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INTRODUCTION
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My wife and I trained as Salvation Army Officers in London between 1974 and 1976. Following our ordination and commissioning, we subsequently worked as Salvation Army Officers between 1976 and 1994. This book is a reflection on our ministry. 

Before I begin the story proper, it would be best for me to give a potted history of the Salvation Army, what it is, how it began and why it still exists. 

The Salvation Army is a denomination (or branch) of Christianity. The Christian church has four main divisions, Roman Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy, Oriental Orthodoxy, and numerous other Protestant denominations formed during and after the Protestant Reformation. 

The Salvation Army sits firmly within the Protestant tradition alongside Methodism, Baptists, Pentecostals, Lutherans, Presbyterians and many of the other Western Protestant denominations that separated from Roman Catholicism. 

Protestant churches are usually defined by three founding principles. 

Firstly, that justification is by faith alone (and not by good works).

Secondly, that the Bible alone is the highest authority in matters of faith and morals (rather than any human leader, or any other oral or written tradition).

Thirdly, that direct access is available to God through prayer for every individual (rather than only being available via someone like a priest).

The founders of the Salvation Army did not set out to create another denomination. In 1865 a collection of Christian ministers formed a loose organisation called the East London Christian Revival Union. Large numbers of people were not attending any churches, so the Christian ministers decided to take the church to the people and they held services in tents, stables, music halls and theatres, in public houses or wherever they found crowds congregating in East London. More often than not, they preached in the street. 

The original preachers were from many different protestant denominations all working together, and the intention was to encourage new converts to attend nearby churches. 

In practice, existing church goers did not make the new converts welcome, so the converts kept returning to the music hall or street meetings where they felt most comfortable. In any event, along with changes in name, the ‘East London Christian Revival Union’ continued to grow as it morphed into the ‘East London Christian Mission’, the ‘Christian Mission’ and ultimately into ‘The Salvation Army’.

William Booth, a Methodist Minister, had initially been invited as a guest preacher, but his preaching and organisational skills were such that he soon became the organisation’s General Secretary (or General for short). 

In 1878 he was dictating a letter in which he described those involved in the work as a ‘Volunteer Army’ but he quickly substituted the word ‘Salvation’ for the word ‘Volunteer’, and the ‘Salvation Army’ was born as an army of evangelists. 

During the 1880s, the Salvation Army gradually used more military terms. The General remained in overall command. Volunteers wore uniforms and called themselves soldiers, they called its mission halls corps or citadels, and ministers became officers with various ranks. The number of ranks has changed during the years, but has included cadets, lieutenants, ensigns, envoy’s, captains, majors, brigadiers, lieutenant colonels, colonels, commissioners, and the General. The homes of officers became known as quarters.

Militarisation continued with flags and banners, marching and bands, and a military style uniform, all of which helped attract non-church goers to a new style of church service.

From the beginning, the Salvation Army was also engaged in social work. It felt the best way of helping people escape from poverty, drunkenness or prostitution, was a dual approach of Christian conversion matched with practical help and support.

Having explained what the Salvation Army is and how it began, leads me to the question of why it still exists. 

The Salvation Army began as a purely evangelistic organisation. The expectation was for converts to attend one of the mainstream denominations, but when converts kept returning to Salvation Army meetings without attending anywhere else, the Salvation Army gave longer term pastoral support. Early members of the Salvation Army also found an enormous amount of poverty among the London population of the 1800s, leading to the provision of practical social work alongside the evangelism and pastoral support. 

These three facets, evangelism, social work and pastoral ministry, have remained the Salvation Army’s reason for being throughout its existence. 

Whether there is still a need for it to fulfil those three functions in the twenty-first century is a question about which readers will have to make up their own mind. There are many denominations which are now equally, if not more, evangelistic; there are many other religious and secular organisations conducting equally valuable social work; and there are many other denominations to which someone can turn for pastoral support. 

Many readers will know the Salvation Army has an outward reaching newspaper called the War Cry. Fewer readers will know the Salvation Army also has an internal newspaper called the Salvationist. In the UK edition of the Salvationist dated 17 February 1996, Lieutenant-Colonel Malcolm Bale challenged salvationists with the following question.

