Paul Blinco	0407 6222 00	19,000 words

Page 2 of 2
Blinco	Come and Get It
  



[image: ]



Chapter 001
It was the main recess or “Big Lunch” as it was known in those days. I was very small, even for a grade three kid. I was accustomed to remarks about how small I was. 
In the early 1980s in my home town we were always off building cubby houses, or practicing with our sling shots. 
Usually shooting holes in dads old wrought iron wood shed. My hair was bleach blond from the long hours under the harsh Australian sun. 
On this day, as I emerged from my year three class room, I noticed a line-up of kids outside of the school library. My thoughts went to the free books they handed out at the end of my second year of school, just before Christmas. 
Every kid got a book. From grade one to grade seven. At the time, as I sat cross legged on the carpet, I was playing it cool on the outside, but I was excited on the inside. The atmosphere in the library was electric, as each student came forward and received their brightly coloured treasure.
Personally, it felt like an early Christmas present. My mum didn’t have the convenience of popping into K-Mart out in the country. We tended to wait for Christmas or birthdays for those extra little things. So it was indeed a special treat for me.
Now, as my year three friends streamed down the stairs into the play ground, I turned left for a closer look at the queue. Perhaps they were handing out more free books? I hung around long enough to see the queue moving forward at a fair rate, and even thought I heard them plonking the books down. I moved hesitantly onto the end of the line.
Most of the kids lined up were grade seven. There were a few grade six, and possibly some in grade five. They all seemed quite sombre, and it was only when I was two kids back from the front that I realised why. 
The head master, Mr Caster, was standing in the centre of the library with a thick wooden cane. A straightened hoola-hoop, re-crafted into a disciplinary tool. 
The kid in front of me entered the library and took a position adjacent to Mr Caster who raised the cane high over his head and brought it down heavily onto the kids open palm. He did the same on the other hand and the boy exited out the door on the far side, making way for the next one. 
I turned to retreat and walked straight into legs of Miss Brown, my year three teacher. She put her hands on my shoulders and turned me back around, pointing me in the direction of the library.
“Where do you think you’re going Mr Blinco? Get back in there.”
She pushed a hand between my bony shoulder blades and I stumbled through the door into the library. 
My heart jumped as Mr Caster, beckoned me over.
He watched me as I shuffled forward. 
It was a strange almost surreal moment. My young mind was overcome with a sense of guilt for all the things I’d done that I hadn’t been busted for. The toy I broke on purpose. The bird I shot with my sling shot. The matches I bought with the twenty cents I stole from mums purse.
“Put your hand out.” Mr Caster said, “You know what you did wrong?”
I could only nod as my heart raced, but really I was confused. I had no clue what was going on or what I did wrong.
I offered my hand, palm facing upwards. He raised the cane very high. It paused at the top for just a moment, then blurred as he brought it down sharply. It struck me across the palm. 
The sudden pain sent a shock wave through my tiny frame. 
One of my knees buckled causing my body to twist slightly before I straightened again.
“Other hand boy.”
I could hear my own heart beating and I was frozen with fear. 
Try as I might, I couldn’t bring myself to raise my other hand. 
He grabbed me by the wrist, but I was very strong for my size and I surprised him by yanking my hand out of his grasp. I turned to escape and ran straight into Miss Brown who had moved in closer to assist him. 
She pushed me back in front of Caster. Standing opposite me she put one hand on my shoulder and grabbed the tips of my fingers straightening my arm out.  Mr Caster adjusted his position and brought the cane down sharply. It went across my fingers this time. 
My tiny fingers throbbed and the pain seemed to radiate into my wrists as they ushered me outside. 
Outside the older kids were mostly having a laugh. Some of the younger kids were in tears. There was no one else my age though. I was too shocked to cry. 
In hind sight I had inadvertently joined a group of children who had been involved in an un-authorised water fight the day prior, drenching each others uniforms during big lunch. 
Over-night my shock slowly turned to anger. 
The next day of school finished with a reading class. They were usually my favourite classes. Miss Brown would read to us from a book in the library. It was the only time I wasn’t terrified of her. 
On this occasion I kept looking over my shoulder to the place where I stood the day before. I glanced at the dark purple bruises across my hands.
I decided right then that I was going to get my fucking book. When the class finished I hung back as the other kids rushed to the bag racks. Miss Brown disappeared down the corridor into Mr Casters office.
I turned back heading straight to the Dr Seuss books. I quickly scanned the pile and grabbed The Cat in The Hat, then made a bee-line to the exit.
I stopped just inside the door way. What if she sees me? 
My heart pounded.
I had a little peek, and the corridor was clear.
With the book behind my back I rushed forward. I quickly found my port and stuffed the book inside then ran to the front of the school with my bag bouncing to-and-fro on my back.
That night I read the book several times over. Based on the little sign-out card located in a pocket inside the cover, it was the most popular book in the library. The last name on the card was even my best mate, Gary. 
On the weekend I came up with a plan to exact my revenge. I was going to have a ceremonial burning. I took The Cat in a Hat book to my dads pumpkin paddock. I often played in the paddock. Usually with bare feet. We rarely wore shoes and I loved the feel of the soft soil under my feet. 
This year had been a bad year of drought and the whole paddock was a mass of dry dead vines with only the odd pumpkin still struggling here and there.
I found a spot close to the bottom edge of the paddock and tore the pages into strips, making a large pile.
I struck a match and the pages started to burn, but I stomped it out, afraid it would get out of control. I lit it again, and again I stomped it out. I began to wonder how big it could get before I wouldn’t be able to stomp it out. I decided to find out. 
After a few more tries it got big enough to catch onto some of the dry surrounding pumpkin vines. I stomped on the paper and it sent fiery shards off, igniting more of the surrounding vines, at the same time burning my bare foot.
I yelped and jumped back as the fire grew larger. It was safe to say I had discovered how big it could get.
“Paul, afternoon tea!”
It was mum. 
I knew if I didn’t answer she would come looking.
I turned and ran to the house, “Coming!”
I rushed into the kitchen and attacked my afternoon tea with a vengeance.
“Well–” she exclaimed, as I gulped the milk down and scoffed the cookies. “–Someone didn’t eat their lunch today.”
I nodded enthusiastically “Uh.. Yeh mum. I’m real hungry today.”
She smiled as chunks of biscuit fell around me, and milk dripped from the corners of my mouth. 
As soon as I finished I threw my glass into the sink and rushed outside…
I spent most of the class watching the big clock on the wall. I was almost willing the school bell to go. I could hear it ‘tick tock tick tock tick tock.’ I found myself wishing I’d not had the extra glass of orange juice for breakfast.
The urge to pee became so intense that I missed all the key learning points of the math class. I jostled around in my chair, as if it would somehow magically relieve my bladder. It did make it feel better too. For about half a second. Just enough to keep me wriggling.
Miss Brown had already said I couldn’t have a toilet break. She’d written an exercise on the board which we had to calculate, then take to her desk to be marked. I could go to the toilet when I finished that, or when the bell went.
My addition was wrong. She made me rub the answer out. I didn’t know what I was doing wrong. I took it to her three times and each time she said to rub it out. My eraser started to wear a hole through the page. 
I started trying to guess the answer. Each time I was sent away to rub it out. Then my led pencil broke. I rummaged through my pencil case. No sharpener.
I reluctantly raised my hand. Miss brown peered over the top of her glasses. She sighed heavily, turning a few more pages in her book before answering.
“Yes?”
“Um, Miss my Pencil is broken miss.”
She waved a hand at a bench by the window “There’s a pencil over there.”
I walked to the bench grateful for the opportunity to move around and take a little pressure off the bladder, but I couldn’t see a pencil. I paced around for a while until I began to irritate her. 
She slammed her book shut and stared at me over her glasses.
“What are you doing?”
I shuffled my feet “Um, I can’t find the pencil Miss.”
She pointed to the same bench “It’s there. Are you blind?”
I looked again. I searched up and down along the shelves. I stood on tippy toes to check the top, but I wasn’t tall enough. Miss Brown was glaring at me.
I shrugged “I can’t see it Miss.” 
She rose from her chair and came across to stand in front of me.
“Turn around and face the bench.” she said. As soon as I turned she grabbed me around the throat with both hands and lifted me off the floor.
“There.” She hissed softly into my ear “Can you see it now?”
I couldn’t have answered her if I wanted to.
“Pick it up.” 
I stuck my arm out but I couldn’t reach. She stepped forward a little until I was able to grab the pencil before plonking me back down. She was slightly out of breath as she brushed her uniform down and composed herself.
“Now go back to your desk and.. pay attention.”
It happened quickly and quietly. There were a few shocked faces but most of the children had their heads in their math pads.
None were more shocked than me as I rubbed at the place where her fingers had clutched my neck. 
I felt as miserable as I’d ever felt in my short life. Despite the drama though, my bladder was still demanding a toilet break. There was only about fifteen minutes left in the class, but the closer it got the more I needed to go. As much as I dreaded doing it, I put my hand up again.
 She rolled her eyes. “What is it this time?”
“Miss can I go to the toilet now?”
“NO. You aren’t going until you get it right, or until the bell goes.”
I stared at the tattered page full of holes and smudged led before tears started to drip onto it as well . I knew my body well enough to know I wasn’t going to make it. 
I watched the clock for another five minutes. I tried not to think about it. I tried to think of anything but going to the toilet. The clock seemed to get louder ‘tick tock tick tock tick tock.’ 
I put my hand up again.
“No! Put your hand down.”
I could feel my pants getting damp. Then I felt a little trickle before something in my head seemed to give up and my bladder let go. It soaked through my pants and pooled on the thick ply-wood seat.
I could feel the kids behind me watching. The sound of my pee dripping onto the carpeted floor caused heads to turn and caught Miss Browns attention.
“Paul?”
“Yes Miss?”
The school bell sounded as tears streamed down my face.
“You can go to the toilet now.”
There was an element of satisfaction as I tore each page out of the Cat in The Hat book. It was somehow symbolic of removing myself from the education system. It was the key point in time when I decided that school wasn’t for me. 
As I emerged from the house following afternoon tea I was confronted with a raging inferno. 
Neighbours were streaking to our property with wet hessian sacks, while flames engulfed a large section of the five acre paddock. I grabbed the dogs water bowl and ran to the edge of the fire spilling most of it down my shirt front. 
As I got really close I froze momentarily. I realised the fire was at least three times my height. It was time to bite the bullet. I dropped the bowl and ran back to the house. 
“Mum! Mum! Mum!”  I ran as fast as my short legs could carry me. When I burst into the kitchen mum only needed to look at me to know it was bad.
“What is it? What’s wrong?”
I dropped my head and pointed over my shoulder “There’s a bloody big fire outside mum.”
Mum ran to the window and her jaw dropped. I’ll never forget the frozen grimace as she rushed past me both arms stretched out for the phone. She rang the fire brigade and I was bawling by the time she finally came back to ask if I knew how it started.
Outside the neighbours thrashed furiously at the flames with wet sacks. The Pittsworth fire brigade arrived, and they focused on wetting the edges down to stop it spreading. It caught onto dads wood shed, and also got close enough to one of the neighbours house to melt their cloths line.
Eventually it was brought under control and a family meeting ensued when dad got home. 
I never told my parents about the book, or about Miss Brown. Although I was sorry for the distress, I was never sorry about the book. 
Over time I carved ‘How Now Brown Cow’ into every desk I sat at, and into the bottle trees in the school yard. I even carved it into the desk at my new school when we moved to Pittsworth.






Chapter 1 – The Tractor Job

The tractors lined up inside the sales yard were clearly visible under the full moon, even without any security lights installed. Mick tapped me on the shoulder as I surveyed the gleaming machines from the nature strip.

"Hey Blinx," he whispered. "Are we seriously gonna steal one?"

"What are ya whispering for man?" I replied. "There's no one around to hear ya."

"Good point."

"Mate I want a hot pie, and I’m fucken sick of walking everywhere. The servo is a good five K return trip. I say we take one of these tractors for a spin. We can have it back before anyone even knows it's gone."

"Let’s do it.”

I had one last long look around and saw no one, not even any cars. I crossed the nature strip and inspected the tractors. I wanted one that was easy to drive, since I had no clue how to work them. I did, however, know a thing or two about vehicle electrics. The big closed cab machines were definitely out of the question, as we would have to break into the cab. Plus they were too big. I was looking for something a bit sportier.

Then I spotted the perfect tractor sitting right in the middle of the front row, a blue Ford 3910, open cab. The driver's seat perched behind the engine between the two massive tyres.

"You little beauty," I said, rubbing my hands together.

I reached under the dash and pulled on the clump of wires to break the ties, dragging the whole lot up onto my lap in the moonlight. It took about two minutes to get the wiring sorted and all I had to do then was touch one red wire onto a black one.

"Are ya ready for this Mick?"

Mick's eyes were gleaming with the thrill of it. "Fuck yeah. Let's do it."

I touched the wires together momentarily and the engine turned over but didn't quite start.

"Ha ha, I didn't think it was gonna work," Mick yelled.

I looked at him in disgust. "Of course it fucken worked man. Jeez, Have some faith."

I touched the wires again and the big diesel engine rumbled to life. We both started laughing and yahooing as a cloud of smoke billowed from the stack and the rich smell of diesel fumes filled the air.

 Mick climbed aboard with me.

"Let's see how this motherfucker rides on the highway," I called back while thrusting down on the accelerator.

There was a big steel barrel mailbox right in front of us, but every other direction was worse: there were other tractors both behind and on either side of us.

The engine chugged as I shifted into gear and the tractor slowly rolled forward straight over the mailbox. The barrel creaked and groaned as the wheel tore into the steel and squashed it flat. I crossed the nature strip while Mick went berserk yahooing and laughing.

As I swung onto the highway something didn't feel right. There was a loud grating noise; looking behind us we could see sparks coming off the road.

"Whoah fuck! Blinx! Stop mate, stop!"

I put the brakes on and the tractor ground to a halt. "What is it?"

"The tractor's got a fucking plough on it." Mick was laughing so hard I could barely understand him. "Look at the nature strip man."

I glanced back and sure enough the nature strip was freshly dug up from the sales yard right up to the road.

"Did ya see the sparks? The fucken mail box is caught under it. Do ya want to unhook it? He asked.
"Nah, fuck it man we ain't got time for that. The servo shuts at midnight, and I want that pie. I'll keep going as is. Just keep an eye on it and tell me if it starts digging the road up."

I put the tractor back into gear. Mick was laughing like a drain as sparks floated up off the mailbox. We were so engrossed that we failed to notice the blue flashing lights approaching from behind, and at a fair rate of speed. Mick noticed them first, and he was off like a flash.

"Fucken cops mate. Run!"

"Wha?" I looked behind and saw a highway patrol car in close behind.

One of the patrol cops was already out of the car as I jumped off the tractor. Mick had a head start going around a high chainlink fence. I wasn't gonna make it going around, so I tried to go up and over it, but the cop grabbed my foot and pulled me back down.

He put me on my guts and pressed a knee between my shoulder blades then cuffed both hands behind my back. Meanwhile, the tractor rolled into a tree on the nature strip and conked out. A second cop went to look for Mick, but he returned shortly after empty handed.
"What in hell do you think you're doing mate?" The patrol cop asked me, slightly out of breath.

"Who me?"

"Yeah, you."

"I was going up to the shop for a pie. Why's that?"

He poked me in the back. "Don't you get smart with me lad. What are you doing on a tractor?"

"I told ya," I said, still laying on my stomach. "I was going to get a fucken meat pie."

"Is this tractor from Dave Evans sales yard back there?" He asked.

"Yep."

"How did you start it then?" He stood me up and spun me towards the car with my hands firmly locked behind my back.

I shrugged. "I hotwired it."

The patrol cops looked at each other and shook their heads.

I was working at KR Darling Downs meatworks in Toowoomba, the largest inland city in the country. The year was 1989, and like many young blokes in those days I had hair down to my shoulders, bleached blond from long afternoons in the sun at the local swimming pool.

I was small, but strong for my size, and working in the cattle kill at the meatworks, emptying buckets of blood and shovelling cow guts down a chute all day, had made me even stronger. At times a whole beef carcass would throw a roller off the rail, and the carcass would have to be lifted out sideways then thrust hard to kick the wheel back into place. One time after I fixed it, a foreman asked me if I realised none of the younger blokes could do that. It was usually the older, bulkier blokes who fixed the de-railed carcasses. Over time I realised I was also lifting tubs of meat with twice as much weight in them as most of the other blokes my age could lift.

I believed in live and let live, but if someone wanted to have a go, then by Christ I was ready to have a go. By the time I was 16 I had already been in plenty of school fights. I lost half of them, but that didn't deter me one bit. I was tiny for my age, but everything changed at about 16 years old when the hard labour at the meatworks started shaping my developing body. I wasn't strong to look at, and I was, if anything, below average height. Behind my footy shorts and flannel shirts though, I was all sinew and muscle. People often asked me if I had ever thought of being a jockey in those days.

When I started at the meatworks I regularly got into street fights after work, mainly because of the crowd I hung out with. I'd never learned to fight properly, so I wasn't overly skilful. Instead I used my freakish strength to wrestle my opponent to the ground, then I pummelled them. My other tactic was to go berserk and take them down quickly in a flurry of jabs and haymakers.

The cops checked the tractor over to make sure it was semi-secure then bailed me into the cop car and took me to the Toowoomba police station, where I immediately recognised Barry, one of the coppers I knew from my previous late night visits to the station. He wandered over as we entered.

Barry was a good bloke. A real easy-going senior constable, very tall with a big black moustache.

"Hullo, it's me old mate Blinx. What's he done this time then aye? Fighting again?"

"Gidday Bazza," I said sheepishly.

The patrol cop replied, "we found 'im trying to plough the bitumen road up on a stolen tractor down Taylor Street."

Barry's jaw dropped open. "Say again! What tractor? Where'd he get a tractor from?"

"He stole it from Dave Evans group."

"Well actually... I borrowed it,” I put in.

Barry looked directly at me. "What's your story Blinx? What the fuck are ya doing on a tractor son?"

I hung my head and shuffled my feet. "I was going to Brosgate's servo for a meat pie."

The patrol cop took me through to another room and put me on a breathalyser, which recorded .11.

He shook his head. "Well young fella you're in more trouble now. You've gone DUI as well. I'd suggest if we had a breathalyser on site with us tonight you'd have gone much higher. How old are ya?"

"17," I said flatly. I didn't like this cop much.

He shook his head and laughed. "Grand Theft Auto my friend. You're in a bit of trouble, cobber."

He took me back out to the main office where they processed some paper work then took a mug shot and fingerprints before chucking me into a cell with about 12 other offenders. I was totally knackered and went to sleep with no trouble at all.

In the morning Barry unlocked the door. "Let's go Blinx."

I followed him out and into his office where he told me to take a seat as he went behind his desk and slipped into his high-backed chair.

"Blinx, tell me what happened mate." He took out a note pad and pen and started writing as I ran him through the gist of what I did, and why.

"Who was the other guy you were with?" he asked.

"I don't know 'im eh?"

Barry dropped his pen and folded his arms. "Blinx. What's his name?"

I turned my palms up. "I don't know his name mate."

Barry narrowed his eyes. "How is it you were with him, but you don't know him?"

"I dunno... I uh... met him at a party last night."

Barry sighed. "Ok. Fair enough." He knew I was lying, but he knew me well enough to know he wasn’t getting any names.

Barry picked the receiver off the cradle. "Lemme ring the tractor joint and see if they wanna press charges."

"What if they do?" I asked.

He rubbed his chin. "Well mate... You could be tried as an adult for Grand Theft Auto, with the possibility of jail time. This ain't a bit of a scrap with a couple of bludgers down the main street, Blinx. This is a bit more serious than that. You've upped the ante."

My last couple of times in the lock-up were both for fighting with bogan gangs down the main street of Toowoomba. I walked away with no charges each time after a night's sleep in the jailhouse, mainly thanks to Barry.

One time Mick and I got caught up in a knife fight in the Myers' carpark across from the Sloppy Wash servo. In those days in Toowoomba, CB radios were all the rage, and many of the teenagers had their cars fitted with them. Tough talk on the CB radios on this occasion, escalated to a meeting in the carpark where knives, baseball bats and steel bars were wielded. Mick was a mate from the meatworks. He was tall and fit with a blond mullet, and he could fight. He'd done a fair bit of martial arts over the years. He was a good few years older than me too.

When we arrived and got out of the car, Mick took on one guy who was waving a knife around and kicked it clean out of his hand, then followed up with a sweeping left hook that rocked his head back. While that was going on I wound up getting attacked by a big hulking red-neck thug, roughly twice my size. I knew I couldn't beat him if we went toe-to-toe – he was much older and bigger. So when he came at me I latched onto him like a barnacle. I had my legs around his waist, one arm around his neck, and a hand full of his long hair in my fist.

He clawed at me, but he had no leverage to hit me. He dropped to the ground, slamming my back into the bitumen, but that just made me hang on even tighter. I was concerned that if he managed to throw me off I was gonna get my arse kicked. I was outgunned by this big unit, and I really had no Plan B, so I squeezed onto his hair and neck with all my strength.

Suddenly there was a loud double chirp from a police siren as two cop cars pulled into the car park. All hell broke loose as the group scattered in five different directions. I broke away from the bloke I was wrestling with and we bolted away from each other. Mick and I took off up a dark laneway and luckily we never got caught, as the cops were happy to simply capture those that didn't have time to get back into their cars.

As we came out of the laneway and under the street lights at the other end, I realised I still had my fist tightly clenched. I held my hand up and it was dripping with blood.

"Woah! What's in your hand mate?" Mick asked.

My fist was still tightly clenched on a huge clump of the dude's hair and to my amazement a big part of his scalp was still attached to the bottom.

"Shit! I fucken scalped the bastard!"

Mick cracked up as the streetlights glistened off a patch of skin mottled with brightly coloured blobs of blood and fatty tissue. I dropped the sticky mass onto the ground and wiped my hands on the road in disgust.

"Well done Blinx," Mick laughed. "You just literally scalped a dude twice your size."

"Yuck man." I bent over, repulsed, and dry-retched a couple of times.

I noticed Mick was covered in streaks of blood. "Did ya get hurt mate?" I asked groggily as I wiped at my mouth and struggled to regain composure.

"Nah. It's his blood. I kicked his knife out of his hand and the blade sliced his fingers on the way through."

The cops had been listening to us on the CB radios, which is what led to the bust. They had all our CB handles, and I was dragged in later for questioning, but nothing came of it, they couldn't prove I was there.

They had proof this time though. Barry phoned the tractor joint and verified a few details with the owner. Barry seemed to be in my corner, practically talking the owner out of charging me. He said I'd got drunk and was fooling around, and I'd be charged with unlawful use of a motor vehicle regardless of whether they pressed charges.

"Well Blinx, you got lucky." he smiled as he ended the call. "He’s not pressing charges so we're gonna put it through as two lesser charges. It'll be unlawful use of a motor vehicle, and DUI."

"It wasn't luck," I said, "It was you. Thanks for your help mate."

He gave me a wink, then stood and walked me to the exit. "Blinx you need to go straight across to the courthouse and your case will be heard later today. Keep your head down scrapper."

The judge gave me a choice of 240 hours community service, or a month in prison. I wasn't too keen on going to prison so I opted for the community service.

Later, when I got home, Mum cried when I told her what happened. She really thought I was a lost cause. The truth was though, I knew could do better. I just knew it. Right then and there I decided I'd have a crack at the army.

I gave Mum a hug. "Don't worry Ma. I'm gonna clean my act up. I'm thinking of joining the army."

 Her face brightened a little. "Oh really? How are you going about that then?"

"Well..." I said, making it up as I went along, "a lady at work has been telling me about how her son joined and he loves it. I just have to go down to the CES and they'll line up a meeting with the recruitment officer, and I'll go from there."








Chapter 2 - Fucking Monkey

The Khmer Rouge Soldiers hacked and slashed their way through Cambodia sending close to 3 million innocent civilians to an early grave, leading to a prolonged civil war.

In 1992 a peace keeping mission was raised with the mission title of United Nations Transitional Authority Cambodia (UNTAC). The place was an absolute shamble. Building rubble dominated the landscape with rubbish piles along the streets and paths. Large rats could be seen scavenging in plain view, emboldened by their numbers, as raw sewerage seeped into the streets with the main treatment systems in disrepair.

With all forms of telephony destroyed, the Australian army contingent were enlisted to establish a meshed radio network allowing for communication between the 46 participating countries of the United Nations mission.
 
Large rain drops ran down my face while I pondered my own role on the mission as one of twenty Soldier cooks selected to feed over five hundred Australian and New Zealand troops. Initially I was deployed with the main contingent to the Cambodian capital, Phnom Penh, in the stinging heat of the dry season. Temperatures soared even higher inside the canvas field kitchens, due to heat expelled from numerous bulk cooking burners. Now, here I was on my first assignment deep in the mosquito infested jungle near the Vietnam border. 

My arms were loaded with fresh vegetables as I struggled along the trail that snaked through the dark green undergrowth. Massive trees laced with thick mossy vines loomed high, filtering much of the light, while the boggy ground clung stubbornly to my army issued GP boots.

We often used the jungle trails to walk into the village market, or out to the helicopter pad for our main UN ration supplement. The jungle was known to be peppered with landmines and other unexploded ordinance from the Cambodian civil war making it dangerous to venture off known safe paths. The jungle trails were shared by all factions, thus sticking to the trails was a much safer alternative than trudging through the uncleared ground either side. 

The trail brightened considerably as the trees thinned and our base camp came into view. Our large two-story wooden hut was nestled in a half acre patch of cleared jungle, and surrounded by a low set timber fence. There was no secure compound or razor wire. Such was the unique nature of the mission to have the United Nations troops mingle with the locals to help build trust in the mission. 

The only sign of any militarisation were three short deep trenches which we loosely referred to as gun pits. We usually pottered around without our weapons, but armed when leaving the base. 

I entered our yard through the front gate and packed the vegetables away. Our hut had a patio all around the second story, and the kitchen was tucked underneath on ground level. It was wide open, but well sheltered from the weather. It boasted a main work bench and the usual petroleum based army field cooking equipment, along with shelves full of spices and condiments.

Hearing a scuffle behind me I turned to see our pet monkey emerge from the trees along side the kitchen. He was a very small macaque monkey, completely grey with big round eyes.

Acquired by one of the armoured corp boys from a local merchant, we named him 'Fucking Monkey', because he was often causing problems around the house, and inevitably the monkey got the blame for everything.

“Who did that?”
“The Fucking Monkey did it.”

As the troops started rolling in for breakfast, our medic Jeremy swaggered out of the sleeping quarters rubbing his eyes, wearing only a pair of shorts and no shirt.

"Morning Blinx." He yawned. "Is breakfast still on?”

“Yeh mate help yourself. Are you gonna join us for the barbecue tonight?”

“Absolutely!”

Jeremy was a corporal in the Royal Australian Medical corps. Although strictly a health enthusiast, he had the one weakness that we all shared. He liked alcohol, thus it didn't take much prompting to get him involved if the drinks were on.

Most of his work revolved around assisting Cambodians with general medical aid. It was rewarding work, and also a good way of building trust with the locals. I often helped Jeremy when he needed a hand, and Jeremy reciprocated pottering around in the kitchen early in the mornings so I could have a sleep in occasionally.

The boss came through for breakfast behind Jeremy and shovelled on bacon, fried eggs, baked beans and grilled tomato. He was a no-nonsense New Zealand Infantry Sergeant, responsible for the successful operation of the entire Tamriel detail. He was small but stocky. All he had to do was cast a look and people fell into line pretty quickly.

"Blinx I gotta fly out to Battambang for the night. I need you to ask Ryan if he can have look at the generator when he gets a chance."

"No worries Sarge. Ryan has looked at it once already by the way Sarge, and he couldn't fault it."

"Well somethings definitely wrong with it," he said. "It starts roaring through the night, then the lights go dim and the radio shuts down. We can’t afford to have that radio offline.”

"Yeah, ok I’ll tell him when I see him." 

Ryan was our local army mechanic. The house was powered up with a small 5 KVA diesel generator and it evidently needed a service after it recently started to break down.

"By the way Blinx," he continued. "You behave tonight while I'm way. No piss-ups."

"Who me?" I said, poking a thumb at my chest. "Shit nah Sarge. I'm just cooking a barbecue that’s all."

"That's what worries me." He stabbed a finger at me. "Behave."

I raised my palms. "Trust me Sarge."

"Blinx, the only time I trust any of you pricks is when you’re in bed asleep. Even then you would probably find some way to fuck things up. No parties while I'm away. Full stop."

The Sarge ran a tight ship, and frowned upon parties in particular, as he was concerned that the alcohol would lead to some sort of scandalous public relations issue. He was well liked though. 

They were all a good bunch here at Tamriel. All except one. An Aussie Sergeant cook who pushed all the wrong buttons. 

He was a short Irish Australian, his weathered face accented by two bushy eye brows. He would usually fly-in by helicopter with the rations resupply, stay for a few days the  fly out again. A few weeks later he would be back. He wasn’t deployed with our main contingent and did not complete the pre-deployment training with us so he was not well known. 
I had no clue as to what his actual job or contribution was. He certainly never did any cooking or went anywhere near the kitchen. I assumed his role was high level around the rationing of the food and equipment.

Out here in the jungle we usually dispensed with the formalities and the army bullshit. We were mostly on a first name basis as it helped make life a bit more comfortable. 

Not this guy though.

He insisted on pulling rank at every opportunity and almost always called me Private Blinco, which of course meant I had to call him Sergeant, and made any sort of conversation awkward, if not impossible. When he wasn't within earshot we called him ‘Irish’.

Even Fucking Monkey hated him. It must have been something in his condescending tone that always caused the monkey to either dash up onto my shoulder, or piss off up the nearest tree.

As Irish came through for breakfast I kept myself busy in the kitchen, so I could avoid talking to him.

“Private Blinco!”
I pretended I was too busy to respond but he carried on undeterred.

"Hey! Private Blinco!" He leaned across the bain-marie and tapped me on the shoulder. He asked the one question no one should ask an army cook: "Hey Private Blinco, Do ya know why they call army cooks fitters and turners?”

I cringed as he pulled the 'fitters and turners' line. I tried to look away but my eyes were inevitably drawn to his massive eyebrows.

“Cause they fit it into the pot –" he slapped me on the shoulder again to highlight the punchline "– and turn it into shit!” He tipped his head back and roared with laughter. I glared at him as spittle flew from his lips and sprayed across the serving point.

'Well, there goes my breakfast,' I thought to myself.

A weak smile was the absolute best I could muster. “I certainly have never heard that one before, but um.. aren’t you a cook as well?”

His smile dissolved “Hey. Watch your tone Private Blinco.”

I gritted my teeth and went back to bashing steaks with the meat mallet. I imagined it was the Irishman’s head while Fucking Monkey made a soft hissing noise in the background.

"Hey!" His smile dissolved. "What's wrong with that monkey?"
 	
"Oh, he's alright Sergeant," I lied. " I think he's just chewing a bit of banana I gave him earlier"

"Well, he better not be growling at me. If he has a go I'll snap his fucking neck. He shouldn't even be here." He poked a finger into my chest. "You would all be in the shit if HQ found out you had a feral monkey living here."

With that he put his grubby fingers into the bain-marie and plucked an extra piece of bacon out. I felt the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. He shoved it into his mouth while he moved out to the three dining tables adjacent to the kitchen.

If there’s one way to get an army cook offside, it’s sticking your fingers into the food. Even worse that he was a cook and should know better. I decided it was past time to teach old Irish some respect. I grabbed the nearest instrument, which happened to be the meat mallet, and started making my way around the bain-marie when I felt a firm hand clamp down on my shoulder.

"Blinx! How are ya mate?" It was Jeremy.

He squeezed my shoulder, giving it a little shake as he leaned in close. "He outranks you. He ain't worth it bro.”

I looked at the Irishman’s big eyebrows bobbing up and down as he chewed through his breakfast, then looked back at Jeremy. The anger slowly subsided and I dropped the mallet.

Jeremy grinned and slapped me on the back. "Looks like you’re ready to lift some weights and get some of that aggression out Blinx."

"Thanks buddy.”

Hygiene was a big thing in the army in general, let alone out here in the jungle. Putting his fingers in the food was a professional foul as far as I was concerned. Especially on top of him acting like a tool to begin with.

There was only one other guy remaining at the dining tables. He spotted Irish coming and began shovelling his breakfast down. Irish then proceeded to tell the exact same joke while the other guy’s eyes darted around the whole time as if looking for an exit sign.

On his way out, Irish plucked another piece of bacon from the tray dripping fat all over the Bain Marie in the process, and stuffed the whole rasher into his mouth at once. 

Jeremy spoke once Irish was out of ear shot. “Think happy thoughts Blinx. Everyone wants a shot, but he ain't worth it. Just think about all that whiskey we’re getting stuck into tonight. You want some of that? Or you prefer to rot in a military cell?"

"Yes mate, Bring on the drinks."

After breakfast during my usual cleanup routines I noticed that someone had left a video camera on the bench at some stage in the last day or so.  I wasn't sure who owned it as cameras were very popular among all of the UN soldiers on the mission. I powered the camera on and pressed play on the view finder. The footage panned around what looked like a dimly lit, seedy hotel room. It was sparsely furnished with worn carpets while faded red drapes hung behind a single bed in the centre of the room. 
 
A man appeared from the side wearing a black leather mask and nothing else 

"Hullo, hullo what do we have here? A gimp?”

My eyes bulged as a woman now came into view brandishing a whip. Much of her face was hidden behind a mask, but it was obvious she was dark skinned. Asian.

Knee high latex boots a petite tight fitting leotard. Her arms hung loosely beside her petite tight fitting leotard and latex knee high boots. She walked slowly around the bloke who had propped himself on all fours on the bed.

She circled the guy slapping him with the whip every so often causing him to yelp and shake with delight. She punched him in the jaw a few times and belted him hard across the back with the whip leaving a long red welt.

She carried the punishment on for another minute before the recording stopped abruptly.

"Well I'll be stuffed. A gimp and a dominatrix." I said out loud, shaking my head in amazement.

So who’s camera was it I wondered. Soldiers came and went all the time, and almost everyone had a camera or video of some description. I ejected the tape and the label read Thai1992. I returned the camera to the bench and popped the tape into my pocket for safe keeping. 

It was time to start preparing lunch and dinner.

We had developed quite a reputation with the other UN troops for our fantastic shindigs. If I was planning a barbecue for dinner, word would soon go out to the other UN soldiers in the area, and before long they would roll in to try the famous Aussie barbie, or New Zealand hangi. Sometimes things got a bit wild thanks to the Mekhong whiskey and Tiger beers.

