Arnie: The psychological literature suggests that people become identified with the work they do to different degrees. If I’d asked you ‘Who are you?’ when you were still in the army, how might you have responded?  

Tony: Um, I’d have said that I’m a hard-working person. I’m a person that enjoyed the army. Basically, if I could get further than what I had – one reason being that I hadn’t climbed further is that I’ve got no academic studies. Um, I wish I could have gone into higher rank all the time but being in the battalion side of life, you are virtually in dead man’s shoes, especially in the job I was doing where I was a Corporal in the [specified army corps]. Whereas so many mergers were going on within the army, you were always getting someone posted in who was a higher rank from another battalion and so I was in dead man’s shoes. Um, yeah, I was still a fit man for my age. At the age of thirty-one I was still doing my BFT [Basic Fitness Test] at nine and a half minutes and I was seeing these young lads of nineteen coming in and failing and when I went in for the redundancy, I was classed then as being too old or… Another job that I wanted to go for was the [specified army corps] because they were actually after Corporal Navigators, Corporal Aviators but, as I say, at the age of thirty-one I was classed as being too old and I thought, ‘Hang on, I am still a fit person, I’ve still got all my faculties about me. Why am I being classed as being too old? Give me a chance first of all before you turn round and say “No, you’re too old.”’  So I was disappointed because I still feel that I’m a young person, I’m a fit person, I’m a healthy person and sometimes I feel as if the army let me down. But um, I’ve still got a lot to offer, you know. If I went back into the army tomorrow, I’d still be there you know, doing what the youngsters do now like, you know, so. 

Arnie: Would you go back in tomorrow?

Tony: If I had the chance, I would possibly think I would go back, yeah. Knowing what civvie life is like now, yeah. Not because of you working harder but because I enjoyed the army. There’s all… as I said, I may have been in dead man’s shoes but always with the army you are doing something different. It may have got a bit mundane at times – like, Northern Ireland, you’re doing the same things and all that but in Northern Ireland I was on a high or, if I was abroad somewhere, you’d have a mate who’d get drunk and fall about and you’re always having a good laugh and a dig at someone, whereas in civvie street you have a good laugh at someone or a good dig at someone and you’re virtually frowned at. So it’s like being on two sides: you’ve got the army and you’ve got civvie street. I came out of the army and I was expected there and then to be a civvie but I still can’t accept really that I’m a civvie. My wife gets on to me now to say that the things I do are too regimented, um, like building out the back. I wanted paving slabs so that they were, you know, in a row, a nice row, but my wife said ‘No, that’s too regimented.’ She wants it other ways. She thinks that I’m still in the army and to be honest with you I am. I’m a very tidy person in what I do and my standards are a lot higher than my wife’s and it got to a stage where my marriage was affected and I was affecting my children because I’d go up to their bedrooms and their bedrooms were, you know, everywhere, and I’d be basically on parade inspecting their bedrooms. And um, of course, it used to get on my wife’s nerves and my wife is actually, she’s on depression tablets and all that now, mainly down to me because it got to such a stage, as I say, where our marriage was affected and I was basically doing her in like you know. I was virtually killing her because of the things that I expected my family to do – although I was out of the army.  

Arnie: So all this was during the time when you had left the army?

Tony: Yes, yeah. Yeah, well it was during and after. Because I’d come home say, four-thirty pm after and my wife would be busy running round the children’s bedrooms putting the toys away because I’d come in and say, ‘Why is that left here?’ and the poor children would have to put their toys away when I came in. And I was doing it then when I was out as well. And even my neighbours next door had seen that I was like a Jekyll and Hide. I’d be all nice and sweet to them and come home and I’d be, you know, the nasty person to my family and it really affected my marriage. But, touch wood, everything’s changing now. I’ve chilled a lot, I’ve really relaxed down but it got to such a stage, as I say, when I actually went and seen a psychiatrist and I had a few sessions with her and she was telling me a lot and she was saying, ‘Well, why are you doing it?’ and she was always saying, ‘Oh it’s a hiccup, it’s a hiccup,’ and I thought, ‘No, it’s more than a hiccup. If you really saw what I did to my family, um, you wouldn’t be saying it was a hiccup. It would be more a burp or something and you know, you’d be there saying, “Hey, back off. Give your family space”’ and all that. So in the end, um, I actually didn’t bother going and I chilled down. I’ve relaxed a lot better myself. I’m still… I’ve still got an edge there. I still, you know, if I see things lying around and my wife says to me, ‘Hey relax. Cool down, forget about it.’ I am relaxing a lot more. There is a gentle slide, a very gentle slide down into being a relaxed civvie person like.    

