens your eyes to other things. Before it was, you just soldier on, do your job and try your hardest but after that it’s a knock, it really is a blow to your self-esteem. So things changed and then it was planning for my leaving the army because, as I say, my promotion prospects had been given a knock and then it was a case of ‘Right, I’m out of here, I’ve got to go and there’s got to be a new life’ and yes, I still look back on the army with nostalgia I have to admit. I can’t get away with that.

Arnie: With nostalgia?  

Colin: The Sergeants’ Mess [an area where military personnel of a specific rank eat and socialize] – you can’t beat it, there’s nothing like it, absolutely nothing like it. So for comradeship, working as a team, you taking great joy in supporting other people, other people supporting you, being grateful for that – um there’s no other organization that does it. I work for a very big organization and everybody would like to stab you in the back if they could but it’s trying to keep your end up every day in civvie street whereas in the army it’s not quite like that. It’s mutual support and that’s something that I do miss. And the rigid management style, although it goes over the top and sometimes it goes off the rails but on the whole it’s a good thing. I believe that civvie street can gain much by listening to ex-servicemen when they say something but most ex-servicemen are just taken with a pinch of salt. That’s my feelings.

Arnie: How does that make you feel when you’re used to having a Sergeants’ Mess? You’re used to being in a supportive environment and you’ve described an environment which is very much different now. How does that feel?

Colin: Um, it was one of the main factors for me agreeing to be mobilized and going to Bosnia and serving there for six months. I have to admit it was a very selfish thing to do. My, well... IT... nobody ever said IT was interesting. It’s very boring to be perfectly honest with you. It has its moments I have to admit and the interest, but one IT project is like another basically. It’s programming, it’s analysis and design, logical thinking and getting it up and running. To see a project up and running and having trained the users, you know, there’s a great deal of satisfaction but getting up there is a very boring process and then it all starts over again and the whole thing becomes – as I’ve said, it’s mind-numbing at times but, um, it’s a challenge but nothing like the exhilaration and difference, different types of activities and excitement that you get in the army. All that’s gone. The... as I said, when I went to Bosnia it was great fun, go to the armoury, get my weapon, ammunition, body armour, getting into my vehicle and scooting off up country – it was brilliant, just great fun and I was getting paid for it. So there is... that element is totally missing from life and [named IT company] if you like, we don’t do that. Obviously you wouldn’t expect a civilian to and socializing with soldiers, regardless of rank. I actually went as a WO1 [Warrant Officer Class 1]. I was in a three-man team, a captain, me – I was looking after the software for all logistic systems in theatre – and I had a sergeant, a regular army sergeant who looked after the hardware, so I had a full back-up – everything I did. If I had a problem, I could pick up the phone and get support but most of the decisions were made on the ground but, as I said, as a WO1, people looked at me with totally different eyes. There was the respect there, there was even... even the doctor there was calling me by my first name. So it was a totally different experience to anything I’d even experienced while I was serving as a regular soldier but that was a six month holiday for me. Even though it was in Bosnia, it was great fun and psychologically it was great to do the job and helped me settle in again afterwards. I was actually doing a job I’d been trained to do, a job that was something totally new to me, so it was a learning curve. The excitement, the fun element was there, being in a foreign country, a dangerous foreign country or could be – a country where I was interested in the politics so the whole thing was just one big boost, adrenalin boost.

Arnie: It sounded like the way people looked at you was different too?

Colin: Absolutely, yes.

Arnie: You said that you got more respect?