With the Sarge out of town right now this was a rare opportunity to make it a big one. I put on a light lunch for our regular crew, then spent the rest of the afternoon preparing food for the barbecue. The foreign UN troops rolled in just on dark. Most of them came from other details around Tamriel living in unsecured accomodation very similar to ours. 

The weather had thankfully cleared and the fire had burned down to a good pile of red hot coals. Aside from the Smokey char grilled meat, the barbecue made a good congregation point, and the smoke helped keep the mosquitoes well at bay. 

On this occasion the visiting United Nations troops had all dispensed with the military attire for the evening, in favour of jeans and polo shirts. At first glance, the whole scene could easily have passed for a casual family gathering back home, if not for the muddy boots, and muddy jeans bottoms.

I cooked a traditional Aussie barbecue on a makeshift grill which the previous cook had fashioned from some rocks and a sheet of steel. Before long I had a pile of beef rissoles and onions sizzling on the grill plate, and laid out the makings of a traditional Aussie hamburger, with lettuce, fried egg, cheese, tomato, bacon and a full array of condiments, and of course – optionally – beetroot and pineapple. The troops liked them so much that I had to cook a round of seconds.

One of the lads had acquired a decent cassette player, which was well received by the troops, and with the flickering lights from the faulty generator the atmosphere was set. Jimmy Barnes bashed out his best rendition of Khe Sahn and the troops were soon bobbing their heads and tapping their feet. 

“Hey this Aussie music is alright.” Exclaimed one of the Canadian soldiers as Khe Sahn finished and was closely followed by flame tree.

Even Fucking Monkey was in party mode that night as he sat beside me clutching a beer can. It was a bad habit, but the way he took to it I suspected it was something he’d learned long before we acquired him.

We removed the barbecue and made a small bon fire. I was watching a plume of soft sparks float away when a sudden rustling through a gap in the fence caught my eye. Jeremy noticed it to and we looked at each other as if for confirmation. 

My jaw dropped open as a tall, bearded man staggered into the clearing totally naked.

He was white as a ghost, with red curly hair, and a bright red tuft of pubes below the waist. His legs were covered in mud up to the knees and his torso was riddled with red welts from the mosquitos. Turns out he was a member of the Unit Nations British contingent. He was a Scots Guard who got so drunk at a local brothel he forgot to get dressed!

He was a dead set weirdo, but I didn't want his demise on my hands if he drunk-walked into a minefield, so I let him stay, and loaned him a trench coat. The Scotsman immediately struck up a conversation with the rest of the punters.

I looked over at him with the trench coat barely covering his arse. "That’s scary," I said.
 "Yep." Jeremy took a swig from a can of Tiger beer. "He looks like the fucking Flinders Street rapist."

He drew a slew of chuckles and grunts of disapproval when he bent over the esky to fetch a beer and the trench coat rose up.

At one point late in the night all hell broke loose when Irish accidentally set a firework off holding it upside down. A fireball slammed straight into the ground then tore off sideways into the kitchen, leaving several burn marks on the walls. Another one went sideways through the party goers missing their legs by inches.

I looked at Jeremy and swore. "Not only is he a pain in the arse, but he's a stupid cunt too."

As we sat there I spied Fucking Monkey staggering around with a half empty whiskey bottle in one hand.

I crouched down. "Hey Fucking Monkey. Come ’ere mate."

The Monkey looked at me and staggered back a few steps before walking towards me a bit.

"I shouldn't laugh," Jeremy chortled, "but there is a sight to behold."

"That's it Fucking Monkey, you fucking pisshead," I encouraged him. "One foot in front of the other..."

When he was in reaching distance I snatched the bottle off him and tipped the last bit out on the ground.

"No more, Monkey. The animal rights groups will have us, and that'll be the scandal the Sarge doesn't want."

He grabbed the bottle and put his eye up to the neck. After a brief pause he then flew into a rage. He threw the bottle, narrowly missing my head. He screeched, hissed, jumped up and down, did a few backflips, then took off into the bushes."

 "Now I've seen everything." Jeremy was laughing. "A drunk monkey that acts just like a drunk human when last drinks are called!"

Fucking Monkey certainly did think he was a human. The longer he stayed with us the more he wanted to be like us. About an hour later the numbers were beginning to dwindle and Fucking Monkey was back on the prowl, drinking any alcohol dregs he could find left in glasses. 

He noticed the Irishman still had half a bottle of Mekhong whiskey, and made a quick grab for it, but Irish was ready for him. As Fucking Monkey grabbed the bottle, Irish caught him by the tail. With a grimaced face, he hurled him across the yard, slamming him into the back wall of the kitchen. The monkey hit the ground, stunned at first, then shook his head and limped off into the bushes.

I sprung to my feet with clenched fists. "What did ya do that for?"

Irish sauntered over and stood in front of me. His eyes went from my fists then back to my face. "I told yaz to keep him away from me Private Blinco didn't I?"

He emphasised the word PRIVATE.

“Yes Sergeant.”
 
Irish smirked as he spun on his heel and waddled off to his sleeping quarters. Jeremy and I looked for the monkey but he was in hiding for now.

"He'll be ok Blinx." Jeremy said. "He'll come back when he's ready."
After the barbecue, me and Jeremy were both well and truly ready for bed so we did a quick clean up and I put some cereals and bread out on the bench for a self-serve breakfast, so that I could have a sleep-in and not worry about cooking.

I had crawled onto my stretcher and dozed off for maybe an hour, when the sharp bark of a machine gun cut through the night air. 
"What the..?" One of the guys nearby fell out of bed.

There were two short bursts then a longer burst. This had never happened so closely to our base before..

There was a pause followed by pandemonium as everyone else scrambled out of bed and someone yelled "Stand to!"

The jungle lit up with gunfire just outside our fence line. I quickly slipped on my boots, webbing and flak jacket, and ran into the front yard grabbing my rifle on the way. I jumped feet first into one of the pits, lost my footing on a lump on the ground and landed flat on my arse. Jeremy was right behind me and also landed on a lump in the pit.

"What the fuck is in the bottom of this pit?" Jeremy asked.
I pulled my torch out of my webbing pouch and directed the beam to the ground and a big red tuft of pubes came into focus, "It's the Scotsman!" I exclaimed.

He was out cold on his back, trench coat wide open, and he had a big muddy boot print right on his face where I landed.

Each pit only had room for two, so we struggled for foot space. We ignored the Scotsman for the moment and strained to see through the dark to make sense of the situation beyond the fence line. I leaned against the dirt wall of the gun pit, bare arms along the ridge, cradling my loaded F88 rifle.

There were several more short bursts of gunfire before another machine gun opened fire heavily. None of it was aimed at us, but it was close enough to our location to warrant taking cover. Tracer rounds cut bright red phosphorus lines through the jungle, as bullets slammed into trees and knocked branches down. It was impossible to tell exactly what was happening from our vantage point in the dark. All we knew was, there was someone shooting, and someone else was shooting back, and it was close enough to see the muzzle flash.

As quick as it began, the shooting died off and the jungle went dead quiet without so much as a cricket chirping. I caught the acrid smell of spent gunpowder mixed with the earthy smell of mud. A strange whistling noise started up suddenly making us both jump.

"What is it?" Jeremy whispered.
It was coming from our gun pit.

"It's the Scotsman," I said. "I think he's — snoring."

"See if you can stop him Blinx. We don't want any attention right now. I’ll keep an eye on the fence line.”
I crouched down slapping the Scotsman in the face. "Hey. Wake up!" I hissed.

The Scotsman didn't miss a beat, and if anything seemed a bit louder.

Jeremy was gripping his rifle tightly, and his eyes darted up and down the fence line like he expected the Khmer Rouge solders to burst through at any minute. "Shut the cunt up, Blinx."

I stood astride the Scotsman, drew my fist back, and punched him in the face, splitting his lip open in the process. He didn't wake up, or even flinch, and still continued snoring.

I looked at Jeremy and shrugged.

"Blinx, i’ve heard Scots Guards don't react, but that’s ridiculous. Hit him again."

I raised my knee and brought my boot down hard smashing the heel into his nose. Again he never moved or stopped snoring. It had no effect other than causing him to bleed more.

"Blinx are ya sure it's him snoring? Look there, what's that?" Jeremy nodded towards a dark shape poking out the side of the Scotsman’s trench coat.
I lifted the coat. Fucking Monkey was curled up sound asleep, snoring his head off.

Jeremy and I looked at each other in amazement.
"Well I’ll be fucked," I whispered. "It wasn't the Scotsman snoring after all mate."

I gently poked Fucking Monkey, and he regarded me groggily through heavy bloodshot eyes.

"So what's wrong with the Scotsman then?" Jeremy whispered.

I shrugged again "I'm fucked if I know mate. I've never seen anything like it. I can only assume it's his training as a Scots Guard.”

I put my fingers on his neck. Yep, he had a pulse.

Outside the fence line we could hear occasional shouting, along with the metallic sounds of rifles and equipment slowly receding. We waited for another hour and apart from a few distant explosions there was no further incident. It went dead quiet for what seemed like ages before we decided to stand down and go back to bed.

I looked down at the Scotsman who still hadn't moved. The poor bastards face was a horrible mix of blood and mud. I went and fetched a pillow to prop his head up a little then closed his trench coat up.

"There ya go old mate. That's the least I can do for ya."

I took Fucking Monkey over to his tree before plonking into bed, exhausted, but jumpy as hell, analysing every sound in expectation of more shooting. Eventually I drifted off and awoke early the next morning to birds chirping, frogs croaking, and the gentle pitter patter of rain on the roof.

Confused momentarily as to my whereabouts, I lay there and looked around the sleeping quarters. I could see the deep green leaves of the jungle through the open doorway. At times like this it was hard to imagine how this naturally beautiful, tranquil part of the world could be the host for a civil war.

Fucking Monkey limped over as I entered the kitchen. I picked him up gently and checked him over for injuries. He had a black eye, a small gash on his forehead, and a little dried blood caked around his nose. Overall he seemed ok, if not a little hung over.

"Well you've learned your lesson haven't you, Fucking Monkey?” I wagged my finger, "Never ever touch an Irishman’s whiskey."

He dropped his head like he understood.

I walked over to the gun pit to check on the Scotsman but he was already long gone and only the coat remained in the bottom of the trench. As I jumped in to retrieve the coat Jeremy arrived. "How's our resident Scots Guard this morning then?" 

"He's gone." 

Jeremy looked perplexed as he gazed over the edge at the trench coat. "What is this guy, a fucken magician?"














Chapter 3 – The Pyjama Party

The bus lurched to a halt next to a sign that read Blamey Barracks. An army sentry checked the driver’s papers then lifted the gate, allowing us to trundle through. The driver had clearly travelled this route before as he navigated the maze of narrow streets lined with various brick buildings.

I still couldn't believe I made it through the army selection process. I’d arrived to the training battalion after an eighteen-hour interstate journey, along with around thirty other army candidates from the Queensland recruitment offices in Brisbane. My long blond hair was a bird’s nest all the way down to my t-shirt.

Inside the walls of the army barracks it was a hive of activity. Stiff-armed soldiers followed footpaths that cut through immaculately trimmed lawns either side of the road. Land rovers whizzed by, while uniformed platoons marched proud for the officer in command.

The driver appeared to be scanning the buildings. He glanced at some paperwork and stopped in front of a long, rectangular brick building marked with the number 19.

As we queued to disembark, I observed the uniformed military officer who had accompanied us for the entire journey. Like the rest of us, he had been on the bus for eighteen hours, yet unlike us, he managed to arrive looking groomed and sharp as a tack. He had taken the opportunity at the last rest centre to swap into a clean pressed uniform, with highly polished black boots. His fresh shaven face showed no emotion as he checked the names off a list and issued $50 cash to each individual for incidentals.

"Name?" he asked when I made it to the front of the queue.

"Paul Blinco, mate" I replied while he sifted through the small pile of envelopes.

Before letting go of the envelope he looked me directly in the eye. "The one thing I'll never be is your mate. Now get the fuck outta my face, shithead."

I didn't quite know what to say, but my face went red when a few recruits nearby had a chuckle at my expense.

“What do I call ya then?” I thought. “Who doesn't like being called mate? Everyone likes being called mate.”

As we stepped onto the footpath, another uniformed soldier with two stripes on his arms was waiting by the curb, checking our names from a list.

This soldier was also immaculately dressed, wearing black army boots and sharply creased army green slacks, along with the famous broad-brimmed Australian slouch hat tilted low over his forehead. Not surprisingly, he also had a tapered military cropped haircut. I was struck by how green his eyes were – crystal clear.

He ticked my name on his arrivals sheet as I went past and instructed me to get my luggage. Once everyone was accounted for he addressed us all with a broad smile.

"Welcome to Kapooka gentlemen. My name is Corporal Jones. We will go for a little stroll firstly, then I'll show you to the barracks. I need you to form three even lines in front of me right here," he indicated with a straight arm.

"Place your bags down next to your left foot," he added as we shuffled clumsily into formation for the first time. "We always carry things in our left hand around here, by the way."

Compared to the military clad soldiers and seasoned recruits marching all around us, it was obvious we were newbies. We were a ragtag bunch wearing polo shirts, t-shirts, jeans, slacks, sunglasses, and were mis-matched in every possible way.

"Ok, follow me recruits," he said, and made off up the path. "I know you can't keep in step yet. Just do your best to stay in three lines, and stay all together."

I thought we might be going into one of the long brick buildings directly in front, but he went the other way up a slight gradient, around a bend, and stopped in front of a barber shop located in a small row of shops.

Three barbers waited patiently inside with clippers in hand while Corporal Jones instructed us to move through in turn for a military crewcut. I had watched enough army movies growing up to know that the haircut was coming, but I didn't think it would be in the first fifteen minutes. We filtered through a door in front with long hair, then out a door on the other side with virtually no hair at all.

I ran my hand through the stubble where my hair had been while we milled around. Some were laughing, and others were in a state of semi-shock. The transformation was surprisingly confronting. Some were embarrassed to discover scars on their scalps, hidden under their long hair, probably caused by some accident or event in their unsavoury past.

One guy in particular had scars criss-crossed all over his head like a big spider web. He was quite upset about it, as it stirred up some long-forgotten memories.

We reformed into three lines, or ranks, as Corporal Jones called them. He guided us back down the hill and into the building marked ‘19’. The interior was split down the centre by a single, very long hallway, with about fifteen rooms each side. Each room was set up to accommodate two recruits per room: two beds, two cupboards, two study desks.

The guy with the criss-crossed head scars was my roommate by chance, and seemed a pleasant enough fellow by the name of Barry Adams. Like me, he was a 17-year-old country boy with a friendly disposition, a real happy-go-lucky sort of guy.

We were chatting about the accommodation when Corporal Jones appeared in the door way.

"How's it going lads? Who've we got in here then?"

"Blinco and Adams" we chimed together.

"Pleased to meet you both," he said and shook our hands. “I'm your section commander in 19 Platoon, and all you blokes in these first four rooms are officially in One Section. Just so you know, these buildings are called lines as opposed to accommodation." I was beginning to discover that a lot of normal words had special military terms for them.
He pointed out a few other things around the room. The bed spread, complete with rising sun emblem, was called a counterpane. The study desk was a table personal, and the draw used to store the Recruits knife fork and spoon was called a KFS draw.
We talked about the upcoming basic training and he patiently answered our questions. We discovered that, due to the timing of our arrival, we would be in a holding pattern referred to as pre-week before any training officially commenced.

"Over the next few days throughout the pre-week period, recruits will arrive from other parts of the country," he explained. "Then on Monday, pre-week finishes, and the real work begins. We call that day zero." He grinned. "Your thirteen weeks of hell officially begins then."

 "Whaddaya want us to do till then mate?" I asked.

"Just chill out and enjoy the time you have to yourself. There's a canteen up the road, there's food over at the mess hall, and there's tea and coffee down the end of the hall at the brew urns."

"Sweet as. Thanks mate."

"No worries at all. Anyway lads, I have to go see some of the other recruits in One Section. Enjoy your time here in pre-week." He smiled again and shook both our hands.

"You see the guy’s eyes?" Adams said as soon as he was gone.

I nodded. "Crystal clear green. I don't reckon that dude has any trouble attracting the ladies. Hell, I reckon I could possibly turn for him myself."

Adams grimaced shaking his head “I'm sleeping with my back to the wall."

We seemed to have hit the jackpot and jagged a good section commander. We had both heard horror stories about the section commanders here at Kapooka. The more experienced army reservists on the bus said the section commanders pretty much run the place and were usually cold and ruthless.

I decided to make my way down to the brew urns at the end of the hallway for a coffee. On my way down I saw another soldier in a uniform reading a document on a clipboard. This one had three stripes on his arm.

As I walked by I smiled and said g’day.

He looked up from his clipboard and fixed his eyes on me. "Fuck off recruit.”

I put my head down, and on the return trip I avoided eye contact. I told Adams that I may have found one of the 'cunts' they warned us about.

"Three stripes means he's a sergeant. Ya can't call them 'mate' or anything like that ya silly prick. Ya gotta call him Sergeant."

"Well how would I know that?" I said, feeling like a dill.

Adams just laughed and shook his head. "If ya don't know their rank ya just call them Sir. Can't go wrong if you call them Sir. Just don't call 'em mate or anything like that."

"How do you know so much then? Were ya in the Army Reserves or something?"

"Nah. I've got an older brother in the army who ran me through a few things." 

Later we made our way to the mess hall for dinner, which started every day at 5.00pm and closed at 6.00pm sharp. I was surprised at the wide range of choices and the quality of the food. Multiple meal choices like curries, stews, crumbed steaks, roasts, vegetables, salads, sweets. It was like one of those giant smorgasbord buffets that we used to go to as kids.

The queue of recruits typically moved quickly past the bain-maries and I chose the beef curry with white rice, then sat at a table with the rest of the casually attired crew from the bus trip.

There must have been close to five hundred recruits seated at row after row of wooden tables, but we were the only ones in civilian attire. Some of the others who had obviously progressed a long way through their training were mocking us. We stuck out like dogs’ balls in our multi-coloured clothing and I couldn't wait to be issued with our uniforms to help us blend in.

Over the next few days, the remaining candidates arrived from various parts of the country and we all got acquainted while learning where everything was located around base. In the lines, music was blasting out of just about every room via portable stereos or clock radios while recruits relaxed in each other's rooms telling stories, playing cards and mucking around.

Neither Adams nor myself were accustomed to picking up after ourselves and the room was already starting to look a bit like my room at home, with clothes accumulating around the place and most of the contents of our bags strewn across the floor. We were a good match as roommates.

By the final evening of pre-week there were quite a few new faces from other parts of the country. The section commanders moved through the rooms with some last-minute instructions.

Corporal Jones called One Section into the hallway. "Righto lads. Tomorrow is day zero. You will need to be in bed tonight by 10pm. We will wake you up tomorrow morning at exactly 6.00am."

A couple of the lads whined about getting up so early.

"Upon waking there is a procedure you have to follow, tomorrow and every single day that you are here until the day you leave." His mood was chirpy and upbeat, which added to the excitement.

"The platoon will be woken up every morning by an on-duty commander with a single command: 'Hallway 19'. When you hear the command you need to rip your bottom sheet off your bed and place it over your left shoulder, then run into the hallway really fast, and stand with your heals together, backs against the wall just outside your door."

I wondered why they would want us to go through a strange process like that every single day.

"It's all about developing a sense of urgency. So, after a quick roll call, you will then have exactly fifteen minutes to get dressed, make your bed, have a shave, have breakfast and be back in your room waiting to move out for the day’s training."

Everyone cracked up laughing at the ridiculous fifteen minute time limit, but Corporal Jones continued undeterred. "It's not a lot of time, but if you organise yourself, and move quickly, you'll be fine."

"That will be a problem for Adams," I said. "It takes him ten minutes to finish his morning wank."

Everyone laughed as Adams drew his finger across his neck. 

Corporal Jones smiled. "Then he'll have exactly five minutes left to complete his morning routine. If you hear a section commander call ‘Hallway 19’ or ‘Hallway One Section’ at any time, you must stop whatever you're doing, no matter what, and get into the hallway very quickly."

That seemed pretty straightforward. Corporal Jones issued a few other tips for day zero then wished us well before disappearing again. Later that night a corporal on duty came through and flipped a single switch killing all the lights at exactly 10pm and plunging the rooms into darkness. There were expletives from the recruits all the way down the building.

"How rude was that?" came Adams voice from the darkness across the room. "Welcome to the fucking army."

"Well they did mention it would be 10pm," I said as I felt my way to the bed, "but yeah… a bit of warning would have been good."

We heard a couple of the guys in the other rooms laughing at someone who was making fart noises. Others were joking and howling. Some of the guys were in the wrong rooms when the lights went out, and we heard the footsteps up and down the hallway as they slipped back to their rooms through the dark. There was a bang followed by a curse as someone walked into a wall, causing laughter from the whole platoon.

Then we heard "go to fucking sleep recruits." The duty corporal was still there.

After that it went dead quiet and before long I was asleep. The next morning, I was stirred from my sleep by a commotion in the hallway.

"I SAID HALLWAY 19. THAT MEANS YOU GET OUT OF BED AND GET INTO THE BLOODY HALLWAY."

The lights were on and it sounded like about ten people screaming pretty much the same thing. There was a trumpet going off, pots and pans bashing and people yelling. It was absolute chaos. I squinted in the light momentarily before I remembered the instruction about getting into the hallway. I sprung out of bed, tripped over a shoe and fell onto my stomach, eye level with a pair of black polished army boots.

I got to my feet slowly and found myself staring into a deep-set pair of crystal clear, emerald green eyes. "Oh. G’day mate." 

Corporal Jones wasn't smiling.

"Recruit!" His teeth were clenched and his top lip curled up. "If you ever call me mate again, I will rip your head off and shit down your neck. My name is Corporal, and your name is Recruit. You got that recruit?” 

"Ahh… yeah… sorry Corporal," I stammered with half a smile.

He moved in closer with his head tilted as he spoke. "What are you smiling at recruit? Stop fucken smiling."

I raised my eyebrows, half wondering if I was being pranked.

"If you smile at me I might think you want to fuck me. Is that what you want, is it Recruit? Do you want to fuck me do ya?"

I stopped smiling as he pointed into the room behind me. "Recruit, you have exactly three seconds to get your bottom sheet off your mattress and be standing right here with it draped over your left shoulder. Like you were already told."

I hesitated a split second too long.

"Move, Recruit!” he screamed.

I spun around and ran to my mattress, ripping the sheet up while Corporal Jones counted the seconds off. "One. Hurry up Recruit Blinco. Two..."

I made it back into the hallway just as he got to three. "You made it... just.” He smiled and he looked like the friendly guy from pre-week again.

I instinctively returned the smile, but his face immediately twisted into a sneer again. He moved in and drew his fist back. 

"Recruit Blinco, what did I just tell you? Smile at me one more time. Go on, I dare you. I swear to god I will knock you out cold.” 

I stopped smiling.

Everyone was now out of bed, swaying groggily in the hallway as Jones and several other section commanders paced up and down between us. Jones turned on Adams next.

“What’s wrong with your fucken head recruit Adams?” Corporal Jones was clearly referring to the scars on Adams’ scalp.

Adams face went bright red and he shrugged awkwardly.

Jones got in close to him “You look like you cut your hair with a lawn mower. Is that what happened recruit?”

Jones then moved past him and looked at the mess in our room.

"I tell ya what," Corporal Jones screamed as he turned away and paced up and down the hall. "You people are gonna have to get all your shit I to one sock real quick if you want to survive even your first week in my section."

One of the other section commanders was screaming too. "— and get a fucken sense of urgency about yourselves. That was about the longest I've ever seen it take for a bunch of recruits to perform one simple instruction."

I tried to make sense of the situation as Corporal Jones ranted and raved like a lunatic. I felt like I had failed on my very first day.

I didn't know it at the time, but the Mr Nice Guy routine was a common tactic that section commanders employed during pre-week to help reduce the recruits morale as much as possible in the initial days of training. We got sucked in big time. Corporal Jones was in fact the hardest of all the section commanders.

"Listen up people." The guy with three stripes addressed us for the first time. "My name is Sergeant Woods. You will call me Sergeant, as is denoted by the three stripes on my sleeve."

Sergeant Woods was an old war dog in his early 50s. His face showed little emotion and coupled with his big black moustache he was very hard to read. He was a monstrous man. I couldn't recall ever seeing anyone as tall as this guy, yet still maintaining the bulk and girth that he had.

His black army boots tapped on the lino as he slowly paced up and down the hallway. "You people are now accepted into, and legally bound to, 19 Platoon, Bravo Company, of the 1st Recruit Training Battalion, Kapooka."

"You are not soldiers," he continued. "So don't let the fact that you are in an army barracks go to your heads. You are only recruits. The lowest dominator in the army." His deep voice rolled down the hallway like thunder. "Until you prove yourself, that is."

"Half of you will not make the grade, and will be kicked out, making you even lower than the lowest denominator." He curled his lip in disgust. "Others will slither away in the dark of the night like slugs."

A couple of recruits sniggered but they clammed up quickly when Woods glanced in their direction.

He pointed to Corporal Jones. "This is Corporal Jones.. You will call him Corporal. As denoted by the two stripes on his sleeve."

He pointed to another section commander. "This is Bombardier Rohan. He has two stripes, but he also bears the corps insignia of the artillery corps. You will call him Bombardier. Is that clear?"

About half of the platoon responded.

"Recruits. Use the balls your mothers gave you." He cupped a hand behind his ear. "Do you understand, recruits?"

This time in unison: "Yes Sergeant," but one recruit down the other end responded with “Yes Sergeant Woods.”

Bombardier Rohan took off like a Jack Russell. "Who said that? Who which cunt just said Sergeant Woods?"

Rohan was from the outback and had a stereotypical thick Aussie drawl. 

One of the recruits stuck his hand up and Bombardier Rohan was all over him. "Ya don't ever call us by our names, Recruit. The only name ya need to use when addressing Sergeant Woods is Sergeant. No one told ya to say Sergeant Woods. Pay a-fucking-tention Recruit."

"Yes Corporal," he responded.

"Are yer bloody ears painted on recruit? Sergeant Woods just clearly told ya I'm a Bombardier."

"Yes Bombardier!"

"Don't ever call me Corporal again Recruit. I earned my rank, I'm not gonna be demoted by a snot-nosed recruit."

"Yes Bombardier," he responded again.

Sergeant Woods continued slowly and deliberately. "When you speak to us, every question you answer, every sentence you string together, will always end with Corporal, Bombardier, Sergeant, or Sir, as appropriate. If you do not know the rank for whatever reason, you will answer with Sir at minimum, until you are corrected, or otherwise learn the correct rank. Is that understood?"

In unison: "Yes Sergeant."

He cupped his hand behind his ear. "Sorry?"

"YES SERGEANT.”

"Better."

"It is –" he looked at his watch "– 6.15am already. You were all told that you only have exactly 15 minutes to shit, shower, shag and shave, where you not?"

All together: "Yes Sergeant."

He spun on his heel as he arrived at the end of the hallway. "Well you've used your entire 15 minutes just getting out of fucking bed."

A couple of the recruits chuckled and that was the cue for the section commanders to fly into action again. "Shut the fuck up Recruit. Don't interrupt. Ya bloody slug."

Sergeant Woods's voice continued to barrel down the hallway. "From now on at 6.00am every morning, when you hear 'Hallway 19', you will have exactly three fucking seconds to be out of bed, and into the hallway, with your bottom sheet draped over your left shoulder."

He spun on his heel again.

"Further to that," he continued, "any time you move about base, including inside the lines, you will march. That means your upper body is nice and straight, shoulders pushed back, head and eyes to the front, and your arms swinging to breast pocket height front to rear. Understood?"

"Yes Sergeant."

"Good.”

He looked at his watch again. "Today, since it’s day zero I am affording you… ten minutes to have breakfast and be back here, standing in the hallway. Ten minutes only. Go."

Corporal Jones shouted, "fuck off, and don't let anyone from One Section be the last one back."

Everyone bolted towards the exit.

"What were ya just told, no running in the hallway Recruits," Corporal Jones screamed.

Everyone slowed to a march but then got stuck in a bottleneck with fifty recruits trying to get through the door at the same time.

"One at a time through the door ya bunch of spastics. Jesus Christ, Its like watch’n a bunch of monkeys try’n ta fuck a bucket.” 

Once outside we ran to the mess and wolfed the food down quickly. The last recruit arrived back with about ten seconds to spare.

"Good," Sergeant Woods said as we stood attention back in the hallway. "Now listen up. Before long when the training gets a bit hard, some of you might be thinking of quitting. It ain't happening. You signed a legally binding document and are bound to your country and to her majesty, and you ain't talking your way out of this shit."

“Now. Form up outside in three ranks. It's time to see what happens to slugs.” 

Once outside the building we formed up in the usual three ranks and they marched us across to what appeared to be a small military prison cell on the other side of the base. We sat on a grass mound in front of a chainlink fence, topped with razor sharp concertina wire. A small brick room sat in the bottom corner of the fenced compound.

Corporal Jones unlocked a gate and went into the caged area. "Recruit! Black line!"

"Black line Corporal!" came the shout of a recruit in army greens who scrambled through the door and came bounding into the courtyard. He stood sharply to attention with his toes neatly on a black line which was painted across the pavement.

The recruit remained at attention with his heels together, toes on the line. Corporal Jones disappeared into the brick building, apparently to conduct an inspection of the cell.

There was some banging and crashing as he inspected the recruit’s sleeping quarters before his whole bed came flying sideways through the door, crashing upside down in the courtyard.

Corporal Jones followed close behind and charged up to the recruit just inches from his left ear. "Did you even try to make your bed properly, Recruit?"

"Yes Corporal."

"No, you did not. Get back in there and make it properly."

 The recruit dashed off to put his bed back together and Corporal Jones badgered him all the way.

While the recruit was shuffling the bed frame back in through the doorway, Corporal Jones picked up a small army water bottle that was sitting against the wall near a shiny brass water tap.

He shook the bottle close to his ear then frowned heavily shaking his head. "Black line Recruit!" he yelled.

The recruit dropped the bed frame and ran back so fast that he actually went past the black line.

Corporal Jones was on him immediately. "Did you just over step the line, Recruit?"

"Yes Corporal."

"How dare you, Recruit. Get back there and do it properly."

The recruit ran back to his bed, paused, then dashed to the black line again, this time being careful to position his toes exactly on the line.

Corporal Jones shook the bottle close to the recruit’s ear.

"Recruit," he said, in a condescending, sing song tone. "What's that noise you can hear?"

"Corporal. It's…" He hesitated. "Rattling."

Corporal Jones tipped his head sideways and fixed his green eyes on the prisoner.

"Rattling? No, Recruit. The water is not fucking rattling. When did you last hear water rattling, Recruit?"

"It's… shaking, Corporal. I… can… can hear the water shaking in the bottle."

Corporal Jones folded his arms, continuing with the sing song voice. "It's shaking because it's not full, Recruit, and what does the recruit need to ensure to do with his water bottle?"

"The recruit’s water bottle has to be full at all times Corporal."

 "So why didn't ya do it then, Recruit?" he shouted.

"Corporal... I, um."

 "Why isn't your water bottle full, Recruit?" Spittle few from his mouth onto the side of the recruit’s head.

"Corporal... " he started, but lost his words.

"Yes? Yes? Shithead? What is it?"

"I don't know Corporal."

Corporal Jones raised his hand as if to strike the recruit, causing him to flinch, but instead he walked over to the recruit’s bed and emptied his water bottle over the mattress."

"This time... fill the bottle up properly Recruit. For a soldier to survive in battle he needs to know how to maintain his kit, or he might die of thirst before the battle even begins."

The recruit began to sob and Corporal Jones threw the water bottle at him, bouncing it off his head. "Oh stop crying ya pathetic bitch. Next thing you'll be pissing your pants. Do you wanna be a soldier? Jesus, the first thing you need to do is grow a set of balls."

“Jesus,” I thought, “we should be more worried about surviving these fucking section commanders right now, rather than any concerns we may have about dying of thirst in battle.’

Bizarrely Corporal Jones softened his tone and offered some advice. "For fuck’s sake, Recruit. Whaddaya crying about ay? You wanted to be a soldier didn't ya?"

"Yes Corporal." 

"Ok then. So pay attention to detail. Get a sense of urgency and pride about yourself, then grow a bigger set of balls. You nail those three simple changes and you'll be fine."

Sergeant Woods stepped in front of us. "Recruits," he bellowed. "If you fail to obey our orders, or if you fuck things up, this is where you will find yourself." He paused to let the recruits soak it in.

"If you step on your dick you will remain here for twenty-four hours a day until we are satisfied that your attitude has been correctly adjusted to the expected standard of an Australian soldier."

Bombardier Rohan spoke up. "Also recruits, you will end up in this cell if you go absent without leave. So don't get any funny ideas about running away. We will contact the police, they will find you and bring you straight back to us, and you'll be straight into this cell."

I glanced around the group and a couple of the cheekier recruits were smirking, but most of us were scared shitless by the whole scenario.

"Furthermore," Sergeant Woods added, "if you miss any of the required training and fail an assessment needed for progression through your training, because of being in here, you will be back squadded to a new platoon that started four weeks behind you. In other words..." He smiled. "You will spend an additional four weeks in glorious Kapooka doing basic training."

I glanced around again and no one was smirking anymore as the reality of life in the army was beginning to sink in. We were effectively trapped.

"There is only two ways out of this platoon, Recruits," Woods told us. "The first is by back squadding to an earlier platoon. The second is by successfully completing your training and attending the passing out parade as a soldier. There is no third option."

Corporal Jones came out of the court yard as Sergeant Woods ordered us back into formation and they marched us back to the lines.

When we got back to the lines Adams spoke up first, his eyes popping out of his head. "What was that?"

"Yeah, that certainly wasn't in the fucking brochure when we signed, up was it?"

 "Man, I'm having second thoughts about this shit." 

"Mate don't let it get to ya," I said. "They didn't hurt the guy. Right? The dude has a wet mattress, that’s all. These smart arse section commanders are cunts. We will never see them again after we march out of here, that’s how I’m looking at it."

All of our personal items were packed back into our bags and locked in a store room permanently so that the only clothing and personal effects we had access to was the items that the army issued us.

 
The section commanders spent the rest of the week teaching us how to correctly perform all of the basic personal hygiene and military routines properly. 
 

They showed us how to shave using the old-fashioned military issue safety razor blades, how to make the beds army style, with hospital folds at each corner, even how to dress ourselves properly.
 

