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

Johnny: Yeah. I think it has been all my life because I think... Now, I’ve always been a military sort of minded even as a young lad. My dad was in the army and he was a military-type person although he didn’t work once he’d finished his bit. Life at home was still sort of military. Up in [specific part of the UK] in the country and life and the way we were brought up was military. It was disciplined and he set standards and the standards were high and we had to follow and that’s the way that life was then so when I came to leaving school, life was more or less – the army was the way I was going to go. It wasn’t a forced thing but it was... it was just a natural thing to go and my dad talked about the army, my uncle talked about the army, you know, other people in the village talked about it and that’s the way it was because it was the sort of community that had a strong bond with the local regiments. Like the [named regiments] – they were all in that area and in [specific part of the UK], it still is now I would think, you’ve got the strong bond between the army or the services and it was just a natural thing. I think my whole life has been sort of military and since sixteen I’ve been identified with the army, so if you’d asked me that question any time during my army life either as Corporal, Sergeant, Staff Sergeant, it would have been exactly the same sort of thing. But now you’ve got to leave it, I think to myself ‘Who am I?’ Well, I’m a family man, I am a family man now and that’s all that really matters to me now, just looking after my family to make sure I do OK, my wife’s OK, my sons are OK and we’ve got a secure sort of lifestyle and that’s it. But... my whole outlook on life has been influenced really by experiences in the army. The things that I do, I always try to do them well even now, always look at things and think ‘Is there a way to improve it? Is there a way to do it better? Is that my best shot at it or can I do a better job than that?’ Or next time I’ll change it because that wasn’t good enough. It’s all... well that’s the way the army is, you know. You go into certain positions, you do a job to the best of your ability with what you’ve got and if you come to do that job again, you always say ‘Well I did it like that and it wasn’t quite right,’ you try and improve it. Even now I still say that that’s the way that I would work now. It doesn’t matter... it might have been an influence from the army but that’s just the way that I am. I like to do things well. You know, even my wife says that even putting a bloody shelf up in the house, I won’t use a little screw, I’ll use a bloody big screw like that so the thing doesn’t fall down. And I’m like that... I’m sort of very thorough in everything that I do, not only when I was in the army but even when at home. Washing the car – it’s thorough, it’s clean. You know, like digging the garden – it’s dug properly, you see it’s always done thoroughly and if that’s something that the army has sort of put into me, it might be. But I think it was there before because when I was a young lad, my dad was a thorough person and he did things thoroughly and to the best of his ability and I think that is... it’s always been there as we would say.     

Arnie: What aspects of being a soldier were important to you?

Johnny: Aspects of being a soldier?

Arnie: Mmm.

Johnny: Were important? Uh... I think the most important is that again, it wasn’t a thing that it was in the army – it was before you joined the army. You wanted to do something that you see yourself improving and you’re doing something for your country – well, the Queen and the country. That’s the things that I believe in and I still do. Now that I’m out of the army I still believe in the Queen and the country. When I was a young lad, my dad, he was the same and it was all... and that was important to me, doing something that you’re going to improve yourself by and, as I said, serving Queen and country. And once I was in the army, it was always the sort of feeling that you actually belonged to something that was worthwhile in that you were doing a job that was worthwhile – plus the idea you always got the feeling of belonging. You still do now, you know. You’re still in contact although they’re out as well. There’s some are in, there’s some are out, there’s still this bond that you’ve got.  

Arnie: You’re still in contact with some of your old colleagues?
Johnny: Yeah. Within the next month we’re going to a reunion which will be, you know, some... It’s just a bond that you’ve got there between people and if you do the same sort of job and the same sort of trade, there’s a bond there. So I think that’s a sense that you actually belong to something that’s worthwhile.   

Arnie: Do you think you have that feeling now? In civvie street?

Johnny: I have… but you don’t get the same bond between your workmates. As far as they’re concerned, come half past four they’re out the door, there’s no activity after that, if you see. I don’t think you’re going... I don’t think you get it. You might expect it but you don’t get it. Or you might give it – it’s that it doesn’t come back to you.

Arnie: How do you feel about that?

Johnny: I think you’ve just got to accept it really. You try and do things but you know, like having a dinner at Christmas, you know.  The first year, well I thought I’d go out for Christmas dinner in the building with the security branch but it was a complete waste of time, you know, because nobody’s interested, because they’ve got to come in, in their own time, you see. So basically what happened I think is that you’ve got all these ideas or things that you’re used to that you try and put into the job you’re doing now, then you find that nobody’s interested so you just... you stop trying I think, in that sort of way.  