‘What specific spiritual gifts and what distinctive functional role can be identified which will justify the Army’s continual existence as a separate entity within the church in the 1900s? We must be wary of laying claim to some of the things we have always thought made us distinctive - our informal style of worship, our open-air witness and pub-booming, our uniform wearing, our doorstep evangelism - for, in many of these areas, we have either been overtaken by others or have lost the edge we once had.’

The Salvation Army is small in numerical terms. In January 2019 it had a worldwide membership of only 1,212,181 and a worldwide officer corps of 26,753 scattered through 131 countries in which it works. However, it has always punched above its weight and accomplished more than the numbers would suggest. Worldwide, in the same year, it ran 30 general hospitals, 29 maternity hospitals, 214 residential addiction units, 160 homes for the elderly, 43 mother and baby units, 495 hostels for the homeless, and 114 refuge centres. Add to this the 661 community day care centres, 121 non-residential addiction units, 52 mobile units for members of the armed forces, 77 disaster rehabilitation schemes, 234,000 annual prisoner visits, and untold social and welfare work undertaken daily by officers and soldiers. 

***
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So much for the history and current state of the Salvation Army, but what of my place within it?

My wife, Linda, was brought up by a Salvation Army family, was a childhood member, became an adult member and regularly attended the Salvation Army at Atherton, just a few miles outside Manchester in the U.K. 

When Linda was sixteen, the two female Salvation Army Officers at Atherton received orders sending them to work in pre-Gaddafi Libya on what the Army then called Red Shield work. Officers working for the Red Shield department of the U.K. Salvation Army provided welfare services to members of the British armed forces, and the officers from Atherton were ordered to take charge of a canteen for servicemen in Tobruk, on the North Libyan coast. Linda asked if she could accompany them and work with them, and she left home at sixteen years of age and accompanied them to Tobruk.

I left home at fifteen and joined the Royal Air Force as a Boy Entrant, as you could in those days. After eighteen months’ training as an RAF medic, just aged seventeen, I became a Senior Aircraftman and was sent to work at an RAF hospital near Lincoln for two years. I spent a third of the time nursing on a surgical ward, another third nursing on a medical ward, and the final third doing reception and administration duties in the hospital’s ear, nose and outpatient clinic. 

After two years, when I was just nineteen, the Air Force posted me to RAF El-Adem, an airfield in the North African desert about twenty miles due south of Tobruk, as part of a small team running a medical centre which provided support to two-thousand servicemen.

My duties rotated, and I was sometimes responsible for dispensing drugs from the dispensary, sometimes responsible for taking and developing x-rays, sometimes responsible for providing emergency paramedic services in the medical centre’s ambulance, and sometimes responsible for looking after patients in the small ward or administering patients waited to see one the doctor.

Whilst stationed there I met Linda, who was also nineteen. By then, she had been working in Tobruk for the past three years. We met, fell in love, and when we were twenty, we married in the Tobruk Garrison Church.

I joined the police after leaving the air force, serving as a police constable in Ashton-under-Lyne and Mossley (which are now within Greater Manchester). Later, after buying our first home in Shaw, I transferred to the nearby Oldham police station. 

Several years and two children later, in 1974, we sold our home and entered the William Booth Memorial Training College at Denmark Hill, London, to undertake residential training to become Salvation Army Officers. Our two children, our daughter aged 6 and our son aged 3, lived with us in a two bedroomed flat within the college grounds during our two year residential course.
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TRAINING
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In the 1970’s Salvation Army Officers received five years training. A two year residential course sandwiched between a one year pre-college correspondence course, and a two-year post-college correspondence course. The William Booth Memorial Training College for UK officer cadets was, and still is, in Camberwell, South London.

The Salvation Army gives a name to each session of cadets and they called the 1974-1976 session ‘Overcomers’. This was partly because they expected us to overcome any obstacles in our way, and partly as a tribute to a similarly named session of cadets commissioned fifty years previously. 

I have dedicated this book to the near one-hundred cadets who completed the course and who the Salvation army commissioned as officers in 1976.

The residential college course was full-time and then some. They scheduled the syllabus morning, afternoon and evening for six-and-a-half days a week. Occasionally we got an entire day off instead of half a day, but just as often we studied seven days a week with no day off at all.