When room inspections were conducted the section commanders carried rulers with them to check the exact positioning of each item. Toiletries were all carefully laid out on the shelving, along with brass uniform embellishments. They closely inspected the brass to ensure it was polished while toiletries were checked for any sign of gunk or grime. 
 
If anything was out of place by even one centimetre, Corporal Jones would yank the hand towel off the affected shelf sending all items flying through the air and onto the floor. 

My heart sank when that happened as it would take the entire evening to correct it, when I could have been working on other priorities. 

‘Other priorities’ included particular items that had to be tediously worked on over time, such as spit-polished parade boots and a high-gloss ceremonial belt with brass which all took a lot of hours to bring up to standard.
 
We ate together, lived together, marched together. Across the army base there were other platoons just like ours marching around in formation with section commanders barking at them. Courses several weeks ahead of us tended to carry backpacks and other gear we were yet to be issued with, such as rifles and webbing.
 
The seccos always yelled and screamed at us about swinging our arms or keeping in step. As the platoon improved, they began targeting any individuals who were struggling and potentially holding the platoon back. 
 
I was copping a hard time for my marching because I couldn't straighten my arms properly. It's a condition I was born with, that my elbow joints lockout early and I finish with a slight bend in my arm. It was very noticeable in a platoon full of recruits who are meant to march with perfect, identical straight arms.
 
"Recruit Blinco!" It was Corporal Jones this time, “Get those fucking bends out of your elbows or I'll break your fucking arms." The veins stood out in his neck, "Keep your fists closed too. If I see your hand open again I might come and stick my dick in it!"	Comment by Author: )
 
I closed my fist tight and pushed down hard to eliminate the bend as much as possible. I didn't know what else I could do, and started to worry about the prison cell from the hazing.
 
Jones got right in close alongside me "Recruit Blinco! I said straighten your arms out!"

I sensed that Corporal Jones was getting ready to lose his cool when Bombardier Rohan appeared out of nowhere and sidled up to him on low volume. "He's bloody trying Jonsey. Look at him. He can't straighten his arms. Haven't you seen how he gets around mate?"
 
It was unclear if Rohan was trying to hide the conversation from me, or if he didn't care.

With that Corporal Jones backed away, but I could tell he didn't appreciate being called out. I was never going to be a favourite with Corporal Jones, but I was certainly chuffed that Bombardier Rohan stuck up for me. 
 
The seccos were really pushing us hard on this particular day, getting us physically ready for 'The Challenge', an ultimate test of endurance towards the end of the course.
 
They were particularly unhappy with our forced marching on this occasion, as far too many recruits were dropping out of formation, unable to keep up. 

We went for about two hours and they yelled and screamed the whole way. For some of the bigger lads the physical training at Kapooka was a constant challenge. Arriving back in the lines they immediately called Hallway 19 which of course meant ‘get into the hallway.’
 
As we stood to attention in the hall way wondering what was to happen, the section commanders went through closing all the windows and building entrances. They slammed the doors to every room behind us. 
 
When they were done the hallway was silent and gloomy dark, completely closed off. The door opened at the top end of the Hallway and a very tall solitary figure emerged, his boot steps echoing on the linoleum floor.

It was the platoon commander Captain Cunningham in full service dress, adorned with various medals and embellishments. He looked formidable.
 
The recruits across the hall all looked as concerned as I felt.
 
Cunningham stopped halfway along. "Here we are gentlemen, well into the training and my platoon, 19 Platoon, Bravo company, which I am responsible for, are not even close to the standard they should be at!"
 
"You bloody pack of slugs. You’re an embarrassment to me, to the section commanders, and to yourselves. Weaklings!"
 
His voice left our ears ringing with the assistance of the acoustics in the closed-off hallway.
 
His arms were out wide as he turned frequently to make sure both ends of the hallway copped full volume. 

"Our ANZAC troops marched into a hail of bullets with their packs and rifles, knee deep through the mud. You lot can't even stroll up a gentle gradient on the paved bitumen." 
His brow was furrowed and his cheeks flushed.
"You want to be soldiers and ya can't even hack a brisk walk, let alone a fucking war!"
 
While Cunningham was addressing the platoon as a whole, all of the section commanders were also screaming at the specific individuals who had been falling out of cadence on the forced march.
 
At one stage Corporal Jones stepped back to let Cunningham past and tripped over my boot. With his back to me he raised his elbow high and slammed it in under my ribs, knocking the wind out of me. 
 
I bent over wheezing.

"Get out of my fucking way, Recruit."
 
I felt a wave of anger flush over me and stood up straight. 

It was chaos right down the hallway as the section commanders ripped into various recruits, screaming into their faces, and the whole time Cunningham continued his rant.
 
"It sounds like you want to be clowns more than soldiers," he said. "So maybe we should treat you like fucking clowns then yeah?"
 
It was time for Corporal Jones to have a say. "Recruits, you have exactly... one minute to be standing back here in your winter pyjamas, and with your war helmets on. Go!"

In our first week, they had issued us all with these hideous 1970s style pinstriped winter pyjamas, which firstly, no recruit would be seen dead wearing, but secondly, were so difficult and time consuming to position in the lockers for inspections that no one ever dared disturb them.
 
We bolted into our rooms without hesitation, but when we got to the locker Adams and I looked at each other. "Did he say put our pyjamas on?" 
 
"Yeah he did" I said as I ripped the pyjamas off the shelf.

We removed our clothes and slipped into the pyjamas, donning the war helmet as well, before returning to the hallway. I looked at the recruits on the opposite side of the hallway. We looked ridiculous.

"Welcome to the 19 Platoon pyjama party, Recruits." Corporal Jones said. "If you want to fuck with us, then we will fuck with you."

Bombardier Rohan chimed in, "It wouldn't be a party if you didn't have a drink in your hand recruits. Time to get your cups. You have three seconds, go."

We bolted into our rooms, grabbed our brew mugs and returned to the hallway.

"Now have a drink, Recruits." Cunningham ordered.

Everyone hesitated while Adams and I glanced at each other. What the fuck was he on about? The cups were empty.

The section commanders went berserk. "The Captain just gave you an order, Recruits. You start drinking right now before we start shoving those cups up your arses."

I put the empty cup to my lips and tipped it back. I couldn't help notice the recruit across the hall… his war helmet was wobbling loosely on his head and he had his little pinky finger out slightly as he sipped away. We made eye contact briefly and he smirked. I started to chuckle but it took no time at all for bombardier Rohan to come barrelling down the hallway.

"Who was that? Who thinks this is fucking funny?" Try as I might I continued to chuckle until he was standing right in front of me. “Do you find this amusing recruit Blinco?”

"No Corporal."

"You can call me Bombardier, any fucking time you want, Recruit Blinco.”

"Fuck – Bombardier!"

"What? Ya wanna fuck me do ya recruit?" He moved in very close. "Do ya think this is funny Recruit Blinco?"

"Well, yes and no Bombardier."

"What does that mean Recruit Blinco?"

The recruit across from me was still trying not to laugh and it was causing his helmet to wobble around on his head, putting me in danger of another outburst.

I avoided looking at him and instead looked at the wall beside him. 

"Well Bombardier, I don't find it funny that we failed to impress today on the forced march, but I do find the pyjamas with the war helmets pretty funny to look at."

Bombardier turned away but not before I caught sight of a slight smirk he was hiding to himself. I realised in the moment that I had to some degree won him over. 

I had already worked out that everything the section commanders said and did was to create a false environment, like an illusion. It was all designed to flush out weaknesses under pressure. The trick to this place would be to not take anything personally, which admittedly was easier said than done. 
 
For the next half an hour the section commanders sent us back and forwards to our lockers swapping into various odd ball configurations of mis-matched clothing and military gear. Seemingly to ensure that nearly everything would need to be re-ironed and re-positioned in our lockers. 
 
"Recruits," Cunningham boomed. "The next time we go on a forced march remember this: the more you sweat in peace time, the less you bleed in war. Tomorrow morning, there will be a room inspection, including rifles and lockers." 
 
With that the section commanders left us alone, finally. Adams and I both stared in horror at our lockers, which were completely trashed. We only had about ten minutes left before the mess hall closed, so we quickly grabbed our cutlery and joined the procession to dinner. 
 
Adams was hopeless at folding winter pyjamas, but I was alright at it, so I elected to look after the pyjamas while he re-positioned the other items in both lockers. The pyjamas had to be ironed and pressed into a bundle exactly 11 cm wide and 22 cm long, positioned 1 cm in from the front of the shelf. We worked together and got the lockers sorted just before lights out. 
 
The next morning the section commanders came through as promised for the inspection. Corporal Jones came in with a white glove on, and a ruler. He started by flipping a 20-cent piece onto the bed. The covers had to be sufficiently tight to cause the coin to bounce. Satisfied with the beds he moved onto the lockers, then the rest of the room, and finally the rifles. 
 
One particular area where I kept failing on my rifle inspections was the cleaning of the gas piston. The piston, which was responsible for the semi-automatic functionality, accumulated thick black carbon after use. Try as I might I could never completely remove all the carbon, and Corporal Jones had already picked me up on it a few times. 
 
Corporal Jones inspected Adams' rifle first then moved across to mine. 
 
"Is your gas piston clean. Recruit Blinco?" he asked. 
 
"I believe so Corporal." 
 
He picked the gas piston off the desk and squinted at it in the light then extended it in front of me. "Does that look clean to you Recruit?" 
 
I looked closely and shook my head. "There are some dots of carbon on the side Corporal." 
 
"What happens if your gas piston isn't cleaned properly, Recruit Blinco” 

He asked the question without looking at me, as he inspected my remaining rifle parts. 
 
"It could jam during operation Corporal." 
 
He turned to face me. "A recruit who can't maintain his weapon properly is a liability to himself and his section. You’re going to fail BD10 the way you’re going, Recruit. You had best sort yourself out real quick." 

He dropped the barrel on the table causing the other rifle parts to scatter, with some landing on the floor. 
 
BD10 was a major inspection of absolutely everything – rooms, weapons, toilets, showers, uniforms, and a progress check on all the ceremonial gear. It was a major milestone in the training, and the inspection was conducted personally by the battalion Commandant. It was mandatory to pass the BD10 in order to progress. The idea of being back-squadded to a new platoon at this stage of the training worried me. Especially for such a minor thing like specks of carbon on the gas piston. I'd already checked with a bunch of other recruits, and for some reason the carbon wasn't as stubborn on their rifles. It stuck like shit to a blanket on mine. 
 
I'd heard that wet and dry sand paper was really good to clean it off, but it was illegal as it could damage the gas piston and there was no way to get hold of sand paper anyway. Kapooka was a bit like a prison in this regard. It's not like we could just wander off and go shopping at the local hardware store. 
 
Failing one of the competencies and getting back-squadded was a constant worry. Aside from the extra time in Kapooka, all my mates were in this platoon now, and I had seen what back-squadders go through, adding extra pressure to the Kapooka experience. 
 
We eventually picked up a back-squadder of our own, Recruit Lucas. No one wanted a bar of him. He was an outsider. An intruder. Back-squadded recruits drew lots of unwanted attention from the seccos too, because usually recruits were back-squadded due to some deficiency or lack of attention to detail. 
 
As it turned out, Lucas was one of the recruits who was falling out of formation on the forced march. The way he was going, he was a soft target for getting bashed by the platoon. Bashing recruits was illegal, but it wasn't discouraged per se. It was insinuated by the section commanders that it had its place. All it would take in this case was for one of the more dominant recruits to promote the idea. Rumour had it, this was Lucas' second back-squadding. He had already completed most of his thirteen weeks in Kapooka in terms of duration, but here he was still only halfway through the training. 
 
"Ads," I said as we both worked on our gear one evening. "Those fucking section commanders would hafta be cunts to do that job wouldn't they?" 
 
"Definitely," Adams replied. "That whole pyjama party thing is just designed to fuck our lockers up so we burn up more precious time doing mundane shit like this." 
 
I nodded. "Yep. Put more pressure on us. Cunts." 
 
We got on with ironing uniforms, polishing boots, cleaning rifles, and before long, it was lights out, such was the routine. The ongoing concern throughout basic training was not having time to get everything done. The continued preparation of our ceremonial gear, required for the march-out parade upon graduation, required a lot of time and attention to detail. 
 
Polishing brass, spit polishing boots, lacquering belts, and preparing the slouch hat were the main ceremonial items. Spit polishing the brand-new boots required layer after layer of carefully applied high gloss polish. It was a bit like sharpening a very blunt knife by hand. It was slow, tedious work and there always seemed to be little time to do it, mostly thanks to the constant harassment by section commanders. Of course, it was all by design.
 
The seccos eventually took us on a forced march again, and this time the platoon stayed tightly grouped together all the way. We went through an obstacle course then swung past the rifle range for some target practice before finishing with a final forced march. 
 
Back in the lines I stripped my weapon down to clean the dust and carbon off. My heart sank when I saw the amount of carbon on the gas piston. On a whim, as Bombardier Rohan walked past I decided to hit him up. 

"Excuse me Bombardier," I said.
 
He turned and faced me. "Waddaya want Recruit?" 
 
I put my heels together and locked my arms in to the sides, looking straight ahead, as was the requirement when talking to a section commander. 
 
I showed him the piston. "I've been having a lot of trouble cleaning my gas piston Bombardier. I'm not sure why mine is so difficult to clean in comparison to the other recruits." 
 
He took the gas piston and squinted at it closely. "Well Recruit..." He rolled the piston in his fingers, "I would say some slug in the past has put sand paper across this piston. That has roughened the surface, causin’ little scratches which trap the carbon." 
 
He seemed to think for a moment.
 
"Come here with me, Recruit," he said 

I followed him outside the lines where he crouched down on a patch of fine, gravelly dirt alongside the building. 
 
He held the gas piston up. "Ya see Blinco, as a section commander, I can't show ya anything illegal. So instead I'll demonstrate what ya should never do with a gas piston." 
 
He held the bottom of the piston and plunged it into the ground, and as he spoke he gently rubbed the piston back and forwards in the dirt, apparently as some rudimentary way of cleaning the piston. 
 
"You've been presented with a situation here that's not normal, but sometimes soldiers have to adapt to a situation in order to overcome the obstacle presented." 
 
Leaving the piston in the dirt he stood and walked off without even checking if it worked. 
 
I plucked my gas piston out of the dirt and couldn't believe my eyes. It was carbon free. Not only that, it was absolutely gleaming. 
 
"Many thanks, Bombardier," I called out as he was about to disappear into the door way. 
 
He stopped and winked. "You can do whatever you want in the army Recruit. Just don't get caught." 
 
"Be fucked!" I exclaimed out loud. That took no longer than about 30 seconds of rubbing in the dirt to achieve what would have taken about two or three hours with the supplied cleaning cloth. My spirits were lifted as I suddenly realised that I had indeed overcome a situation that had been weighing on me heavily. One that had the potential to get me back-squadded. 
 
If Rohan hadn’t been the best section commander already, he was now, in my view. Occasionally we saw him sit down with his section and talk to them, answering questions about the army, about the training, and even laughing over some stories. Our section was all jealous, we got none of that from Jones. 
 
When the BD10 inspection finally occurred, the Commandant moved through the lines from room to room with an entourage of high-ranking officials trailing behind. As he entered our room both Adams and I snapped our heals together and screamed "stand fast" as was the procedure whenever a commander enters the recruits’ room. 
 
Corporal Jones entered behind the Commandant. He was wearing a white glove for checking the window frames, the tops of doors, and a multitude of other known dust collection areas. 
 
The Commandant opened my locker and began inspecting my ceremonial gear. He looked at my brass first. He took my slouch hat out and held it up to the light to see if it was perfectly flat. 
 
He returned the slouch hat. "Your hat is good Recruit." He grabbed one of my parade boots and frowned. "You've still got a lot of work to do on these boots if you want them to be ready for the final inspection Recruit. Try and allocate more time to them now so you don't run out of time later." 
 
“I would too,” I thought, “if you bastards didn't keep fucking me around with pyjama parties and the likes.”
 
The Commandant was a bit more diplomatic than the section commanders and provided a good dose of positive feedback when it was warranted. 
 
While the Commandant was going through my locker, Corporal Jones inspected my stripped-down rifle and went straight for the gas piston, looking closely at it before moving onto the other rifle parts without comment. 
 
He would never have it in him to say well done, but I knew I nailed it. I fought hard to suppress a smile. 
 
They found only a few minor issues. Adams got spoken to about some dust that had settled on one of his GP boots overnight. There were some other minor comments from Jones, but nothing that would get us into serious trouble. 
 
"You both need to work harder on spit polishing your parade boots, Recruit Blinco and Recruit Adams," the Commandant said. "Overall though, this was a good turn out." 
 
With that the entourage filed out and across the hallway to Lucas' room. Adams and I were both on a high. Not only did I nail the rifle inspection but we both got a 'good turn out' from the Commandant. I was beginning to believe I might get through this thing. 
 
Across the hall was off to a rocky start though and it was Corporal Jones doing all the talking. 

"Recruit Lucas. You stand fast when the Commandant walks into your room." 
 
Then we heard Lucas flat response: "stand fast." 

"Oh whatever you do, don't use your fucking balls or anything Recruit Lucas."
 
I shook my head and whispered across to Adams, "he's fucked already." 
 
Then we heard, "Did you even iron that uniform Recruit Lucas?" 
 
"Yes Corporal."
 
"What'd ya iron it with, a brick? What are those black streaks on your trouser bottoms Recruit?" 
 
"Ahh Corporal... "
 
"Yes Recruit. I'm fucking waiting. What is it?" 
 
"I got boot polish on them accidentally."
 
"Jesus – you really are a slug aren't ya Recruit?"
 
"Yes Corporal."
 
"Seriously Recruit have a look at yourself. You look like someone set you on fire and put you out with a rake.”
 
As they carried on with the inspection they must have opened Lucas' table personal drawer because we heard "What – the – fuck – is that in your KFS drawer recruit?" 
 
"It's an ashtray Corporal."
 
"Well? What's it doing in your bloody KFS draw Recruit?" 

"Corporal..."

"A dirty filthy ashtray sitting in with ya knife and fork that you eat with." 
 
 "Yes Corporal."
 
This was followed by a crash and Adams and I glanced at each other as bits of the now broken glass ashtray skittled across the hallway into our room. 
 
Then we heard Jones again, "Holy fucking hell..." 
 
"Oh shit what now," Adams whispered
 
"Are they your parade boots Lucas?" 
 
"Yes Corporal."
 
"Have you even started spit polishing these boots yet Lucas?" 
 
"Ah well Corporal..." he stammered. 
 
"You've been here twice as long as anyone else," Jones cut him off. "What the fuck have you been doing with your time recruit?" 
 
 "Corporal, ahh... I had to wear them out to the rifle range because my general-purpose boots were still damp from the obstacle course." 

"Still damp? You wore your precious spit polished parade boots out to the rifle range, through the rocks, dust and filth, because you didn't want to get your feet wet?" 
 
"Well... Ah...I guess so Corporal."
 
"How did you think you are ever going to pass the final dress inspection required for the passing out parade?" 
 
"I don't know Corporal." 
 
Adams and I were both shaking our heads. He should have been discharged already. The process of back-squadding was just prolonging the inevitable, and probably causing mental anguish unnecessarily. 
 
After the inspection, Sergeant Woods addressed the platoon with a short sharp message that we had better all put more time into our ceremonial gear for the march out parade. 
Left to ourselves Adams lost his temper momentarily. "Cunts!" He kicked his cupboard door. 
 
"What's up?"
 
"I'm just sick of these section commanders, mate, and I'm so fucken tired too. What I wouldn't give for just one day off so I could sleep all day." 
 
I went over and kicked his door hard. "Me too."
 
Adams face darkened. "Hey. Kick your own fucken door man." 
 
"Fuck off," I said. "Knowing my luck, it'll break off its hinges and I'll be up until zero-dark-hundred hours fixing the cunt." 
 
"What if mine breaks then?" 
 
"Stiff shit. It's not my fucken door."
 
We locked eyes for a second then he came at me hard. He tried to get me into a head lock, but I easily pushed him off. 
"Fuck off ya skinny cunt," I yelled. I forced him back and kept pushing until he fell back into the cupboard. I quickly shut the door on him trapping his legs, and pushed it hard into his shins. 
 
"Ok I give, I give," he howled. 
 
"Haha, ya weak bastard," I laughed and let him out. 
 
His head dropped slightly. "Fuck off." 
I laughed and slapped him on the back.
"Hey let's get cracking man." he said changing the subject. "They've trashed our lockers. You can be sure there'll be an inspection in the morning ta see if we fixed things up." 
 
I nodded. " Good call Ads." 









Chapter 4 – Victims of war

It didn't take the Sarge long to see the burn marks on the kitchen wall from the fireworks when he arrived home the morning after the barbecue. He stood side-on to me, looked at the kitchen wall, then back to me. Back to the wall, back to me.
 "You got something you wanna tell me Blinx?”

Before I could answer, a bell sounded behind us, ding-ding ding-ding.

A Cambodian man on a bicycle emerged with what was evidently the Scotsman’s clothes in the basket, washed and pressed. He lifted them up like he was making an offering to Buddha. "Sir your clothes.”

Ignoring the Cambodian, the Sarge squinted at me and clenched his fists. "You fuckers partied after the barbecue."

I shrugged my shoulders and avoided his eyes.

"Well? What’s this then Blinx? Jungle escort services?”

They’re not my fucken clothes Sarge.”

I knew the jig was up so I explained about the barbecue, the Scotsman, the fireworks, and the armed contact after the barbecue.

The Sarge said he was laying down the law. Any more skulduggery and I would spend the rest of the tour in a military prison polishing water taps.

Shortly after the Sarge left Jeremy burst through the gate like something was up.
I’ve got a Cambodian casualty Blinx, wanna come with me?” He was slightly out of breath.
 
“What? What happened?" 
 
“It’s a civilian. Collateral damage from that conflict outside the fence last night.”

“Really— Shot?”

“Rocket.”

“Fuck. Ok no worries.”

"Can you race upstairs and grab the drip kit for me? I’ll be over at the abandoned hospital.”
 
"Yep, will do.” I went up to the med supplies room upstairs.
 
We were all drilled fairly well in first aid as part of our standard military training, and we all received additional training prior to deployment, specialising in the kinds of injuries we were likely to encounter on tour. The truth though, was Jeremy didn’t need my help. He wanted me there simply because we were good mates and he wanted to teach me some stuff.

There were various drip bags and I wasn't sure exactly which one he needed so I grabbed one of each type, then quickly headed after him. It was only a short walk along the trail to the large sandstone building. It was little more than a gutted shell, but the locals still referred to it as The Hospital.

The tiny barred windows on the crumbling exterior led me to believe it was some sort of psychiatric hospital before the war. The door was blasted off leaving a gaping hole for the main entry. There were two wide streaks of blood along the floor, evidently where the rocket victim had been dragged into the building.

I followed the trail of blood through a dark hallway, littered with rubbish and animal faeces. It eventually opened into a large dimly lit room. It was possibly some sort of treatment area when the hospital was still functioning. The room was musty, with several narrow beams of sunlight shining through small holes in the roof.


It could easily have been a set from a horror movie. Cobwebs hung from the ceiling, the walls were riddled with bullet holes, and centre stage was a blood-soaked stretcher holding the badly injured civilian. 

He was on his back, bare chested, and wearing only a short sarong around his waist. His skin was peppered with shrapnel wounds. One hand was mangled with several bleeding fingers poking at unnatural angles. Most of one inner thigh was blown away, exposing bone and tissue down to his knee. His face was contorted as he sucked air through clenched teeth. 

A woman of similar age with a girl of about 10 years old stood at the head of the stretcher. I assumed they were the mother and daughter.

I gave them a nod and managed a tight smile before I caught Jeremy’s eye as he was pulling gear out of his med kit. I handed him the drip kit, but he explained he couldn't apply it yet. He wasn’t aware, but the Cambodian doctor wasn’t here yet.  It was the Australian Army policy to wait for the Cambodian doctor to arrive before taking any action on potentially fatal wounds.

Jeremy nodded towards the family as the man continued to wheeze and grunt.

"Hey Blinx what's his wife and daughter saying about all this?" 

On the surface they appeared quite calm. Speaking in Khmer I chatted to them briefly and learned that the wounded man was indeed the father. His name was Smone. 

 
The Khmer Rouge slaughtered close to 3 million of their fellow Cambodians, focusing particularly on those who had a skill or trade, such as qualified doctors, tradesmen and teachers, to name a few. As a result, the medical system was in disarray with few adequately qualified medical staff and limited medical supplies. The education system was annihilated too, so there were no new doctors coming through any time soon.
 
A common practice for treating headaches at the time was applying a band-aid to the head, or sticky-taping Panadol tablets to the head. These were a ripple effect from the destruction of the education system by the Khmer Rouge. 
 
We heard the familiar shuffle of sandals as the Cambodian doctor emerged. Jeremy was right. He had no medical bag or stethoscope that we might typically identify with a doctor back home. He also had a cigarette in the corner of his mouth. Dressed much like his patient, his only possessions seemed to be a small canvas roll clutched in his hand.

He smiled, introducing himself as Red, before turning to the family to speak in Khmer briefly about the nature of the injuries.
 
Red was smiling and laid back, as if he’d just arrived to one of our barbecues. He was very short, with dark curly hair and a face full of scars. I surmised he could be an ex-soldier. Possibly a battlefield medic. 

He puffed on the cigarette as he circled Smone, surveying his injuries – the blasted thigh, the mangled hand.
 
Jeremy pointed out the drip kit while Red simply grunted and smiled. He stamped his cigarette out under his sandal, then unrolled his canvas kit. Inside was a saw, a knife, a rusty needle and a packet of cigarettes. He removed a thin rope from around his waist and tightened it around Smone's wrist. Satisfied the vessels were sufficiently constricted he placed a hand on Smone’s shoulder and spoke quietly to him.
 
Smone was wide eyed. His breathing becoming raspy and frantic as Red removed the saw from the canvas roll. He gave Smone a short stick to bite down on then used his knee to pin Smone’s arm, positioning the saw just above the hand. For the first time Red’s smile was gone and his lips were tight.

Smone’s head snapped back sharply as he thrust the saw forward across his wrist. A blood-curdling scream reverberated off the bare stone walls as the teeth ripped through muscle and sinew. Red was undeterred, his lips pressed firmly together, working the saw back and forward. A thin stream of blood formed a puddle on the tiled floor, and ran sideways along the grout lines. 

Smone’s head thrashed and his body convulsed as slivers of bone and tissue accumulated on the saw. Red swapped the saw for a knife and worked quickly, hacking through the remaining tendons and tissue. Finally the freshly severed hand plopped onto the floor, and it was done. 

Red lit another cigarette and took a long drag. He walked slowly around Smone with the bloodied knife out wide as if he was contemplating how to best prune a tree. A thin ray of sunshine down one side of his heavily scarred face completed the horror scene.

I was overcome by a strange sense of admiration for the family. They had averted their eyes, but they were staunch. They did not react other than perhaps by holding hands a little tighter.

As Red next began sizing up Smone’s badly damaged leg I looked at my watch and was relieved to see that it was time to get on with dinner prep.

I nudged Jeremy and pointed to my watch, "I gotta go man." 
 
“No worries Blinx. I gotta stay and put the dressings on when he's done so I’ll see you at dinner tonight."

I avoided eye contact with the family. I was fairly certain I wouldn’t be able to manage a smile or even a nod at this point, and made a beeline for the hallway. As I left the hospital area and followed the trail back into the jungle the screaming recommenced with renewed vigour as the operation continued.


When I arrived back to the kitchen I got on with preparing dinner. Most of the troops had been fed by the time Jeremy got back.

"How'd he go?" I asked as he came through the gate. His slumped shoulders said it all. 

He gave a small shake of the head going straight past me and into the sleeping quarters without comment. I understood and no further discussion was required.



Eventually dinner was ready and the troops came through loading their plates with healthy lashings of curried beef over a dark pilaff rice. The banter and laughter of the soldiers were in contrast to my own mood. In fact I was shitty as hell and in no mood for Irish as he came through. He was much louder than he needed to be as he shoveled several helpings of beef curry onto a huge mound of pilaff rice.

“Private Blinco what’s the status of the casualty? I heard they chopped his arms and legs off. He must be dead is he?” 

He dug his finders into the stew and casually popped a piece of beef into his gob. I wasn’t surprised that he had heard about Simone. Word travelled fast in the Army. 

“Nah he’s not dead actually Sergeant.”

He frowned “Really? You get any photos?”

I blinked “What? Why the fuck would I want photos?”

His face hardened “Watch your tone Private Blinco.”

I gritted my teeth and leaned over the Bain Marie

 “Well..Sergeant, I really don’t think the guys wife would have been too thrilled with me snapping photos of her dying, bleeding husband.”

“Is that right is it.” Irish looked like he was about to explode. 


Irish face went bright red “Is that right is it.”

He glared at me one final time as he turned away muttering and grumbling and sat down with the others. 

Jeremy put a hand on my shoulder “You all good mate?”

“Yeh mate I’m fine. Apart from the fact I want to kill the cunt.”

“I know mate, he’s a fuckwit.”

It was a long day and neither of us had the patience for Irish it seemed. As Jeremy predicted, poor old Smone lived for three days, eventually succumbing to his injury’s. 

His friends and family burned his body in a traditional Cambodian funeral. 

We sat down after dinner that night and had a few Thai Mekhong whiskey shots on the patio. I wondered what Smone's family thought of us now. Maybe they thought white man magic wasn't as powerful as they suspected. 

As I went to bed I couldn’t help contemplate my own mortality. This whole fucken jungle is riddled with mines. That could easily be me laying there getting my arms and legs cut off. It could happen any day. All it would take is simply wandering off a trail into the wrong part of the jungle and BOOM!

The more I thought about it the more I worried. The more I worried, the more I thought about it. I tossed and turned all night as the days events replayed in my mind. Eventually the sun came up and in the light of day I felt the negativity drain away. I did some weightlifting with Jeremy first thing, which helped perk me up, then we topped it off with a nice hearty breakfast, and I was back to my old self.
 
"I have another Cambodian to treat this morning if you want to help," Jeremy said as he shovelled a spoonful of scrambled eggs into his mouth. 
 
"No worries mate, whaddaya got this time?" I asked.
 
"A boil."
 
“Huh? What? 
 
"A boil.”
 
"A boil? Are you serious man?"
 
Jeremy frowned at me. "Yeah. Why?"
 
"A fucking boil—”  I started laughing. "We just literally had an amputation yesterday, and now we're lancing a fucking boil? That's today's big emergency?" 
 
"Well… it's not an emergency, but yeah.”
 
"Don't you find that a little strange?" 
 
"We gotta do whatever we gotta do mate.”

I shrugged. "Fair enough. Whaddaya need me to do?"
 
"I'll cut it open and drain it. It's gonna hurt him, so I'll get you to hold him down for me." 
 
Eventually the Cambodian arrived and we took him upstairs to the med room, and put him flat on the floor with his shirt off. He had a massive lump low on the front of his shoulder near the armpit. It was like nothing I had ever seen, about the size of a golf ball. 
 
Jeremy pulled a small gas cylinder out of the medical supplies. He could of used the gas for Smone but no one was aware of the exact injuries at the time let alone that an amputation would take place.
 
He put the gas mask on the Cambodian, opened the tap on the cylinder and before long the man was laughing like a drain. 
 
"What's so funny?" I asked.
 
"It's basically a type of laughing gas," Jeremy explained. 
 
I snatched the mask off him. "Gimme some of that shit."
 
I put the mask over my face, breathing in deeply, and suddenly I saw what the Cambodian found so funny. I was soon laughing along with him and had another hit for good measure, opening the tap right up.
 
"That'll do ya!" said Jeremy as he turned the gas off. "Jesus! I have to account for that stuff Blinx.”
 
Speaking Khmer I asked the Cambodian his name – "Chmau eay?" 

"Chmau Ret," he chortled through the happy gas.
 
"What he say?" Jeremy asked.
 
"His name is Ret.”
 
The effects seemed to wear off abruptly after a few minutes. Jeremy gave Rett another good hit of gas and before long he was off in LaLa Land, laughing and waving his arms around. 
 
"Here we go Blinx, hold his arms down man. Don't let him go while I'm using this scalpel." 
 
I brought Ret’s arms up over his head and pinned them hard to the floor with my knees, then put a hand on each to be sure he couldn't move too much.  

Jeremy brought the scalpel down and sliced into the boil. It burst open like a rotten egg releasing a sour stench into the air. Pus erupted from the wound and ran down the side of his chest onto the floor.
 
"Fucken yuk!" I turned away and coughed into my arm.
 
Jeremy did his best to mop the pus up with the medical cloth and tweezers but it kept coming.
 
“Has he got a fucken alien inside him?”
 
"Nah," Jeremy covered his nose with his arm. "Just some pus." 
 

After letting it drain for a while he skilfully used scissors to cut the medical cloth into narrow strips. He soaked the strips in a reddish, brown-coloured antiseptic then pushed them into the gaping hole where the boil had been. It took five strips finishing with a big sterile pad over the top.
 
"Blinx, tell him he has to come back in two days, to have it checked and re-packed, and try not to get it wet." 
 
I relayed the message to Ret in Khmer before he thanked us and disappeared into the jungle. 
 
Word seemed to get out that we had our own ‘doctor’ as a steady stream of locals filtered through with minor ailments. Boils, bites, breaks, sprains, headaches. Of course we still also had our own internal complaints to deal with. Ryan came in one afternoon to see Jeremy. He was having gastric, headaches, random nose bleeds, and he had a major fever going on. With a couple of calls to HQ to discuss with the senior medical staff, it didn't take long for them to diagnose Dengue Fever, a mosquito-born virus similar to malaria. It was known to be surging through the tropics at the time. There was no cure, and all he could do was rest for a week or so and drink plenty of water. 



Chapter five – Gold Tabs


Lucas had to go through a re-test of his BD10, and he received extra duties for failing his room inspection — but he never changed. One particular day when he was in trouble at a physical training (PT) session, the dress code was a little different to the usual military boots and army greens. It was black running shorts, a singlet, and Dunlop KT-26 runners.  
 
A physical training instructor (PTI) in the army was responsible for the daily exercise programs where they would dream up all kinds of nasty challenges like rolling huge tyres, scaling obstacles, carting logs, or various forms of running and exercise classes.     
   
The PTI on this occasion noticed something sticking out the top of Lucas' sock that caused his jaw to drop. 
 
"What's that in your sock Recruit?" His eyes were bulging.  
 
Lucas looked down, and there was what appeared to be a single cigarette poking out the top of his sock. "It's a smoke Corporal." 
 
I dropped my hands in my face while various recruits either chuckled or groaned. Lucas was clearly heading for another train wreck. 
 