Colin: Well because of the badge I wore and that’s what they saw, was the badge. Now, I’m not really one for symbolism but first impressions matter, so if somebody sees a combat jacket with the Queen’s coat of arms on your chest, which is where your badge of rank goes nowadays, um, they look at that first and then look at you and then ask you questions. And then they can understand who... but again I must admit as a civilian, when I was for instance in the Mess and people would say ‘What unit or parent unit are you?’ and I would say ‘I haven’t got one, I’m a Reservist,’ ‘Oh, um, what do you do for a living then?’ ‘Well I’m an IT security consultant with [named IT company]’ and it was either, ‘Great, get me a job’ or it was as if I was lying. Absolutely amazing so, even the army, there were certain elements while I was there that would – I’d rather have not had had that experience but, you know, um but, in contrast to my job with [named IT company], it was absolutely wonderful. Not only that, I had the added backing of the HR [Human Resources] process from [named IT company] so if anything happened to me while I was out there, the army would look after my wife, [named IT company] would look after my wife. I had a job to come back to by law so it was, there was no insecurity, no feeling of insecurity. The only other time I’d ever felt like it was when I went sailing. We could go sailing, totally ignore everything, the whole world was cut off from you and all you did was sit on this boat in a dangerous environment thoroughly enjoying yourself, doing something energetic where you had to think, so that’s the only... I don’t know, it was only for a week but going to Bosnia was for six months.

Arnie: How did it feel when you came back?

Colin:  That was difficult. In fact, all troops are given a little card saying – this is... a sort of psychological help guide if you like, you’re going to find life difficult. I have to admit I did find it difficult settling back because all I wanted to do was come home from work and go to the bar – not for a drink, but the socializing. So that was missing, um, but it was really a very, very pleasant feeling to come back to the wife and children. I was starting to be more of a single person again, that sort of... I can do what I want without having to consider my wife, the children. So that had to... I had to quickly get out of that frame of mind, and work, coming back to work, I just actually picked up what I’d been doing seven months earlier, so it was as if I’d not been away. So there was no problem whatsoever settling back into the job. It’s as if it had never happened, you know – it’s gone so quickly that it could have been last week that I’d just gone on holiday. So there was no clashes of personality, there were no arguments, nothing. It was just back into the job, civilian clothes and get on with it. It just completely amazes me how I managed it. Even home life, it must have taken me about no more than about six weeks to settle in afterwards.

Arnie: People tend to experience an event like the transition from the army to civvie street in their own unique way. I’d like to hear how you experienced it and what your feelings were, so can you talk about that, starting wherever you want and talking about whatever that you want?
Colin: When I left in 1994, I started in what was then data sciences in May 1994. I started on a job – it was actually a bid for a contract for the army, would you believe, for computer system for the field and my skills were put to use on, contacts that I used while I was in the army still put to use. I felt a bit of a culture shock because I was working with civilians where there was no rank structure so there were no constraints on me to say what I wanted, which was a relief. But it was a culture shock from not so much the job, because the job was... I just slid into the job. The culture shock came in my social life and now I was responsible for myself in my own home which I’d bought with my gratuity, which I suppose most servicemen do. So I was responsible in total for that. It was mine, which I was proud of but it was... The only thing I missed for the first year or eighteen months was the social life and that was it, just the social life. But it didn’t bother me because with a certain, a number of jobs that I’ve done since being with the company, we’ve gone out on a Friday for a drink or I’d worked on sites and I worked up in [specified town] for a few months and that was in the pub – the hotel was a pub, so there was no real problem. But I have to admit that I was asked to join the [named army corps] Association but I was already a member, but to go along and I still do and I’m now on the committee of the local [named army corps] branch, the Association branch.

Arnie: It sounds like you enjoy that.

Colin: So I go to the... yeah, well I do because the people who go to it are on the whole ex-senior ranks. They are a nice bunch of people, don’t wear their heart on their sleeves, excuse the clichés, no chip on the shoulder. It’s in the Sergeants’ Mess – cheap beer, good giggle, then go home. It’s good fun. Talk about a wide variety of things, just tell old war stories – do that instead of having to bore my wife. It’s not a major part of my life, it’s just something else… Sometimes I just can’t be bothered to go, it’s not a very important thing, whereas, as I say, working in a civilian job nine to five, the one thing that I do... to my horror I’ve realised is that time whizzes past, it just flies past. I can’t believe that I’ve been here for six years – it’s incredible, it just whizzes past. So weekends come round and go and come round again and where have the weeks gone? And I’ve been back from Bosnia now nearly a year and it’s incredible.