The college accommodation was divided into four distinct sections, each having its own accommodation block. Single women, single men, married couples, and married couples with children. About half the session were married, and the two groups of married cadets were given different names. The group of married cadets without children were called the ‘single married’ group, and those with children were called the ‘married married’ group. To this day I still find it amusing there were single married cadets and married married ones.

The remaining half, the single men and single women, were not allowed in one another’s accommodation under any circumstances!

Linda and I were one of the youngest couples with children, most couples being a lot older. The Salvation Army accepted cadets from the age of eighteen, so many single cadets were younger, and easier to coerce into the disciplines of college life. 

The vast majority of married couples with children were older, with a wider experience of life and with a wider range of occupations. Many were former nurses, doctors, teachers, engineers, police officers, accountants, and other professionals who were used to being treated as responsible adults. 

One male cadet was a mature former head teacher. His teenage son could come and go as he pleased because he wasn’t a student, and sometimes arrived back at the college in the early hours of the morning after a night out in London. Meanwhile, his parents, a mature middle-aged former head teacher and his wife, were subject to the 10:00pm curfew all students had to abide to, and they would be disciplined if they were five minutes late.

It will probably not surprise you the strict military style college discipline did not go down too well with the older married group with children and they quickly developed a rebellious streak.

The first evidence of this appeared in relation to televisions. This was long before the days of mobile phones and internet. Children had to be entertained and kept quiet whilst their parents were studying, and many of the couples with children had brought portable TVs into college for that purpose. The college authorities decided they couldn’t trust the parents not to join their children watching TV whilst they should be studying in an evening, and they dispatched staff to each room to demand the occupiers hand over their TVs for safe keeping. The college planned to place the TV’s in a store for the two-year duration of the course and only return them at the end.

The TVs were reluctantly being handed over and taken away when one cadet with more gumption than the rest asked the staff member collecting the TV to sign a paper stating the college would be responsible for any theft or damage that may occur over the two-year period. Other cadets soon cottoned on, demanding the same reassurance, and asking if the college insurance covered the TVs. It subsequently transpired the college insurance only covered college property, and did not cover personal items belonging to cadets, and two days later, they returned all TVs to their respective owners.

For three months in the summer cadets left college to get work experience on various placements, and Linda and I were sent to work at Spa Road Hostel in Bermondsey, London. 

It’s worth giving background information at this point about the state of U.K. mental health services and social work almost fifty years ago. It would be wrong to judge things by today’s standards as things were completely different.

Mental health services were at the start of what became known as care in the community. Large mental hospitals, often housing thousands of patients, were closing down and being replaced by smaller psychiatric units attached to general hospitals. Long-term institutionalised patients were being discharged into the community, often to inadequate care, and many of those former patients struggled to cope with the change.

Similar changes were occurring within residential social work. Hostels large enough to house hundreds of homeless people at a time, and which had sometimes only provided basic accommodation and sustenance, were being phased out and replaced by smaller units offering accommodation with rehabilitation or training. The large number of homeless people had not disappeared, and the large number of people being discharged from mental hospitals had added to their number.

To give you some idea of the scale of the problem, studies of hostel populations at the time indicate over half of all residents were suffering from a mental disorder, with schizophrenia being the most common single diagnosis

The Salvation Army, like everyone else undertaking social work at the time, was adapting to the change. Some existing hostels were converted warehouses, suitable for housing hundreds of homeless people in dormitory style accommodation, but unsuitable for the new style of social work in which fewer residents were offered more intensive help and rehabilitation. 

New purpose-built premises began complementing existing hostels, but during this period some existing hostels could more easily be adapted than others. 

I mention this now because the struggles were real, and each Salvation Army hostel had its own unique problem. Spa Road hostel, for example, had several floors of dormitory style accommodation housing one hundred men in each dormitory. To ease those men back into society they needed a room of their own. The Salvation Army converted one of the dormitory floors into single rooms, with each resident having their own key, but that meant the floor space that had formerly accommodated one-hundred homeless men now only accommodated thirty.

Spa Road Hostel was a former warehouse at 122 Spa Road when it reopened as a typical Victorian hostel in 1896. An extension was added in 1911 when it was reclassified as an ‘elevator’, a hostel designed to ‘elevate’ men out of their poverty. 