The PTI was so stunned he had to double check. "Wait... Recruit... You brought an actual cigarette to a PT session?" 
 
Lucas nodded, his shoulders slumped. "Yes Corporal." 
 
The PTI put his hands on his hips. "Why is it in your sock then recruit? Were you trying to hide it were you?"  
 
"No Corporal," he said. "Our PT gear has no pockets." 
 
A few of the recruits laughed. 
 
"Your PT gear has no pockets?"

"I thought we might get a smoko break at some stage Corporal." 
The whole platoon cracked up.  
 
The PTI poked Lucas in the chest. "Recruit, you must have either a big set of brass fucking balls, or you’re the dumbest recruit to ever come through Kapooka." 

He turned to the platoon, "Recruit Lucas didn't come here to train today. He came here to have a fucking smoko break and suck on a filthy cancerous cigarette." 

He paced around inside the circle of recruits eyeballing each in turn.

"Since the rest of you didn't teach him the rules properly," he continued. "You’re all gonna get down and do push-ups until he finishes his fucken smoko break." 
 
He turned back to Lucas. "Go on Recruit, light your smoke. We're all waiting." 
 
"Corporal?" Lucas was uncertain what to do. 
 
The PTI moved in two inches from his face. "Recruit. You get that cigarette out of your fucking sock right now and light it."  
 
Lucas took the cigarette out with shaky hands. He pulled a lighter from his other sock and before long a cloud of smoke engulfed him.
 
The PTI spun around and screamed at the rest of us, "19 Platoon! Assume the prone position — Go!" 
 
We adopted push-up position with arms straight as he started the cadence: "Down! – Up! – Down! – Up! – Down! – Up!” It seemed to go forever.  
 
Lucas puffed his smoke madly, perhaps trying to finish it quicker, as we quickly ran out of energy and started to fall behind cadence. Two other PTIs walked up and down the line hollering at any recruits who couldn't keep up. The ones who couldn't do any more push-ups at all were instructed to maintain the up position. 
 
By the time Lucas finished his cigarette most of us were frozen in the up position, arms shaking and legs quivering.
“Platoon! Rest.” The PTI finally relented as Lucas got down to the butt of the smoke. “Don't get too comfortable though people. That was just the warm up."
Lucas joined us as we went on to complete two hours of circuit training. Lucas was sobbing by the end with the PTI badgering him all the way. He was a marked man now for sure. In essence, all recruits were generally targeted equally, but Lucas seemed to attract a lot more unwanted attention than everyone else. Within the ranks, repeat offenders like Lucas were known as ‘heat seekers.’ People tended to steer clear or heat seekers which left the  them somewhat friendless.

A dark cloud hung-over Lucas in the following weeks, even after we reached a major milestone in the training receiving our coveted ‘gold tabs’ invoking certain special privileges. The colored tabs were part of an artificial ranking system in Kapooka whereby official patches of material were pinned high on the recruits uniform to signify privilege and progression through the training.


Red tabs where the lowest of low, identifying the newest recruits. After completing various milestones in the second half of training blue tabs replaced the red tabs. Recruits bearing the blue tabs received a little more respect from the secco’s and were allowed to have their clock radios returned from their bags of personal belongings.
 
Gold tabs were issued in the final quarter of training. Gold tabs signified the recruit’s seniority, and allowed recruits to go pretty much anywhere on base, including to the canteen, and even allowed recruits to consume alcohol if time permitted.

Everyone was chatting excitedly back at the lines after a brief ceremony when the bright golden tabs were pinned to our shoulders. It was hard not to feel a sense of pride to have our Gold tabs, even knowing the artificial rank would be gone forever as soon as the training was completed. There was a definite shift in the mood across the platoon as the finish line was now in sight.

Lucas wasn’t phased though. He was receiving Gold tabs for the second time having already had them awarded the tabs then stripped off due to being back squadded.

 
Over time I got to know Lucas a little better and found he actually wasn’t a bad bloke. He was friendly, and easy going, but he was socially inept, which made conversation a little awkward at times. He seemed to improve as he became more familiar though.
 
Lucas was a little on the chubby side, particularly around the waste and legs, giving him a classic pear shape. He was always smuggling extra rations of fruit and sweets out of the mess hall, so it was no surprise that he was the first one to invoke his canteen privileges. He called me into his room when he arrived back to the lines that evening with two cans of smoked oysters, and two cans of coke to share. I had never tried smoked oysters before, so I was a bit dubious.
 
“Try it,” Lucas encouraged.
 
I screwed my face up, “Lucas, of all the things you could of bought, like chips, and chocolates, and even meat pies…Why the fuck would you buy a manky old tin of rotten oysters?”
 
Lucas’ eyes beamed with confidence, “Don’t knock it till you tried it, Blinx.”
 
I shook my head and sighed, “Fair enough mate, give it ‘ere then.” 
 
The shallow rectangular can had a label ‘Oysters in BBQ Sauce’ and the can had a kind of turn-key on the lid. It was rotated several times which peeled the lid off revealing the sticky brown mess inside. 
 
It didn’t look very appetising, but I grew up in a family eating lots of fish and seafood which was always a messy food— so I was up for it. 
 
I stuck a fork into one of the oily blobs and popped the first oyster into my mouth. After being restricted to only healthy hot cooked meals for several months I was ready to try anything. It might have been the novelty of being able to eat away from the mess hall for a change, but I quite liked the oysters. 
 
I nodded as I shoved a few more down, “Yeah. It’s not bad Lucas, you might be onto something.”
 
Lucas laughed and slapped his knee. “I knew it!” He handed me a can of coke to wash it down and chowed down on his own can of oysters. As he stabbed his fork into the can he seemed to study it thoughtfully for a moment and a frown etched into his brow 

“Geeze. The first man to ever eat an Oyster was a brave person don’t ya think Blinx?”
 
“Haha, too right Lucas.”
 
After we polished off the remaining oysters and coke I fetched a small green tub of army issue foot powder and rubbed some into my feet, massaging it in between my toes while we chatted. It felt great.

“What are ya doing that for?” Lucas enquired. “Ya got the foot rot have ya?”
 
“Nah mate,” I replied. “It just feels good and It’s good for ya feet.”
 
He jabbed a thumb into his chest, “Can I have some?”
 
“Yeh. Course ya can.” I handed him the bottle.
 
Lucas rubbed it into his toes and gave a classic ‘I just shit my pants,’ kind of look.

“Yeh it feels good.”

I was amazed at how the small pleasures in life seemed to be amplified in these arduous circumstances. After that our ‘Oyster and Coke’ night became a regular event.
 
My interactions with Lucas were mostly limited to the oyster and coke sessions though as his shy nature tended to make him steer clear while other recruits were around. It was a bad thing for Lucas because Kapooka wasn’t the type of environment anyone should ever be alone. The whole premise of the training was to draw people together.

 
The Kapooka rifle shooting range was a long grass covered field with wooden targets spaced evenly at the far end. Several long grass-covered mounds ran adjacent across the range and served as firing positions set from the targets at intervals of 200meters, 300meters and 600meters. 
 
There was a deep concrete re-enforced trench under the targets where duty recruits would raise and lower the targets. In the trench it was virtually impossible for a recruit to get accidentally shot, but there was a very remote possibility that a ricochet bullet could bounce into the stronghold. Thus when targets were raised, all recruits working the targets had to stay down low as a precaution. 
 

On this occasion we were firing from the 200 Meter mound. We each had our own firing lane with targets being raised for five seconds, then lowered for five seconds. When the targets were raised we had to shoot five rounds into the bull’s eye, effectively 1 shot per second.
 
It was a bloody hard thing to master while laying on our stomaches unsupported. Breathing had to be factored into the shoot as well as body position, with very little time to line the shot up. It took concentration.
 
As the targets went up the valley erupted with the thunder of  SLR Rifles going off simultaneously. The 7.62mm projectiles slammed through the thick ply-wood targets sending wood splinters into the air.
 
On this occasion as the final shots rang clear the targets went down and it went dead quiet, the. one final shot rang out. 

It was Lucas. An accident. Or as the Army would call it, an unauthorised Discharge (UD) 
 
Corporal Jones immediately sprung to action "Cease fire! Cease fire! Who the FUCK, was that?" He screamed. "Which loser just did a UD on my fucking mound?”
 
He was pacing up and down with his arms cocked wide, looking left and right. His face was a twisted ball of pulsing veins as spittle flew from his mouth. "Ya better own up real quick or I'll run this whole fuck’n platoon until every single one of ya pisses yer pants.”
 
Lucas’ rifle was still firmly shouldered with his elbows on the ground. He bent his knee and raised a foot in the air, which was the procedure for getting a duty corporals attention on the range. 

Corporal Jones charged straight at him like an angry bull and drove his GP boot hard into the soft skin under Lucas ribs. 
 
Lucas inhaled loudly and appeared unable to exhale momentarily. His face went bright red before finally he wheezed and blew air out while Corporal Jones continued his tirade.
 
"Recruit Lucas,” he screamed as he kicked him again, “I said GET OFF my fuck’n mound, and you’d better dilate your arse while your waiting for me. It’ll be the size of a 50 cent piece when I'm finished with ya. Do you understand what I’m saying Recruit."

Lucas got to his feet and went through the weapon clearance drill then limped over to the shelter. At the end of the shoot the section commanders herded the platoon onto the road for the walk home and Corporal Jones put Lucas in the front row. 
He obviously wanted Lucas to set the pace. That was a bad sign for Lucas as it pretty much guaranteed that Jones was going to punish him.


“Platoon, Quick March,” Then after a very quick warm up, “Platoon, Double time!”
 

We broke into a forced march with Lucas in the lead and Corporal Jones along side setting a blistering pace. He leaned in close to Lucas, “You’re gunna lead the platoon back to the lines today, recruit. Keep up with me and you’ll be fine.” It was his trade mark ‘sing song’ voice.
 
For a long time the only sound to be heard as the sun began to set behind us was our boots striking the gravel road in perfect unison. 

‘Clop, clop, clop clop clop..’

As the pace began to take it’s toll some of the boot steps began to fall out of cadence.

Stay level with me Lucas. Don’t you fall behind, recruit,” Jones yelled.

The three recruits in the first row always set the pace for the rest of the formation, with the section commander off to one side. Corporal Jones was focused entirely on Lucas while the other section commanders floated up and down the three ranks screaming and attempting to motivate. 
 
I always found their encouragement a bit of a stretch on the imagination, if not comical. They would yell stuff like ‘Lean forward into the hill, the weight of your body will carry you forward.’ and ‘Swing your arms across your body, the momentum will act like a pendulum.” 

We swallowed it up at the time though, even if it was just a placebo. I was feeling the pain already so I knew Lucas must have been too.

The signs of pressure started to appear as the ranks fractured with several recruits unable to keep pace.
 
“Platoon,” Corporal Jones screamed, “Close those gaps. Your’e supposed to be fucken Gold tab recruits. You should be no further than one arm’s length from the recruit in front of you!”. 
 
Lucas was wheezing for air as he struggled now to keep level with Corporal Jones. “Don’t you give up Lucas. You only got about four kilometres to go. Don’t you fucken quit on me Lucas.” 
 
It was too much though, and Lucas slowed down falling out to the side, so he could get a small rest. As the platoon passed by he slipped back into the last row before Corporal Jones gave him both barrels. 
 
“Oh Lucas!” He screamed into his ear, “Don’t fucken try Lucas, whatever you do.”
 
Lucas gave up completely and fell out of the last the rank bending over with his hands on his knees. The platoon slowly pulled away. 
 
“Platoon.” Corporal Jones screamed, “Right wheeeeeeel! Continue the wheel.”
 
It was a special command for turning a formation fully around. Essentially a 180-degree turn. 
 
“Time to come back and pick up the slugs Platoon,” Corporal Jones yelled as the platoon started to turn like a big caterpillar.
 
The platoon went past Lucas in the opposite direction, then Jones called another another about-turn and came up from behind Lucas effectively putting him back into the front row.
 
Corporal Jones came in close to Lucas, “Come on now Lucas,” he yelled. “This isn’t the local Boy Scouts buttercup. This is the Australian fucking Army. You wanted this Lucas, and now is your time to shine.”
 
Lucas stayed with him for a couple of minutes,  but before long he collapsed onto the ground. 
 
“Platoon! Right wheeeeeeeeel! Continue the wheel.”
 
Lucas was laying on his stomach in a semi push-up position gasping and wheezing. 

“Recruit Lucas, you look exactly like you’re trying to fuck a turtle. Get on your fucking feet.”

Lucas gritted his teeth as he got slowly to one knee.”
“Think about the mess hall recruit, I bet that’ll get your fat arse moving.”

Lucas stumbled the last couple, of kilometers home with Jones riding him all the way.t

When we finally arrived to the lines Jones dismissed the platoon, but not before pulling Lucas aside.

“Jesus H fucking Christ, you are a disgusting lazy heap of shit Lucas. Gimme those gold tabs back.” 

He tugged on the velcro holding the gold tabs in place “You just lost your canteen privileges, recruit. Ensure you re-attach your blue tabs before you go to the mess for dinner.”
  
In the days after that Lucas was even quieter than usual and I was beginning to worry about his mental state. “Hey chum, look what I got here for ya.” I pulled out two tins of oysters, and two cans of coke.
 
He was on his bed with his back to me and he rolled over wiping at his eyes. His face was drawn and his eyes red rimmed with tears.
 
“You want to eat mate?” I held the oyster can up.
 
“No thanks,” he said in his usual monotone.
 
“Hey mate... ” I started hesitantly “You won’t have ta worry about the platoon taking revenge. They’re are a good bunch of guys in this platoon, they won’t do anything to ya. Maybe some of the other platoons would, but not 19 Platoon. Jones is a special breed of cunt, and everyone knows it. Even the other Seccos know it.”
 
“Yeh I know,” he nodded “it’s just... I’ll never get out of here. I don’t want this anymore. I just want to get out.”
 
“Talk to the Seccos then?” I suggested.
 
“Yeh, like that will do any good Blinx.” 
 
He was right, or at least that’s what we all thought at the time. In hindsight the section commanders couldn’t legally stop anyone from pulling out, but at the time they had us convinced otherwise.  
 
“I hate Corporal Jones. I hope he steps on a fucking Lego brick.”
 
“What?” I bent over laughing, “A lego brick? Is that seriously the meanest thing you can think of mate?”
 
“Yeah I guess so.” he smiled and shrugged.
 
“Check this one then,” I said, “When God was handing out noses, Corporal Jones thought he said roses, and asked for a big red one.”
 
Lucas cracked up.
 
“Better.” I said, doing my best Sergeant Malone impersonation.
 
He sat up.
 
“How about this one Lucas,” I continued. “You’re so unlucky it could be raining cunts, and you’d still get hit in the face with a dick.”
 
As he was laughing Lucas happened to lean forward and I noticed a wide red welt on his neck.
 
I sat bolt upright “Hey mate..” I struggled to find the right words “what’s that mark there?”
 
Lucas went from a wide grin to dead pan in three seconds flat. “Nothing.” he said, and stared at the floor.
 
I leaned forward and yanked his shirt open. There were marks all the way around.
 
“What happened here?” I asked. “You trying ta.. neck yerself mate?”
 
He stayed silent.
 
I suddenly felt ill. 

“Shit Lucas mate” My hands felt shaky as I realized the gravity of his mental state. 


I plonked down on the bed next to him and rubbed my face unsure what to do.
  
Kapooka was a strange place. Everything was an illusion. The threats, the insults, the pressure. Those who couldn’t see through all that bullshit had the hardest time. 

That was Lucas.
 
On discussing what I saw with recruit Adams later we both agreed the incident had to be reported. I went to Bombardier Rohan who thankfully seemed genuinely concerned.
 
“Do ya think he tried to top himself, racruit?”  Rohan drawled.
 
“Yes Bombardier I do believe so. I think he’s somehow tried to hang himself.”

He stared at each for a moment as he weighed up what I’d told him then nodded.
 
“Ok racruit. Leave it with me.” 
 
I was worried about Lucas, but I was also relieved that it was now reported. They had better fucking well take action I thought, as I lay in bed later that night.
 
The next day I noticed Lucas was absent from the activities. I checked the discharge board back at the lines and sure enough his photo had a Red Cross through it which indicated he had been removed from the course.
 
A wry smile crept onto my face ‘Good for you buddy’ I never saw or heard from Lucas again.
 
For the remaining weeks we hit muddy obstacle courses, bayoneted human shaped targets, performed fire and movement drills, and spent a lot of time on survival skills.
 
Eventually the big day arrived when we completed ‘The Challenge'. A hardcore physical and mental exercise which pulled together all of the army skills taught thus far into one big mammoth test lasting several days. So coveted was The Challenge, that on completion it included a customary march in full patrol order past head quarters, complete with mud covered fatigues, rifle, and body armour, with the Commandant watching on. 
 
It was the ultimate mark of respect and the Commandant saluted as we went by. It was the first time when a recruit was truly looked upon with some respect. Having come from being essentially the lowest form of life, in the eyes of the section commanders, to being saluted by the highest ranking officer in command, it was a real buzz and it made the hair stand up on the back of my neck.
 
On the last week prior to the formal march out parade we were issued with posting orders. The postings determined the recruits career path and were selected by the military with only minimal input from the recruit. The result was tears. Lots of tears. Some recruits wanted to be a mechanic, or a Truckie, or perhaps a signal operator, only to find that the army had other ideas for them. 
 
I was a little bemused by the emotional reactions going on all around me as they called the names and job titles out. Having worked in the meat works, I didn’t give a shit where they sent me or what I did. All I knew was that any job in the Army had to be better than where I’d came from. So when they announced I was to become a Soldier Cook in the Catering Corps I was happy with the decision. I was in fact happy just to have passed training, and if they wanted me to cook then by crikey I was going to cook.


Chapter 6 - The jungle trails

The Sarge was in a filthy mood because Ryan still hadn't been able to fix the generator. When the Sarge was unhappy everyone was unhappy.
 
"Just get a fucking new one sent from HQ. Swap the bloody thing." he said.
 
"It's not that simple Sarge," Ryan argued. "It's working right now without an issue, but then it crashes under load, but not always. We can’t send it to HO if it’s working, they’ll just send it straight back.”
 
Everyone was getting a bit of jungle fever at this stage, missing home, missing loved ones, sick of the military routines, tired of the mud and mozzies.

Small arms fire around us had become so common and caused so many false alarms that most of the time we didn't even get out of bed anymore. We would lay awake and get a feel for where the shooting was. If it wasn't in our yard, or right on our boundary we stayed in bed.

As I pottered around in the kitchen Ryan emerged from the sleeping quarters looking hot and disheveled, in the later stages of Dengue fever. He greeted me with a barley audible “hello”, before plopping onto his back on top of the drinks Esky, one arm limp across his forehead. He had a high fever and hadn’t eaten anything for a couple of days now. I was getting worried about him.
 
“Do you want something to eat yet man?” I asked.
 
He frowned and shook his head like it hurt to think.

I fetched some cold water from the fridge and he downed the whole glass in no time at all.
 
 “Mate how about some soup? I’ll cook some pumpkin soup so you can at least get something in your guts if that helps.”
 
 He nodded.
 
 “OK cool. I’ll go into the markets this afternoon, and buy some ingredients for it. We gotta get you well so you can fix our fucking generator.”  
 
He gave half a smile and a half-hearted thumbs up.
 
The main ration supplement in Tamriel came via helicopter, and was good quality, sourced from Thailand, but in my quest to reproduce home cooked meals, I would occasionally be missing a key ingredient. It might be a vegetable, or a bottle of sauce, or perhaps some spices. So, I would often venture along the jungle trails to the local village market.  
 
There was a particular restaurant with a small stall out front which was always stocked fresh vegetables. On this occasion I decided to take our Cambodian translator along to help negotiate the best deal possible. He always knew what to say to get better deals, and I learned from him through the process. It was one of the reasons I had a reasonable grasp of the Khmer language.
  
I grabbed my rifle and fixed a full magazine to the stock, then slipped my webbing on which held an additional four full magazines. I wasn’t expecting trouble, but it was protocol to take our weapons if we were traversing the jungle trails, or any distance from the house. I slung my weapon and after a brief discussion with the translator we headed off for Tamriel village. 
 
When we arrived at the restaurant, the owner had his usual sprawl of fruit and vegetables for sale on tables out front. I was negotiating on a purchase when a Cambodian behind me started to speak aggressively. His words were too fast for me to pick up, but he was clearly angry. I tried to ignore him but he began deliberately poking, and antagonising me to the point where I had to deal with it.
  
I thrust a palm into his chest, “Back Off!”  

He stumbled backwards then his face went red and all hell broke loose. In one movement he reached under his sarong and leveled a pistol in my face.

He ranted. I could not understand his words though, as they were coming too fast. My rifle was still slung across my back and I dared not move to anger him further.

I was a sitting duck. I raised both hands and apologised in the native Khmer language. 

“Som Too!” Som Too!”
 
Then my translator materialised, seemingly from out of nowhere. He stepped between us and spoke with great confidence while gently pushing the pistol down. 

As he spoke the mans face relaxed a little and his eyes began to dart around.
 
Our translators did much more than simply translate Khmer to English. They were advisors and guides, who took great pride in their UN role.

They did it well.

Whatever he told him on this occasion seemed to work well.
 
“What was he saying mate?” I asked as the crazy Cambodian disappeared through the throng of people.

The translator turned to me and I was shocked at his expression. His eyes were wide and he looked pale “He say… He say..”

“He say he want to fucking kill you!”
  
 “Well.. Why?” I glanced in the general direction where he disappeared
 
He raised his palms “Mr Paul. All Is ok now,” he replied. “Lots of people have seen his face. He won’t be back.”

“Thank you, but what the heck did ya say to him to make him calm down like that?”

He smiled “I tell him to fuck off now or UN hunt him down like pack of savage dogs.”
 
I managed a wry smile but then it dawned on me that he could be waiting for me to come out. He could be anywhere just waiting for us to stick our heads out and pow! The translator seemed to pick up on this.

He placed a hand on my shoulder “It’s fine now. He gone. He fuck off for good.”

I was skeptical “Yeh, he fuck off. He fuck off straight into tree line where we can’t see him shooting at us.”
 
I was grateful to my translator but I was angry at myself. I should have had my weapon ready. I wasn’t expecting to have a gun pulled on me while shopping for groceries, but this was a war zone after all, Despite the infectious ‘business as usual’ attitude of the locals caution had to be taken at all times.
 
What it boiled down to was, there were those who wanted us there, and those who did not. He did not. Maybe he had connections to the Khmer Rouge faction. Or maybe he was a Khmer Rouge soldier himself. 

I felt uneasy about leaving the store now. I sensed the rogue Cambodian was waiting for me. I still had to carry the rations back too. I wasn’t coming all this way for nothing. I decided to wait for full darkness before leaving the restaurant. 
 
After the sun went down, we came out via a rear exit with my rifle in one arm and a huge pumpkin under my other. My translator had a box of fresh vegetables and spices. We moved along the back of the shop stalls and restaurants without incident and I realised we were safe as we arrived back at the jungle trail entrance. It occurred to me however that I had never traversed the jungle trails at night. Getting lost and entering uncleared ground suddenly sprung to mind. Mines were my greatest fear in Cambodia and something about the darkness this night seemed to enhance the concern. 
 
I feared stepping on a mine, almost to the point of having a phobia about them. As each boot sank into the mud it was too easy to imagine an explosion ripping through the leather of my boots, shredding flesh, and turning bones into shrapnel. A bounding fragmentation mine, also nicknamed 'Bouncing Betty' would spring up to waist height, then go off in the air, so as to spread shrapnel further outwards wounding more people with a single explosion.
  
Bouncing Betties were so prolific in Cambodia that even us cooks had completed extensive land mine training at Holsworthy barracks prior to deployment. In one particularly graphic training video a guy next to me passed out cold as a grainy old film stuttered through actual war footage of mine victims receiving battle field first aid. 

A surgeon working with long stainless-steel forceps, fished around a gaping hole in a victim’s armpit area extracting a bloodied piece of meat with what looked to be a toe nail. As if to confirm where it originated from, the camera panned downwards revealing several toes missing from a badly mangled foot.
  
Anti-personal land mines, such as Bouncing Betties, are loaded with a limited charge designed to maim rather than kill. The idea being that a wounded soldier soaks up more energy and resources than a dead one.  

Cambodia being one of the most heavily mined countries in the world is riddled with an estimated 4 to 5 million undetected, unmapped land mines, posing a present threat to civilians and soldiers alike. Often the actual mine victims were not even involved in the fighting. They were local men women and children that had simply strayed into the wrong area. The Cambodian doctor would arrive like the grim reaper with his hatchet, and saws, and ultimately, luck would determine the fate of the mine victim. 

With the translator in the lead now we traversed the muddy trail.  As my eyes adjusted to the darkness I noticed the trail itself seemed to glow a bright white, while all other visibility was limited. It was a strange phenomenon, something to do with the ground color, and I came to a kind of realisation about how the Cambodians found their way around at night. 
 
There was a lot of pedestrian traffic. I couldn’t see clearly, and I wasn't about to advertise my presence with my torch, but I could see the outline and I could smell the distinct odor of soldiers who’d gone too long without a bath. 

We passed one particular group which I estimated to be about six factional soldiers. I could make out the unmistakable silhouette of an RPG rocket launcher and rifles, mostly likely AK47’s, accompanied by the familiar sound of metal on metal. Nothing was said as they passed. It was almost like a mutual agreement. Ask no questions tell no lies. I’ve had a big day. I’m on my way home now. You don’t shoot me, and I won’t shoot you. 
 
The irony of the situation was not lost on me, as I cradled the huge pumpkin which was at odds with the factional troops passing by, armed to the teeth. 
 
Dark shapes continued to pass by and phantom trails seemed to snake off in different directions at every turn. I was glad my translator was in the lead and knew the trail well enough to navigate in the dark. I was relieved to arrive safely back at the house and relayed the events to Jeremy over a couple of straight shots of nerve mending Mekong whiskey. 

Jeremy was gob smacked. “I wonder what his fucken issue was?”

“I don’t know mate, but I sure ain’t telling the Sarge. Next thing we know everyone will all be confined to the fucken house.”

Jeremy nodded “Yeh, all because of some nut job. He won’t be back mate.”

My eyes went to the trail entrance “Nah, surely not.”




Chapter 7 - Pucka
 
 


I was very much looking forward to the intense eighteen-week Cooks course. 

My understanding was the Initial Employment Training was challenging, but not as intense as Kapooka. Never-the-less I was braced for more punishment, more hostility. 

I was excited.

The training at Kapooka was the biggest challenge of my life  and there was no way known that anything was going to stop me now

Whatever they wanted to throw at me, I was ready.

On arrival to the Puckapunyal Army barracks the HiAce swung into a wide driveway with a guard house to the left and a steel boom gate blocking the road. A soldier wearing the formal ceremonial uniform stood by the end of the boom gate snapping to attention as we pulled in to the entry. 

The soldier marched directly into the middle of the road and performed a snappy right turn to face our vehicle.

He remained dead-pan as he inspected the pass-tag located on the drivers visor before marching back to raise the gate. 
 
As we rolled through I noticed the barracks had a similar look and feel to Kapooka. The lawns and gardens were manicured to perfection. The roads were well maintained, lined with the same style of brick buildings as Kapooka and I could hear the familiar army cadence in the distance, while stiff armed soldiers moved all about the place. Some marched in formation, others by themselves.
 
The noticeable difference from Kapooka was many of the soldiers were obviously cooks, adorned with check pants and white collared shirts. Despite the cooks uniforms, they still adorned army berets, and black GP boots..
 
The driver dropped me off at headquarters where I completed some paper work before receiving my cook’s uniforms, and being shown to the lines where I would meet my new room mates. 
 
The barracks were shared between the army school of catering, and the army school of transport, so the lines were full of trainees doing their Initial Employment Training (IET) in either the catering corps or transport corps. The rooms were twice as big as our rooms in Kapooka but each room housed four soldiers instead of just two. 
 
My new room-mates were already there ahead of me. One of them, Gunner Tulk, had completed six years in the army and was transferring to catering from the artillery corps. He introduced himself as Tulky. He was tall with black curly hair, and a solid frame. He looked around 30 years old but I surmised that heavy acne scaring made him look a little older than he probably was.
 
My second room-mate also looked around thirty years old. He was bald, and very short. We were taken aback when he introduced himself as ’Corporal Sergeant.’
 
Tulky tilted his head to one side, “Sorry mate. Did you just say your last name is Sergeant?”
 
“Yeh.”
 
“and your first name is…Your first name’s Corporal?”
 
“Yeah, so what?” 
 
Tulky and I looked at each other.
 
“So you are in fact Private Corporal Sergeant?” Tulky asked.
 
His face went red and his arms came out a little “Yeh. You got a fuck’n problem with that?”
 
Tulky cracked up, which only seemed to ruffle his feathers even more.
 
He stabbed a finger at Tulky  “Hey! Listen, I copped enough shit about my name through Kapooka, and I ain’t coping it here also.”
 
“Easy big fell,” I interjected, trying not to laugh. “No offence at all, it’s just a little -- unusual is all.”
 
He settled down slightly, but he was still serious. He swished his finger back and forwards, “I’m warning you guys, I ain’t putting up with any shit about my name.”

“Mate,” Tulky said “You decided to join the army. Did you not think people might find your name a little strange?”
 
My third room-mate, who’d been hovering quietly in the background extended his hand suddenly.” 
 
“Hi guys. I’m Dunny”
 
All three of us exchanged glances. 
 
“You’re a what?”
 
“I’m Frank Dunne. My friends call me Dunny.”
 
I chuckled and shook my head, “You guys sure have some fucked-up names.”
 
“What’s you name then?” Dunny asked.
 
“Blinco.”
 
Everyone cracked up.
 
I felt my face go red “Wha? What’s funny about that? It’s a pretty common name where I come from.”
 
“Where do ya come from?”
 
 “Toowoomba.”
 
They cracked up again.
 
“So anyway,” Sergeant continued, “You guys can just call me Sarge if ya want.”
 
“Like fuck I will,” Tulky retorted. “I’ve been in the army for six years. I ain’t calling no IET trainee Sarge, that’s for damn sure.”
 
“What’s your middle name then?” Dunny asked.
 
“It’s Simon.”
 
“Good, Simo it is then.” 
 
Everyone nodded, seemingly satisfied we’d all reached some sort of an understanding. I already determined that Dunny was going to be great addition to the room. He gave off a disarming happy-go-lucky vibe. He was very young. I guessed he was 17, the minimum age for the army. 

I couldn’t help notice that Dunny had a big blob of snot hanging from one of his nostrils.
 
“Oh. Hey Dunny, do you need a tissue mate?” I reached for my back pack.
 
“Oh that. Nah.” He sniffed and the sticky green blob disappeared back into his nose. It does that a lot.”
 
Everyone cracked up.
 
Dunny shrugged “I have a deviated septum.”
 
“So what’s the go with the Boozer and stuff?” I asked. “Do we have canteen privileges, or what’s the go?”
 
Tulky nodded, “Your time is mostly your own here mate, but if you go into town, you gotta sign out first, and you gotta be back by midnight.”
 
“We gotta do guard duty every now and then.” Dunny added.
 
The corners of Tulkys mouth turned down “Yeah. I already pulled one guard duty here. The first thing they do on arrival is a uniform inspection. If it’s not up to scratch you’ll cop another guard duty straight away.”

“So what happened, did you cop an extra?”

“Nah, but it took me a whole week to get all my ceremonial gear up to scratch, ironing, scrubbing, spit polishing boots, and polishing fucking brass.”

I nodded and recalled the soldier opening the gate when I arrived. “Fuck! Sounds like Kapooka.”

“Yeh. Then the actual guard duty went for two fucking days straight. The good news is you’ll only do one or two in your 18 weeks here. Unless you step on your dick and cop an extra of course.”
 
“Have you met any of the section commanders?” I asked.
 
Tulky laughed, “There ain’t no section commanders here mate. The place is mainly run by Sergeant Cooks from the catering Corps. They’re nothing like the section commanders in Kapooka. Very chilled out by comparison.”
 
“Well they’re all fat fucks for starters.” Simo added as he moved clothes from his luggage into his locker.
 
“Some are,” Tulky agreed “Don't get too comfortable around them though. They can be hard cunts when they need to. It’s still the fucken army after all, and you’ll find out about that real quick if you give them any trouble, trust me on that.”
 
I liked Tulky. He had a confident almost surly edge to him. Something about him reminded me of a mobster, like Ray Laotta from my favourite all time mobster movie, Good Fellas.
 
After we settled in Tulky suggested a quick visit to the boozer for a cold beer.
 
The others declined, but I jumped at the offer. I changed out of my uniform and slid into a pair of Levi jeans, a blue Lacoste polo shirt with black doc martins.
 
Like most army barracks the boozer was central to pretty much everything, so only about three minutes elapsed from the time we left our room to the time we pushed open the double glass doors on the boozer. 
 
The building was a large open plan setup, with a bar about half way along. It was packed with male and female soldiers in casual attire either standing around tables or haunched over one of the two pool tables.
 
We sat at one of the tables near the bar with a couple of VB stubbies and had a chat. Tulky had a good laugh when I told him about my altercations with the police and the tractor back home. 
 
By the time Tulky had finished his side of the conversation, he’d affirmed my impression of him as a mobster. He had spent his formative years before as a debt collector for hire, which he got involved in through his dad. He and his dad were the type of guys who the debt collection agencies called on when all else failed. 
 
They were the kind of debt collectors who carried baseball bats, and usually worked for cash in hand, so as not to show up on the books. He had years of experience at strong arming people through that role and his dad taught him a few basic groin, eyes, and throat moves to help loosen the purse strings.
 
It was interesting chatting with Tulky. He knew a lot about the ways of the Army, and quite a bit about the upcoming cooks course, filling in a lot of the blanks about what to expect.
 
The catering sergeants in charge of the courses had spent anywhere from ten years or more in the army catering corps, and they would likely be a tad stricter here at Pucka than in a regular army unit. It was the case with any army training establishment that things would be a little stricter and regimented. 
 
There was a prison cell on base for offending soldiers, but it wasn’t anything like the one at Kapooka. It was mainly used by military police as a holding cell for soldiers who had a few too many drinks.
 
According to Tulky the standard cookery was strict and everything we did in the kitchen resulted in points being added or removed from an overall pass / fail score, including a series of trade tests at the end of of course. 

The Army Catering Corps was at pains to maintain equivalent civilian cookery standards in order to provide good food, and a good catering career path for soldiers by creating transferable civilian skills. It was great for recruitment, and retention of soldiers. 
 