Arnie: Can you tell me about what it felt like when you were thinking about leaving the army?       

Colin: Dread.  

Arnie: Dread of?

Colin: Dread, um, having to work for a living. Now that’s what everybody says. It’s not so much that – it’s fear of the unknown, being afraid of what sort of job will I get. When I left the army, it was job first, house, settle the family because that was an easy thing to do. Just house moving basically, but it was looking for the house, looking for a job, and I decided that wherever I got a job it would not be north of [named city]. I knew exactly what part of Britain I would live in. In the IT industry, it’s not difficult because it’s the [named motorway] and [named motorway] corridor so that’s where I knew the job area would be. It would definitely not be [named county], definitely not [named county], definitely not [named city]. So I knew exactly... [area of country] – dead easy. So it was get the job and it was the interview stage. Now, I’m not too bothered about interviews but knowing that my future salary depends on how I perform in those interviews, so I went in with the attitude that prepare for the interview, prepare my CV and prepare the letters, research the company, which is what everybody does while they’re doing their resettlement, and go to the interview as if it’s a training session for me, not them. And I was interviewing them because it’s me that wants the job... It’s not so much me wanting the job with them, it’s they want me.  So I turned it on its head to make it a positive thing. So the main thing was coping with rejection from a civilian... coping through your peers in the army, but with it from... because the army elitism and all that sort of thing, but to be rejected by the civilian would for some reason – I don’t know if I’m different in this respect but to be rejected by a civilian is something that I feel angry about but I had to learn to take it. So I just used it as teaching myself, training myself, and when I was told that I had a second interview for a particular job or I actually had a job on the first interview, that was euphoric but then again, it was again part of my training process, me coming out. But closer to the time, I was looking forward to it. I was fed up with being just a rank, although it has its place, but being spoken to by people who were my peers or soon to be my peers and treated like an individual was a very, very nice feeling, but because of my IT training in the army I just moved straight into civvie street, feet running, hit the ground running and there were no problems whatsoever.

Arnie: I’m aware that the army has got a resettlement package [provided before discharge, designed to help the soldier to prepare for civilian life]. Can you say something about how useful or not that the package was for you?

Colin: It was very useful. One in particular was living in... I think it was living and working in [area of the country], which strangely enough was in [named town]. That was very, very useful. It opened my eyes to the sort of jobs that were available but it also opened my eyes to the sort of people who were after servicemen’s skills, like insurance salesmen, which I was totally not interested in. That was very useful for knowing what sort of house prices but the most valuable one was the financial aspects of resettlement. That was brilliant – very, very good, very well structured. I went to all sorts of... I even went to a sales and marketing briefing in [named location] in [named city]. That was interesting because in civvie street, certainly in the job that I’m doing, I don’t get involved directly with sales and marketing but it’s part of the job. The... I went to a number of IT and computing seminars. One useful one was in [named location] run by the navy down there. And that was particularly useful but it didn’t tell me anything about the industry that I didn’t really know but it confirmed what I wanted to know. It was very, very, very useful but I picked the courses that I wanted to and rejected the ones that I certainly knew I wouldn’t be interested in. I had a real... well I had a target so I would do what I was trained to do.

Arnie: Do you think you were prepared then for civvie street?

Colin: Yes. The only thing that I wasn’t... I hadn’t prepared myself for and regretted was an educational... I regret that I didn’t take advantage of doing further education while I was in the army.  

Arnie: Looking back, do you think that you were mentally prepared?

Colin: Yes, definitely.  

Arnie: Looking back, do you think that there was anything extra that the Army might have been able to do for you?

Colin: No.

Arnie: Or do you think they did enough?

Colin: Certainly, because you have to stand on your own two feet when you leave the army. You can’t be expected to be... have your hand held. When I joined the army at fifteen, the Recruiting Sergeant was an old [named regiment] Sergeant and I distinctly remember him telling my mother at the recruiting office in [named city], that ‘Mrs [surname], you must undo your apron strings and let the boy go.’ I was fifteen and a half. These days you... I mean they’re seventeen when they’re saying that but it’s the same. The army... you’ve got to let go of the army and the army can’t make you stand on your own two feet. It’s done that all the years you’ve been in, so you can’t expect the army to do any more. You should think for yourself – it’s as simple as that and, in my experience, most soldiers do that, that I’ve met.