Men were used to recycle household waste, and in particular paper waste, and in 1911 six-hundred men were employed there. Mindful that alcohol had been the cause of many of the men’s poverty, and in an attempt to get them used to handling money without squandering it on drink, payment was graduated. 

The first week, they worked in exchange for free board and lodging. The second week, they received board and lodging and sixpence, and their wage increased incrementally until they earned board and lodging and nine-shillings a week. 

Spa Road had continued to adapt through the years, and was better placed than most to adapt to the new style of social work. Two floors in the main building had been left as dormitories, and one floor converted to smaller independent rooms. Separate from the main building there was a section for homeless pensioners, and a separate warehouse area providing employment and training.

The hostel possessed two furniture vans and carried out house clearances in the local area, and the warehouse area was used to re-create saleable goods from any rubbish collected. For example, it was sometimes possible to use one broken radio as spares for another, or to make one useable wardrobe out of two broken ones. This gave the hostel men something to do during the day, gave them some measure of training under the supervision of carpenters or electricians, and also got them used to working. 

Despite the age of the building, the work undertaken was cutting edge at that time. Homeless men came off the street into the dormitory accommodation. Over time, they progressed into one of the individual rooms and were employed in the warehouse, and they were eventually helped to find work and more permanent accommodation outside the hostel.

Having spent three months helping people in such dire need, the return to college only highlighted the pettiness of some college rules and regulations.

The college had a rule about beards, and that rule was about to cause a stand-off between some students and the college authorities. The authorities thought a partly grown beard looked untidy for cadets in uniform, so they decided cadets entering college with a beard could keep them, but cadets entering college clean shaven had to remain clean shaven ‘whilst attending college’. 

This must have appeared reasonable to those making the rule, but to some more mature students the words ‘whilst attending college’ were open to interpretation. 

Cadets got two week’s annual holiday a year, which they had to take during their three-month summer placement. Several cadets grew beards during their holidays and by the time they returned to college at the end of their placements they had fully formed and fully trimmed beards. The cadets had grown the beards whilst on holiday or whilst on placement, and none of them believed they had grown the beards whilst attending college.

Discipline is a vital requirement in any army, and in that respect the Salvation Army was no different to any other. The college authorities treated the growing of beards as a disciplinary matter. The cadets had disobeyed the rules. The beards had to go. 

We’re talking here about mature students, many of whom held highly responsible jobs prior to entering college, and all of whom were studying Salvation Army history as part of their studies. They knew the founder of the Salvation Army, William Booth, had a long and rather scruffy beard, and pictures of early day male Salvation Army officers showed most of them with similar beards.

College authorities kept insisting cadets who had grown beards since first arriving in college should shave them off, but the cadets kept refusing.

Every Monday morning all cadets, and all members of staff, met for an act of communal worship in a large hall containing an appropriately large bust of William Booth, complete with flowing beard. The students sat in the body of the hall facing a large stage area on which all the staff members, from the principal down, sat facing all the cadets. The bust of William Booth, behind the cadets, was visible to every member of staff, and the cadets had augmented Booths beard with a large wad of cotton wool.

The cotton wool beard seemed to sum up the ridiculousness of the current impasse, but ridiculous or not, the principal decided enough was enough. The college authorities summonsed each individual cadet with a new beard and gave them the choice of shaving the beard off or leaving college. All students involved were forced to eventually back down and shave their beards off.

Whilst at college we usually worked six and a half days a week, sometimes, but not always, getting Saturday afternoon off. 

All the door handles and window catches throughout the college were brass, and almost all the floors were red tiles or polished wood. Cadets had to clean every part of the college on Saturday mornings before they could take the afternoon off, and this mainly involved cleaning brasses or polishing floors. The college said sharing menial cleaning tasks kept us humble and brought us closer to God, but most cadets believed the primary reason was so the college didn’t have to employ any cleaners.

Some Sundays involved taking services at various Salvation Army corps throughout London, several of them extremely small. I remember preparing a sermon I was to give one Sunday morning at Brixton Salvation Army, but when Linda and I arrived, there was no congregation. 