We only had a couple of beers before heading back to the room. We wanted to stay fresh for our first day of training. In the foyer at the lines there was a row of framed photos with some official looking characters in full ceremonial military service dress.

I nodded towards them as we moved through “Who are these clowns then?”

Tulky chuckled “Mate those clowns, are your new bosses. It’s the Catering Corps hierarchy, and be warned you are meant to know them all. You better learn their names real quick.”


The next morning one of the catering Sergeant’s booming voice cut through the chatter as we milled around outside the lines waiting to be told what to do. We marched over to the training centre for the first time in one big, long, snaking formation. On arrival we were split into courses with twelve soldiers and one instructor per course. Our instructor was a middle aged, balding Greek fellow. He was a little on the plump side and his slightly bulging, wide set eyes, gave him a sort of pug dog appearance. 
 
He was a little cold, similar to the section commanders, but as I got to know him I sensed he was a decent bloke.
 
We started the training with two weeks of theory before moving into the kitchen for the practical phase. The course was structured in such a way that the training kitchen was run like a small restaurant. We would have to receive and manage the training rations ourselves, carry out advanced preparation, and make all the various stocks from scratch on set days of the week. 
 
One of the first things we learned was how to hold a knife properly. We learnt to follow recipes very closely, all of which were carefully selected to teach specific methods of cookery, and to re-enforce basic cookery skills such as chopping, slicing, dicing and achieving various consistencies in sauces or casseroles to name a few.
 
As we progressed, the course format became quite predictable. 
 
We would gather around the front bench and the sarg would demonstrate how to prepare a particular dish from the Classic Cookery text book, otherwise known as ‘the bible’. Then we would return to our benches and replicate it. The sarg then wandered through keeping an eye on things.
 
It was a long way from the laid back ‘about that much’ style of bush cookery I was expecting when I first arrived. On the contrary, many of the dishes and cooking methods would have been at home in the five-star restaurants along the foreshores of Sydney or Melbourne. 
 
We were preparing dishes that I’d never even seen first hand, let alone cooked, or even tasted. Lobster Thermidor, Beef Wellington, Beef Croquettes, Chocolate soufflé, Champaign sorbet. 
 
The kitchen layout had two trainees per sink, each with a dedicated cooktop, oven, and bench. Tulky and I got paired up on the same bench, but it turned out to be a bad idea because we were both very messy Cooks. The pots would slowly pile up between us, and inevitably we’d end up in an argument over whose turn it was to wash the pots, or ‘bash the dixies’ as they say in the army..
 
The sarg would monitor us through the day and often logged notes. I wondered if anything actually came of the notes, or if it was perhaps just a tactic to make us worry more and put us under more pressure. 
 
One of the strong themes of the training was, ‘Clean as you go’. If the Sarg came by and saw a huge mess like a sink full of dirty pots, he would quietly put his head down and write stuff in his note pad. 
 
Then Tulky and I would argue about who’s fault it was, but with no real clue if it was actually affecting our overall score.
 
I learned that Tulky had a bad temper after he told one of the young trainees, Private Hopgood, to sweep the floor, but Hopgood refused.
 
“Fuck off,” Hopgood said. “You’re not a Corporal. Do some of the shit kicking yourself for a change.”
 
Tulky regarded him through slitted eyes, and I thought ‘Oh no here we go’ To his credit though Tulky fetched the broom and did it himself, and I thought that was the end of it.
 
Later the same afternoon I was on my way out of the building and had to stop by the toilets. As I got closer to the toilets I could hear a thumping noise like a locker door slamming. 
 
When I opened the main door to the rest rooms I saw Hopgood collapsed on a bench seat in front of a row of lockers, and Tulky was standing over him driving his knee up into his chest. They were powerful blows, causing Hopgood’s head and shoulders to slam into the lockers with each hit. 
 
Hopgood was wailing, almost caterwauling. While I was standing there I actually heard something snap and hoped it was just something inside the locker and not a rib.
 
“Need some privacy here please Blinx,” Tulky said calmly without even stopping.
 
I took a slow step back letting the door close again.
 
There was no need for me to report anything to anyone. That was just the way things got dealt with back then. Hopgood was asking for it too. If I were Hopgood I wouldn’t have hesitated to grab the broom. I knew my place with these guys. They had already served six years or more in the army and that had to be respected by us newbies.”
 
I had a good rapport with Tulky though and even got away with playing a few pranks on him. I got him a beauty on one occasion after I pressed out a batch of scone dough ready for cutting. 
 
Making sure Tulky was looking, I bent down and sniffed the dough, then came up with a concerned frown, “I think this scone dough has gone off mate.”
 
Tulky glanced over as he worked on his own scone dough, “Really? Why’s that?”
 
“It smells sour. I think maybe the milk is off or something.”
 
“Throw it out and start again bro,” he laughed, as he carefully removed perfect floury circles from his own dough with the scone cutter.
 
“If mine’s off, yours will be off too.”
 
Tulky hesitated for a moment and looked down at his freshly cut scones.
 
“Maybe it’s just me,” I said, “But mine smells off.”
 
Tulky bent down to smell his scone dough and I quickly put both hands on the back of his head pushing his face into the dough hard. I held him there for a moment as he flailed about.
 
When he came up he was totally disoriented, with flour all over his face.
 
I pointed to the oval shaped impression left in his scone dough.

I called out to the instructor “Look Sarge. I made a Gorilla biscuit.” 
 
Tulky went berserk and grabbed me by the shirt, thrusting me across the kitchen into the nearest wall. He was angry, but with the rest of the course laughing, he couldn’t stay mad for long.
 
The Sarge cut us short pretty quickly though, “Hey! Cut it out you pair. Ya wanna muck around, bloody go outside and do it.” 
 
We both went back to our work benches. 
 
“Sorry Tulky,” I chortled as he cursed and washed his face off in the sink.
 

Sometimes we had to pass assessments to progress to the next cookery phase. Prior to assessing a dish, the sarg would call time, and anyone not finished would usually fail the dish instantly. 
 
It was common to see trainees wiping the plate rims in the final seconds. 
The course instructor would hold the dinner plate up to the light at an angle. If any finger prints showed up on the outer rim of the plate, points would be deducted. He would then dissect the meal and critique the various components. This was a build up to a formal set of trade tests towards the end of the course.
 
Sometimes the simplest of dishes were the hardest to pass because of certain technical aspects the assessor was looking for. On one occasion almost everyone failed on cooking and presenting a hand full of boiled green beans. Most trainees had slightly over cooked them or under cooked them when the instructor was looking for them to be Al dente which is sort of firm, but not too firm.

Tulky and I spent quite a bit of time knocking around together after work. The only watering hole around Pucka, apart from the army boozer, was the local nightclub located in Seymour, only a short cab ride from the army base. It was a fairly rough night club at times, fuelled by a healthy rivalry between the army, and the non-army Seymour population. 
 
Tulky and I came out of the night club late one evening and went to the pizza shop, only a short walk up the road.
 
I was handing Tulky a slice of pizza i’d just bought when a big cheeky red headed Seymourion leaned in and snatched it out of my hand. 
 
“What the fuck?” 
 
“Think of this as your contribution to the residents of Seymour,” He took a huge bite then spoke as he chewed. “You AJ’s gotta pay your taxes if ya wanna come into our town cobber.”  
 
Before Big Red could even swallow his first bite though, Tulky slammed an open hand into his throat and dug his fingers deep into the guys windpipe. It immobilised him instantly. 
 
Tulky spoke as calm as if the guy was an old friend, “Mate, I think you just accidentally took my slice of pizza.”
 
“Yes..Muh..muh.. m m my mistake…” he wheezed and stammered with the chunk of pizza still clearly visible in his mouth.
 
“Spit it out.”
 
Tulky put his other hand on the back of the guy’s head and pushed him down close to the table “I said fucking Spit it out.”
 
Big Red let the half-chewed pizza fall from his mouth, along with a string of frothy saliva, before Tulky carefully stood him up again, still gripping his wind pipe as if he were a dancing puppet. 
 
Tulky moved in close and spoke through clenched teeth, “Now apologise to my mate.”
 
Big red was starting to go purple in the face “S… sss…orry ma… te” He wheezed.
 
“That’s OK champ” I raised my palms and shook my head  “mistakes happen.”
 
Tulky grabbed the stolen slice of pizza and with an open palm pressed it onto Big Reds face, giving it a few twists and turns for good measure before finally letting go of his throat.
 
We watched as Big Red staggered backwards coughing and gulping down fresh air, his face covered in tomato sauce, and chunks of pineapple. His big hands instinctively went to his bruised throat which already had some nasty purple welts forming as he made his way back in the direction he came from.

“By the way cunt.” Tulky yelled before he was out of ear shot “Our job isn’t paying taxes to Seymour citizens. It’s keeping dumb fucks like you safe from the Japs.”
 
I shook my head and laughed “Fuck’n Hell Tulky. I hope he’s shitting himself now cause I certainly am.”
 





The next morning, we had to be on the parade ground for a formal uniform inspection and I awoke to realise I didn’t have any clean uniforms prepared. I had got a bit slack and wasn’t taking care of my gear properly. I would instead hit the Seymour night club, or I’d be playing pool at the Army boozer until early hours of the morning when I should’ve been allocating time for washing and ironing. Inevitably, I would finish up in trouble when my army gear wasn’t up to scratch. 
 
The uniform to be inspected this day was our standard cooks’ uniform comprising black and white checked cooks’ trousers, a polyester belt, a white short sleeved collared shirt, beret, and my standard black polished GP boots.
 
With my room mates already dressed and making their way out, I quickly rummaged through my dirty washing basket. I already done one guard duty and it was every bit as mind numbing as Tulky described it so I didn’t want any extras. 

The least dirty shirt had a noticeable food stain on the lapel. I quickly ran the iron over it. I’d have to take my chances with the stain.
 
We marched onto the parade ground in three ranks, with the Regimental Sergeant Major (RSM) leading the dress inspection. There was a small entourage of officials marching close behind him, one of whom was our instructor Sergeant Christos.
 
As we stood at attention the RSM took two steps forward before stopping in front of each soldier in turn. Keeping his body facing forward, he snapped his head to the side to do the uniform inspection. It was typically a robotic process spending around ten seconds per soldier, or a little longer if he spotted any issues. 
 
He was very methodical, inspecting the boots first, and working up to the hat, then back down again. Every so often he would provide some feed back. The ultimate compliment was if he said, ‘Good turnout’.
 
As he drew near, I heard him critique the recruit next to me for missing a tiny cotton thread on his lapel. He didn’t sound too pleased about it, and I did wonder what he was going to say about me when he realised my entire uniform was a bag of shit.
 
Finally, RSM was standing level with me. He snapped his head to the right and started the inspection at my boots.
 
After a brief pause “Those boots could use more work private.” 
 
He frowned. “You have a food stain..or something, on the side of your boot.” 
 
Another pause then, “Your left trouser leg appears to have two creases ironed in.” 
 
Another pause, “Your belt is… Is there a reason your not wearing a belt Private?”
 
“I forgot sir,” I replied. 
 
“Did you iron that shirt Private?”
 
“Yes sir.”
 
“There is a stain on your lapel.” By this stage the displeasure was clearly evident on his face.
 
Then finally, “There is dust on your beret.” He shook his head.
 
Traditionally, an RSM in the Australian Army always carried a thick piece of varnished timber called a Pace Stick. It had polished brass at each end, so it looked a little like a missile, or an elongated bullet. 
 
The RSM poked his pace stick into my chest, “There’s a piece of shit on the end of this stick Private.”
 
“Not on this end sir.” I quipped.
 
The words were out before I could stop myself. The RSM blinked and glanced at the entourage over his shoulder for a moment. I could already see Sergeant Christos shaking his head, and I’d been on enough parade grounds by now to know that the stifled grunts and snorts around me was coming from the other soldiers doing their best not to laugh.
 
The RSM poked me again with the stick, “What’d you just say to me Private?”
 
“I said noted on this end Sir.”
 
He hesitated momentarily a little uncertain, “What’s your name private?” 
 
“Private Blinco sir.” I remained at attention looking straight ahead.
 
“Private Blinco?” He frowned. “I’ve heard that name before. Where have I heard that name?”
 
I was hoping he didn’t remember where he’d heard my name. 
 
“Well your dress and bearing is well below the required standard, Private Blinco.”
 
“I’ll leave this one for you Sergeant Christos.” 
 
The RSM snapped his head and eyes to the front and moved forward two steps to inspect the next soldier. 
 
Sergeant Christos was lined up with me now. He snapped his head to the right in the same fashion as the RSM and inspected my uniform. 
 
The Sarg let out a sigh and noted the same issues as the RSM. 
 
“Private Blinco, come and see me straight after Parade.”
 
“Yes Sergeant.” 
 
After parade finished I went over to Sergeant Christos and he re-iterated his displeasure. 
 
“Your uniform is an absolute disgrace Blinco. Ya really do look like a piece of shit.” 
 
He stared at me for a moment while I remained at attention with my arms locked in by my side.
 
“Also, where did the RSM hear your name from? Did something else happen that I wasn’t aware of?“ 
 
“Yes Sergeant.” 
 
“Well? What happened?” 
 
“I wouldn’t let him through the front gate when I was on gaurd duty a few weeks ago.”
 
Sergeant Christos went pale, “Why?”
 
“I didn’t recognise him and he had no pass on him. I was in the process of making him go into the guard room and sign in, but then the duty sergeant yelled out from the guard house. Something along the lines of, ‘Private Blinco open the damn gate.’ 
 
He shook his head and gestured towards the formation, “Go and form up with the rest Blinco and I’ll see you later today.”
 
Technically I didn’t break any rules by not letting the RSM in, other than making a dill of myself by not recognising him.
 
I finished up getting another two full weekends of guard duty. I had mentally prepared myself for it, but my heart still sank.
 
After work that evening I decided to give Mum a call. I hadn’t contacted her since starting the course and she would be keen to hear how it was all going. When she answered she called dad over and they both hovered over the hand piece. Not surprisingly the conversation quickly turned to the cooking. 
 
Mum grew up in a family with ten brothers and sisters. In those days most treats and meals were made from scratch like soups, meat loaves, cakes, scones, and my favourite coconut jam slice. Many of the super market convenience options just didn’t exist back then and the ones that did were just too expensive. So Not surprisingly Mum learned how to cook at an early age. It would be fair to say Cooking was the centre of her universe, and she was good at it. She was tickled pink when she found out I was to become a cook.
  
“How’s the cooking going?”
 
“Yeah good ma. I’m getting better all the time. I received some really good feedback from the Sarge for a sweet beef curry I made today.”
 
“Oh, that’s great love.”
 
Then she seemed to muffle the phone and I heard her tell dad to hold the phone while she goes to find her favourite beef curry recipe.
 
“Ma. Don’t worry about it. I can’t use it anyway. We gotta do everything by the book here.”
 
“Oh, really love? Why’s that?”
 
“Well… uh it’s a long story ma, but we’ve got this cookery text book we work out of, and everything has to be done exactly as per the book.”
 
“Oh. I see. Well you better do that then.”
 
“Yeah. When I get posted to my unit after the course I might be able ta use other recipes I guess.”
 
Mum sounded happy that I rang, but I was never one for talking on the phone, and the whole conversation only lasted about three minutes.
 
As I returned the hand set to the cradle I heard someone behind me say “Hey cunt!”

 I turned to find a guy about the same size as me staring at me with very cold eyes. “Was that my girl friend on the phone cunt?”
 
I blinked and my adrenaline kicked in as I realised from his tone and posture that he was going to have a go. I thought, ‘Oh hullo, what have we got here then?’
 
I blinked and stared blankly “Say what? What are you on about?”
 
He got right up into my face, “Were you the one what gave my girlfriend a rose at the boozer?”
 
“What?… I raised both hands, “Mate.. I don’t know what you’re on about, but I think you’ve got the wrong guy.”
 
He sneered and got even closer, “Listen cunt. I know it was you. Ya gave my girl a rose didn’t Ya?”
 
I poked him in the chest “I’ll go over the top of ya if ya don’t get the fuck out of my way.”
 
He smirked “I’d like ta see ya tr… ”
 
That was all he got out. I pivoted at the waist and brought my fist up under his chin hard, snapping his head backwards. 
 
Before he had too much time to get his senses about him I grabbed his shirt and forced him back with all my strength into the opposite wall. It felt a bit like I was fixing a derailed beef carcass back at the meat works. I quickly put my whole hand on his face and slammed his head into the brick wall with a thud, but I only got the one good hit in before I was interrupted.
 
“Hey. What’s going on here then?” It was a duty Corporal. 

He stood wide eyed at the scene before him and looked from me to the thug and back again, “Well? What’s going on?”

The thug was leaning on the wall half out of it, with his eyes rolling in his head. 
 
“He’s uh… sick, Corporal,” I stammered and turned to the thug “Are ya alright matie?” 
 
He picked up on my tact as his senses slowly returned and nodded his head in agreement. “Aaarr…Yeh. I’m not feeling too good Corporal.”
 
“I was just trying to communicate with him.” I explained “I came through here and noticed he looked a bit crook.”
 
“Communicating ey? What were you using, Morse code?” 
 
I stared at the Corporal as no come back came to mind.
 
“What’s your names?”
 
“Private Blinco.”
 
“Private Swan, Corporal” he replied rubbing the back of his head gingerly.
 
He looked at Swan, “What floor is your room on?”
 
“Bottom floor Corporal.”
 
“And you?” He nodded towards me.
 
“Top floor Corporal.”
 
He scratched his chin for a moment then sighed “Right. Both of you get back to your rooms, and if I see ya together again I’ll charge the pair of yaz. Now get the fuck outa my face.”
 
I had been certain we were both gunna cop an extra guard shift for this so I wasted no time shooting up the stairs and back to my room.
 
None of my room mates where there. They all took off home for weekend. 
 
I stripped down and went to the SALs. While I showered I speculated on what Swan was up to. A rose? What the fuck was he on about? I never knew about any fuck’n rose. The only conclusion I could draw was that I was in the wrong time at the wrong place.
 
Back in the room I was pottering around still in my towel when there was a knock on the door. 
 
“Blinx, it’s Ando.”
 
It sounded like Private Anderson, one of the infantry corps transfers I had met down the boozer. I’d seen him around quite often mainly at the boozer, so I recognised his voice pretty quickly. He must have heard about my scuffle with Swan perhaps.
 
As I opened the door though, Anderson stepped aside allowing Private Swan to come in from behind him with a loaded left jab that caught me square on the mouth. He followed up with a flurry of fast punches to the head as I fell backwards.
 
I lay sprawled on the carpet for a moment shaking my head.
 
“Have you had enough cunt,” Swan said as he backed into the hallway. 
 
I scrambled to my feet and charged at him in a rage, but my towel fell off and got caught up around my legs. I fell head long into a second solid left jab. It landed in the exact same spot as the first and busted my mouth open below my bottom lip. I started bleeding heavily from the mouth. 
 
With my towel gone, I was spread eagled and bare arsed on the floor momentarily, and he looked like he was about to start kicking me when Ando put a hand on his shoulder.
 
“Swanny,” he said dragging Swan back towards the exit by the collar.” That’s enough mate. You’re even now. Let’s go.”

I scrambled to my feet and took a fighter’s stance, stark naked, and scarlet streaks cascading over my stomach and legs. A few of the IETs started to poke their heads out their rooms to see what all the drama was.
 
I screamed after Swan and Anderson “Even my arse! Come back here and let’s have another go while I’m ready ya pair of cunts.”
 
I could feel blood running like a tap from my busted mouth. Swan tried to come back but Anderson pulled him away.
 
“Come on cunt,” I screamed, “I’ll take yaz both on.”
 
As they tottered off I could feel so much blood running from my mouth that it was starting to concern me a bit. I let them go, and went back in my room angrily slamming my door.
 
 “FUCK!” How could I be so stupid to walk right into an ambush like that. I should of known that was coming, I didn’t know Ando very well but he was a transport corps, so naturally he would be sticking up for his transport mate. 

I caught sight of myself in the mirror and stopped cold. I looked like one of the slaughterers back at the meat works, except it was all my own blood. My entire chin, throat and chest was soaked in blood. I stepped in closer to the mirror.

 “Fuck no wonder.” I said out loud
 
There was a small split all the way through my lower lip above my chin. When I pulled it apart I could see right through it. Plus, the left right combos he landed took a few chunks of flesh out from the inside of my cheeks too.
 
I decided against going to the RAP for treatment though. They would be asking too many questions and the next thing the MP’s would be called in. Besides the bleeding was already subsiding. I had another shower and went to bed with a couple of pain killers.
 
When Tulky and the other room mates got back on Sunday they couldn’t believe how messed up I looked. My lip had swollen about three times the normal size, and I had a nasty black eye.
 
Tulky and Simo both wanted to hunt them down while Dunny wanted to go straight to the MP’s. Tulky was raging after I got to the part of the story about the ambush.
 
“Let’s go sort these jack cunts out Simo,” Tulky suggested.
 
I shook my head and interjected, “Nah mate. Thanks, but this is my problem. I can sort it myself, they just caught me off guard.”
 
Tulky protested but begrudgingly agreed to leave it be.
 
The next morning all the IETs were wanting ta know what happened to my face. I told them all I got mugged in town and gave no details of what really went down. 
 
Some of the IETs who saw me in the hallway knew better, but it was only a few. I knew the Sarg might try quizzing people to find out what had happened. The less anyone knew the better.
 
When I got into the kitchen there was an awkward silence as the other IET’s tried not to stare at my badly damaged face. Sergeant Christos took me off to a quiet area to interrogate me.
 
“Well you certainly do keep me entertained Blinco. So what’s happened this time then?”
 
“Arrr.. whaddaya mean Sarg?”
 
The sarg sighed, “Your busted face Blinco.” 
 
 “Oh, Yeh I arr... cut myself shaving.”
 
The Sarge groaned and rubbed his face “That’s no shaving cut Blinco. Your head looks like something I drew with my left hand.”
 
“I got mugged in Seymore Sarge.”
 
“Yeah? By who? Who mugged you?”
 
“Some civvy scum bag.”
 
“Have ya been to the MP’s?”
 
“Nah. I didn’t think it was necessary Sarge.”

After a few more questions he realised he was getting nowhere fast and sent me back to the kitchen. The next morning as I headed downstairs for another day of training, I noticed Swan making his way towards me.
 
I felt the anger monkeys jumping and I felt my heart racing increasing as I instinctively clenched my fists, but I was disarmed slightly when I noticed he had a nervous smile.
 
When he was in range he extended his hand.
 
I glared at him “What the fuck do you want cunt?”
 
He raised his palms, “I just came over ta say i’m sorry mate. I been going through a rough breakup with my girl and, I don’t know… I was just sort of out of control when you walked by.”
 
I studied him closely. Was it a joke? Was he putting me on?
 
“I heard ya never dobbed me in, and I respect that.”
 
I settled a little and crossed my arms, “Only so I can knock ya block off before someone else has the pleasure.”
 
He shrugged and smiled, “Yeh I guess I deserve that, but I feel terrible about what happened. My girl has done the dirty on me, and I’d had a couple of rums, so I wasn’t myself at all. I’m really sorry.”
 
I looked at his outstretched hand for a moment. He seemed genuinely remorseful.
 
“Ok.” We shook hands
 
He looked relieved as he grinned and rubbed the back of his head “I tell ya what I was caught off guard with that brick wall. I got a fair size egg from that.”
 
I smiled, “Yer, I do like Brick walls.”
 
He had a few abrasions on his face but other than that, from what I could tell I definitely came off the worst on this one.
 
“So where’d you learn to punch like that?” I asked, “I ain’t ever had anyone open me up like that before.”
 
He gave me a wink, “I been boxing since I was about ten years old.”
 
“Is that right”
 
“You?”
 
“Nah, but I’m keen to learn though.”
 
We started heading to the gym in our spare time and he began teaching me some boxing. He showed me how to get more power from my punches, and how to hit the bags and speed ball. I quite enjoyed the training, and made my mind up that when I finished my Cooks course I’d sign up for boxing.
 
One of the rare weekends when I never had any extra duties at the guard house, I was keen for a night out and went into the Seymour night club with Tulky. We got a couple of drinks and sat at tables close to the bar. 
 
Looking around the night club at least half of the punters were military. One half had tightly cropped hair, jeans, polo shirts and boots. The other half had long hair, collared shirts, slacks and shoes.
 
As I was finishing my bourbon I spotted Swanny. I hadn’t seen him for a while as he’d been out bush all week. He came straight over and draped his arm around my shoulders.
 
“Blinccyyyy fucken Bill! How the fuck are ya son?” 
 
“Hahah,” I shook my head, “You’re off your chops.”
 
He was leaning all over me and his speech was slurred as he spilt half his rum over me. He disappeared onto the dance floor again as Tulky arrived back with a couple more drinks and leaned in so I could hear him over the music. 
 
“Blincy was that cunt giving you a hard time was he mate?”
 
I laughed and shook my head, “Nah mate. Not at all. He’s just pissed.”
 
Swanny frequently returned to our table through the night and each time he looked a little worse for wear.
 
Tulky leaned in again, “Is this cunt being a pain in the arse or what mate?”
 
“Who? Swanny? Nah he’s fine, he’s a mate now. It’s all water under the bridge.”

Swanny was soon back leaning on me again, spilling his drink everywhere.
 
“Hey cunt,” Tulky indicated over his shoulder with an extended thumb, “Fuck off.”
 
I shook my head and put a hand on Tulky’ shoulder, “Calm down Brother. It’s all good, ey.”
 
Swanny wobbled unsteadily on his feet and went to put his drink on the table, but accidentally knocked it over with some of it running onto Tulky’ jeans. 

That did it. 

Tulky barged me out the way and grabbed Swanny by the shirt front “You stupid fucken cunt.”
 
Swanny grabbed Tulky by the shirt also, “Fuck you. Who are you pushing?”
 
I dropped my face in my hands and shook my head, “Oh no.”
 
Tulky had more than enough rum coursing through his veins by now and that was all he needed. I was pretty certain that Swanny was about to get his arse kicked.
 
Tulky drew his fist back and slammed it into Swannys face. 
 
Swanny’s lip split open, and as he bent over Tulky calmly grabbed a glass off the table, raised it high and smashed it into Swanny’ back ripping his shirt, and tearing into the shallow flesh alongside his spine.
 
Swanny dropped his shoulder and charged forward but Tulky still had the jagged base of the glass in his hand. As Swanny wrapped his arms around Tulky’ waist he brought the glass down again and again, ripping through skin and flesh until blood started to drip from the glass.
 
The whole fight only lasted about twenty seconds before a couple of bouncers descended on the scene. The first bouncer grabbed Tulky by the shirt collar and hoiked him back off Swanny. The second bouncer put his big hands on either side of Swanny’s ribs and stood him up. Swanny’ shirt was like a block of Swiss cheese and soaked in blood, with gashes visible all over the place. 
 
I turned angrily to Tulky as they frog marched him towards the back door. 
 
“What the fuck Tulky. I told ya he’s a friend, what you have ta do that for?”
 
Tulky said nothing as he was escorted out. Two military police wandered over and were in discussion with the bouncers. The Military paddy wagon was always there ready for any trouble. Every weekend the Military police were waiting, to take any drunken soldiers home. 
 
The MP’s bailed Tulky into the paddy wagon, while Swanny was put into an ambulance. I jumped into the ambulance with Swanny. He had some nasty gashes on him, but he was OK. It wasn’t as bad as it looked, they weren’t deep enough to hit any organs.
 
“Hey man how ya feeling?” I asked.
 
“Mate that cunt is a dead-set fucken Pshyco. Is he on your course?” Swanny’s eyes were heavy.
 
“Yeah mate,” I replied, “He’s mad as a cut snake. I dunno what his problem was. I made it pretty clear to him we were all friends.”
 
Swanny managed a wry smile, “All good mate. Shit happens.”
 
When the ambulance pulled into the emergency bay at the hospital the driver escorted us through the main doors to the waiting area. As the doctor called Swanny through about ten minutes later, Tulky came into the main waiting area with gashes on his fingers. He was being escorted by an MP.
 
“What the fuck are ya doing with that cunt Blinc?” He snarled as he came through the double doors.
 
“You’re not fucking getting it are ya Tulky. He’s a friend. I told ya, you both are my mates.”
 
I escorted Swanny into the surgery and watched as the doctor swabbed the gashes, which were mostly in circular clusters. Most were superficial, but one alongside his spine, probably the first hit, was dangerously close to his spine.
 
The MP came in with his notepad while the doc was putting the last few stitches in.
 
“Private Swan, can you tell me what happened back there tonight?”
 
“I can’t remember Corporal.”
 
The MP narrowed his eyes, “Really. Why’s that?”
 
“I guess I had too much ta drink.”
 
“According to the security staff and other witnesses, you were the victim of an unprovoked attack?”
 
“I can’t remember. I was having a quiet drink with my mates and the next thing I was being put in an ambulance.”
 
The MP turned to me “Did you see anything?”

“No corporal. I went to the toilet and when I got back he had all these gashes on his back.”

The MP stared at me. “If you think your helping the guy your not. You’re making it worse because your making me suspicious. 

“I didn’t see nothing Corporal sorry.”

The MP slammed his notebook shut and spun on his heal to leave and got tangled in the curtain momentarily causing me to stifle a laugh with the back of my fist. After he was out of ear shot we both cracked up.

After the cuts were dressed we called a taxi, and as we walked back out through the waiting area. Tulky was still waiting and glared at me as I came through. 
 
I nodded to Tulky “How’s your hand?”
 
He set his jaw and looked the other way. I thought, ‘Oh well, get fucked then ya mad cunt.’
 
As we got into a taxi out front the driver took one look at us and said, “Yeh, off to the barracks are we cobber?”

“Yeh mate thanks.”
 
“So Swanny, how come ya didn’t burn Tulky with the MP back there?”
 
Swanny winked, “Cause he’s your mate.”
 
I raised my eyebrows “Fair dinkum. That’s damn honourable, thanks mate.”
 
I felt like I lost a mate in Tulky, but at the same time I strengthened my connection with Swanny. The next day Tulky was a no-show at the kitchen. Sergeant Christos called me aside to quiz me about events from the nightclub. 
 
“You been in the bloody nightclub again Blinco?”

“Yes Sarge.”

“Well? What happened?”

“In what respect Sarge?”

“Gunner Tulk was taken to the cells last night after an altercation at the night club in Seymour, and I understand you were there?”
 
“Yes Sarge.”
 
“What happened?”
 
“I dunno Sarge.”

His face went red “Whaddaya fucken mean you don’t know Private Blinco!”

“Well Sarge.. I went to the toilet, and when I came back two bouncers were dragging Tulky outside.” 
 
The sarge gave me a slow disbelieving shake of the head “Blinco you aren’t gunna help him. He’s got a history of violence, and he was already on his last warning before he arrived here on this course.”
 
I shrugged, “I never saw nothing Sarge.”

“Private Blinco..” He sighed heavily, “Tell me. Why is it that every time something happens around here, your name comes up?”
 
I shuffled my feet and shrugged.

“Well Private Blinco, here’s the thing, your personal organisation in the kitchen is lacking, your dress and bearing is getting you extra duty’s almost every weekend. You are being watched very closely right now. If you don’t get your shit together you might find yourself on an earlier course, or even moved to infantry.”

“Fuck! I can be Back squadded?”’ 

He nodded “If you wanna call it that — Yeah.” 

 I thought, ‘Back Squadded! I’ve become Lucas.”
.
The sarge sighed heavily at the blank look on my face and threw his hands up, 

“Ok. Get back in the kitchen Blinco.”

That night I dwelled on my plight and determined that it was time to pull my shit together. The idea of spending more time here than I needed to was dis-heartening. To come this far and fail, I couldn’t consider it.
 
After a few days in the cells Tulky wasn’t formally charged with anything due to a lack of clarity around who started the fight, but he was removed from the course and returned to his original Artillery unit. He already had a long list of charges on his army file, so the administrators  cancelled his Corps transfer to catering. 
 
There were no goodbyes, he simply disappeared. After that I stayed away from the boozer and avoided the night club. I spent the extra time working on my uniforms and locker and preparing work plans for my cooking.
 
With Tulky gone Sergeant Christos decided to shake things up and moved Private Smith onto my bench. Smith was already an experienced cook who was doing a service transfer from the Catering corps of the Royal Australian Air Force.
 
He was fully qualified, and highly experienced around the kitchen. The only reason he had to do the IET course was merely a formality.
 
Working with him, I noticed when the pots and pans piled up he didn’t mind who’s turn it was to wash. He just got in and washed it. Immediately any pot or utensils hit the sink, regardless if it was mine or his, he washed it. I picked up on that and started to do the same. My hygiene and organisation went forward in leaps and bounds.  He also showed me tricks to improve my cooking. One time the Sarg came over to check our bench and he already had his notepad out, but there wasn’t a dirty dish to be seen. He stared at me for a moment then turned away putting his notepad back without writing in it.  

“You surprise me sometimes Blinco”

The primary source of heat for cookery in most army field kitchens was the M2A burner. A petroleum based unit. Highly reliable, but heavy and cumbersome to manage.
 
A small pilot flame needed to be ignited and left burning for at least 20 minutes, before the burner unit could be turned on fully. Then a pressure gauge on the fuel tank had to be constantly monitored, and the unit had to be shut down immediately if the pressure reached 28 psi, which it often did. The burner could then not be operated for several hours
 
It was necessary therefore, to always have a couple of spare burners preheating and ready, to avoid disrupting the cooking processes.
 
Despite the management overheads, the M2A was capable of putting out incredible heat for sustained periods, and sounded like a jet engine when it was turned up high. 

Massive army pots could be sat directly on top of the M2A burner, but it was also commonly used in conjunction with the M59 cabinet, a stand-alone, solid steel oven.
 
The other critical piece of the field kitchen was the petrol based immersion heater. Better known as a choofer. Hot water was always in high demand in an army field kitchen as there was no gas hot water systems, or even running water. 

The Choofer worked by allowing petrol to drip directly from a fuel tank, down a chute, and into the submersed steel donut at the base of a 120L water drum. When lit, an intense fire raged down low in the donut, fueled constantly by a slow steady drip of fuel. A bit like a leaky water faucet. Smoke and hot air escaped through a tall chimney stack. 

A big problem with the choofers was quite often the flame would expire prematurely resulting in unburnt fuel dripping into the donut. If an unsuspecting cook tried to re-ignite the choofer without first running some precautionary checks, the explosion was sometimes loud enough to put an entire battalion on alert. 
It wasn't the type of explosion that sent shrapnel flying. It was more like a fire ball which mushroomed out of the stack. Enough cooks had been injured over the years though to give it a stigma. Some of the less experienced kitchen hands such as soldiers on general duty’s were terrified of them.