Arnie: A relaxed civvie person?

Tony: Yeah.

Arnie: Does that, um, does that manifest itself, does that show itself in other ways, in civilian life?

Tony: Um, well in my job as well, cos I expect… like, I’m a chauffeur, uh, for [named company] and I expect you know, to be the smartest guy there. I want my car to be the cleanest and I still like – as a soldier, you were expected to be there five minutes before and I still do that. I’m there five or ten minutes before. It may be a natural thing anyway but I am there. I am basically… my shoes are polished, my hair is combed, my suit is, you know, spit and polished and pressed and ironed and all that and I am smart and I suppose that’s another side of it. But then, that’s my job as a chauffeur: you’re expected to be smart and tidy anyway but I just go that bit more, if you see what I mean.

Arnie: It sounds like you apply military standards to the civilian job that you’re doing.

Tony: Yes, yeah, very much so. So, um, it will always be like that with this job but maybe sometimes I need to relax. Like some of the guys, they pull my leg. I go over things whereas they, they don’t. They let it ride, but no, not me. I can’t. Any my wife will back that up, that I really go overboard in some of the things I do. There’s like, painting the house or, you know, over there now, my mate was saying to me earlier on, ‘Oh have you got all these lines set and have you done this?’, and I’m thinking, ‘What, what are you on about?’ like, you know. All I know is how to stick something upright all the way round, make sure it’s level and you know… and I’ll be there if it’s a millimetre out, no, that’s not good enough for me. I just don’t do that. So… 

Arnie: You’ve talked about how you operate in your civilian job. How do the people around you operate?

Tony: Um, like my wife, um, she’s very laid back anyway. Um, she’s not like me. She never will be like me, like you know, she can sit down and let things go, like you know. Like, my children’s bedrooms – she’ll let it go for so long and then let it slide. The children are still very jumpy around me but they don’t know what to expect from me, especially my son. My son… like, deep down I idolise him but my wife had been married before and, um, they tried for children and they never could have children. So my wife came off the pill when we got married because she expected never to be able to have children but as soon as we got married she fell. Of course my son came along then and everything was alright but we were actually on a posting to [named town] in [country outside the UK] and we were there five years and my son then was about a year and a half, two years, and if he had done anything wrong, I’d be on him. I remember one day um, he was only about a year and a half, two years, maybe three years, I cannot remember specifically. All I can remember is that I come home, my wife, I got a bit stressed with him so uh, I came in and I virtually lifted him up by his neck. I was virtually throttling him there because he had gone and upset my wife, and it upset me. Anything that upsets my wife upsets me. I don’t care who it is – whether it is my children, my wife’s family, my family or whoever. You know, as far as I’m concerned, my wife… although I’ve treated her bad in the past, it… my wife is the idol of my life like, you know, and… but as I say, my children are still very wary around me. Even the friends next door recently, even they, um, were very wary of what I was getting like because either because… As I say, my wife got really stressed out and, um, my sister-in-law kept on coming round here and then my brother-in-law. Now, I like them both… I get on great with the wife’s family but they’re always round here and… enough was enough because my wife was getting so depressed, and, um, um, I told them my son… I think, I just wished they wouldn’t come round here any more. So my son then, his auntie asked him what was wrong and he went and told his auntie and that was it. I just… my brother-in-law didn’t want to come round here no more. My sister-in-law just shut me out. My father-in-law was almost ready to kill me, um, and you know, I’d gone and upset everyone, so… but now luckily I’ve gone and made it up with the wife’s family. Everything’s alright now as long as I don’t go loony again like, you know, go round upsetting people. But, as I say, I am relaxing a lot more now around people, um, but um, my children are still very jumpy around me but it’s getting to the stage where… Like, like before when I was, you know, the bad guy, if I wanted my son to do anything, it would be ‘[Son’s name], do this now,’ and it won’t be ‘[Son’s name],’ you know, he’s eighteen, he’s his own man now, it’s not ‘Get up and do it when you want to’, it’s ‘[Son’s name], you’re a man now. Do it now.’   