Arnie: Some researchers believe that when people leave a distinctive environment like the army, there may be an impact on how they see themselves, how they feel about themselves or in how they behave and I’d like to explore how your sense of being a soldier might or might not have affected how you felt about yourself in civilian life.

Colin: Um, yes. In this particular building [interview location], there are a number of ex-servicemen. We have Harrier pilots, ex-Harrier pilots, ex-Tornado pilots, we have ex-[indecipherable] from the navy and the vast majority are ex-officers. I work with an ex-Staff Sergeant [named army corps], we work in [named army barracks]. He also has an IT background. We are on the same level, we do the same job. I advise a number of ex-servicemen... ex-RAF and army officers of how they should do their job, which gives me great pleasure, pride, and it’s all on the same level so when we do talk, we never discuss rank but it’s... an unspoken rule so, but, as soon as rank comes into it, barriers go up and it’s... I think that’s probably the reason why – to prevent the barriers going up and it’s very interesting. Also when I go back to, when I go to units and I’m there to advise on software, how software is designed, whether I’m teaching people, whether the project manager is a Lieutenant Commander, a Squadron Leader or whatever, they look at me as a civilian. I don’t tell them I’m ex-military unless I know it’s going to work for me. So I must admit, I play it, I play my cards right, I might get something. But as I say, it’s... it has its drawbacks and it has its distinct advantages, and I think I must have mentioned all of them now. Civilians though, I find, have no concept of military life whatsoever, no concept. They still think we march up and down and dig holes and that’s it. It’s very difficult thing.

Arnie: You started to touch on what I want to talk about next.  Can you say something about how being an ex-soldier has helped you or has hindered you? Or did it make no difference?

Colin: Well it did, it does. I don’t... if I know that it’s going to help me, whether it’s going to help me materially or gain new contacts, whatever, in my job, I will say that I’m an ex-serviceman but if I know it’s going to hinder me, I will keep quiet. In my social life though, it depends who I’m talking to because I’m still aware of security because we are – even as ex-servicemen, security is still very, very much uppermost in your mind.   

Arnie: Personal security?
Colin: Personal and also state security because some servicemen are party to information that should never be divulged so it’s... That’s another thing that I’ve never quite really thought of how it affects me but I just keep my mouth shut. It’s only when people reach sixty and they write their memoirs and you find that they, oh crikey, they really did have a job and a half.

Arnie: You’ve talked about some parts of military life which you missed – the social life, the Sergeants’ Mess, etcetera. Is there anything else or is that it?

Colin: I suppose a lot of people tell you this but having to get up in the morning and not worry about what colour shirt and tie you are going to put on, that’s... I mean, I like wearing a uniform. That’s what I joined the army at fifteen for, was to wear a uniform and I enjoyed that. Going back to Bosnia was great, putting my combats on, put my boots on and go into work – great fun, enjoyed it. I do miss things like, I thoroughly enjoyed going on the ranges. Obviously that’s out now. It was great when I was mobilized, training area on the ranges – great. 

Arnie: You enjoyed that.

Colin: I thoroughly enjoyed that, outdoor life, can’t get it in [named IT company] unfortunately.

Arnie: But you wish you could?

Colin: Well I’m getting a bit old for it now. Definitely getting too old for it.

Arnie: When I was preparing this research, I came across material which discussed how people from distinctive jobs might try to lessen the impact of leaving. We’ve talked about the army resettlement package, we’ve talked about you keeping your social links, your military social links, intact to a certain extent by joining the [named army corps] Association. Do you do anything else?

Colin: No. Oh, in preparation?  

Arnie: Mmm. Or even when you came out.

Colin: No. I had enough training to do my job that would prepare me to just go into civvie street without any problems whatsoever.

Arnie: Can I ask you whether or not you feel you have adjusted to civilian life?