Chapter 8 – more jungle trails



I was still feeling unsettled a few days following the rouge shooter incident in the village. Adding to the stress, the Cambodian election of a new government was drawing closer, which was causing a political rift, and an increase in the conflict around us. Almost every night we could hear sporadic outbursts from automatic weapons and the occasional RPG. It was weary

As Jeremy and I chatted on the porch one night I noticed something a bit odd way down off the bottom edge off our property. There was quite a lot of white light shining through the trees. 

I sat up for a closer look and nudged Jeremy "Hey Jezzer.” I squinted through the darkness “I’ve never noticed a village being that close to our place before.”
 
Jeremy also peered through the darkness and like me, he was puzzled.
 
"Yeh. Tamriel is where the locals live. The village, but… there are some Cambodians living in the jungle too I guess.”

"Yeah, but.. where did they get the lights from? They haven't got any power have they?”

Right on queue our lights began to flicker and the generator labored heavily as of it were trying to answer Jeremy itself. My skin tingled as I noticed the village lights flickering in unison with our house lights.

Jeremy sprung to his feet “Those sneaky buggers!”

 
We both scrambled to the stairs and almost got stuck as we tried to squeeze through at the same time. Seconds later I was directing my torch onto the generator located in the bottom corner of the yard. Sure enough there was an extension cord plugged in which disappeared off into the jungle. 

I yanked the cord from the socket. The village lights vanished!

I plugged it in again. The lights returned and the generator laboured heavily under the additional load.
 
"I’ll be fucked they been tapping our power this whole time Blinx?”

 "Yeh, they must have been unplugging it before sunrise which is why no one has never spotted it. Let’s go for a walk.”
 
We followed the trail towards the nearest light. There was a small clearing with three family’s living under three separate shanty’s. Each shanty had a single incandescent bulk. An elderly Cambodian man sitting under the closest small shanty pointed to the bulb and gave a shit eating grin, like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar.

The old man pointed to the light bulb over his head with a shit eating grin on his face 

"Plow. L'or Na," he said

 
"What'd he just say Blinx?"
 

"He said power is very good."
 

"Yeah. Very bad for him when the Sarge finds out.”
 

The extension cord disappeared off into the jungle further where we could see the outline of additional shanties. I wasn't too keen on trudging any further into the jungle to see how far this daisy chain carried on, but we assumed it would be a very long power cord.

The next day Ryan came through at lunch time fully recovered from his Dengue fever. We chatted while he ate, and I relayed the whole story about the power.
 
Ryan blinked rapidly then openly stared as the realisation sunk in following weeks of frustrated trouble shooting.

 “You gotta be shitting me?”

“Nope”

"Fair dinkum! So, there was nothing wrong with the generator this whole time?" 
 
"I would appear that way. Much as we’d like to help them, there’s equipment here that has to be running so we’ve cut the plug off it.”

Ryan nodded in agreement.


Bulking it out


The driver nodded towards the brick building nearest the road. “This is your stop mate. Room 8 should be in that first building."  
I thanked the driver and alighted clutching my echelon bag in my left hand. As I stood on the path an Army truck turned into the street spewing black smoke, while a platoon of soldiers jogged by in matching shorts and t-shirts in perfect formation. They looked slightly more relaxed than the stiff-necked trainees in Kapooka and Pucka.
 
Having completed all the paper work and received my room key my time was my own for the weekend.
With my echelon bag in my left hand I marched down the footpath towards the lines happy in myself for what I’d achieved to get here.
This was it. Enoggera Barracks, Brisbane. My first posting after successfully passing the Catering trade tests in Puckapunyal. I made it! I couldn’t get it out of my head, and yet, I didn’t want to get it out of my head. I was relishing the feeling of being part of something. I suddenly had an honorable purpose in life, and somehow, I knew it was my calling. 
Up ahead a soldier merged onto the path in front of me and I noticed he had brass pips on his shoulder. Damn it! Not even half a day in my first unit and I have to salute an officer.
It's a very small gesture that's over in a few seconds, but as a new soldier it's amazing how it sharpens the senses, and gets a soldiers heart racing. It has to be executed properly, and well timed, lest the situation very quickly turn into an unpleasant bollocking.  
As he approached I started to run through the drill in my head and recalled the section commanders screaming at us "Longest path up! Shortest path down!" An analogy used to help recruits remember to shoot the arm out and wide. A bit like bowling a cricket ball, but sideways. When the officer was about ten meters directly in front, I swung my arm out wide, simultaneously cutting my head and eyes to the right, wrist perfectly straight, and finger tips resting above my brow in a perfect salute. 
 
"Afternoon sir." I quipped, holding the position for several steps. 
 
He returned the gesture. "Thanks private. Carry on."  
 
After he passed by I snapped my head and eyes to the front, and using the shortest path down I simultaneously sliced my hand down, then continued marching.  
I breathed a sigh of relief that I never fucked it up. A lot of Aussies have a very Americanised idea of how to salute. The American salute has a semi casual feel in comparison to an Aussie salute, which is much snappier and has a lot more going on technically.
I soon found room 8, a tiny, rectangular, dwelling, alongside 40 other identical rooms in the same building. Inside was a single bed, some built in cupboards and a bedside cabinet.
I had all my worldly possessions in a single bag, so I settled into my new room fairly quickly. All my army kit was yet to arrive so there wasn't much to do. 
I changed out of my uniform and threw on a pair of jeans, Doc martins, and a Hoodoo Gurus t- shirt, then headed back up the path to the local watering hole to see who was who in the zoo.  
The boozer was a large rectangular building similar to the one at Pucka, only about 50m from my room.
Soldiers of various ages sat inside, some playing pool or darts while bar staff rushed around collecting empty beer glasses. A few soldiers at the bar, but the majority were sitting around solid timber tables out the front of the building. 
I bought a pot of FourX, and found a gap at one of the wooden tables out the front. I’d started to take in my surroundings when I noticed voices being raised at an adjacent table. I heard a glass break, and a fight broke out as a couple of soldiers crowded either side of a guy. He stood up and they started belting him with a flurry of fists to the head and ribs. He was copping it from every direction, and all he could really do was try and cover up until he eventually fell backwards off the seat.
 
I recognised the insignia on the two aggressors as infantry, or “grunts”, as was the common term of endearment for soldiers in the Royal Australian Regiment. It was all over in about ten seconds with the guy laying on the concrete out cold. 
 
Mate, what was that all about?" I enquired of one of the punters nearby.
 
He nodded towards the guy on the ground who was in plain civilian clothing.
 
“He was mouthing off so he got smashed.” 
 
“Fair enough.” I said. “They all infantry?” 
 
“Nah," he said. "The guy mouthing off is a cook."
 
I coughed. “Yeah right."
 
"Are you new around here?”
 
"Yeah, it's my first posting,"
 
“What corps are ya in?”
 
I looked nervously at the guy on the ground.
 
“ I'm a cook.” 
 
He smiled and clapped me on the back. “You’ll be right cookie. How old are ya?" 
 
"I'm 17." 
 
A couple of blokes helped the damaged cook to his feet and steered him groggily back to the bench seat. 
 
"Mate, the cunt was mouthing off and got what he deserved, so don't be concerned. The grunts aren’t a bad lot. You look after them, and they’ll look after you. They stick together like shit to a blanket though, I'll tell you that much." 
 
Over time as I settled into my new unit, I found he was right about that. There was always a bit of friendly rivalry between the cooks, and the other army corps. They often called us bait layers, or tucker fuckers.  
Sometimes they would ask “Are you a fitter and turner?” 
 
The cook would say “Why’s that?”
 
Then the punch line “Cause ya fit it into the pot, and turn it into shit.”
 
Then they would laugh like it was the first time we had ever heard it. The truth is the cooks were usually well liked though, and well looked after… protected almost. 
 
Apart from the odd dill, the majority were very respectful and appreciative of the catering Corps. Conversely there were a few dills in the catering Corps too and the troops quickly worked out the good cooks from the duds. I knew one particular cook who was spitting in the food, and unfortunately for him, word got back to the grunts about it. He was re-posted for his own protection, but not before he did a stint in hospital with a broken jaw. 
The soldiers usually recognised us around the place, even if we didn’t know them personally. They would see us pottering around the kitchen at meal times, so a lot of them knew our faces. One night, I was at a popular army night club known locally as 'The Pit'. I was walking past a group of punters, when a big guy bashed into me spilling my drink everywhere, without even acknowledging his error. I pushed him back, and said “Eay! Watch what you’re doing."
 
The big guy was unapologetic. “Ya wanna go do ya cunt?” 
 
He grabbed the front of my shirt. I grabbed his shirt in return but just as quickly he let go and apologised. For a second it seemed like I scared him. Then I turned around and saw a massive grunt looming over my shoulder, eyeing the big guy off. 
He had seen the whole thing, and came over to make sure I was alright. He wasn’t alone either. He had at least a section with him from the 49th Battalion, which was my unit at the time. He winked at me.
 “We’ve got your back cookie.” 
 
I shook his hand, “Thanks fella. That prick was about twice my size too. It could have got ugly for me." 
 
He smiled. “We have a pack march on early tomorrow. I just needed to make sure you’re around to cook my breakfast.” 
 
I cracked up.
 
We chatted for a while and I offered a round of drinks but they were heading off to another club, and they no sooner left before I bumped into another bunch of grunts who recognised me and insisted on shouting me a beer. The great thing about the army was there was always someone to knock around with. I kept the promise I made to myself to join a boxing club too and trained religiously three days a week in the fortitude valley PCYC. 
 
I was lucky on the cooking side to be assigned to the high profile head quarters first division officers mess where the meals ranged from from 3 to 5 star. There were formal dinners and functions almost every week, in addition to ala cart style breakfast lunch and dinners to order. 
 
The head cook who we called Jock, was an old Scottish Sergeant with a keen sense of humour. He had a propensity to crack jokes with thinly veiled sexual references.
 
He would often look out the window and if he saw an overweight soldier going past and he’d bellow loudly with Mmooooo or he’d say ‘Hello, someone’s left the gate open again. The cattle are out.”
 
He would say it so loud that sometimes they would look over in the direction of the kitchen. Jock would duck down under the window laughing like a 10 year old kid who’s just egged a car.
 
Jock was strictly a small pot cooking and fine dining advocate, working only in the officers messes, and sergeants messes. He hated bulk cooking which was mainly in the ‘Other Ranks’ mess. He was determined to keep me away from the other ranks mess and bulking cookery for as long as possible. 
 
Things tended to be a bit rougher in bulk cookery, in-order to churn out the numbers, and Jock didn’t want me picking up bad habits before I learnt the right way.
 
His issue with cooks going straight from the school of catering into the Other Ranks mess’ was that bulk cookery methods involved a lot of short cuts which were usually a necessary part of bulk cookery. 
 
A really extreme short cut was sometimes colloquially referred to as a dodgy. It might be skipping a step in the cooking process, shortening cooking times, or adding additional ingredients for the purpose of increasing the serves, a process called ‘bulking out’.
 
True to his word Jock taught me heaps in the officers mess, and I work on literally  hundreds of 5 star functions under his watchful eye, feeding various politicians and high ranking officials, while normal meals were always ala cart.
 
Eventually I did get moved to the Other ranks mess and could immediately see why Jock wanted to train me up in the officers mess first. It was a lot of food, with more conservative menu choices, and usually served up in Bain Marie’s rather than individually plated ala cart style cookery. 
 
It was still very good healthy food though and unlike Jock, I loved bulk cookery, and took to it well. I quickly learned various tricks and short cuts, but knowing that it was just the right way, for the right situation.
 
The way I saw it though, bulk cookery was, in itself, a cooking method and involved numerous skills unique to bulk cooking, and everything was bigger. The Hobart mixer stood on the ground and the top of it was level with my chin. With the power it had and the size of the bowl and whisk, it could mash 40KG of potatoes in a single go. 
 
I’d heard that mining company’s loved army cooks because they could always produce the required serves. Usually Ala cart chefs couldn’t produce the numbers. They would fluff around too much, and end up running short on serves. Plus they struggled to respond to unpredictable changes in plans.
 
On more than one occasion I saw the numbers in Other Ranks kitchens jump from 300 to 600 over night. Then we would be taking short cuts left right and centre, with the main priority being to get the serves up. Any serves. Just bulk it out and get it up.
 
The quality of the food in Other Ranks kitchens was normally good, but it fluctuated wildly over time depending on the mix of cooks. A head cook, usually a Corporal, would arrive in from an Officers mess and step the quality up for a while. Then inevitably a new head cook would rotate in with an Other Ranks background, and things would go back to normal.

Mum was always interested in the cooking side of things and this one time I called her she had one of her family recipes ready as usual.

“Hello love are you enjoying the cooking still.”
 
“Yeh all good Mum.”
 
“I’ve got a recipe for you to try. It’s a pineapple flummery.”
 
“I’m in the Other Ranks mess now Mum. It’s all big serves and really really big bulk recipes.”
 
“That’s alright love. You can just double the recipe.”
 
“Double it?” I chuckled “Ok Ma. Whaddaya got for me?”
 
“Have you got a pen?”
 
“Yep”
 
“Now you get half a packet of pineapple jelly crystals... 

I chuckled to myself and shook my head as I thought about the 2 kilo bags of jelly crystals we received in the rations.

“Make sure it’s the Aeroplane brand. Don’t buy that cheap black and white brand rubbish.”
 
“Ma…”
 
“Put a three table spoons of pineapple pieces into the fridge to cool it down.”
 
“Ok”
 
“You’ll also need to put one small can of carnation milk in the fridge for an hour.”
 
I jotted all the notes down as she spoke thinking it was probably never going to see the light of day.
 
“You’ll need a really big mixing bowl for this recipe love, because it rises up when you whisk the air into it. Have you got a big bowl?”
 
“Mum. I’ve got a bowl that we could fit a small human into.”
 
As luck would have it when I got to work the next day I was assigned to the pastry room, and we needed to send 300 deserts out to accompany a hotbox dinner being sent to some Artillery soldiers on an exercise nearby.
 
I started to think seriously about mums recipe for the sake of doing something totally different and decided to do the math on it, if nothing else to give Mum a lift, and they really weren’t big numbers by our standards. I determined I would need to multiply the recipe by 48. That was doable if each soldier received a small pre-portioned serving.
 
I went across to the rations office to see if I could get hold of 48 cans of carnation milk. The caterer cracked up when I told him I was thinking of doing my mums pineapple flummery recipe, but within a couple of hours I had my 48 cans of carnation milk.
 
Once chilled for a couple of hours I whisked it up per mums instructions. The milk went a bit like whipped cream. I added the liquid jelly, followed by a whopping five kilo of pineapple pieces.
 
I lined up 300 small round Chinese containers and once it was set I piped whipped cream on top of each one, along with a couple of pineapple pieces for garnish. I put the lids on, and stacked them into several bread crates in the walk-in fridge. 
 
The next day I saw the driver returning all the hotboxes and wandered over.
 
“Hey mate how did they like the desert last night?”
 
“The yellow stuff?”
 
“Yeh”
 
“Maaaatie. Who made that? They fuck’n loved it.”
 
“Really?”
 
“Yeh. That was bloody beautiful, what was it?”
 
“Pineapple flummery.”
 
“Well mate..” He winked “You’re always on a winner when the OC goes in for seconds.”
 

 






The Canadian 

To play it safe Jeremy and I had recently started traveling into the village together. We recently found a new place to buy our goods. It was a very small stand maintained by a two Cambodian girls in their early twenty’s. They were very poor and despite the limited selection, we got a kick out of knowing we were helping them out. They were always enthused to see us and we usually sat down for a chat and a cold drink before heading back to the house. 

The girls had some of the usual Cambodian delicacies for sale, such as fried crickets, fried tarantulas, and various creatures you might normally see in a horror movie.  The most shocking though, was the fertilised chicken egg known across Asia as Ballot. 

The Ballot is firstly boiled, then the top half of the shell is carefully removed. The membrane is left in tact, and a small chicken can be seen curled up in the centre of the yolk. Just looking at it made me nauseous. The potential diseases alone was enough to keep me from trying the Ballot.
 
"Jeremy I'll give you $100 if you eat one of those eggs." 
 
Jeremy had a cast iron stomach and he didn't hesitate. "Hell yeah, I'll eat one for a hundred man." 
 
He bought one from the stand and tipped the entire contents of the egg straight into his mouth. 
 
"Fuckn Yuck," I said as he munched the egg. It was quite a lot to take in one bite too. 
 
"Show us in your mouth," I said.
  
He opened his mouth to reveal a sticky yellow and black gloop and I could clearly see a small head and a beak
 
I shook my head in disgust, "Fair dinkum mate. You are eating a dead, and I mean FUCKING dead, unborn chicken." 
 
"It tastes like chicken soup." He garbled, as some yellow gloop escaped and ran down his chin. 
 
I copped a smell of it and dry reached a couple of times. "Fair dinkum!" I said, still shaking my head and spewing at the same time. "It's basically a rotten egg mate."  

The girls where laughing as if it was the funniest thing they had ever seen. We eventually finished our soft drinks and said our fairwells. 
 
By the time we got home just on dark I was ready for a beer. It was Saturday evening which was my afternoon off and everyone helped themselves to dinner. So Jermey and I both sat upstairs on the balcony and chatted for a good few hours before we finally decided it was time for a feed.

"How about we make a couple of hamburgers Jeremy?"
 
"That sounds great man. He looked at his watch “Shit, It’s 10.30 already, I think everyone else is gone to bed.”
 
Before long I had two burgers served up with grilled beef rissoles, fried eggs, tomato, lettuce, cheese, pineapple, cucumber, beetroot, and chutney.
 
We went up onto the balcony to eat. 

"There ya go mate. See if that shuts you up for five minutes. That's got to be a better than rotten eggs." 
 
"Now you're talking," he said as he got stuck into it. 
 
For the next 10 minutes the only noise to be heard was the occasional approving grunt as we devoured the burgers.
 
leaned back in his chair "Geeze that was good, all I need now is a root.”
 
I shuffled my chair away "Well don't fuckn look at me ya dirty bastard!"
 
Jeremy grinned "I’ll shotgun it before I go near you Blinx.”
 
"Shot gun?" I wrinkled my brow.
 
"You never done the Shotgun method?” Jermey asked.
 
I stared blankly. "Should I of? What’s a shotgun method?" 
 
He raised his eye brows and shook his head in disgust 
 
I was getting a little annoyed now and I told him to shut the fuck up, but he pressed on, determined to make his point.
 
"Ok here's how it goes Blinx," he explained, as he bent at the knees slightly and held one clenched fist out forward of his trousers.
 
"Ya grab the head of your cock like this in one hand." He shook his fist out in front. 
 
I dropped my face into my hands “Here we fuckn go."
 
"Then ya wrap your other hand around the shaft see like this see? Now ya pump the shaft up and down." He thrust his hand up and down smacking his fist into his crotch. 
"..and just when your about to blow…" He gesticulated upwards, "you jam your little pinky finger up your arse. Boom!"
 
I looked at him in utter disbelief.

“That’s how ya pull the trigger.”

 "Mate you've been spending way too much time alone." 
 
Jeremy grinned and winked. "Don't knock it till you try it buddy." 
 
"I can assure you mate. I will not be trying the shotgun method or shoving anything up my arse for that matter.”
  
"Ya can't skip that last step," he exclaimed. "That's how ya pull the trigger. It's not a shotty otherwise."
 
I screwed my face up "Mate you're the only one that seems excited about this. I think you might have been soaking up some Agent Orange out there on the Laos border affecting your..." 
Kapoooooww!  
 
A rifle suddenly went off very close by, and we heard the crack as a bullet went past and slammed into the house beside us. There was a commotion as the Cambodian occupants behind us screamed out in fear.
 
We both hit the deck and peered into the darkness beyond the edge of our yard.

Jeremy was wide eyed. "What the fuck was that?" 
 
"Shhhh Listen." I said quietly
 
I looked through the balcony rails in the general direction of the source and could not see or hear anything. 
 
"I think maybe it's nothing to worry about." I whispered "A single shot like that. It will just be the Cambodians letting off some steam. Let’s just stay low for a bit.”
 
"Letting off some steam.” Jeremy chuckled 
 
I also started to chuckle “There is a superstition they have where they shoot at the moon.”
 
"Blinx the fucking moon is up there. Not over here."
 
I nodded "Yeah well there’s always the chance they want to kill us too. That’s the other possibility, yeah?"
 
Jeremy stared at me like I just sprouted a set of horns. "Oh you're a fucking genius Blinx, you figured that out on your own?" He cracked up
 
“Shut up, keep the noise down ya dopey cunt” I was struggling to keep my own laughter under control at the same time.

We stayed low and quiet for a while and watched for any further activity. I often thought about how exposed we were in the house, and how much we relied on the thin blue flag of the U.N to protect us. A part of the U.N strategy was to live among the Cambodians, but there was a lot more trust in that strategy than I would have liked at the time. 
 
We would suffer heavily if the Khmer Rouge ever decided to take us on. Given the soft handed approach to the mission, trust and hope was a big part of the strategy. After a period of inactivity, I figured it was just another 'one off' incident, be it accidental or intimidation, and decided to mention it to the Sarg in the morning either way. 
 
Despite the lack of any further incident neither of us felt like standing on a well-lit balcony waiting to see if they would have another pot shot in our general direction, so we cleaned up then killed the lights and went off to bed.
There were no further incidents with stray bullets, but a few days later Ryan had an altercation with a Pakistani at the United Nations Pakistani Battalion located in a clearing about a kilometer away. We never related we’ll to the Pakistanis. It was a communication and cultural gap. 

One time we received an invitation to a Pakistani dinner, which had the events of the evening planned out on the invite.  I read them out loud to Jeremy. "Mate check this out," I said. "At 8.00PM a thread and needle race. At 9.00PM musical chairs. At 10.00PM refreshments followed by a film…" 
 
"Whoah! What the hell is that? A six year old birthday party?"  

"It's a cultural thing mate," I replied. "They don't get drunk and carry on like an uncultured thug like you do, so they have to fill the night up with something else."
 
"Well there's one missing. 10.30PM anal sex." 
 
I chuckled "Yeah. There will be if you go. A good looking unit like you would be highly prized over at Pak Bak I reckon."

So Ryan been doing some work at PakBat when one of the Pakistani soldiers propositioned him for sex.
 
The Pakistani soldier didn’t speak English, but he left Ryan in no doubt of his intentions when he pointed to Ryans crotch, then to his mouth. Ryan was so shocked he jumped into his Land Rover and took off leaving his tools behind. He burst into the kitchen as white as a ghost. I had to chuckle. The look on the big guy’s face was priceless. He could have snapped the Pakies neck like a twig, but here he was too shocked to know what to do next.
 
That night Jeremy and I decided to exact some revenge on the Packies. They had a lone sentry manning the main gate to the Pak Bat compound under the cover of a small wrought iron shelter. The plan was to go and generally take the piss out of the sentry.
  
Sticking to the trail we made our way to the sentry shelter under the cover of darkness and laid low about ten meters to the side of it. There was enough moon light to make out the simple structure, comprising three walls and a roof, open at the front, and lined with corrugated iron. Sand bags were packed around it about half way up the walls on the outside. 
 
"I'm going up on the roof," I whispered. "I'll give you the thumbs up when I'm ready. Jump through and give him a fright and I'll swing down off the roof into the entrance at the same time and scare fuck out of him." 
 
Jeremy had an evil glint in his eyes. "He'll think he's being fuck'n ambushed.”
 
I grinned and nodded. "I can hear him humming in there right now. Wait till I'm in position." With that I made my way quietly to the side wall.
 
I very carefully scaled the sandbags then eased onto the roof. I could still hear the Packy inside humming and tapping. I crept forward and peered over the edge, but couldn't believe the scene before my eyes.  
The Packy wasn't humming after all, he was grunting. His pants were down around his ankles as he stood bent over a magazine with a small torch, while his hand was tapping in his crotch area, frantically pulling himself." 
 
'You dirty filthy little degenerate,' I thought. 'You bastards are meant to be a deterrent to the Khmer Rouge for all of us, and your main guy on sentry duty is too busy flogging himself to know what fucking day it is." 
 
The roof creaked under my weight and the Packy stopped suddenly. Just when I thought the gig was up, he spat in his hand and kept going.
  
'Fair dinkum' I thought and shook my head. He was just changing hands the dirty bastard. I looked over at Jeremy and remembered the shotgun story. I suddenly had to cover my mouth with both hands to stifle the laughter that was threatening to boil over. 
The roof creaked again as I gave Jeremy the thumbs up, but the Packy was too busy hammering himself to notice. 
 
Jeremy sprung into the entrance and I heard Jeremy blurt “What the fuck?" as he busted the Packy with his pants down. 
 
I was about to swing off the roof for the grand finale,  but as I shifted my weight, there was a loud CRACK as the frame gave out. I heard the Pakistani shout in his native language, then seconds later the roof cave in and I landed in a heap on top of one surprised and bewildered Packie.
 
As the dust was settling I could hear Jeremy laughing. Then I remembered the Packy had his dick out and here I was on top of him. I couldn't get off him quick enough. Jeremy was bent over laughing now. 
 
“Blinx. Did you see him, he was choking the chicken. Caught him red handed." The sentry looked to be in a state of shock as he stood and did his trousers up. 
 
Eventually Jeremy got his laughter under control, and we were explaining to the Packy that it was just a bit of fun when we both heard the familiar metallic sound of a rifle bolt sliding forward.
 
“What is this thing here?" A Pakistani officer materialized out of the darkness and leveled his rifle at us.
 
I smiled to myself, as I knew the Packies had no ammo. Pakistani and Tunisian U.N. soldiers in Cambodia were well known for brandishing their rifles as a bluff. Maybe they couldn't afford to issue every soldier with a full quota of ammo. We weren’t sure, but they seemed to rely on the uniform and rifle being sufficient to deter any potential threat.  
 
Again the officer challenged, “Who are you! What are you doing here?"
 
His eyes were wide and his knuckles tight on his weapon.
 
"Mate," I said. "Calm down. We are United Nations, like you. We were just having some fun.” 
 
The officer seemed to relax a little “U.N.?”
 
“Yeah U.N.” I nodded. 
"What are you doing here? He pointed towards me with his weapon, and gestured towards the roof. "What were you doing up there?"
 
I looked up at the gaping hole in the roof and it dawned on me we could get into a lot of trouble for this. I scanned around nervously for any more soldiers who may have heard the commotion. It wasn't exactly going down as I had planned. 
 
"Hey sorry about all this mate," I replied. “We were just playing a trick.”
 
To my surprise they actually seemed to find it amusing, despite the fact I just destroyed their sentry box. They exchanged comments in Urdu, so we had no clue what they were saying, but they were chuckling a fair bit.
 
"Are you from the Australian base?" The officer asked.
 
"No. We are from the errr.. Canadian base." I lied. "What's your name?" 
 
He frowned. "Canadian base? I did not know there was Canadian?"
 
"Arrrr yeah there is," Jeremy responded. "Out near the Helicop pad.”
 
What's your name anyway?" I asked, trying to get some rapport going to smooth things over. 
 
"I am Fuck Head" he responded.
 
Canada and I looked at each other.
  
"You're a what?" Canada asked.
 
"No, I am Fuck Head. See here." He pointed to his name tag which read: 
“FukHed”
 
"Arrrr I see. FukHed. Nice to meet you Mr FukHed. I'm Bow and this is Luke." I glanced at Jeremy who looked like he was trying hard not too laugh.
 
The officer pointed to Jeremy. "You could have been shot. You’re crazy. I almost shot you. It is very dangerous for you to be doing these things.” 
 
I smirked at him. “Yeah right. You have no bullets mate. Pakistani no bullets.” 
 
He said “Yes. I have.” 
 
“Bullshit" I laughed "Pakistani soldier no bullets.” 
 
“Yes, but Pakistani officer have bullets.” He took his magazine off and the moonlight reflected sharply off a full magazine of shiny brass bullets. 
 
I went pale. Fuck me. Pakistani officer does have bullets. Suddenly I felt sick. Jeremy could have been shot. Or worse, I could have been shot.
 
He looked directly at me and smirked, “You see now? Ok. You go now.” 
 
I was stunned at my own stupidity as the reality of my actions set in and I took a moment to respond.
  
“Yes we go. Sorry I stuffed your roof up mate."
 
Jeremy looked pale too "Let’s get the fuck out of here.”
 
The sentry box looked like a bomb had hit it. There was corrugated iron hanging down, and the whole shelter was leaning to one side. 
 
The next day the word was out that PakBat were looking for two Canadians. The Sarge pulled me aside and asked if I knew anything about alleged vandalism to the PakBat main gate sentry box.
 
I said, “What sentry box sarg? Do PakBat have sentries, do they?”
 
He gave me his death stare.  “Don’t stuff around with me Blinx, I know it was you pair.” 
 
I shuffled my feet awkwardly.
 
His eyes narrowed. “You mightn’t have noticed this Blinx, but there aren’t too many Canadians here and by coincidence there was a sexual assault on one of our own just prior to this.” 
 
I folded my arms and looked at the ground. “Yeh it was us.” 
 
He nodded. “You’re just lucky they didn’t figure who you guys were or you would both be in big fucking trouble Blinx. That’s why I’m sending you away for awhile. You can go back to Phnom Penh for awhile. Let things blow over here.

I was on the next helicopter to HQ at Phnom Penh.





Shoal Water Bay

Mum was thrilled when I told her I made the pineapple flummery so I assured her I would use it again.

All Soldiers in the Australian Army had the option for desert after every meal, including while on exercise in the field. A Military exercise was often colloquially referred to as a ‘bush trip’. They were typically conducted in remote bush land, with soldiers having no option for sustenance outside of the designated military field kitchens. 

The desert choice, along with the main meal, had to be pre-portioned in a field kitchen so that it could be dispersed into the various elements of the Battalion. Usually the cooks would serve it into insulated food vessels known as hot boxes before being collected by a duty driver.


I had been ‘bush’ a couple of times already, and learned how to operate the field cooking apparatus pretty well. Now I was about to do my first full tactical exercise with a battalion. There would be 8 of us on this occasion feeding approximately 600 soldiers. 

We had been brought together fairly quickly to support a newly formed unit so were all relatively new, including the senior Warrant Officer Caterer, or Cat, as they were often nick named. 

We would be deploying to Shoal water bay, North of Rockhampton, fully armed and operating under strict war like conditions.
  
In a war situation, Australian Soldier cooks would continue to prepare fresh hot meals, working around the clock if necessary. One shift would usually be cooking while the other shift set about digging defensive barriers, or improving the setup of the camp.

Out bush, plans could change quickly. If the Battalion needed to move the cooks would need to be ready to move also. Day or night. Usually with heavy work loads stemming from the heavy field cooking apparatus. 

We met outside the Q store at Enoggera Barracks at 0400hrs to finalise the loading of the catering designated trucks and trailers. As soon as the makings of the field kitchen and rations were loaded we joined the Battalion convoy for a long journey into the North Queensland training grounds. 

By the time we arrived at the Shoal water bay military training grounds the trees were casting long shadows across the sandy trail. The terrain was rough with the tracks occasionally disappearing completely under thick clusters of needle grass.

I was a passenger bouncing around in the cab of the catering truck as the long army convoy snaked it’s way around majestic termite mounds, and deep into seldom explored bush land.

We reached a large clearing and were designated an area to setup the kitchen. The three catering trucks were bursting at the seams with field cooking equipment, rations, tents and enough camouflage netting to hide the whole camp.

Sergeant Bell was in charge of the Catering Platoon. He was an older guy. A good bloke, with a heavy lisp.

He showed us where he wanted our hootchies and sleeping bags to go, and also where the toilets were to be setup. 

Once that was completed we commenced the unload of the vehicles. We weren’t allowed to leave any gear on the trucks due to a vehicle shortage. The trucks had to be fully emptied in case they were needed on short notice for use by the transport Platoon. 

 
I peered into the back of the heavily laden catering truck and rubbed the back of my head “Fuck that’s a lot of gear Sarge eay?”
 
The Sarge was lighting a cigarette and spoke out the side of his mouth. “It’s just another day in paradise Blinx. Lets get two cooks in the back handing the gear down to us. We will form a chain from here.”

A couple of us jumped into the back of the truck and started passing gear down the chain. In the sticky humidity I was grateful for our light camouflage uniforms which replaced the heavier chefs whites we normally wore around the kitchens on base.
 

As full darkness descended Sergeant Bell organised for some grunts to come and help out. It might have been a good idea had they not charged in ripping gear off the trucks and dumping army trunks all around the place. 

The Serge quickly lost track of where things were in the dark. Since it was a tactical exercise, torches and any form of white light, was strictly prohibited. 

We wasted hours searching for equipment, bumping into each other, walking into trees, tripping over army trunks.

 
Eventually, with some help from the moon poking through the clouds, we were able to get one of the tents erected for the main kitchen area. 

We loosely draped a large camouflage net over the tent for subterfuge, then moved several of the heavy steel cooking units into place and got Breakfast under way. 

After breakfast we pinned the camouflage net to the ground and used long posts to lift the netting up off the tents.

Two smaller tents were erected for the wash point and rations. We lined the interior with special blackout material which allowed us to use white light. Every time someone came in or out of the tent, the switch was turned off to avoid any light escaping through the tent flaps.

Dull green lume sticks were strung up acting as markers for things like hand wash basins, benches, pots and pans.

It was a process of continual improvement.

We had been going for 26 hours straight before the Sarge was finally happy with progress, and we got a 3 hour snooze  before arriving back in time to finish dinner. 

We had split into two shifts rotating between cooking and digging throughout the night. I  removed the entrenching tool from the side of my back pack and folded the two little flaps out. One side was a spike and the other had a small pointy nosed shovel.

At first as I dug, the ground was very soft sandy material, but it quickly turned to clay, followed by rocky ground as I progressed further.


Just when we had shell scrapes dug and a decent kitchen setup, an ear piercing explosion echoed across the camp.

‘Ppppppppppsssssssshhhh KABOOOM!’

It stopped us in our tracks. Everyone looked towards the row of choofers but Corporal Roy, the most experienced cook gritted his teeth and swore.

“Wizbang.” He dropped his knife onto his cutting board 

“Wiz what? What’s that mean?”

“It means Knives down, burners off. The shit just hit the fan.”

It was a simulated explosion. Sporadic rifle fire could be heard in the distance as the Batallions Infantry troops engaged with a mock enemy. 

Our orders were to pull the entire kitchen down, re-load the trucks, and be waiting on the main supply route (MSR) with the rest of the Batallion. Within two hours.

We were literally throwing gear up into the back of the trucks as the clock ticked and panic set in. It took well over 3 hours before everything was pulled apart, re-loaded, and we were able to join the convoy.