Arnie: It sounds as if it was, um, you were talking to…

Tony: A squaddie, a soldier, yeah, and it’s the same with my daughter.  ‘[Daughter’s name], why aren’t you doing this? [Daughter’s name], why isn’t your bedroom tidy? Why isn’t this done?’ and I’m afraid it got to the stage where, you know, virtually the same thing was happening with my wife. And… but now, I can say I’ve got, I’ve learnt to say, ‘Please will you do this?’ and ‘Please will you do it then?’ And my son doesn’t mind helping me out – well, he helped me this morning to do some work in the garden. My daughter, well she hoovered out my car and all that, and she’s got a mobile phone and she’s got to the stage now where she sends me e-mails saying, ‘Oh daddy, when are you coming home?’ and ‘Daddy, hurry up’ and all this. So it… I am relaxing but it got to the stage where my family were very jumpy around me and not only my nearest and dearest but also the wife’s family as well.       

Arnie: You said a couple of times before [that] deep down, deep down you feel certain things – like your son, you love your son. That seemed to say that deep down, you feel certain things but that you don’t say them. 

Tony: Yeah, um… I’m not an expressionable person. Um, I could not say to my son, you know, ‘I love you.’ My mum and dad were always arguing. They were both farmers, hard-working people but they were never close. There was a lot of arguments between them and of course us boys… My dad was very, a stern person and there was no… He used to mess around and play around with us but there was no love, ‘Oh I love you, son’ or... and I suppose I’ve passed it on… I couldn’t do the same with my own son. I can now mainly because I am changing, but I couldn’t… especially when I was in the army. I was a soldier like, you know. You don’t say things, like poofy things like ‘I love you’ to your son and all this, and to be honest with you, my son and daughter have got to the stage where they didn’t want to hear it anyway. Cos, you know, it could have been false with me because basically I may have wanted them to do something or, you know, and I expected them to do something and you know, ‘Why is dad doing this? What’s he want, like?’ And so, it got to that stage and then… I could always, my wife and I, I could always say… like, well, with my wife it was sometimes she’d be holding my hand in town or something and I’d be saying, ‘Don’t do that, I’m in the army,’ like, you know. ‘You can’t… it’s a poofy thing. Don’t, don’t do that,’ like, you know. And it got to that stage. It doesn’t worry me now like, you know, we’re like two silly children now like, you know. But, um, I’m not an expressionable person. Like, even my wife turns round to me and says ‘Talk to me, tell me these things,’ and I… as I say, I’m always going to – I will now but before I couldn’t.    

Arnie: You’ve learnt it.

Tony: I’ve had to learn to, yeah.  

Arnie: What aspects, if any, of being a soldier were important to you?
Tony: Um, well one, it was the job. Two, it was having some really good mates. Like, I enjoyed the soldiering side of life. You were always going abroad. Like, as I say, I was a [named location] farm boy, um, got enlisted in [named town], which is in [specific part of the UK] and I went there straight to [named city outside the UK] for four months. I flew out there – went straight to [that named city]. It was the biggest eye-opener I had ever, ever undertook in my entire life. There was foreign people, there was this funny language I’d never heard before, um, and I just loved it. Everything from then onwards – ‘God I love this.’ I loved going away. I loved being a soldier because you’re so tidy and it helped me, it really helped me sort my life out because I never went to school as a kid. I was always happy to work on the farm and all that so I didn’t get any qualifications or nothing. But the army was teaching me things that I’d never, if I’d stayed on the farm, would never ever see or of course being abroad and I had loads of mates and there was so much I learnt from the army.  

Arnie: It sounds like the army became… 

Tony: A family. It really is a complete and utter family to me. But, even so, you couldn’t really go into deep things when you were talking to a person… you know, a mate, really deep down. You could say about well… ‘I went with so and so and this girl last night,’ or ‘We’d done this over the weekend back home’ and all that but you couldn’t really say, ‘Oh I am depressed’ or ‘I need this to happen’ or ‘I’ve got money worries’ or nothing. You couldn’t… there was no one like that you could really turn to. Um, like when you got married, you had a Families Officer and all that or the Padre was always there but you always felt that in the end it would get back to your CO [Commanding Officer] or the major or something and, you know, if it got back to them, you know, they’d say ‘Sorry, services no longer required. Out you go.’ So you couldn’t really talk to anyone, you know, not like you can with the wife and all that.      

Arnie: You talked about mates being important in the army. Are military mates different to civilian mates? 

Tony: Yes, very much so. Like with military mates, some of the things you can do and say with them is the most obscene, ludicrous things you ever done in… Like, I work with ex-squaddies now and some of the civvie guys that work with us, they look at us and think, ‘God, what are doing like?’, you know. ‘You shouldn’t do that’. Like, I can go out and – excuse me – but I can grab hold of an ex-squaddie’s testicles and give them a crunch and all that whereas I can’t do that with civvies. Or… we just do daft things together and it was always the same when I was in the army. We were always… like, half a dozen of us would get into – not a fight-fight but we’d all just pile into one room and crash around and all that, whereas, with a civvie guy you couldn’t, you know – they’d virtually be like a cry-baby but whereas a squaddie, where you are expected to be so strong and all that, you could crash into them and fetch them one and it was a big laugh really with a squaddie, but with civvie guys you’ve got to watch how far you go, you know – you could cause them offence. Or, but with a squaddie, you can go virtually all the way and you know, it’s brilliant.  