Arnie: People tend to experience events like this sort of transition in their own unique way and I’d like to hear how you experienced it and what your feelings were. Can you talk about that transition? Start wherever you want and talk about whatever you want, just pick it up wherever you want.

Johnny: Right. I was in [named country outside the UK] and I had to wait eighteen months to go and I started thinking about what... well by that time I knew that I wasn’t going to go any further. On a certain date I was going to finish, so I started thinking I’ve always been interested in this sort of police.  So I sent off letters asking for application forms, asking for different sort of police areas and I said to my wife that the first one that comes back, that is where we’re going to go for a start. So the first one I had back was from [named county] so I came back to [named town] because [named town] for resettlement – everything’s here. So we came back here for our last six months of service, we had a quarter here and I was going for the police. I was a fit – I was doing a lot of reading on the police and how they work and that sort of thing. Went for resettlement on the police course so I could do the exams and do other bits and pieces. Would do [named locations], have a look at the police training college – all the normal sort of things. And all through that, got the application and once I’d passed the exam then it was OK and I put in the application form to [named county] to be a Police Constable. Sent it off, within a couple of days I was invited down, got through that no problem whatsoever, invited back for the assessments which really was the final bit. We went to do the assessments, got through the assessments easily enough, there was just no problem.   Then I went in for the... the end of that two days I went in for the medical and I thought, ‘No there’s not a problem’ because I was fit, I’d passed the fitness test – it wasn’t a problem. I was the oldest there and I was holding my own. Then went for the medical. Went through the medical and the last thing was the hearing test. I failed the hearing test. I said, ‘What do you mean I’ve failed the hearing test?’ I said, ‘I’m just about to finish with the army and I’ve just had a medical and they’ve said I’m fit.’ He said I was tone deaf and I said, ‘What does that mean?’  He said ‘It means you can’t hear things that are said. If you were in a crowded room, you wouldn’t be able to hear what other people were hearing.’ And as soon as he said that, I said ‘No, I don’t accept that.’ So I went straight back to the army and said ‘I’ve just failed a police entrance medical because of this.’ And they said ‘Well there’s nothing we can do.’ So I put in an appeal as a sort of long shot. And they said ‘No, sorry. The hearing’s not for…  You can’t actually become a PC [Police Constable]’ so that was that – my plans actually went straight out the window. My plan was to finish my time in [named town], join the police, then whenever they said to me that you’re going to be stationed in [named town 1], [named town 2], [named town 3], we would have gone down there and actually sorted ourselves out in a house, bought a house or rented accommodation and totally got ourselves on the ground. That went straight out the window and of course it caused a great... well within my wife, and she began to worry then because I had no – I didn’t know either where I was going to go then. My line was made, I was actually focused on becoming a policeman you see, wherever, [specific part of UK] – it doesn’t matter where it was. That’s what I wanted to do because I thought I was ideally suited for the job but that came to a grinding halt. Of course that put us in a bit of a situation where we thought ‘What the hell am I going to do? What sort of job... Do I go and try and get a job where there... on the construction sites, driving a digger?’, you know, and I thought ‘That’s not really what I want to do,’ you know. I had a time of driving diggers, you know. I don’t want to get up at five o’clock in the morning and drive for two hours and start operating a machine. You know, I thought I could do something better, so I started looking for jobs but without computers, without CVs, going out one a day, job applications, you know, were going out Monday to Friday, waiting for the replies, and this went on. I applied for a few jobs. I was offered a few of them but once you started looking at the jobs themselves, they weren’t what they were supposed to be but a bit shady. Some people would say, ‘Look, why do you want to do this?’ – did I want to be a mechanic or did I want to be a plant operator? But when you actually went to look at it, it was all back-handed stuff. They weren’t paying you up front what you were actually expected to get. So I just turned them down and this went on for about eight months. I’d drive, for a few jobs with the TA [Territorial Army] up in Scotland – RQMSs [Regimental Quartermaster Sergeants], ex-QMS [Quartermaster Sergeant] type jobs, engineering admin officer type jobs – and never got very far with them at all.  

Arnie: How did that make you all feel?

Johnny: What?

Arnie: How did that make you all feel?

