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 “If ever the hour of real danger should come to England [the Royal Marines] will be found the Country's Sheet Anchor” - John Jervis, Lord St Vincent, 1802

However outside the hour of real danger Royal has ways of enjoying himself, sometimes at the expense of those without the wit to stand from under. Robert Carr depicts this absolutely hilariously in a pair of novels that set a cracking pace for incident, humour, and a depiction of the Royal Corps at play. An experienced Bootie himself, he has distilled his own experiences by sea and land into what he claims to be fiction. The only thing that makes it difficult to read are the tears of laughter obscuring one’s view of the print. 
If anything the Royals have found their John Winton. I say this because although separate incidents are crammed together and overwritten into farce, those who have served know that farce is never far below the thin ice of Service formality; indeed I sometimes thought that Winton pulled his punches, perhaps thinking nobody would believe him if he related what really happened. If there is to be a third volume Carr can use Rusty B’s eventual return to Portsmouth, with a Marine having to have a sergeant point out to him which of the waving women is the Marine’s wife, and an RM officer (who rose to high rank for he was possessed of much initiative) who had waiting for him not only his UK sweetheart but a girl he had met in Aden (where such are extraordinary scarce), with the result that the former shut herself up, weeping, in a dockyard phone box and refused to come out. 
He had secured a similar result in Malta by inviting, so there should be spares for his friends, six women to a party with each thinking she was the one and only; one shut herself in the ladies’ heads for full due, leaving all the other females somewhat cross-legged.

The book has another sterling value because it is a rare Lower Deck/Other Rank addition to the highest quality of humorous writing about the services, up there with Leslie Thomas’ Virgin Soldiers and Hugh Willis’ The Bosun’s Call, even that utter classic, Jaroslav Hasek‘s The Good Soldier Schweik.

Officers need this stuff to help them ground themselves, although I sometimes thought that Carr has a bit of a chip on his shoulder, and he tends to caricature his Officers by setting up a stereotypical straw man. I knew quite a few RM Officers from this period (the sixties) but I never noticed any with private means - in fact where I did know their origins they were actually far below the rather Household Cavalry types the author projects (the RN likewise). Perhaps Carr was hoodwinked by their putting on an act. Indeed several were the sons and grandsons of Officers and in a family line that is no way to get rich; but in some families that’s what they do, they serve. The Royal Marines themselves have several examples of family tradition in the Lumsdens and so forth. On the other side one OCRM I knew told me he took a commission during the war because he was fed up with humping the whitewashed stones for the Officers’ Mess garden around in his pack. 
Carr does the ‘Wardroom accent’ well though (it’s long gone now though).

The books are really a collection of short stories, putting a ‘fictional’ Commando (focused more particularly on a Troop of talented reprobates) in various different situations in Bickley, aboard the old Bulwark that Royal loved so much, and abroad in various settings. Inside each short story are a number of set pieces, rich currants in a rich duff. As the stories run along anyone who is not themselves RM will learn a very great deal about that organisation’s customs and traditions, for me indeed hugely educational in spite of serving with sea-service Marines (including my pinnaces’ crews) in two cruisers, where of course the OCRM’s major task was to keep the wardroom sofa safe from harm, he having nothing to do after Colours and forty bullocks to do it for him. 

To be fair, SNCOs and the Booties themselves come in for quite a good (but mostly good-natured) slapping as well. So also the RAF in respect of the superiority of the resourcefulness, flexibility and willingness of the FAA when casevac has been needed for wounded marines. 

While the action of the first volume takes place at home (with a side trip to the Netherlands), the second takes Carr’s story abroad, to jungly and sandy places, and on exotic Eastern runs ashore. There are also some quite bitter animadversions on the way he depicts ordinary Marines being treated when not in action - cavalry horses pulling milk floats as Carr puts it - and also relating to the political direction of affairs, particularly in Aden (which, with far less cause, I loathed as deeply and enthusiastically as Carr (‘Nasser good, Nasser good, wanna buy fountain pen?’). In the eventual humiliating scuttle it was Royal who held the ring and was last out.

It is worth remembering that Singapore - a swampy haunt of Bugis pirates - Hong Kong - a tiny fishing village - and Aden would have been nothing if Great Britain, and in the first and last cases the Hon. East India Company, had not started the ball rolling and established an impartial legal system without which business could not flourish. Millions of Chinese, Indians, Malays, Arabs and Somalis have benefited from that and still do - and in Malaysia, very much thanks to Royal (and Jack and Percy and Johnny Gurkha). Isabella Bird in her 1870s The Golden Chersonese relates how the Malay population moved to the Straits Settlements to get away from its native Rajahs. Something, to add to Carr’s always-interesting notes. On native attitudes, religion and customs on which he is clearly a very interesting expert. 
By comparison with himself must of us walked through the field in gloves.

I will forgive the author the odd typo and several spelling mistakes because he has made me laugh so much. He has also been occasionally double-crossed by his spellchecker or possibly his dictation kit (‘envoy’ for convoy’). As a small historical nitpick, the surrender of the mutinous Tanganyika garrison may also have been expedited by a destroyer firing airbursts above its heads. Also, Sir Galahad and Sir Geraint were RFA, not RN.

Recommended for RN, RM and indeed Percy Pongo who may empathise with quite a lot of it; Perce may perhaps come to understand the utter superiority and vast versatility of the giddy harumfrodites. A rare five mushroom heads. 

Royal Marines, On your heads, BOUNCE!

(Austin & Macauley, 2 vols, £9.99 each).
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