Arnie: It’s almost like still being in the army?

Tony: Oh yes, very much so, yeah. And I’m glad of that fact because this… like being here in the [named garrison town] area, there’s still a lot of military things going on and I like to keep in the know. Um, like um, my battalion’s now in [a named city in a country outside the UK] and they were in Kosovo but the amount of ex-[named regiment] people that I actually still meet in the [named locality] area. I met one Wednesday and he knew me rather than I knew him. He’s gonna drive for the [local event] here and it’s great because I was catching up on who was who and where they were and all that, and it was brilliant because I was still there like, you know. I’ve got… working for the company I do, they um, they drive a lot of military vehicles so I still love getting dressed up as a soldier, still putting on the old beret, the boots. I still remember, you know, uh, the elastics, using elastics instead of using the old draw cords at the bottom of the trousers. I love all that and I’m still – although it’s gently coming away from me, I’m still a soldier. I still love the fact that I was a soldier and I’ve always said, if I had my life over again, I would still be a soldier. I’d have to be.

Arnie: I wonder how you’d feel if you were in civvie street, as you are now, but you weren’t working in an environment with ex-soldiers?

Tony: I think I’d be lost. Um, one job I was doing was security work at [named commercial site]. It’s the car auctions there and all you were doing basically was walking round looking after these cars and there was no ex-army guys there – there was all civvies and I couldn’t really talk to them. I didn’t know how to talk to them and the job itself was killing me. I virtually came home here and I’m glad I’ve got the wife I have because I came home here and I was ready to shut myself off in the garage with a hose running into the car because I got so depressed. But now I’m in the job I am, I’m still with the army side of things because anything army and the lads are always on about it. I can still have an army style sense of humour and all that, and it’s great. You know, I’m content in that side of life now.

Arnie: It’s almost as if you’ve got a foot in both camps.

Tony: Yes. Yes, you’re right there.

Arnie: You talk about keeping in the know and about the old mates and sometimes people you didn’t know who you bump into, ex-members of the regiment. Are there any other ways that you keep ‘in the know’?  

Tony: Um, well when I left, I was supposed to get the monthly magazine, [name of regimental journal]. You paid your subscriptions each month and it came out of your wages and at one stage there was three of us within the [named] platoon that actually came out of there because we thought it was a con, and we had an officer then who said ‘Oh don’t do that. You’ve got to stay in it,’ so to keep peace of mind we joined back up. Since I left the army, we haven’t had this monthly subscription or this magazine but one of my mates actually works in [a specific museum in the area associated with the regiment] and every now and then he’ll post me on the [regimental] magazine, so I keep in touch that way and, of course, sometimes I’ll buy the ‘Soldier’ magazine and I see [named regiment] have done this and all that and there’s always things on the news and my mates in work say, ‘Oh [named regiment] has done this, and so and so was with them’ and all that, and…

Arnie: Can you talk about that, starting wherever you want and talking about whatever you want?

Tony: Um, I don’t think there was a transition. Like, I came out of the army um, they said ‘Yes, you’ve got redundancy.’ Came the day of leaving, that was it. I was a civvie. So we travelled down here in the car, got here and that was it.  I had no friends, I had no job at the time. 

Arnie: How did that feel?