Colin: Yes.  

Arnie: You have?
Colin: Yes. Despite going to Bosnia [and] thoroughly enjoying myself,  I wouldn’t do it again. It’s, if you like, a last fling. My wife described it as ‘Toys for the boys.’ I wouldn’t do it again. I have definitely civilianized.

Arnie: Sometimes partners, relatives or friends can influence how we feel about ourselves, particularly during this type of transition. Can you say something about whether or not you felt supported by your partner?
Colin: Yes. My wife had never had anything to do with the army before I met her. We married in 1993, met her in 1991, married in 1993, I was out of the army in 1994, so she had no time – I hate to say this – to become an army wife. So she... her attitude was still civilian without being institutionalized as army wives are. So she helped without any problem whatsoever, none whatsoever.  

Arnie: You were well supported.

Colin: Oh yeah.  

Arnie: Thanks. That’s just about all the questions I wanted to ask. Is there anything on the subject that you‘d like to talk about which we’ve not covered?

Colin: Yes. Most servicemen, after having done their twenty-two years, feel like they are tossed on the heap. Whether they like to admit it or not, most people think like that. It would be nice to have some sort of high level organization, as the Americans do, and representation in government with a representative of the veterans because, if we had something based on that, at least most servicemen could turn to somebody instead of having to go to a civilian GP who has no idea of military life and say ‘Look, I’ve got a real problem. I need to talk to somebody about it.’ I haven’t personally got any psychological problems that way but I recently went to see the doctor about my knees. ‘Oh, you’ve got arthritis.’ What makes you say that?’ ‘Oh, you’re an ex-serviceman, aren’t you? It says in your records here.’ Well, that hurts because why can’t they, say, do a bit more exploratory? I don’t take drugs for pains like that but obviously with problems which servicemen have, they’ve got to be related in some way to the service. I’m not after compensation but at least some sort of sympathetic view because I think, as servicemen, we have a special place in society, of having served our country. Maybe this is a [indecipherable] attitude of mine, I don’t know. But I think that it should be recognised after you leave, there should be some sort of... after all, after twenty-two years it’s... you are recognised as something, you are labelled, but all of a sudden you’re a non-entity. But wouldn’t it be nice to turn round, and I don’t mean [named army corps] Association which really is a charity, it’s... and can’t do a great deal. SSAFA [Soldiers’, Sailors & Airmen’s Families Association] doesn’t do a great deal. I think it’s got to be some sort of forceful organization based on the British Legion possibly but certainly based on the model that the Americans have because I think they have a department for veterans’ affairs. Now that I think is excellent. There still should be some sort of part... because you’re part of it and then tossed out is wrong I think. It’s wrong to just say ‘Right, we’ve had our twenty-two years’ worth out of you. Off you go, pack your bag, here’s a few bob.’ I mean, the money’s great but you know, it’s not the be all and end all. The... I think the psychological well-being should also be looked after and that’s quite easy to look after by having, as I say, a department of ex-servicemen’s affairs. That would be the right way down the path. Whether... what the implications are, I don’t know. I haven’t even thought it through fully but it’s... I’ve got a sort of a germ of an idea, sort of germinating, and it would be a good thing, I think, if there was something like that.

Arnie: I’d like you now to reflect for a moment on the experience of the interview. How’s it felt? What have been the positive things about taking part and what have been the negative things about taking part?

Colin: Nothing negative. Positive? I suppose I talk too much. I just hope that I help in your research in one way or another.

Arnie: Thanks.

Colin: In one small way, and if anything comes out of your research that can help somebody else, that would be a bonus. I’d like to say that I’ve done my bit. After all, that’s what we joined the army for – to have done your little bit.  

Arnie: So you’re still doing your little bit?

Colin: Yeah, I think so, yeah, and I see no reason why not.

Arnie: Do you think that taking part in this interview has had any effect on you or will have any effect on you in the future?

Colin: I can’t think of anything at the moment but something will obviously hit me later on. It’s bound to.

Arnie: Thanks very much for allowing me to come and see you.  
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