Johnny: How did we feel? Putting it bluntly, pretty pissed off at that time. The only good thing about it was that the housing officer in [named town], because as soon as it happened with the police I said to him, ‘Look, this has happened and the possibility of me finding a house and a job within the next six or seven weeks are highly unlikely’ so it put me in a situation that I had to go to him and tell him what was happening. He said, ‘Don’t worry about it.’ And he was very good. He said, ‘Don’t rush out there and try and find the first job that comes along and get yourself into the situation where you don’t like the job, you’ve got yourself into a house that you can’t... the job... that you’ve got to stay at because you’ve got to pay for the house and all that side, you sit there, you pay this’ – basically a mortgage for the house. But we were in there nearly a year after my discharge date but it was not a good time, you know. My wife began to worry about it, although she said that... you worried about it and I always say to her ‘No, look we’re in a corner and we’ll find something. There’ll be something there at the end of the day.’ Well as time went on, it got her more and more... Well it was depressing actually because I was sending all these job applications and I thought, ‘Right, ideal for that job, CV is geared to the thing’, all sent off, you know. Not a bloody peep. As eight months went on, it gets a bit... and you think to yourself, ‘What the hell’s going on?’ And you’re going for these interviews and you think, ‘Well, do I really want this job?’ and it might have shown at the end of the day that I didn’t really want the job, that I was just going along there for the experience of the interview. And then when the job that you did want it maybe went the opposite way that I was pushing too much, I don’t know, then... I think it was just before Christmas, which is a little weird for a period in this sort of local [named town] paper for this job, you know, deputy chief security officer at [named organization]. And my wife pointed it out to me and said, ‘Phone them up and see what’s happening.’ I phoned it up and I came across for an informal interview with the Chief and he said ‘Right, put your application form in and we’ll call you forward for a fuller interview.’ And it was really... I didn’t really push myself. I just said basically what I was and that I was out of work and I was looking for a job and got selected and the interview, but the main interview took about five minutes and there I was – I just had a job. It was as simple as that.       

Arnie: Why do you think you got the job?

Johnny: I don’t know. I don’t really know. I just said who I was and they said ‘How about working with students?’ and I said ‘Well, each situation is actually different’ because I’d been a Sergeant Major at [an army college] so I was used to working with young people and getting on with them at sixteen and they were leaving at seventeen and a half and in between that period there’s a big change in them so it seemed astute to come here and there is a change in them, you can see the change in them. Basically I just explained to them that I was used to that sort of thing – you’ve just got to sit there and listen to what they’re saying. As with anybody, you’ve just got to listen to what they’re saying, then come back and make a decision, be it a right or wrong one. If you make a decision, you’ve got to stand up for it at the end of the day and say that’s the decision that I made. 

Arnie: Can you say something about how it actually felt when you were discharged from the army?

Johnny: How I felt when I was discharged from the army? I got the feeling that once you get to a certain stage and they know that you’re going to leave, nobody is really interested in you any more. They don’t want to know. My wife and myself, we’ve actually talked about this and we have checked with a Sergeant Major and what I would say is that I was up and running, you know. I was there and I was keen and I was fit and I was heavily involved with him because we only lived a hundred yards from the camp so it was in and out and see what was going on, and I had my finger on the pulse and I got a good report from the army so I was promoted but the next job that he gave me, that to me was the pigs... was a pig’s ear of a job. It was the Army Management Services so they sent me to [named town] to re-train me as an Army Management Services practitioner which to me wasn’t me at all. It was all paperwork, it was... I’m afraid I’m not a paperwork man. Yes, I can do the paperwork, I can set things up but that’s not all – there’s more to me than just paperwork, there’s being on the ground.  Well this job was heavily committed to too much paperwork, producing datas, reports, and I just didn’t like it. So by the end... how did I feel at the end? I felt that it was time that I had to go and they were probably glad to see me go but that’s not the... I got the impression at the end, that sort of one day I was there and then ‘Oh, he’s gone’, that’s it, finished and nobody else was interested in it or me any more after that. And that’s the feeling that I had when I came back to the UK. Even when I went back to the depot in [named location outside the UK] barracks for my last six months, I went in there, nobody was really interested in what was happening or they didn’t want me to do anything of any importance at all. They just wanted it read, ‘You’re here, come back in a fortnight’s time,’ you know. You went back in a fortnight, you were there for about an hour and nobody was really interested.         

Arnie: Did that affect how you felt about yourself?

Johnny: Yeah, I thought ‘What’s it all about?’ But I’m not the only one that says that, you know. My friend says the same – that one day they were there, the next day they’re just Mr Nobody.

Arnie: That brings me on to how the resettlement package is for people who are leaving the army. I wonder how useful it was for you. Can you say something about how useful it was or not?