Tony: Horrible, because um, basically I like people around me. I can have a laugh with people and I can laugh at them, I can laugh with them and they can laugh at me. But not having friends when I first came down here, it was horrible. I had the wife’s family, which helped some but it’s not the same as having a mate. So it was horrible that side of life and then, not having a job. ‘My God, where am I going to start? How am I going to get a job?’ Um, what was my first job? Oh, my first job, um, I was there a day and a half. Um, it was actually driving for a firm in [named town], um, delivering plastic milk bottles and I was driving an HGV [Heavy Goods Vehicle] lorry which I got. I got all the licenses and all that, so I thought ‘Great, I’m employable.’ People would take me on like that but I got quite a shock, in fact, of that side of life cos, because people didn’t want to know unless you’ve got a tachograph [experience with using the vehicles tachograph], [unless] you’ve got two years’ experience, blah, blah, blah. And I’m going, ‘Hang on, I haven’t got none of this.’ So I… they didn’t want to know me and I thought, ‘Why, like? I’m a hard-working person, I’ve got the licenses.’ So, and that was a bit of a shock and this, this company I went to work for, um, this guy, he was a New Zealander and he wanted everything perfect. Although I wanted the same type of thing, we’d been to one place, me and this guy, and this guy was supposed to be a transport manager. So he was coming out with me on my drive and we got back after doing this one delivery and this New Zealander flew at me. I asked him, ‘What’s wrong, like? What have I done?’ I was supposed to have gone and dented this car at this one place and he had to pay for it and all that. So he bollocked me left, right and centre. He said, ‘Oh, you may as well pack your bags.’ I said, ‘No, no, don’t worry – I’m leaving,’ I said… So I basically walked out the second day and he owed me a day and a half wages but he kept them and in the end the wife and I had to go to a Citizens Advice Bureau. It really, it really put a dent in my, uh, my insight into civilian life. I thought, ‘If this is what it’s like, why the hell did I leave the army?’ Whereas, you know, [in the army] you had a constant wage coming in, your bills are taken out and you had no worries like that. But this guy really dented my insight into civvie life and I was very put back from that. I didn’t want not to go into work so, as I said, the first bit of work that came along I jumped at it and that was being a security man, at three [pounds] fifty an hour, looking after cars and in the end that virtually killed me. I was ready, as you say, to shut myself in the garage with a hose and that was it. It really upset me, um, but then, um, I had had an interview for the current job I’ve got now but they’d actually said, ‘Oh, I’m sorry. Your driving wasn’t up to par and all that so we’re not – we’ll keep you on record but, um, you haven’t got the job now.’ So I’m an HGV driving instructor so I was ringing round. My wife said, ‘Well why don’t you ring round the local companies to see if anyone wants an instructor?’ and I did. I rung up one in [named city] and he said ‘Come down. I’ll give you a trial.’ He said, ‘It’ll only be part-time – cash in hand.’ I said, ‘As long as it’s cash,’ I said, ‘I don’t give a damn.’ I went down there and I was actually driving squaddies around, teaching them HGV and I enjoyed it because it was still again in the army side of life and I was still having a good laugh. Uh, but then this other company, this company who I work for now, rung me up and said one of the guys didn’t come up to par, did I want the job? And I said ‘Yes.’ And ever since then, I’ve now been with this company six years and I haven’t looked back really. So…

Arnie: Can you tell me about what it felt like to be thinking about leaving the army and becoming a civilian?

Tony: Dreadful. Very, very frightening.

Arnie: Mmm. You applied for the voluntary… 

Tony: Redundancy, yeah. Because basically the army… I’d been passed over for promotion because of these guys coming in and I felt as if the army was then saying that at the age of thirty-one I was too old. So, um, it was really frightening to think, ‘Hey, I’m going to be a civvie now. Uh, now I’ve got to look, uh… uh, I’m lucky I’ve got the wife I have. I’ve got to start sorting out my own bills. How do you get the water turned on?’ Like, you know, like always when you were in a quarter [house provided by the army], you had a guy coming in. If you had something wrong with your quarter, the guy would come in, he fixed it. Electricity? Uh, yeah, light goes on and it goes off. I know how to change a bulb and that was it. Uh, planning? Gardening? You name it – there was all this, um. Where to start looking for a job? Uh, nearest doctors, uh, dentists and all this? And you think, ‘You’ve got to look into all this because you are the man of the family. You are expected to know all this.’ As I say, I am lucky I have got the wife I have cos if I had a weak-willed wife, I don’t think I’d have got as much as what I’ve got now as what I would have done, if I’d had a weaker person. 

Arnie: Mmm. It sounds like it was very daunting. 

Tony: Oh, it was. Uh, like saying goodbye to the guys, uh, meeting new people, coming away from a family environment – because the Battalion was a family. And you were on your own then. The army said, ‘Sorry, you know. Your services are no longer required. Sort your own life out.’ First thing we had to do… uh, luckily because I was a redundee I had… I went for the higher gratuity pay-out and a lower pension, so I was basically coming out with a lump sum of forty-eight thousand pounds. So we went to a couple of places to get a mortgage. A couple didn’t want to know. Luckily we went to [named mortgage provider] and they said, ‘Yes, fine. No problems. You’ve got, you have got a lump sum so we can say yes. We will take you on as a mortgagee’ – or whatever it is they call it, I can’t remember, but ‘We will give you a mortgage.’ And, you know, as I say, luckily I’ve got the wife I have but I wouldn’t like… She says to me now, ‘Oh we’ll have to sort out the insurances’ and I go, ‘What?’ or ‘We’ve got to sort out this,’ and I go, ‘Excuse me?’ All I know is that I go out, earn the money, bring the cash in and the wife sorts it out. If she was to die tomorrow or something, I’d be in… up the creek without a paddle basically.    