As the last catering vehicle fell into formation we inched deeper into Shoal water Bay. Around an hour later we reached the new location, where the Cat designated a new spot for the kitchen. If the first kitchen setup was challenging, this time it was a disaster.

The long shifts had taken the spring out of our step and breakfast was only hours away too. 

The Sarge designated two cooks to set up a table in the open air, and soon they were cracking eggs into a giant scrambled eggs mix, while we built the kitchen around them. 

After breakfast as the first rays of sun light cut through the darkness we got a better view around the new camp. It was an absolute shambles. 

The main tent was up, but some of the poles were around the wrong way causing a slump in the middle. The camouflage netting was missing completely. Rations were laying around the place. Dirty pots were piled up. It looked more like a refugee camp than a professional catering outfit. 

There was so much gear laying around inside the main kitchen tent, that the Sarge set up a couple of M2A burners for himself in the open air alongside the kitchen tent, rather than underneath.

He couldn’t have picked a worse time as the heavens broke and rain tumbled onto the grill plate. It was a heavy downpour, drenching the grill pate where he had a batch of steaks sizzling. 

He looked up at the sky.. “That’s just fucken great.”

I cupped my hands around my mouth so he could hear me over the rain, “Welcome to paradise Sarge!” 

“That’s exactly right Blinx ya smart arse” 

Instead of relocating though, he gritted his teeth and turned the mighty M2A burner up full. The water on the grill started to boil turning the steaks a pale shade of grey.

“They look fucken great Serge”

He scowled at me as he stuffed them into the hotbox with the tongs. Water splashed over the sides as he threw more steaks onto the grill.

I had to cook a huge beef curry but the burners were out of fuel. I trudged approximately 80 meters to the re-fuel point with an M2A burner in each hand. With every step I had to extract my boots from the mud. My trousers were covered in mud and I couldn’t tell if I was drenched with the rain or sweat.

The Sarge was waiting when I returned. His face was drawn with dark circles around his eyes, and his lisp was heavier than usual.


“Is that burner for your curry Blinsh?”

“Yep”

“As soon as you get it preheating go have a sleep. I’ll look after the curry.”

“Ok.”

“Also, I hate to say it Blinsh, but you gotta dig for a while. Were under strict orders. No one in the battalion sleeps until they have a shell scrape.”


I looked at my watch. I wasn’t sure exactly how long we’d been going for this time, but my best guess was around thirty hours

I nodded “Yeh ok. This is a fucken rock show Sarge eay. There’s three times as much gear laying around than we actually need, it’s fucken killing us.”

He gave a short, disgusted snort “Tell me about it. Fifty six fucken cam nets is too many and that’s just for starters. At minimum, those fucken trucks should stay in catering so we can leave half of this shit packed.”

I felt as though if I tried to speak anymore, it might just sap my last bit of my energy and cause me to fall head long into my curry or into a bubbling choofer drum.

I trudged to the sleeping area and hacked at the gluggy ground until I had a reasonable sized hole then I crawled under the hootchie and and fell asleep immediately on the stretcher.

The next thing I heard was “Catering Platoon! Get up boys. We gotta fucken move again. Quickly, let’s go!”

Then I heard “Pssssssssssssssshhhhh Kaboom!”

I laid there with one arm draped over my forehead, trying to get my senses about me. My heart sank as the last remnants of sleep faded  and I realised I was still out Bush. Worse still, another wiz bang just got lobbed into our camp. 

“Fuck!” I kicked my legs about.

“Let’s go lads!” it was the Sarge

I looked at my watch. I’d only been out for about two hours.

One Rar was so tired he was still sound asleep. I dragged myself to my feet and made the short trek across to his hoochie giving him a shake. His eyes opened slowly then blinked rapidly as he apparently also came to grim terms with where he was.

“Another Wizbang mate.” I said

“Fuck!”

“Exactly right”

We made our way to the kitchen in time for another debrief. Despite the aches and pains I had to laugh at Sargeant Bells  genuine disdain for the situation.

“In just two hours, the 600 troops we’ve been feeding, will gather up their meagre belongings and be waiting on the MSR.  Meanwhile, the seven of us are to pack our eighty fucking tonnes of gear and join them on the MSR. In the same two hour window.”


We started loading the trucks again. The cooks were all shuffling around, effectively at snail pace, with slumped shoulders and heads down. 

Six hours later and we were still loading gear into the trucks.

At one point I noticed the red glow of a cigarette under a nearby tree. At first I thought it was the Sarge but then I realised it was actually the Company Sergeant Major. The Battalion arse kicker.

He was quietly observing under the hood of his poncho and taking notes. They were obviously wanting to see what the hell was going on with the Catering Platoon.

He was never going to figure it out from observing a crew who are already burnt out. The real cause of our issues was the volume of gear and the situation with the trucks.

We finally arrived on the MSR. I sat in the cab of the catering truck soaking wet and as miserable as I could ever remember being. I fought the urge to fall asleep as the drive would likely only be enough to make me feel worse.

It was still raining heavily as we repeated the setup routine at the new location rotating again between cooking and digging. Soon enough we heard the now familiar sound of another incoming Wiz bang.

“Pssssssssssssssshhhhh Kaboom!”


“Let go lads! Time to move again.”

As soon as I was in the truck exhaustion caught up with me and I blacked out for some time.

“Blinx, wake up mate.”

“Wha.. what’s up?”

“Were bogged mate.” It was the driver

“What? Who’s bogged?”

“We are. The trucks are sunk right into the ground. It’s like fucken quick sand. Most probably the whole Battalion is bogged. 

I checked my watch, I’d slept around an hour.

Our truck was leaning heavily to one side deep in the mud. I could have stuck my arm out the window and touched the ground. 

The other Catering truck with the fridge trailer was also sunk deep in the mud all the way to the tray. 

the boggiest ground yet with our feet sinking into mud past the tops of our army issued GP boots.  

I was beginning to wonder just how the fuck we were ever gonna get these vehicles out of here when I felt a heavy vibration through the ground.

It quickly turned into a deep rumble. Surely not another Wizbang scenario?

The trees began to flutter and wobble as the rumble became a roar then the green steel plates of a Leopard Armoured Recovery tank came into view. 

The driver cheered and clapped ‘Yeeeeaaaahhhh that’s the fucken go brother!’

The tank was a formidable sight as it came into full view. Even the mud seemed to give into the beast as the ground sunk beneath it. The steel plates on the tred flipped like dominos as the big tracks lashed the muddy ground.

I felt like a kid watching Godzilla pass by as it moved into position in front of the bogged catering truck and fridge trailer.

Two crew members emerged from the tank with camouflage rain coats and connected chains to the front of the catering truck.

“Surely it can’t pull that out of there together with those two 8 tonne fridges?”

The driver squinted and nodded slowly “You better believe it will mate.”

Pretty soon the tank was taking the slack out of the chains before the catering truck and the fridge trailer began to move forward. The leopard roared. Small trees disappeared under the front of the tracks and came out the back smashed and torn to pieces. 

The trailer was bogged so deep it was acting as a plow leaving a wide trench at least 3 foot deep in its wake. The muddy ground was no match for the Leapard.

Then came more rumblings as an M113 Armoured personal carrier arrived looking very much like the Leopards little brother. 

It pulled onto the track directly in front of the catering truck. Corporal Roy took the wheel of the truck and I jumped in along side him. They connected more chain and soon our truck was also moving forward. 

At first I thought we’d be showered with mud, but it never happened. Simply because the tracks weren’t slipping at all. It was a lesson in power and traction as the M113 easily dragged our fully laden catering truck with trailer forward through the sticky mess. 

The tanks dragged us around 100m before our wheels found firmer ground of the MSR and began to roll again. Once we were confidently moving forward of our own volition the two RV’s disappeared into the scrub to assist other vehicles. The new ground was still boggy but plenty of rocks and sandstone kept us out of trouble for the remaining journey to the new location.


Army Caterers always took extra gear to be left in the trucks as a backup. On this trip though the plan back fired due to vehicle and driver shortages in transport. Spare burners, spare M59 cabinets, spare kitchen tents, extra rations, extra cam nets. 




We were about to start unloading the rest of the gear when the Sarge called us in for an O group. I noticed Corporal Roy was back too but I was too tired and cranky to rejoice.

“Men listen up. There’s a cyclone coming.”

 “You’re telling us Sarge. There ain’t no way we will get breakfast done in two hours with no kitchen.”

“No. I mean literally, there is a cyclone coming right through here in the next 48 hours.”

We all looked at each other.

I wasn’t sure if that was good news or bad news, or both.

“With immediate effect the Battalion will be utilising emergency 24 hour rations packs and is making plans on pulling back to a large cyclone shelter located in Rockhampton.”

We looked at each other again and for the first time in close to two weeks I felt the urge to smile.

“Get your packs and sleeping gear boys. You can set your stretchers up and get some sleep under the kitchen tent for now. Leave the rest of the gear on the trucks. We ain’t gonna need it.” 





Rocket Propelled Grenade
 
 
As we cruised along under the cover of darkness, it felt great to be out of the wired confines of the United Nations compound located in the centre of Phnom Penh. The Cambodian cycleo rider pushed us effortlessly along the highway, across several intersections, and through an endless maze of back streets. 

A Cambodian cycleo (pronounced sick-a-low), is a type of tricycle taxi. They are inexpensive and provide a unique experience for tourists. The rider sits high on the cycleo overlooking the passenger. There is a kind of bond with the rider that doesn’t exist in other modes of transport. You can feel every thrust of the pedal and the bumps in the road. You can really sense, and appreciate, the effort the rider expends for a few dollars. 
 
I pulled a lume stick from my backpack, cut the top off, and poured the contents over the wheels. Blobs of luminous green chemical formed the illusion of a continuous line as the wheels rotated. 

“Whoooooo Hoooooo!!!” the rider shouted behind me. They exchanged excited banter. It was clear they’d never seen a lume stick. After all, in 1993 these lume sticks were something of a novelty even back home, let alone in third world Cambodia.
 
Speaking the native Khmer language he asked me “What is this electric light?
I knew he would like it. “Lume stick.” I replied. 
“Lm Stk..” he said. 
I corrected him “Lume Stick.” 
“Looooom Stk.” 
 
Speaking Khmer I said, “Good enough” and gave him a thumbs-up.
 
He turned to the other two riders and they continued with the excited chatter about the miraculous green light. 

The cyclo riders took on a sort of protection role. United Nations personnel had a bounty on them and we took a risk every time we left the safety of the compound. The riders warned us if an area was too dangerous. They always knew alternate routes to arrive safely back to the compound. 
 
Now I was on my way back from one of the bars in Phnom Penh with some of my mates. I had received new orders to move back to Tamriel leaving tomorrow at first light, so we decided to have a few fairwell drinks. I was looking forward to reuniting with the gang in Tamriel and leaving the restrictive compound of Phnom Penh behin
The stench of decaying rubbish in the dirty streets of Cambodia’s capital overwhelmed any aromas that may have been coming from the restaurants and food stands. I had received new orders to move back to Tamriel at first light so a few of us decided to leave the restrictive compound for the evening and head to Cheers, a popular bar frequented by UN soldiers. 
As we moved along I observed the now familiar primitive conditions around us. The complete lack of order or process in the traffic. Cars and motorbikes honking their horns as drivers swerved recklessly back and forth, knowing only two speeds: fast and stop.
We rolled past a three-car pile-up. I saw locals remove a body from the wreckage and lay him on the road, blood pouring from a crack in his skull. Cars swerved around the scene, and did not react or slow down.
I saw motorbikes with three, four, five or more people on-board. Usually it would be Mum, Dad, brother, sister and the little toddler latching on for grim life over the back wheel. They carried all sorts of paraphernalia on the motorbikes too – live animals, lengths of timber, poles, food.
Outside Cheers, the air was heavy with the usual stench from the over-burdened mono drain sewerage system, which runs through all of the main cities in Cambodia. Thankfully the bar would provide some refuge from the smells and the unrelenting heat, even if only for a few hours.
A lot of Aussies came to Cheers when they needed a break because the music was familiar and the beer was cold. We stayed until late plowing through the beers and reminiscing our experiences. It was a good night, but alas it came to an abrupt end one after a hand grenade went sailing through the doorway of a bar nearby. In any normal situation the feint rumble we felt through the building could easily have been a plane overhead, or a train going by. On this occasion it was a protest attack a few doors down by the Khmer Rouge against the UN peace keeping mission. We weren’t planning on hanging around after that and made our way outside to return to the Australian Compound.
As we left the bar there was plenty of smoke and a horrible charred smell along with panicked voices. A throng of beggars swarmed around us and drowning out any view of the chaos. The streets were always thick with local Cambodian beggars hoping for a few coins from loaded UN soldiers. They tugged at our clothing and asked for money, and we usually ignored them. Much as we would like to help if we did give them money, fights broke out among them. Some of them would deliberately cultivate permanent sores by scratching the scabs off. They would point to the sores to get sympathy. They did what they had to for survival.
On this occasion, a little Cambodian girl, only about six years old, pushed through the beggers. 
“Som Loy! Som Loy!” she said in Khmer – the native Cambodian words for “please give money.” 
At the same time a taxi driver called out “Sir! Sir! Taxi? Taxi sir?”
I raised my hand – “Yes. Taxi.” – and he opened the car door for me. 
The little girl moved in close between me and the taxi and without warning she grabbed me between the legs. 
“Som Loy. Knom doh chia,” she said.
I understood the language reasonably well, having completed a course before deployment, then having served in country by this time for close to 12 months. She was saying “please sir, money. I go with you.”
I felt sick.
She repeated “Som Loy! Som Loy!” while trying to grope me below.
I scolded her in Khmer – “No! Very bad!” – and stepped around her towards the taxi. 
Her demeanour changed as I climbed into the taxi and her smile became a scowl. Her little face contorted and in perfect English she screamed at me, “fuck off! Get fucked!” 
Even though this child didn’t speak English, she somehow knew a couple of choice curse words. I was shocked and took a closer look at her. Her face was dirty and bruised, and I observed signs of physical abuse. Her lips were split. Bleeding. She had brown matted hair, unkempt clothing and an overall dusty appearance. 
My heart went out to her and I decided to make an exception to the rule and give her some money. She was staunch with her arms folded and head down.
“Som mow ni,” I said, Khmer words meaning “please come here.” She seemed to soften a little.
I took ten American dollars out as she approached and extended the money in my closed fist so the other beggars couldn’t see. She broke into a smile and for a fleeting moment I saw her real self. Just a sweet little girl, victim to the depravity of men and the folly of war. 
Together we shielded the exchange from view, and I stuffed the money into her hand. The beggars popped up around us like meerkats, watching intently. Probably hoping to tax any money she might get. 
I spoke quietly. “Go and say nothing to the others. Be careful.” She tipped her head down, and pressed her hands together in the traditional symbol of thanks, then ran off. 
The other beggars shouted after her, “HEY! What he give you! How much??”
She was too quick for them and she made it away safely. I could only hope that it would ultimately benefit her, and not some vile pimp.
On my way back to base, I wondered about the little girl. How had she learned exchanging sex for money in the first place? Who taught her that? What about the language she used? Who taught her those western curse words? Was it Khmer Rouge? UN soldiers?
I suspected that Western paedophiles live permanently among the locals, taking advantage of the lawless state, abusing kids at will. 
As I considered the scenarios that might have led to her abuse, I felt my heart sink. It was bad enough they would molest a child, let alone bash her as well. I could only hope the money brought the little nameless girl some security.
As my taxi approached the UN compound, the Australian sentry on duty watched closely for any sign of trouble. A decomposing corpse lay just in the front of the main compound gate. He was Cambodian, he had opened fire into the compound a few days prior, but he was killed by the Australian sentry before any Peacekeepers were hurt.
As I lay on my stretcher I was surprised how much the girl affected me. A wave of negativity washed over me as my brain began involuntarily recalling unpleasant memory’s. The girl, the blood soaked saw, the rats pilfering through the garbage, the filthy streets. Q
As I drifted off to sleep we. Jeremy was next to me as the CSM walked down slowly each row closely followed by Irish cmarryijg the medals
asleep. The next thing I heard was the ‘Thwok Thwok Thwok’ of helicopter blades chopping the air over the compound. 
At first the chopper blades merged in with a dream I was having but it quickly cut through and roused me from my slumber. I sat up and checked my watch.

That was my ride. I was two hours late!

Once word got out that I’d missed the flight, it didn’t take the company sergeant major (CSM) long to hear about it. It was going to be a few days before another flight was available thus it had left the troops in that detail with no cook. As punishment the CSM made me rotate between the kitchen by day, and sentry duties right through the night. 

The CSM even wandered down one night to give me some extra work while I was on gate sentry. Typically the gate sentry swaps with the roving piquet every few hours, then eventually everyone would get a three hour sleep. The CSM decided to put me to work digging a hole on my three hours off.

I repeated that routine for four days and was either digging or filling sand bags when I wasn’t in the kitchen, until finally I received new orders that I was to travel to Tamriel by road.

I was nervous about going by road. The whole region was mined and the Khmer Rouge regime often targeted the roads too. Our vehicles offered little protection from those types of threats at the time. 

Just days prior, a small UN convoy was ambushed and wiped out by Khmer Rouge soldiers armed with RPGs. I never complained. It was my own stupid fault for missing my flight. 
 
We met with the other members of the convoy for a debrief before dis-embarking. I was to ride shot-gun in a truck, which was loaded with TT600 motor cycles. 

There was also a Toyota Hilux, and a van carrying several passengers. The convoy would be supported by a Tunisian troop carrier with six Tunisian soldiers who were to be our infantry escorts at the rear of the convoy.

I was shocked to learn that the Tunisian soldiers only had one bullet each. They were armed with the modern F88 Austyre service rifles like us but for whatever reason they carried very little ammo. It just seemed pointless in my view. There was a very real risk of conflict. Why the hell would they send six soldiers to escort us? 

I looked at my own ammo. I had 160 rounds, as did all Aussies and Kiwis. It wasn’t a lot, but it was better than our so called escort and certainly better than nothing. I was wearing a flak jacket, and I had my rifle cradled with a full magazine loaded. I had webbing over the top of that, with ammo punches around the waist and emergency wound dressing taped to the shoulder strap.
 
I quizzed the Tunisians on the threat levels while we milled around waiting for the order to move out. Talking to them was challenging. They spoke mostly Arabic. The conversation went something like this: 
 
Me “Are we safe mate?” 
Tunisian “Yes safe. Very safe.” 
Me “You only have one bullet?” 
Tunisian “Yes. Yes Bullets”. 
Me “Is that a yes? You heard about the Dutch Patrol last week right?” 
Tunisian “Yes Dutch Patrol. Yes, all dead.” 
 
I figured if I was going to die at any stage on this tour there were never going to be better odds than this day. All because I missed a bloody helicopter. 

“Damn it!”
 
The convoy finally moved out in the early morning and before long we were off the asphalt and onto red dirt. The road was little more than a goat track, and the further we progressed the rougher it got. After an hour my back was aching and the cab felt like a thousand degrees. Sweat beaded on our faces and arms as the sun blasted in directly through the windscreen. 

The road itself was little more than a red dirt track, pitted with massive mine craters, and potholes. I was genuinely concerned that the constant hammering was going to dislodge an internal organ. 
 
The holes were so deep that one of our Aussie officers once lost his motorcycle in one. He was on a TT 600 when he tried to traverse what looked like a puddle of water. It turned out to be a very deep mine crater, further eroded by rain, and the bike disappeared under the surface completely. He went for help to pull it out but on returning with a recovery engineer, he couldn’t remember which puddle the bike went into. 
 
It was near impossible to communicate in the noisy cab. Instead we were both scanning the road to help brace ourselves for the next pot hole.
 
As we crept along at snail pace, I pondered about the current rules of engagement for enemy contact. They were always changing. 

Last time I read the rule card, we had to shout STOP in Khmer, then fire a warning shot into the air. Eventually, if we were lucky enough to be alive, we could shoot them. 

As the elections drew closer though the rules of engagement were loosened considerably.
 
We tensed up a bit as we approached the Khmer Rouge controlled town of Kom Pong Tom. It was the section of road where the UN Dutch convoy, very similar to ours, was wiped out recently. 

I looked behind us and the Tunisian soldiers had so much red dust on them I wasn’t even sure if they were all still there. Given the state of the road, it wouldn’t have surprised me if anyone fell over the side unnoticed. 

Heading into the Kom Pong Tom ambush zone a throng of Cambodian kids ran to the road side to watch us go by. It paid to watch the kids closely. If the children’s fingers were stuck in their ears, it was a sure indicator that the road was mined.
 
Shortly after passing through the main township, and just as I was beginning to relax, a heavily armed Khmer soldier stepped onto the road gesturing for the convoy to halt. He donned the red scarf typically worn by the Khmer Rouge regime, and wielded an RPG rocket launcher. There was clearly one rocket loaded with another three slung over his back. 

He yelled at the vehicle directly in front of us to stop. I looked back at the Tunisians as our lead vehicle complied and the convoy ground to a halt. The Tunisians had their heads down and did not appear to notice. 
 
The Khmer Rouge seemed agitated. I wanted to yell out to the Tunisians but decided not. I felt like any sudden movement would draw attention and cause an escalation. If there was an escalation though, I was going to be yelling my arse off. The Tunisians only had 6 bullets between them, but it would be 6 more targets running around, and that in itself increased my odds of survival. 
 
As the soldier approached the window of the hilux, I quietly cocked my weapon and released the safety catch. I swore under my breath as it again dawned on me that I was still suffering the consequences of missing my flight. 

I said a little prayer to myself. ‘God. Let this go peacefully and I will never touch a drop of alcohol again.’
 
I kept my rifle cocked well below sight under the side window. The last thing anyone would want was to instigate a conflict through poor discipline but if he aimed that RPG at any of the vehicles I already decided I was going to shoot him.
 
I glanced across at the driver, and he was staring at my rifle. I think he was wondering if we were allowed to engage. Or maybe, because I accidentally set the fire extinguisher off in the cab just a few minutes ago, he was wondering if I was going to blow a hole in his floor. 
 
Eventually some money changed hands. A bribe. The Khmer Rouge stepped back and suddenly we were moving again. The Khmer Rouge eyeballed me as out truck drew level. I eyeballed him back because that’s what you do, but I kept my rifle very low out of view. 

It felt like a tense exchange that caused him to bare a row of yellow teeth and raise a hand in some sort of signal that I never recognised. 

I thought ‘You fuck’n dog. How many women and kids have you chopped up today? One of my cookie mates was posted to this very town a short while ago when the Khmer Rouge came through with machetes and attacked the local villagers, leaving many wounded and dead in their wake. He saw it happen. 
I was immensely relieved to be moving again. I noticed the soldier had several mates off to the side of the road further along. Some had RPGs, others had AK47s. I was gripping my rifle so tightly that the blood had drained from my knuckles.  

We were two kilometers down the road before I finally relaxed and re-applied the safety catch on my F88. No sooner had I done so and there was an explosion.

BOOM! 

The driver stopped abruptly. We were both covered in glass, and dust. The state of the road never allowed for any sort of fast get away. Instead we both surveyed our surroundings for the source. 
I released the safety catch on my F88 for the second time today. Was it a rocket? Did we hit a mine?
Training says we should dismount in this sort of situation, but we need to know which side. 
 
Then I saw it. 

Not a land mine. Not a Khmer Rouge soldier.  Just a handle bar on one of the TT 600 motorbikes poking into the cab close to my head. The bike had smashed the rear window right after we hit a deep pot hole. 

The driver closed his eyes and sighed heavily. “Fuck!”

I started laughing. I couldn’t help it. The driver smiled and dropped his head with his eyes still closed and cursed again.

When we finally arrived in Battambang we were almost as red and dusty as the Tunisians thanks to the broken window. The plan was to head to the Aussie compound where we were to overnight before catching a helicopter to Tamriel in the morning.

The sentry let us through the main gate and directed us to HQ where quite a few soldiers were milling around. We were totally covered in dust and the troops were looking at us like we were a couple of aliens. My whole face was a red circle of dust except for two white rings from my sun glasses.

“Where have you guys come from?” It was a staff sergeant.

“Phnom Penh” I said. “We’re heading to Tamriel in the morning.”

His eyes widened “You come by road?” 

“Yeh.” 

“Fuck that. You have any dramas?” 

My mind flashed to the Khmer Rouge with the RPG.

“Nah all good Sarge Just bloody hot and rough as guts.” 
 
I decided not to say anything about the Khmer Rouge with the RPG. One of the senior ranking officials in the convoy would take that up if need be, I wasn’t going to get involved.

The next day I was up on time to catch the chopper into Tamriel. On arrival Jeremy was waiting at the helo pad with the Uni Mog and had a smile from ear to ear.

“Blinx!” 

I stuck my hand out which he ignored and wrapped his arms around me lifting me off the ground. 

I half laughed and half wheezed “Go easy ya fucken gay cunt.”

It was almost like I’d been gone for a year. In reality I was only away for around two months, but it was nice to be missed.

After we made our way about, and he settled down a bit I quizzed him on the others.

“Mate we aren’t in the house anymore. We are in a secure compound now.”

“Really?”

“Yep. Things have flared up with the elections so close. The Khmer Rouge have been chopping people up and they’ve also put a bounty on UN troops.”

“Shit.”

“Yeh. It’s dead set like a prison here now mate. A strict curfew is in effect. Not allowed outside the wire. For any reason.”

“Oh shit, that doesn’t sound good. No more BBQs then mate.”

Jeremy gave a short disgusted snort “No way. Wait till you see the joint Blinx. There’s an aviation squadron here too mate, your feeding around a hundred people now. They are bolstering support in case shit starts up with the election.”

“Fair dinkum? Who’s feeding the troops right now then?”

“The Aviation squadran have a couple of their own cooks that you’ll work in with on a shift no doubt. A sergeant and a corporal.”

“Gee, I was not expecting this at all.”

“The UN has really thrown its weight into this area mate. They’ve installed a fully mobile base for us. Full power, running water, and a two million dollar kitchen.”

“Wha?”

“Prepare to have your mind blown Blinx.”

“Is Irish still around?”

“He is, and he’s a bigger pain than ever. There’s a new Warrant Officer in charge. Guess who he’s best mates with.”

“Irish?”

Jeremy winked “Irish is up his arse big time.”

We arrived at the compound after a short drive. It was ten times the size of the property I stayed in a couple of months earlier. Massive white tents formed the heart of the compound surrounded by Fencing topped with razor sharp coiled concertina wire. The fortified gate was manned by two Aussie soldiers. They recognised Jeremy straight away and opened the gate unchallenged.

Jeremy parked the vehicle along side several Uni Mogs inside the front fence then showed me around the new camp. They had clearly ramped up security in preparation for the upcoming Cambodian elections. Multiple sand bagged bunkers were scattered throughout the base. The fence line was patrolled by two sentries, while a third sentry monitored the gate.
I was amazed at the size of the giant white United Nations tents complete with steel framed purlin, and poles as thick as tree trunks.
Jeremy showed me around the compound while I greeted a few of the troops who I recognised along the way. Inside the tents, there were dozens of single beds each with its own foot locker. There was plenty of lighting, and ample space between the beds to be comfortable. 

The kitchen and mess were the largest structures. Internally they were  Hi-tech ovens, Hobart mixing machines, Ice machines, walk in fridge and freezer, gas cook tops, wok burners. It had everything.

“Are we still in Cambodia man? Air conditioned kitchen, air conditioned mess hall. Where did all this come from?”

“I don’t know Blinx to be honest. They said the UN was fitting out a new base for us for the next phase of the mission and this is what we got.”

“I just came from Phnom Penh which is head quarters for the whole operation. It’s easily the largest detail, and we are still cooking with M2A burners. Still running choofers for hot water, and still sleeping on stretchers.”

Jeremy shrugged. “I don’t ask why. Just enjoy it while it lasts.”

We went through to the mess hall where the two Aviation cooks were having breakfast. A sergeant and Corporal. They were on a fairly short mission for just a couple of months in case extra air support was needed during the tense political period. 

I settled into a routine with them fairly quickly and while it was great having access to the mod cons in the kitchen, life in the compound was monotonous. 

There was no leaving the compound.  It was totally bereft of anything to do. It was too hot to even play cards. The tents were the only source of shade and they rose to unbearable temperatures through the day. There was no escaping it. 
Weapons drills added to the monotony of the daily routine. Standing orders required us to have a loaded rifle and webbing no further than arm’s length away at all times. The only exception was, cooks were allowed to leave rifles and webbing in a designated corner of the kitchen while cooking.

Every time we entered a building or tent we had to remove the magazine and return it to the pouch then run through a weapon clearance drill. We were not allowed into a building with a loaded weapon. This was a major problem for cooks because we were in and out of the kitchen many, many times a day. 
The drill to clear a weapon was: 
Remove magazine from weapon and return to pouch.
Slide the bolt back.
Inspect the chamber to confirm no rounds present.
Release the bolt forward.
Release the safety catch.
Pull the trigger to dry fire the weapon.
Re-engage the safety catch.
 
The reverse drill when leaving a building or tent was simply re-fitting the magazine to the weapon, but it had to be cleared again each time on re-entry to any building.
 
Coming back from the bins? Clear the weapon. Going into a toilet? clear the weapon. Coming back from the toilet? Clear the weapon. Bringing rations into the kitchen? Clear the weapon. Going into accommodation? Clear the weapon. Going into the showers? Clear the weapon. Leaving the showers? Clear the weapon. 

On any given day I could run through the drill 30 times or more.
 
It became so monotonous that on one occasion I accidentally ran through the clearance drill without first removing the magazine. In other words, when I slid the bolt forward it actually slid a round into the chamber. Luckily, I realised my error and stopped before pulling the trigger on the “dry fire” step. I removed the magazine and ran the entire drill again, and sure enough a live was round ejected on the ground next to my boot.

One of the signalers made a similar mistake and actually pulled the trigger. It fired a round aimlessly across the compound. After that they created clearing pits near the buildings which we now had to point the rifle into when clearing.

It was typical of the army. Create an inefficient process then find a way to make it worse. 
 
One day I went to the designated weapons area in the kitchen to grab my rifle on my way to the toilet. My webbing was there but my weapon was gone. I had a quick look around the kitchen and couldn’t find it. I alerted the other cooks. No one had seen it. We checked everywhere. Kitchen. Toilets. Accommodation. 

I re-traced my movements through the morning. I did go to the toilet on my way into the kitchen, but the aviation Corporal cook said she clearly remembered seeing me walk into the kitchen and put my rifle in the designated area. In any case my webbing was still in the kitchen and I never separated the two.
 
I asked the Cambodian girls who washed the pots, but they hadn’t seen anything. 

Loosing a rifle was a big deal in the army. It was like losing a limb. I had no choice but to report it. 

An hour later I was summoned, by the new warrant officer, to the operations hut. He was sitting down pouring over some maps when I entered, and sitting next to him was Irish.

The warrant officer was heavily over weight. His lips were so thick they barley moved as he spoke. 

“Private Blinco where is your bloody weapon!” 

“I don’t know sir. It was there but now it’s gone.”

“Well did you leave the kitchen with it then?” 

Sweat ran down his cheeks and dripped off his chin into a puddle on his desk. He took a big hanky out and wiped his face, but within seconds it was dripping again.

“No sir.” 

“Did you go to the toilet?”  

“Not since arriving to the Kitchen sir.” 
 
Irish interjected “Blinco has been a problem here in the past sir.”

Irish reminded me of Chester, the little dog in the cartoon that would worship the fat boss dog, Spike. Come to think of it the Warrant officer was a good match for Spike too.

Spike mopped his sweaty forehead again with the hanky “Private Blinco you are responsible for your bloody weapon. You best go and find it.” 
 
I thought ‘OK I’ll check my arse again because it must be up there somewhere. Next time I’m cooking dinner for 100 soldiers I’ll be sure and set up a series of mirrors so I can monitor my rifle from any position in the building.’

 I fumed as I headed back to the kitchen. If they spent a cool two million on the kitchen. Perhaps they should have spent $300 on a secure area for our rifles.

Sometime later I was out of ideas and was back to work in the kitchen preparing for dinner. I had just started heating a pot to make a Bolognese sauce when there was a crash behind me as a long metal object slid across the linoleum floor and came to a spinning stop at my feet. 

I shuffled back a couple of steps as Irish charged into the kitchen. “PRIVATE FUCKING BLINCO! I thought you said you didn’t go to the toilet.”

I shook my head slowly

Irish moved in just inches from my face. “Well then tell me this Blinco. How come we have now found your weapon in the toilet cubicle? “Did it get up and walk there by itself?”

“I don’t know Sergeant.”

“You don’t know if it walked there by itself?”

“I don’t know how it got there at all.”

He poked me in the chest “You’ll pull extra duty’s for this Blinco.” 

He spun around and left me staring at my rifle. I was wondering how it got from the Kitchen into the toilets because I was damn sure I never did it 

“Hey Blinx, can I talk to you out the back for a second?”

It was Corporal Smith, the female aviation cook. Once we were out of ear shot she confided that she’d seen her aviation colleague, Sergeant Polanksy leave the kitchen with a rifle, and saw him return without a rifle.
 
“Hmmm ok thanks corporal. Thanks for the tip.” 

Jeremy popped in to say hello and I mentioned what happened but he already knew about it. He even knew which toilet block it was found in. It was one which I had never used.

After Jeremy left I got back to work on the spaghetti bolognaise. Sergeant Polanksy was also working on a dish for dinner. He had his head down. He was unusually quiet. 

The kitchen door opened abruptly. This time it was Spike.

“Private Blinco! You found your bloody weapon didn’t ya.”

“Yes Sir.”

“If you go to the toilet it’s your responsibility to bring your weapon back, isn’t it Private Blinco?” 

“Yes Sir.” 

“Well why didn’t ya bring it back!” His face was red from the exertion. 

“I don’t know Sir.”

“You don’t know because you don’t look after your gear Private Blinco. What time do you finish work today?” 

“7.30PM Sir.” 

“Right. Well you can start sentry duties at 8.00PM sharp.” 

“Yes Sir.” 
 
‘What the fuck is going on here?’, I thought. The weapon drills, the yelling, the curfew. It felt like being back at Kapooka.

I glanced across at Sergeant Polanksy. He still had his head down. At one point we made eye contact and he quickly looked away.

‘Well sarg,’ I thought. ‘This will be a good test of your strength of character. Let’s see if you step up and take responsibility.’

I waited all day for him to own up, but he never did. At the end of my shift I went onto sentry duties and did three hours on, three hours off, rotation all night. Then I was straight back into the kitchen to prepare breakfast.
 