The only people in attendance were the Commanding Officer and his wife, and Linda and myself. The four of us huddled round in a small circle and I was hastily re-writing my sermon in my head as we sang a hymn, prayed, and read the bible together. We had struggled through half an hour of what is usually an hour long service when someone walked in.

"I hope it’s OK to come in," the middle-aged man said. "I usually catch the bus to the Methodist church, but I missed the bus this morning. They don’t like people going in late, but I knew you wouldn’t mind. Hope that’s OK?"

"That’s fine," replied the officer. "We don’t mind how late you are, you are always most welcome here." He drew up another seat to enlarge the circle. "Come in. Take a seat."

The man entered, delighted by his welcome, and as the officer sat down the man took his seat with the rest of us.

As soon as the man had sat down, the officer jumped up again. "Now we’ll take up the offering," he said, and promptly passed round the collection plate.

I subsequently preached my sermon to what was essentially a congregation of one, and although I didn’t know it at the time, it would be good experience. It would not be the last time a single person made up my entire congregation.

The college studies comprised bible study, ethics, church history, homiletics (sermon preparation and preaching) counselling, book-keeping, evangelism and social work (not to mention brass cleaning and how to administer polish to floor tiles). 

The main focus was on teaching us to be evangelists, and as a practical part of our training they took us to Hyde Park Corner (Speaker’s Corner) where there was a long tradition of individuals being able to talk about anything as long as you didn’t use any amplification. It was the ideal place in which to practice voice projection by speaking to the sizeable crowds that gathered every Sunday morning. 

A fair proportion of the crowd were regular attenders, had heard it all before, and had perfected the art of heckling. It was a superb place to learn how to speak above a constant background noise and constant heckling, and it was a great place to learn how to think on your feet. 

Speaking at Speaker’s Corner could be difficult, but it was easy compared to our periodic visits to London’s Soho red-light area during the last few hours of a Saturday night and the first few hours of the following morning.

The narrow pedestrianised streets were usually packed with people, and suddenly arriving outside a strip-club and preaching to anyone who would stop and listen was not entirely without risk. My previous practice of being able to speak louder than the background noise and of responding to heckling came in useful.

Soho’s Raymond’s Revue Bar described itself as the world centre of erotic entertainment. At that time, it was the only venue in London offering on-stage full frontal nudity of the sort seen on the continent. A group of us pitched up directly outside to proclaim the virtues of Christianity and to persuade potential customers to go elsewhere. 

The owner, Paul Raymond, came out to see what all the commotion was about, and I spent about ten minutes talking to him. I invited him to join me and become a Christian, but he declined the invitation. He invited me to join him and become a customer of his review bar, but I declined his invitation. Honours were probably about even.

As a further part of our training, and to get us used to speaking to strangers about our faith, my training officer took me to a street in South London I’d never been to before. He told me to select a door at random and knock on it. If a non-Christian opened the door, I was expected to talk to them about Christianity. My training officer accompanied me to the first door, and I duly knocked on it in fear and trepidation, forlornly hoping there was nobody in. My hopes were dashed by the eventual appearance of an elderly lady who opened the door.

"Hello,” I said. “I’m from the Salvation Army, and we are in this area today telling people about Jesus Christ, and answering any questions you may have about Christianity. Can you spare me a few minutes to talk to me about your religious faith?"

Much to my amazement the conversation, although short, went much better than I’d feared. The lady attended a local church and was an active Christian. We spent quite a few minutes chatting about our respective faiths, and as we walked away, my tutor gave his feed-back.

"What you said was fine,” he said, “but your voice is very deep. If you could just raise the tone of your voice a little, it would make it easier for people to listen to you.”

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll try to raise my voice next time.”

We duly made our way to the next house, and when I knocked on the door a middle aged lady opened it.

"Hello. I’m from the ... ha, ha, ha."

In an effort to raise my voice an octave or two, I’d seriously overdone things. I sounded like Mickey Mouse on speed. "Hello. I’m from the ...," was as far as I got before collapsing in a fit of giggles. 

My tutor took one look at me, and couldn’t prevent himself from also laughing. We both stood at the door, neither of us able to speak, and both of us almost wetting ourselves with laughter. The woman stood there for a few minutes wondering who the fools were that were at her door, and wondering what on earth was going on. Eventually, she just closed the door on us. That made us even worse. We must have spent a good three or four minutes curled up with laughter before being able to move away from her front door.