Johnny: The resettlement package... I found it... well the courses that I selected to go onto were ideal for what I was focused on doing at that time. When I was in [named country outside the UK] we had a talk by one of the... a civilian company that was taking over the... they were doing all the CV writing and all this sort of thing and how to try and market yourself and how to sell yourself basically. [Specific company name] was the name of the company. They were doing that part of army resettlement. It was interesting but at that time you’re still in the army and you’re still living in a quarter and you’re still doing a job of work. It was a year before I was due to finish so it was yeah, it was interesting but your mind isn’t focused on trying to sell yourself to a civilian firm or even writing a CV at all.

Arnie: It was too early?

Johnny: It was too early. And OK they were there to do a job. I think it lasted for a day and there was a lot of useful information there but I found it – because I was still in the army and I was still doing a job of work that it took up a normal working day, I wasn’t really, I didn’t actually think about it. ‘Yeah OK, I’ve got that, put that there and just carry on until the end.’ 

Arnie: Do you think you were mentally prepared then for leaving the army? 

Johnny: No, I wasn’t because I think... everybody... I always thought when I was in the army I always tried my best and I always got good reports and I always – I think even right up to the very end, I thought maybe that they were going to turn round to me and say, ‘Right you’ve got long service. You’ve got another two years, you know, five years, or you’re going to be commissioned’ or something like that but then it comes to a stage that they actually know that that’s not going to happen but hidden in the back of your mind you always seem to hang onto that sort of thing. I didn’t want to leave the army because I always thought I still had a lot to offer at the end of the day, you know.  Although my last job was bit of a pig, I think if I’d actually... I’d no complaints about the work and I still got good reports but it wasn’t me. If I’d been sort of going back into the [specified corps of the British army] as [Senior Warrant Officer] doing something completely different, I probably would have... my attitude at that time might have changed completely.     

Arnie: Working in the military environment is different to working in the civilian environment and you’ve said something about that already. Can you say something about how it feels to work in the civilian workplace in comparison to the army workplace?

Johnny: Frustrated. You’ve got... I found it difficult when I first came out. The first year I found it difficult to actually just to routinely sort of pull myself back from saying what I thought because you can’t do that, because you’d probably get your knuckles rapped or you find yourself in a great deal of trouble by speaking your mind. You can’t do that, especially when you’re in a sort of… When you see things wrong or they’re not being done the way you think they should be and you’ve got to pull yourself back and then you’ve got to try and make influence in a gentle sort of way. You’ve got to talk to people, you’ve got to talk to people a lot more and you’ve got to try and win them round to the way that you are thinking. Even if you want a simple thing done or even to get somebody to clean his boots or to clean his trousers, you can’t go in and say ‘Your trousers are not offset’ or ‘You get cleaning tokens for them, why haven’t they been cleaned?’ You can’t say that. You’ve got to go round the back door and come in the side door and try and say, you know ‘You’ve got to be smart tomorrow, [a specified dignitary] is coming to visit the [organization]’ or ‘The [Chief Executive equivalent] has made a point of... You’ve got to be smart tomorrow.’ You’ve got to go round a long way to get to the thing that you... Instead of going straight there you’re coming like that all the time. 

Arnie: It sounds like you feel there’s a lack of control?

Johnny: A lack of control?

Arnie: Mmm. It sounds like in the army that everybody knew their place. Everybody...

Johnny: Exactly – everybody knew their place. That’s the point that you want to get to, that’s the statement you want to make. You make that statement directly to the person concerned – clean their boots, and to do that in this [organization] you’ve got to go round a long way to get there and you’ve got to do a lot of talking. 

Arnie: Are there any parts of military life that you miss?

Johnny: Now?

Arnie: Mmm, or you did do when you first came out? 

Johnny: Uhm, certain… I think certain parts of the army that I would miss. I miss the comradeship most of all because in the unit it doesn’t matter what size unit – twenty or two hundred or a thousand or – there’s not many with a thousand now but if you’ve got a unit, you’ve always got this feeling that you’re aiming for something and if you go to [specified country 1] or if you go to [specified country 2] or whatever it is, you’ve always got a name and you’re working together. That’s what I miss and also the sporting aspects of my military life. You’ve always got this sporting challenge, be it the regiment or the squadron or the regimental football team, rugby team. You support them – boxing teams, athletics teams, cross country teams. Actually being involved with that is to me a very important part of the military life because it bonds you together and it gets people interested in what’s going on and that’s what I would say that I would miss. 

Arnie: Did you try and recover any of those elements, any of those parts? Like, you talked about the sporting and social aspects?

Johnny: Well yeah, the social aspects. We keep in touch with certain people and we’ve been back to the Mess a couple of times but a lot of that is dictated by – I actually work now and these sort of commitments.