Arnie: OK. So your wife’s been very supportive?

Tony: Oh God yes, very much so. And if I was single and I met her again, you know, if I had my life over again and I was single and I still met her, I’d still marry her because I know what sort of person she is but it was dreadful thinking, ‘You’re going to become a civvie’ and you had so much to do – uh, mortgages, house hunting. Luckily we had actually found this house before I came out the army and we sorted out the mortgage. We were basically running round every weekend, sorting out the mortgage. Luckily we had that, we had a house before we came down here so we were in, we were safe, we weren’t, um, like I always said that my wife is… She’s not anti-[specific part of the UK] but she wouldn’t like to live down there because when we go down there, because she’s English and all that, uh, a lot of the people will speak [named language] to her and she doesn’t understand it so they think she’s a foreigner. And she’s always said she wouldn’t like to go down to [specific part of the UK] but I know that if I didn’t have that gratuity lump sum, we would have gone down there. I’d have been out of work, uh, I wouldn’t have been able to have as nice a house as what I’ve got now. Um, more than likely my wife wouldn’t have wanted to go down there so my marriage may have split up. Um, so it was a hell of a thought to think that I was coming out of the army but luckily I had a lump sum. But if I didn’t have that lump sum, where would I have been? I could have been on the dole, my children may have been taking drugs, um, I could have been the biggest drunk going. It was a hell of a thought just leaving the security of the family side of life where you had a wage packet coming in every month, you had your bills taken out of it and you always had enough to live on to be happy in that month. 

Arnie: You were secure?

Tony: Yeah, very secure. But coming it out was hellish, daunting. It was scary.

Arnie: You talked about what it was like leaving the guys who were like a family and I guess that was on the day of departure, leaving the barracks, leaving the patch [area where married families lived].

Tony: I was in tears. I was in tears because um, you know whenever you leave they give you a plaque and all that, and there was actually two of us going out uh of the army at the same time. He made his speech and I made mine and I was I tears. There was a few… I had a Platoon Sergeant who I must say was the biggest wanker going. He was… he didn’t give a damn about the guys, whereas I did. I was more for the guys than what he was. He would rather go off and play football and squash rather than sort his own guys out, whereas I was with the guys. So he was the biggest – excuse my French – wanker going. And I loved the guys, and then when it came to that day, when they gave me this plaque and said ‘Oh we’re sorry to see you go,’ I was in tears. It was heart-breaking, um, I just missed them all. It’s like, you know, if any of them wanted something done you’d all muck in and help out but coming down here into civvie street and you think, ‘If I wanted this doing or I wanted that doing, who would I turn to and how much would it cost?’ and all this. But with the squaddie side of life, it was, ‘Oh, give us a hand with this,’ and it was always done and you didn’t have to worry about money. But luckily I’ve got in with good neighbours and I help him out, he helps me out, she helps the wife out and we’re the biggest mates going now. We’re always having a good laugh and a joke, like.   

Arnie: Can you say something about how it felt when you were actually discharged and became a civilian?

Tony: Yeah, it was scary. I was out of a job then. Um, I was out of the security that I felt with the army. I was in… like I was in no-man’s land going into the unknown because with the army you were, you were there with the family, you were so secure, you was like being in a stockade or something like, and you were secure there. But then you had to go out into no-man’s land and you didn’t know what to expect, you know. Yeah, it was just so daunting.   

Arnie: I’m aware that the army has a resettlement package for people leaving the army [army resettlement package provided before discharge, designed to help the soldier to prepare for civilian life]. I’d like to get an idea of how useful it was for you. Can you say something about how useful the things that were offered to you during resettlement were?