"I think, from now on, just speak in your natural voice," my tutor said. "Just be natural." 

The problem was, naturally, I had an almost uncontrollable sense of humour that would continuously get me into trouble.

***
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There are two distinct parts to the ordination of Salvation Army Officers, a private dedication service followed a few days later by a public ceremony. 

The private dedication takes the form of a day of prayer at the end of which there is the signing of a personal covenant between the cadet and God made in the presence of all their fellow cadets, college staff, and national and international leaders. The words of the covenant were as follows:

CALLED BY GOD to proclaim the Gospel of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ as an officer of The Salvation Army I bind myself to him in this solemn covenant to love and serve him supremely all my days, to live to win souls and make their salvation the first purpose of my life, to care for the poor, feed the hungry, clothe the naked, love the unlovable, and befriend those who have no friends, to maintain the doctrines and principles of The Salvation Army, and, by God’s grace to prove myself a worthy officer.

Ninety-five of us signed our personal covenant at the end of our residential training, following which we were all looking forward to the public ceremony a few days later in which we would be publicly ordained, receive our commissions as Salvation Army Officers, and be appointed to various places all over the world.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

GLASGOW HOSTEL
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The Salvation Army had two distinct types of officer, corps officers, who work in a corps (church) similar to a minister of any other religion; and social work officers, who also work as social workers much as some nuns or priests do within other denominations. 

At a service held in a packed Royal Albert Hall in London in May 1976 a Salvation Army leader commissioned Linda and I with the words, "I ordain you, and commission you as Lieutenants in The Salvation Army. You are appointed as the assistant manager of Saint Andrew’s House Salvation Army Social Services Centre, in Glasgow."

Others were commissioned to work in various parts of the UK, or sent overseas to work as nurses, teachers, engineers, etc. in more needy parts of the world.

Glasgow Salvation Army hostel was situated at 102 London Road, Glasgow. A four-storey building opened in 1906 housing 370 men. 263 of those were housed in large dormitories, with a further 107 housed in a dormitory partitioned off into individual rooms.

One of the strange anomalies of the Salvation Army involved the place of women within it. A single woman was considered the equal of a single man, and women could hold every rank up to and including General. The Salvation Army had led the way in equality of service by appointing its first female General in 1934. Two more women have become General since, one in 1986 and another in 2011.

Given the equality between single women and single men, you would expect there to have been similar equality for married women, but that was not the case.

As soon as a woman officer married, her status changed. If she married someone who was not an officer, then she had to resign her officership. If she married an officer, she took the same rank as her husband (so a woman colonel who married a lieutenant automatically became a lieutenant, and a woman lieutenant who married a colonel automatically became a colonel). With corps officers of the same rank, the man always became the commanding officer, and his wife always became the assistant commanding officer.

The Salvation Army social services had different rules. Linda and I had completed exactly the same social work course, the same content and the same exams, and we had both been commissioned as social worker lieutenants. There the similarities ended. 

The Salvation Army appointed me to be the assistant manager of the hostel. Until I arrived at the hostel, a married couple had managed it. The husband had been the manager, and his wife had assisted him. Now I was the assistant manager what position did his wife have? Your guess is as good as mine. I never found out. I never found out what position Linda held either, other than an undefined "Her job is to support you.”

We took that at face value at first. It was my job to assist the Manager, and it was Linda’s job to assist me. That’s how we tried to work. If I was scheduled to be on duty in an evening, sometimes I would do that duty whilst Linda looked after the children, and sometimes Linda would do the duty whilst I looked after the children.

That didn’t last long! 

We were told in no uncertain terms my duties were my duties, and it was Linda’s job to support me, but not to help me. I pointed out the word help is a synonym of the word support, but my argument was not accepted.

We tried to share things as much as we could despite the opposition, and in many ways Linda was better at social work than I was. Glasgow had a macho image and a culture of gangs and heavy drinking. The men in the hostel could often be a bit of a handful, but Linda could handle them far better than I could. 