I did the extra sentry duties by night and kitchen by day for several days before it all blew over. A few days later I was sitting in the mess having breakfast when Sergeant Polanksy entered. She shuffled over when he saw I was a lone.
 
“Private Blinco I’ve been meaning to talk to you about your rifle.” 

“Oh really? Why’s that Sarge?”
 
“I think it was me who left it in the toilet. Sorry about that, but I was impressed by how you held it together and I would like to make it up to ya.” 

I raised my eye brows “Yeh hows that?”

“I’ll have to talk to our flight luey first, but I think I can get you a ride in a Black Hawk.”

“Are you bloody serious mate?”

He blinked

“I’ve been in and out of Choppers, chnooks, and c130’s for the last twelve months over here. As if I’d give a fuck about a free ride in a Black Hawk. Why didn’t you just come clean and say you took the wrong rifle?”

He shook his head and shrugged.
 
The monotony of the weapons drills and the daily routine continued. A couple of weeks later the elections kicked in igniting the political climate. We started receiving harassment fire into the compound from the Khmer Rouge. 

Each time we had to stop whatever we were doing and get into the nearest bunker, day or night. After scrambling in the dark for my weapon one a few occasions I started sleeping with my rifle so I always knew exactly where it was.
 
On one occasion Spike kicked us all out of bed at about 1.00am. We were all in the bunkers with rifle, webbing, and flak jackets in less than a minute. 

There was a English news reporter staying with us at the time and he wandered out of the accommodation in his pyjamas at least ten minutes after the rest of us had already taken to cover.
 
“What ever the jolly well is going on out here then?” he asked. 

We all just looked at each other and shook our heads.

“Get your head down you fuck wit.” someone called out. 

I started laughing while Jeremy was in stitches “What a fuck’n tool have a look at him will ya.”

Then there was a loud bang and a muzzle flash in the field alongside the compound. The English reporter ran and dived into the bunker kicking two or three heads in the process. He lay in a heap at the bottom while a bag burst open and sand poured all over the him and down his pyjamas.

“Oh darn. I’ve gone and got sand down my jolly trouser leg.”

Everyone cracked up. 

Sporadic harassment fire became the new normal dragging us out of bed every night. With the heightened security we all had to take our turn on sentry duties too. One night the duty sentry got attacked just shortly after I handed the shift over.

I handed over sentry duties to a mate the next morning and on that very night the Khmer Rouge opened fire on the loft while he was in there. All he could do was take cover behind the sand bags because they were shooting from the side with AK47’s and he had no clear view. I couldn’t help wonder if it had happened while I was on duty the night before, if I could have been sitting differently and got hit. It was hard not to think about. 

One night I was patrolling the fence line and I walked under a spot light when I felt an intense pain on my neck from a bite. I yelled and tried to swat at whatever it was. The guy behind me pulled my webbing aside and checked my neck. He pulled several small insects off and we looked at them in his palm. They looked like tiny grey maggots, but suddenly a set of wings sprung out and one flew away. I have no idea what it was but I never walked under the lights again after that.

I thought about the highs and lows of the last 12 months, the near misses, and now the monotony of being confined to the compound day in, day out, and I felt angry. I was in fact down right feral, as were many of the others who had been in the country for the full duration of the mission. The new guys from aviation were still fresh and in high spirits and that just seemed to piss me off even more. I couldn’t sleep well and when I did I had dark nightmares. The nightmares were so deep and vivid I would often wake up momentarily thinking they were real. 
 
As the days ticked over we started to run out of water due to the extra time soldiers were spending confined to base, so they posted a sentry in the showers to make sure we followed protocol. The protocol was water on for 30 seconds, then turn shower off. Soap up. Then water back on for one minute to rinse. If we went too long the sentry would bash on the door. 
 
Patrols of the compound were increased due to the heightened security, so If we weren’t bashing away in the kitchen we were patrolling the compound. When we were patrolling the orders were clear. We were to have a round in the chamber, the safety catch was to be off, and any Khmer Rouge should be shot on sight.
  
I looked behind me one day as we patrolled the fence line and the other sentry, a truckie, was looking out through the fence, but he had his rifle pointing at my back. 
“Hey mate,” I said. “Don’t point that weapon at me.” 
He was a little dismissive for my liking as he slowly corrected his aim. “It’s all good mate,” he said. 
“No. It’s not all good.” I glared at him. “Point your fucking rifle in the general direction of the threat, not at me. I didn’t come this far ta get shot by one of our own.” 
 
He said nothing but he never pointed it towards me again. Yeh, now it’s all good, I thought. He had a round in the fucking chamber, safety off, and his finger on the trigger. I felt a wave of anger wash over me. Damn. What’s wrong with me, I thought? It wasn’t normal for me to feel anger like that.
 
That evening I went to the showers and good Ol’ Chester was on shower duty. I did the 30 second shower thing and went over by just two seconds when Chester bashed on the door. 
“Times up Pte Blinco.” He screeched “Get out now.” 
Bloody hell this guy was a prick. Usually they let the cooks have a little bit of leeway, as they didn’t want any hygiene problems in the kitchen handling their food. Not Chester though, he was just determined to be a twat. As I gathered my things I felt a rumble in my stomach and a pain in my abdomen. I opened the door and Chester glared at me but said nothing. 
 
As I moved past him I silently let a massive bubble of pent up gas slip through my arse. It was a hot one, and it felt good to relieve the pressure, even more so knowing that Chester was about to cop the full stench of it. 
 
“Catch you later Sarg,” I said cheerily as I exited the shower block.  
When I reached the accommodation I looked back and saw Chester was out the front of the shower block. I grinned. Got a bit hot in there for ya did it Chester? Couldn’t happen to a nicer bloke.

The army provided jobs to a number of local Cambodian people to help things run a bit smoother around the camp. Some builders were hired to carry out maintenance around the camp. A number of locals came in daily to collect the soldiers dirty cloths and for a few hundred reel. They would return them the next day washed and ironed. 

In the kitchen we had four young locals who washed the pots and carried out basic food prep such as peeling vegetables. We became very good friends as ultimately we spent hours working along side them. It was a period which I spent more time speaking in Cambodian than English. 

One of the girls was like a dotting mother correcting my grammar mistakes and improving my grasp on the language. Overtime we became very good friends. There was a small tight nit group of Cambodian kids….. 





  
 
           						Dodgy Brothers

Following my return from Cambodia a lot of my mates decided to pull the pin and pursue careers on civie street. The thought of getting out hadn’t even crossed my mind at this stage. I went into a unit in Brisbane for awhile and a couple of years later I was re-posted to a new unit and promoted.

On arrival at my new unit I met Bernie Thompson, my new catering officer. He was an area caterer, meaning he was overseeing the catering operations of more than one unit and had other lower ranking caterers reporting to him. 

I glanced around his office while he browsed through my personal file. On the wall behind him was a mirror stenciled in black with the words “Hell hath no fury as a vested interest masquerading as a morale principal.”

I’d seen it before. It was referring to leaders who pretend to be there for the troops, when really they are furthering their own interests. I could relate to it and I thought the mirror possibly added another level of meaning.

I caught my reflection standing tall in my full military service gear, as was customary on arrival to a new unit. It was immaculately pressed with polished brass embellishments, my new lance corporals stripe, and two medals pinned to my chest. I recalled the Immaculately dressed Corporal on the bus to Kapooka. Was I like him now? It didn’t feel like it. Such was the impression he left on the long haired lout that I was. Yet here I was in much the same attire.

“Corporal Blinco you’ve certainly had some field experience.”

“Yes sir.”

He extended his hand “Mate, when no one is around you can call me Thomo.”

“Cool. Thanks Thomo. Most people call me Blinx.” 

I instantly liked him and breathed a sigh of relief as I shook his hand. It was always a gamble changing units and a good boss in the Army was key to a happy life. He was in his late 40's, his balding hair line a possible sign of the stressful nature of the military. He had something wrong with one of his eyes too. It had a sort of milky look about it.

He closed my file and laced his fingers together under his chin while he gave a once up and down of my uniform.

“What’s the little number two on your medal Blinx? Was that from Cambodia too?”

“Yes. I did two tours back to back. It was needed to ensure there was some climatised troops on the ground for the tense election period. Not everyone did it. It’s an extra little embellishment we got for that.”

We had a good chat and there was great rapport. It turned out he had done some time overseas also and copped some shrapnel in his eye. It was amazing how the humble old cooks always seemed to be in the thick of everything. If I hadn’t experienced it myself I never would of believed that a cook did anything other than cooking.

“So your record is top notch Blinx. Why the hell have you only got one stripe then?

“It’s probably got to do with the Cambodian trip. Being away for so long, a lot of our peers got the jump on us with promotional courses. When we returned it was a full house so to speak.”

“Well we better see what we can do about that then hey.”

The great thing about the army was there was always someone to knock around with. While the Army mateship was great, there  in every walk of life. The catering Corp had its fair share of cooks who had stayed in the army long after they lost the passion and became bitter old men.

He was a typical 1980's desk slammer and master of intimidation. He had the emotional intelligence of a jelly fish laying on the beach. If he couldn't use his bulk and size to intimidate, he would use his rank.
I worked under his jurisdiction shortly after receiving my first stripe, and promotion to the rank of Lance Corporal. He seemed bent on testing my management ability, or breaking me, or both. It could have perhaps been because I had two medals for war service. There was always those who missed out on selection for operational service that made it their job to try and bring us down.
On my arrival, Cherdick immediately started riding me hard. He would walk along the bain every meal time looking for faults, or hoping to catch me putting the food up late. He would point out very minor things around the kitchen. A cook without his apron on. A puddle of water on the floor. A blunt cooks knife. He would always find some menial shit, but he could never fault my cooking. It was puzzling as to what his main issue was. I generally got along with people well, and certainly had never done anything wrong by this guy, but the more I tried to appease him, the more he seemed to come after me.
After a few weeks of failing to find anything significant to report on me, an opportunity presented for him to make my life a little harder, and maybe prove his theory that I wasn't worthy of my medals, or rank. 
A military exercise had arisen that required several cooks to camp out, feeding a small deployment of troops for a couple of months. With Cherdick in charge of the rosters, he sent a vast majority of available cooks on the field trip cooking for just 50 troops, leaving me short-staffed in the main kitchen cooking for 750, three meals a day. He probably thought I would fail to feed the numbers, so he could crow about it to others, and potentially even have me demoted.
Despite being short staffed, I was to maintain his meal choices policy, and provide a minimum of 12 meat choices, 5 vegetable choices, several salads, rice, and pastas and various gravys and sauces, with all choices mirrored across two serving points. Vegetables were to comprise of one white, one red, and two green choices, as a minimum.
It was a big job for just three cooks to turn out that many choices for 750 soldiers, across one serving point, let alone two. There was no suggestion by Cherdick of reducing the number of choices. I was keen to get him off my back though. If I could nail the cooking, maybe he would leave us alone and move on. 
We started turning out, some of the best bulk food that I had ever served. We worked hard and didn’t compromise on anything. I worked the team hard to ensure the food was always up on time, and to ensure the kitchen was clean through the day, so we could be closed down, cleaned up, and home by 7.00pm. 
The weekends were the toughest because there weren’t any day workers around. 'Day workers' were cooks rostered for a standard 38hour week, Monday to Friday. They did all the dicing and slicing of whole cuts of meat into various usable portions, cutting and tenderising steaks, and do all the crumbing, marinating, and mincing. They also prepared the sweets for desert, and helped out with serving up around meal times when resources were in high demand. On the weekends though, it was just the cooks on shift churning out upwards of 2500 serves a day. Meals were always on time and well garnished, but no matter how hard we worked it seemed, Cherdick could not find it in himself to praise us. 
One time we went all out and cooked 15 meat choices, with some being of a standard not normally seen outside of an officers mess. I went all out with the garnishes, too, placing small decorated meat platters around the bainmaries. My most senior cook, Dicko, baked off some salt doughs, which was a kind of fake bread that we positioned around the shelves behind the bain maries, as an extra visual.
Cherdick came in around meal time and I could see it in his eyes that he was impressed. I watched him discreetly as he tasted various casseroles which I was confident were all well seasoned and flavoured. He pulled things apart to see if they were cooked through, and tasted the rice, probably hoping to find it undercooked, but to no avail. Still he couldn't bring himself to compliment us, and instead, he went off into the kitchen to look for issues, but the kitchen was spotless.
"Dicko" I said as I grabbed a large carrot off his cutting board "I want you to go and shove this carrot up Cherdicks Arse"
"I can't do that mate unfortunately" Dicko responded
"Yeah? Why not?" I asked
"Cause he's always sitting down" he smiled
"Well he's not right now." I said "Go and hammer it in while you can."
Cherdick never found anything to ping us for and eventually went back to his office with a plate of food, and no comment either negative or positive.
The next morning I was off shift at home, and my phone rang at 8.30am. It was Cherdick. 
"Corporal Blinco. Warrant Officer Cherdick." He quipped
"..Hullo Sir.. Arrm How can I help you?" I asked hesitantly wondering why he was phoning me at home.
"Corporal Blinco, I've been into the kitchen early this morning, and there are food scraps under one of the oven."
I paused, wondering for a moment if I was being pranked. "Arrrmmm.. Yeah, Ok sir.."
"Well?" He snapped 
"Well what sir?" I responded
"Well you’re the kitchen supervisor on duty." He stated 
"Yes s.."
He cut me off "You're in charge of the kitchen are you not?"
"Well .."
"Well what are ya going to do about it?" He pressed
"Well sir" I said, as I made a quick decision to diffuse the situation "I'm going to go in there, and check under that oven, and see how we could have possibly missed that."
"Yeah.. Well.. See that you do Corporal." He said almost sounding disappointed. "In future, ensure the kitchen is cleaned before you go off shift." He said curtly, and hung up.
"You fucking cunt!" I screamed into the empty handset, and slammed it down hard onto the cradle. 
"Fucking, fuckedy fuck fuck!" I yelled as I hung up and jumped around in the lounge room like a madman. 
My frustration boiled over and I slammed my fist into the wall as hard as I could, putting a jagged hole clean through the fibre board.
My wife came through the door concerned "What's wrong? Who was that?" My wife asked as she walked in and looked in horror at the big hole in the wall, and blood running out of my torn knuckles.
"It was Dick Wad." I said, using the pet name I had given him "He's got down and looked under one of the Convo-therm ovens to try and find a fault with my hygiene. I deadset reckon he's trying to bait me into snapping at him, so he can charge me with insubordination. He hasn't been able to fault my cooking, so he's trying other stuff on me."
"Seriously? Your going to have to report him."
"It wouldn't surprise me if he threw that carrot under there himself." I said thoughtfully.
Reporting him would be difficult though, he was a cunning bastard, and the army judicial system was heavily biased towards the highest rank in those days. Even back-chatting a superior was enough to land a soldier in trouble, and if he really wanted to be a prick about it, it could land me in a military jail cell. He was definitely baiting me, I could see it a mile away.
When I came on shift again to cook breakfast at the usual start time of 5.00am I was depressed about Cherdick, and already dreading another weekend with limited staff, when my vegetable cook failed to show. She eventually rang in sick on the kitchen phone, her voice sounded scratchy with a bad cold. I told her to rest, and get well, but my heart sank as I hung up and stared at the menu board. I pinched the bridge of my nose, and squeezed my eyes shut. Feeding 750 with just two cooks was a big mountain to climb indeed. 

The only saving grace was that Dicko, was extremely capable, and worked like a demon when the chips were down. We got along well and I often wound up having a few beers with him after work. He was a bit older than the rest of us, being in his early thirtys, and was solidly built, with thinning black hair. He had a good sense of humour, and never lost his cool under pressure.

As I removed the breakfast prep from the fridge the mere smell of it made me want to down tools and crawl back into bed. Breakfast was fairly standard with bacon, fried eggs, poached eggs, scrambled eggs, baked beans, grilled tomatoes, pancakes, and all the usual continental cereal choices and toasts. After breakfast finished we cleaned the kitchen ready for lunch, and I went through the menu to determine how I was going to split the work load between us. I really had no choice but to assign Dicko onto the vegetable's, which meant I would now have to create all 12 meat choices on my own.

As we went through the menu options together, we realised how significant it was losing that extra hand, when we were already short staffed. The vegetable choices would be doable in the time frame, but the 12 meat choices was the main problem. There just wasn't going to be time to get them all up, even with the meat having been diced and sliced by the day workers.
"Could we just have the one serving point?" Dicko offered "That'll make it a bit easier to serve up around meal time at least."
"Nah" I said "It'll slow the queue down too much mate. There's 750 of the cunts, we gotta maintain those two serve points, no question."
Finally, we decided to halve the meat choices to just 6 choices, but increase the volume of each, thus reducing the time and effort to create each meal choice. With that, I drew the menu up, and we wasted no time getting started. 
Dicko gathered his knives to take over to the vegie prep room and paused on his way "What if Dick Wad comes in and sees we only have 6 meat choices?" he asked
I laid a Chux cloth under my cutting board so it wouldn't slide around on the stainless steel bench. "If he comes in, then yeah he won't like it, but I've never failed to feed the troops, and I'm not about to start now."
I took my cooks knife out and started honing the blade. "After that, if he's not happy.." I looked up at Dicko and smiled " he can get fucked yeah?"
Dicko nodded his affirmation and smiled back "That's fair enough I reckon Blinx. Fuckim."
With that, we put our heads down and got to work. I browned off a tub of diced chicken breast meat, which would normally become several different dishes on a good day. Today it would become one very large chicken stew. I added diced onions, and flour, then poured a bottle of orange juice in, a handful of powdered chicken stock, and a couple of bags of frozen mixed vegetables. It looked very ordinary, but it was edible, and I had my first hundred serves nailed when it was done. 
Dicko walked by as I was putting the finishing touches on it. He looked in the pot and screwed his face up "Oh sweet Jesus" he mocked as he looked at the multi coloured orange slop "What's this pigs swill?" He asked
I stood back and stroked my chin for a moment “Hmmm.. I think I'll call it Chick'n fuck'n ala’ Orange.”
He shook his head and chuckled “You dodgie bastard”
There was still a lot of work to do and I was near running to beat the clock. I retrieved a huge tub of diced beef from the walk-in fridge, and as with the chicken meat, it was to become another large bulk stew, as opposed to several smaller choices. I decided to make this one into a great big beef curry, and included one of my favourite dodgies, using a type of powdered mashed potato called Proto-mix. Sprinkling in some Proto-mix straight out of the can was a very fast way of thickening stews and casseroles, and it added bulk, thus increasing serves. 
To go with the stews, I threw 400 serves of long grain rice into a massive electric brack-pan, and browned it off with two 500 gram blocks of butter and a splash of oil. When the rice had a nice brown tinge of colour, I added 20 finely diced onions,  5 whole  knobs of garlic, and 20 litres of chicken stock. I closed the lid on the Brack-pan and moved on to the next meal choice while it simmered.
A big quiche was always a good bulk option, but cracking hundreds of eggs would take too long. So I threw the eggs, shell and all, into a large Hobart mixer with milk, and smashed them to smithereens on high. When it was smooth enough I put the egg through a strainer to remove the shells, then created a self forming base and threw in a bag of frozen mixed vegetables before pouring the mix into several large trays ready for the ovens.
Next I needed some non stew type dishes to provide variety, and in checking the fridge there were 100 sirloin steaks, and 300 beef sausages. I laid the steaks next to the grill plate ready to go, and to shorten the cooking around meal time I  boiled the sausages, so that I would only have to warm them on the grill plate for a few minutes before serving. 
I still needed another bulk option so I turned 25 kg of raw beef mince into a large Bolognese sauce, bulking it out with several litres of beef stock which increased the serves, but made it very runny. I brought it back to the desired consistency with Proto-mix, then dropped 20 bags of spaghetti into a pot of boiling water.
With the meal now well under control I checked on my vegie cook and found he had a dilemma to solve. There was no pumpkin, and we really needed one red or orange vegetable choice to meet the minimum nutritional requirements. There were carrots peeled, but we were so far behind already, that slicing them would take too long. There were plenty of potatoes peeled though, and they were already chopped up. 
"Mate I have an idea." Dicko said "Orange food colouring. We cook around 1500 serves of mashed potato, then split it in half and mix orange food colouring through one half. Voila! There's your mashed pumpkin."
"Hmmmm" I thought about it for a moment. I had heard of that dodgie trick being done successfully in the kitchen at 1RTB in Kapooka. It won't provide the nutritional value, but it was only one meal, and if Cherdick came in it would be one less thing he could ping us for. 
"Ok Dicko. Go ahead mate."
I finished creating my 6 meat choices without a minute to spare. At one stage Dicko was rushing and slipped in some water landing square on his back, and spilling raw potatoes everywhere. 
'This is fuck’n dangerous" I thought. Thank god they weren’t steaming hot. 
Somehow we managed to serve up on time. The civilian pot washers, helped us serve up 180 take-away hot boxes, before finally, we both had an opportunity to catch our breath as we watched the troops come though for the main meal.
I nodded towards the orange mashed potato and asked “What’s that called?”
Dicko thought about it for a moment “Ala fucka pumpkin?”
Shaking my head “Don’t ever call ME dodgie mate. You’re the fucking dodgie grand master after that one. That pumpkin looks like nuclear waste”
“Yeah, very funny” he said. “It was your idea as much as mine Blinx”
I kept winding him up “Yeah, I was thinking like a tablespoon of colouring at the most. How much did you put in it?”
“Just the one bottle” he said
I bent over laughing “A whole bottle! No wonder we need sunglasses to look at it.”
That did it. He walked off muttering to himself.
I went after him trying not to chuckle “Hey mate." I grabbed his sleeve as he turned towards me "You did bloody well to get all those veggies up on time by yourself. ”
His eyes looked heavy and his shoulders were slumped “Blinx, did you know all those cooks got back from that field trip on Friday?”
My mouth fell open “Say what? How do you know that?”
“I saw a couple of them at the boozer. Dick Wad gave them the weekend off.”
The vein across my temple began to pulse “Right. So they all get back, effectively from a holiday, feeding 50 at the most, and now they all get the weekend off too?”
"I wasn't going to say anything. I knew you'd be pissed." He confided.
It was time to talk to Dick Wad. He was trying to break me because I was a new Lance Corporal, or what ever he was trying to prove, but it was starting to affect the morale, and saftey, of the whole kitchen.
He came in late that afternoon and I immediately bailed him up before he could disappear into his office. We didn’t really get along, but there was an area catering officer who out-ranked him, who had over-riding jurisdiction of the whole region, and I would go to him if I had to.
He was about to go up the stairs “Sir, can I talk to you for a minute"
He stopped and immediately looked at his watch “Yes, what is it Corporal?”
I looked him in the eye “Sir. I heard the cooks all got back from that field trip on the weekend”
“Yes? So what." His eyes were cold and his face expressionless
“Well sir” I continued “We could use some help here. We were short-staffed to begin with. Now, in addition, I've lost another cook this weekend.”
“Well I can’t send the cooks into a kitchen immediately on return from a bush trip.” he snapped
He was referring to an unwritten code, that cooks would always get a short break after a field trip. Cooks often worked harder, and longer hours in the field, due to the nature of the equipment, and the extra work emanating from various military drills and procedures. Often field trips were long and arduous hard labour. There were however, plenty of light weight exercises, masquerading as  field trips, with full functioning kitchens, thus none of the heavy army kit and setup routines. They were referred to, colloquially, as a swan trip. Most cooks would do a 'swanner' at some stage in their career.
I rubbed that back of my neck and sighed “Sir, they weren’t even out bush, it was a swan trip at best. They were working out of a full functioning kitchen feeding 50 soldiers. Meanwhile back here I'm feeding 750. I’ve got cooks running in the kitchen. Someone’s gunna get hurt”
He remained staunch “Rules are rules Corporal. You need to work with what’s available, and the new shifts will be worked out in due course.”
“Ok, No worries sir." I quipped “Consider this as me formally reporting a safety issue then.”
He went red in the face and burred up “I can’t see any safety issues Blinco.” He poked his finger at me. “You’re the kitchen supervisor on duty, so if there’s a safety issue, and someone gets hurt, it’ll be your fault.” With that he turned away towards the stairs.
“I’m sure the area caterer won’t see it that way when I tell him, sir” I called out
He stopped in his tracks and made a easy, un-hurried walk back towards me. He stopped in front of me with his hands on his hips. 
“Ok Corporal Blinco. You want to stab me in the back?" he said menacingly. "Well let's see wha.."
“Actually sir" I cut in. I’m not stabbing you in the back.” I poked my finger at him. “I’m in front of you, and I’m fucking telling you straight up, we have a safety issue."
That rattled him and I ploughed on "I have a duty to do the right thing by my team sir, and feeding these numbers, without the staff to do it is just some fuck'n bullshit engineered by you for your own personal vendetta against me."
With that I threw my apron on the floor and stormed off, and to my surprise he just stood there, seemingly lost for words. I managed to track the area caterer down fairly quickly, and gave him the full story.
The area caterer was responsible for Catering across the whole state, and it was he that recommended my promotion, so we got along well. He concurred with all my concerns without hesitation, and was shocked at the level Cherdick had stooped to bring me unstuck
"We do like to make our corporals perform in all conditions Blinx" he said, "but when it gets personal.., well it's just not necessary, and I had no idea it was that bad. The whole bloody lot of us would have our toes on the line if you didn't get those meals up that's for sure."
I could tell he was genuinely pissed at Cherdick
"I apologise Blinx, and don't you worry. You'll have your cooks, and let me deal with Cherdick..
I felt the weight lift off my shoulders and was convinced I did the right thing. Playing out a grudge with the kitchen staff had put the whole operation at risk.
I was still smiling when I came in at 5.00am on Sunday, while my full quota of cooks waited for me to open the kitchen. I unlocked the doors and they took off into the kitchen like a pack of grey hounds. 
"Dicko" I hollered
Dicko looked up as he was tying his apron on.
"Come over here for a sec mate." I said
He was all smiles as he shuffled over "Blinx, Well done." He said and clapped me on the back.
I grinned "I don't know if Dick Wad will think so. Listen man, take your apron off. You're going home."
He frowned and stared at me for a moment "whaddaya mean?" 
"I mean I'm giving you the day off." I said
"No way man. I'm staying for the fire works."
"Nah mate. Your going home." I insisted "Piss off before I change my mind and stick you back in the vegie room."
He begrudgingly took his apron off, and headed home for a well earned break, while I made my way into the kitchen to get things on track for breakfast, only to find the crew were all over it. Bacon was sizzling away, eggs were poaching, beans were heating, and pancakes were frying. 
"Oh you little ripper!" I shouted. 
The cooks were all jibbering and joking. Morale was back to the usual, and I was able to get straight onto my lunch menu which would be back up to 12 choices today.
Dick Wad came in after breakfast and walked straight past me. He never even looked at me, as I tried my best to act nonchalant. Despite myself, I was grinning like a Cheshire cat as soon as he disappeared into his office. Over the next week he was his usual smart arse self with the others, but he never uttered a word to me at all, and I surmised he must have been warned not to attempt any form of retribution.
I was drawing up the lunch menu when Shelly, one of the younger cooks came over with tears in her eyes.
"Corporal Blinco, can I talk to you for a sec?" She asked in a slightly shaky voice.
"Sure mate. What's up?" I enquired 
She burst into tears "Sherdick just made a pregnant joke about me in front of everyone. Sorry to be a sook, it's just.. I'm a bit emotional at the moment."
“Is that right is it?" I said somewhat surprised that Cherdick was that dumb. 
"Shelly" I said softly "You don't have to be sorry. Come and sit down for a bit."
She sat up on a bench and when she calmed down a bit she explained the full story. I looked over my shoulder, and saw that Dick Wad was watching us across the kitchen. He obviously knew he had upset her, and must have realised she was telling me about it. He was fluffing around pretending to be busy. At this time sexual discrimination was a big deal, and the army was trying to stamp it out. We had only just finished a course on it recently, and had all been drilled on the importance. Being a Warrant Officer Cherdick, could well be in deep water here if Shelly was to report it.
I asked her if she wanted to make a formal complaint, and she said she did.
“Ok matie come with me.” I said, and took her over to the kitchen phone.
I dialled HQ administration and reported the alleged harassment case. Then I handed the phone over to her so she could make a statement. I looked over at the warrant officer who was still fluffing around pretending to look at the menu, and looking over at us trying to see what was going on. 
I stared straight at him with a look that said 'yeah, now you’re getting stabbed ya jack cunt. By your own doing.'
Shelley felt a lot better after reporting it, and HQ assured her that was the last time it would happen. Almost immediately I heard Cherdicks phone start ringing and he cast me one last filthy look before he disappeared into his office to face the music."
I whistled as I went back to cooking. I loved happy endings. I was promoted a couple of months later to full Corporal and from my new Brisbane based unit I deployed on a field trip to Singleton as the kitchen supervisor feeding about 150 grunts. They were conducting an explosive weapons training exercise. The kitchen was somewhat primitive, but all the main equipment was there.
Our accommodation was in rows of wooden huts onsite at the army base. The huts were empty except for communal sleeping areas for the grunts which claimed rows of beds. The cooks had a small room to ourselves in the corner of the hut closest to the kitchen.
I cooked all of the meat dishes, and assigned my private cook, Kurky, to the vegetable dishes. Kurky was good fun to work with. He was a skinny, nerdy looking fellow, and his sense of humour was similar to my own so we talked a lot of shit to pass the time.
It wasn’t too long before we ran into trouble with the grunts over in the shared accommodation. The grunts in our hut were hitting the town after work until the wee hours of the morning. The thin walls of the room did little to dampen the noise of 5 or 6 intoxicated grunts banging and crashing their way into the hut at 2am in the morning. We were tolerant enough at first, but after about a week it began to wear a little thin.
I stuck my head out the door of our room one night and yelled “Hey. Quiet down out there will yaz!” and slammed the door for good measure.
They went quiet for a bit, then one of them piped up “Oh yaz work real hard." followed by sniggering and laughing. 
I shook my head and tried to get back to sleep. A few hours later I woke for the early shift to find our door was jammed shut. The only other exit was via a small window high up over the bed. I scrambled through and dropped to the ground out side then went around inside to see what was blocking the door. The grunts had slid a dead-bolt across on the outside of the door. 
'OK That’s fine you fuckers' I thought. 'Revenge is a dish best served cold.. Literally.'
I went over to the kitchen and got breakfast going with scrambled eggs, baked beans, and bacon cooking for breakfast. Kurky came in around 5.30am to start cooking the pancakes, and put all the continental options out.
“Kurky” I said “What have you got on the menu for veggies today?”
Kurky pulled a notepad from his pocket “Aarrr ..broccoli au gratin, creamed potato, steamed sliced carrots, and minted peas.”
“Ok. Let’s make some changes.” I said “I’m sick of these cunts bashing through like a herd of elephants every morning.”
“Yeh right” Kurkys eyes lit up “What have you got in mind?”
“One choice of vegetable will be more than enough.” I directed “Whole boiled potato with skin on, and make sure they are slightly under-cooked.”
Kurky chuckled “You got it. What are you doing with the meat dishes?”
I grinned “Well they WERE getting 6 meat choices, NOW they’re getting one choice cooked one way.”
Kurky laughed. “Can you do that?”
“I can and I will." I replied.
I went out and found their infantry sergeant, and relayed the whole story about the noisy grunts. He was a tough grisly bastard who looked like he had been in infantry for about 50 years with short cropped hair and an ageing battle scared face. 
“So if you don’t mind Sarg” I requested “They will only have one meat choice, and a single vegetable choice today for lunch. I must warn you, it's not going to have much flavour either. At least, that is my intention."
“Go for it” he said without hesitation. “Someones got to stand up to those bastards."
I had to laugh. The sergeant had been in infantry doing the same things day in, day out, for so long, he was just glad to see something different happening. Even if it was someone messing with his own troops.
I went back to the kitchen and browned off a big pile of diced beef in a huge pot. I boiled it in water only for a few minutes, just long enough to take the blood out of it. Next I thickened it with white flour, then turned it off immediately to ensure the meat stayed tough.
Kurky finished preparing the whole boiled potatos and tipped them into the Bain Marie alongside the stew. Some of them were large and therefore even less cooked than the main, and I could hear them going in “clunk, clunk, BANG, clunk, BANG, clunk, clunk, BANG.”
“Nice work Kurky” I said.
“I always go the extra mile.” he joked
“Extra mediocre, might be a more accurate description for today’s effort champ” I replied
Kurky smiled “Either way, It’s the first time a corporal ever praised me for under-cooked whole boiled potatoes.”
Taking a serious tone I gave Kirky a chance to take off “Mate we gotta stand there and take any shit that comes from this. If you’re not ok with that, you can go out back and clean the kitchen up if you want.”
“No way Blinx” he said. “I wanna see their faces.
So we both stood there as they came in. I gave the stew a stir and thought it reminded me of pale dog shit. No salt or anything either. Just tough beef, flour, and water.
The first few grunts thought it was a joke “What’s this?” They asked.
I folded my arms “Spew Stew.” I said flatly
“Arrrr.. Well how come there’s only one meal choice today?” They asked
“How many choices does your mum give ya?” I replied
They laughed uncertainly, like they thought it was a prank, and maybe the real food was coming out shortly.
“Lads that’s lunch." I explained "Until you blokes learn that we have to get up at 4.00am to cook your breakfast, that’s all there is.”
As they filtered through, and slopped the meaty glue onto their plates, word spread quickly through the ranks about the reason for the crappy lunch. The sergeant eventually filtered through, and gave me a wink. 
“What the fuck is this shit cookie?" he said as he loaded his plate "Are we meant to be eating this, or setting fence posts with it?” He exclaimed very loudly, putting on a show for the troops, drawing laughter, and clearly enjoying the drama.
I ran an eye over the tables and watched their reactions. Many were at the condiments table to try and season it. The sergeant had a bottle of Worcestershire sauce in one hand, and a bottle tomato sauce in the other hand, and he was shaking them both into the stew simultaneously.
“I've gotta.. get some.. flavour.. into… this… fucking stew” I heard him say, as he tried to shake the last few drops from the rapidly depleting sauce bottles. 
At the end of the meal the sarg stood up and addressed the troops “Did you get the message men? Never fuck with the people who fuck with your food.”
A few grunts came to see me directly after the meal. “Who was it?” they said
“I dunno exactly who it was." I replied "We're staying in that hut over there nearest the kitchen.”
He nodded “Rodger that. You won’t have any more problems Corporal. Leave it with us” 
That night we put a really good meal on with 7 meat choices and a nice spread of veggies, rice, salads, and pasta. We never had so many compliments in our life as close to half of the soldiers poked their heads in one by one and thanked us for dinner. They were quiet in the hut after that too.
"Blinx That lunch was the dodgiest meal I ever served. I can't believe we got away with that."
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