Tony: Um, we went to a lot of seminars they call them. Um, we were basically in Hong Kong at the time so we had a lot of seminars over there but being over there in Hong Kong you had one or two people come across and, um, they couldn’t really say what the UK was like. You know, they couldn’t say ‘Oh, yeah, you’ll be doing this in the UK or expect to have that done in the UK’ and all that. So, being abroad, it didn’t help but then we came back to [named UK location] and then we had a few seminars there and they said, ‘Oh yeah, right, now if you go down to, say, the south east, expect the house prices to be dearer.’ There was a lot of information there. A lot of it was the biggest hocus pocus going. Some of it was useful. I actually got talking to one woman and she said, ‘Ah, if you’re an HGV driving instructor…’, you know. I was lucky – I was the right person, going to the right area, talking to the right person, like. She said, ‘Oh, yeah, here’s a telephone number. Try him now.’ I was lucky in that respect, so I actually rung the guy up and he didn’t get back to me or something but um, you had the seminars but to be honest with you… say you had three seminars, about half of the three seminars were useful, the rest were crap. And when I came down here, they said, ‘Oh, try the resettlement office here in [named garrison town].’ So I went there and because I wasn’t from this area they didn’t really want to know me.

Arnie: How did that make you feel?

Tony: Basically, you know ‘I’m still a soldier.’ I hadn’t left. ‘I’m still a soldier so why aren’t you helping me?’ I felt annoyed at them because… they weren’t helping me and I expected them to but because I was a foreigner down here, they didn’t want to know. I didn’t… I wasn’t happy with the way I was treated by them. 

Arnie: Looking back, do you think that you were prepared for civilian life and how being a civilian was going to feel?

Tony: Not really. Um, luckily because you had the redundancy you had so many months to start thinking about being a civilian but you weren’t… I wasn’t prepared. Um, like uh, since becoming a civilian I’ve had to learn a hell of a lot. I’ve had to learn how to become a family man if you like. Um, because I’m home a lot more now with the family, I’ve had to learn how to do a lot of things, how to spend time with them really. Um, as I say, we were going through a stage where I could have virtually walked out the house so um, I put my wife through a heck of a lot. But, um, it’s now really that I’m settled down, I think.

Arnie: Looking back, do you think there is anything extra that the army might have done to help you adjust to civilian life, or did they do enough?

Tony: Um, as I say, I had to learn a lot when I came out. Um, see if they had courses, say you could go away for a month... I know you had the resettlement courses where you could become a plumber, you could become a carpenter and all that but that’s a trade. But being… like I didn’t want to become a plumber, I didn’t want to become a carpenter, I didn’t want any of that. But I’m an HGV driving instructor – that’s what I wanted to do, to drive. If they can, say, run a course, say, even if it was for a week and say right, ‘This is the money side,’ – one day you learn about the money side, yeah? ‘Oh you’ll get these bills, right? Yeah, your water rates,’ like so ‘This is one idea’ or ‘This is one example of how to pay it,’ uh, ‘This is how to join a bank.’  Because, you know, a lot of the guys are still paid over the table [paid by cash] and all that. And maybe another day then um, right you’ll have half a day of plumbing, half a day on carpentry and things like that. I was lucky – my dad was a very handy person so I knew a lot but I still had a lot to learn. 

Arnie: So we’re talking about the basic skills that civilians have learned over their life?

Tony: Yeah, like I know they may be in the same boat as what I am, they’ve got to learn as I have, but going from being a squaddie in a quarter where you had a guy come in to repair everything to becoming a civilian where you had to know everything straight away, if you wanted it to work you had to know everything straight away and that was big transition for me, I can tell you now. 

Arnie: Some researchers believe that when people leave a distinctive environment like the army, there may be an impact on how they see themselves, feel about themselves or on how they behave. 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.

Tony: I think I still feel the same. I think my wife will tell you that, that I am still the same, I’m still the soldier, I’m still a smart guy, I still expect a lot out of my family and all that but, as I say, I am relaxing, I am becoming a civvie, I am still at the moment a soldier. Yeah, and I think for a while I still will be like that until you know, maybe if I didn’t bother with the army side of life, maybe I’d have… it would be a lot quicker. But being in the environment I am, there’s ex-squaddies around me, there’s squaddies around me and there’s still squaddie things going on. I am becoming a civvie. It’s slowly-slowly isn’t it?  

Arnie: Do you think people valued you more, less or in the same way after leaving the army? 

Tony: Um, my wife is the same I’d say. Maybe in the civvie jobs they didn’t value me as much as what I was in the army. Because I was a Corporal, I was the fuel NCO [Non Commissioned Officer] and fuel attendant, I used to run… do a lot in the [named army corps]. People would always say, ‘Oh Tony, have you got this?’ and ‘Tony, I need to do that,’ or ‘Can you sort it out?’ A lot of people came to me in the army but they didn’t in civvie street, uh, except my family. My family are always… stayed the same. 

How did that make you feel about yourself when one day you were in a hierarchy and you had status – you know, Tony, you were the guy who they went to and then not long after that, you weren’t?