Arnie: Are you an honorary Mess member?

Johnny: No. I’m a member of [a specified military corps association] and we go to Association dinners but we get invited with other honorary Mess members who get invited. We go there. On the sporting side, I still run and still compete in the normal sort of things that I would have done in the army – sort of half marathons, cross country races. Again it all depends on my commitments, if I can fit it in. So I still keep that interest up, I still try to keep involved in it, yeah. 

Arnie: Can I ask you whether or not you think you’ve adjusted to civilian life?

Johnny: Uh, adjusted? I wouldn’t say I’ve adjusted. I’d say I’ve accepted that that is where I am now. I wouldn’t say you ever adjust to it. I would never say that because you always... Everything you do, I think... No, I wouldn’t say I’ve adjusted. I would say that I’ve accepted the position that I’m in. If the opportunity arose where I... If for some reason somebody said to me ‘There’s a job going at the [specified military training school] as an instructor,’ be it a civilian instructor, that would interest me because going back into the military environment. And if I thought that’s where I want to be, maybe I would look at that seriously. I wouldn’t say that I’ve adjusted. I would say that I would accept the situation that I’m in at the moment is that... I wouldn’t say I’ve adjusted to anything – hard to see where you could adjust. No, I think you’ve just got to accept that you’re no longer in the army or whatever service it is, that you’re now a civilian and you’ve just got to accept that that is the situation that you’re in, and you’ve got to make the best of whatever you find yourself in. You  know, um, I keep looking in the papers, it doesn’t… You think ‘There must be something better than this’ and you think well, you’ll try for that and it’s the same thing and then you actually find yourself in a situation where you find a fairly well paid job, right, and you’ve got your little bit of a pension and life is fairly comfortable. Now if you upset the apple cart and say I don’t want to do that any more, the consequences are pretty severe for everybody concerned, aren’t they? Especially yourself and the family, right. Well that’s what you’ve got to worry about now. It’s yourself and the family, and if you make a rash decision and say ‘Right, bugger it, I don’t want the job any more, I’ve had enough, I won’t come back’, you just can’t do that any more. Well you couldn’t do it in the army but if you made a rash decision, you got a kick up the backside but you can’t afford just to sort of say ‘I’m changing my job.’ You’ve got to give it serious... and you’ve got to find a job that’s on the same level on the financial side before you make any decision to go and is it as secure as the one you’re in at the time? There’s lots of things you’ve got to talk about, so you might find yourself locked in a job that you might not totally enjoy but the financial benefits are there and the pension benefits are there and the holiday benefits are there. If you go for something that you might like to do, it might not be... it may not be as secure as what you think it is.

Arnie: Johnny, I’m watching the clock and I see we’re coming to the end of the time I asked for. In the time that we’ve got left, is there anything on the subject that you’d like to talk about which we haven’t covered?

Johnny: What would I like to say? The only thing I’d say briefly is that the time when you come to the end of your time is a very... You know some people seem to sort of fall into the – they have a job before they go out and they fell straight into that and they keep there and then sometimes you think ‘I’ve got lots of qualifications, I’ve got lots of experience, I can do lots of things’ but when you try and fit that into a civilian type job, it is actually very difficult. You come to... One of the very first jobs that I tried for was a test driver for earth-moving equipment at the [named organization] and it wasn’t a well-paid job but it was a job that I thought... testing equipment before it goes into service, I thought, ‘That would be a good little job.’ And in fact I’d watched them up there before I went for the interview. I went for the interview and I was sat opposite a guy who used to be in the [specified army corps] and I knew that I wasn’t going to get that job because, as I said, there’s my CV and there’s my City and Guilds Earth-moving Equipment Construction, Roads Construction, mechanical, all of this and they asked me... one of the guys asked me a question about how I’d get an excavator off its side and all this, and you think to yourself, ‘He either thinks that I’m not capable of doing the job or I’m going to be looking for his job,’ and sometimes you get that impression – that the guy that you’re talking to doesn’t want you there at all and in some jobs you find that you’ve got to be very wary of that and putting all this across to them and how much you put in but, I… That’s the feeling I got on a few occasions that I went for these interviews that the people... You say ‘I can do this, I can do that, yes I’ve done all that, I’ve got experience in that, I’ve got two years’ experience of what here’ and you think to yourself, ‘Well I can do all the actual things they’re asking’, are they against taking you on because you’re looking for their job? But that’s... sometimes you get that impression that with the qualifications and the experience that you have, you could probably do the job very well.

Arnie: Thanks very much, Johnny. 
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