Tony: I felt, I felt like an old fart, uh, who basically was pushed out of the way and got rid of. I felt lost, uh, cos I don’t mind doing anything for anyone like, if it’s within my bounds, I don’t mind doing it… My wife will sometimes say to me now, ‘Why are you doing that for so and so when, you know, you could be sat at home here?’ But I’m that type of person. If I can do something for someone, I will and of course not being wanted at all really let me down like, you know. Really I felt lost. And of course, like I’d done the eighteen years and um, I had the LSGC [Long Service and Good Conduct Medal] and all that and I always came out expecting I got long service good conduct, I got all my jobs, I will be wanted. But, no, no, it’s totally different from that.

Arnie: You felt you weren’t wanted? 

Tony: Not at all. Like, you thought because you’d got the good conduct, because you’ve got the training, because you’re a disciplinarian, you know, or you’re used to rules and all that, you know, you’d be wanted straight away. But, no, not like a lot of it. Like the job I’m in now because it’s [named company], a lot of it is top secret and you actually go into the MoD [Ministry of Defence] up in London and all that. So you had to have security clearance and all that, so I felt wanted then. I didn’t at first because we had this guy who took us out on a driving assessment and this guy I found out was no good himself. He had actually been put in the job because they wanted him off the road. So he wasn’t up to my standards… or he, um, should not have been giving me a driving assessment. Um, for me to have been passed over like that in the first place about the job when really I should have had the job straight away, you know, because I had all the security clearances going – everything about me is alright and I just felt let down, you know, because this guy had passed me over. I was there, I was ready for it and just lost, you know.   

Arnie: I notice that you live close to [named garrison town]. I wonder what made you decide to live here.

Tony: The wife’s family.     

Arnie: So you married a local girl?

Tony: Yes, because her family was here and we both liked the area.

Arnie: Did it have anything to do with the fact that it was anything to do with the military?

Tony: No. No, not really, I wouldn’t have said so. We didn’t want to go down to [another named UK location] because of the job situation down there and all that. So…  

Arnie: So it was a consideration then?

Tony: Yeah, I suppose so, yes. We hadn’t really talked about it being a consideration but perhaps it was, you know, within our minds. Perhaps it was a consideration. Well, because we were in Hong Kong, we were in two minds whether to stay across there but the children wanted to come back anyway and so that’s why we came back. Otherwise, we could have stayed in Hong Kong.  

Arnie: Do you socialise with soldiers and ex-soldiers in the area?

Tony: Not now, no. We do with a neighbour across the road who’s an ex-soldier, but no. I might bump into them in the street or something and say hello and chin wag and all that gas but we don’t really socialise with a lot of them. 

Arnie: That’s just about all the questions that I wanted to ask. Is there anything on this subject you would like to talk about which I haven’t covered?

Tony: No, I don’t think so. I felt out of it when I came out. I felt like a nomad. My wife did as well because it was the same for my wife and the children because they had to go into school. Um, of course they had no friends down here, so they had to go into new schools. Luckily they’re both very amicable children so they both settled in quickly and they both got loads of mates now so we’re lucky in that respect. Uh, but we were all lost because you were leaving a [military] family environment as I say, because it wasn’t only me that was part of the [army] family, it was my family that was part of the family and coming down here then it was really…  well, wherever we went, I suppose.  We were lucky because we moved into the town. I suppose living in the countryside it would have been worse for all of us because, um, especially like I was a farm boy. If I went back into the countryside, it wouldn’t worry me. It would worry the wife but it wouldn’t worry me. It’s just feeling lost at the time, like.  

Arnie: Lonely?

Tony: Lonely, yeah. And being passed over as an old man, like, you know. Because since I came out, I’ve heard that they’re on about taking older guys back in or if they wanted to re-join, they could and it was going through my mind at one stage about re-joining but the wife doesn’t want to. She’s happy here and really deep down I’m happy here. So, uh. 

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

Tony: Uh, really I can’t say that there’s anything negative. Positive wise, it’s helping people to understand that when they come out there is something totally different from what they’re used to. If I can help someone coming out of the army tomorrow to understand that, you know, there is a different life somewhere then I’m hopeful, yeah. In any way I can help, as I say, I will do.   

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

Tony: Uh, I wouldn’t say so. I wouldn’t say it would affect me in any way now because I am settled, um, I can do things, um, I’ve got a good wife behind me. I wouldn’t say…

Arnie: Do you feel secure now?

Tony: Yes, yeah – a lot more secure than what I would have six or seven years ago when I came out. 

Arnie: That brings our interview to a close, Tony. Many thanks for sharing your insights and experience with me.
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