Most of the men living in the hostel had a drink problem of one sort or another, so it was a strict rule within the hostel that alcoholic drinks were not allowed to be brought into the premises. Whenever I stopped someone entering whilst they were carrying a bottle, my action was construed as a challenge to their masculinity, but if Linda stopped someone, it was okay. A drunken man would hand their bottle to Linda without argument if she asked for it, but they were more likely to attack me with the bottle if I asked in the same way.

We arrived in Glasgow by train and the hostel manager picked us up at the station. His very first words to us made us feel far from welcome. 

"I don’t know why they’ve sent you, I didn’t ask for an assistant and I don’t need your help." 

This unwelcome beginning may well have been because of the ambiguity my arrival brought. My arrival as the assistant manager had immediately changed his wife’s position. Her job, like Linda’s, was now vague. The manager’s wife was no longer the assistant manager, but she was still the assistant to the manager and expected to help the manager complete his management duties. I was the assistant manager, not Linda, but Linda was the assistant to the assistant manager and expected to help me with any assistant manager duties. Clear as mud!

The second person we met in Glasgow was the Divisional Officer, the person in charge of all the Salvation Army’s social work in and around Glasgow. He showed us around our flat. 

Salvation Army officers have little that they call their own. Not only are they supplied with furnished accommodation, but everything else is supplied too. Cutlery, crockery, bedding; if it’s needed, the Salvation Army supplied it. Our accommodation was a flat inside the hostel itself, with a door up a few steps from the hostel’s main door. 

Manager’s accommodation in a hostel was always far away from the front door and far away from any potential noise or trouble. Assistant manager’s flats were always closest to the front door, and closest to any expected trouble. 

The Divisional Officer showed us around the flat, making a big thing about how much money it had cost the Salvation Army to furnish it. He told us in no uncertain terms we had to take good care of everything, and he gave special mention to a new large mirrored double wardrobe in our bedroom. He had purchased it especially for us earlier that week, and he went on about it for some considerable time, telling us how expensive it had been and making us promise we would look after it properly.

When he eventually left we unpacked our cases and hung several items on the front door of the wardrobe. Suddenly there was a crash as the wardrobe fell forwards under the weight of the clothes and the mirror shattered into many pieces. We could hardly admit to damaging the wardrobe within minutes of having it placed so solemnly in our charge, so we spent most of our first day in Glasgow running all over the city trying to find a replacement mirror the same size as the broken one, and then running round again to find someone who could drill screw holes into it to match the originals.

Our inauspicious start was to continue into the first night, and into the following day.

Our first night in Glasgow was memorable for all the wrong reasons. We had not been asleep for long before a loud scratching sound coming from the wall nearest the bed woke us up. I lay in bed facing the wall about two feet in front of me, trying to work out where the noise was coming from before concluding there was a rat gnawing away at the wall level with my face. 

I tapped the wall, and the noise stopped. After half-an-hour, and just as I had dropped off to sleep again, the noise began again. I tapped the wall and the noise stopped, but this time it started again less than half-an-hour later. So it continued, the rat gnawing away at the wall from one side, and me tapping the wall from the other side. The rat knew it was safe behind the plasterwork, and the length of time it stopped when I tapped the wall became shorter and shorter. 

Eventually, the rat completely ignored me and carried on, regardless of how much I banged on the wall. Linda and I spent almost the whole night wide awake in the knowledge there was an extremely active rat only a few feet away from us, separated by plaster work we imagined getting thinner by the minute. The rat was manifestly less afraid of us than we were of it.

After a less than welcome first day, and a sleepless first night, our second day at Glasgow hostel was not much better. We moved to Glasgow from London, where both our children had been going to school whilst we were in college. The head teacher in London had given us strict instructions about what to do when we arrived in Glasgow. He told us the Education Act gave us the right to choose from two local schools. He advised us to phone the local education department when we arrived in Glasgow and to ask for the name of at least two schools. His final warning was for us not to get fobbed off, and to insist on getting the names of two schools and checking them out to see which was the best.

I thought that was good advice, so on our second day in Glasgow I duly phoned the education department and asked for the names of two schools.

"Catholic or protestant? " said the man who answered the phone.

"Pardon?"

"Catholic or Protestant?" 

"Well, I’m a protestant, but what’s that got to do with it?"

"St James’s Primary school."

"What’s that?" I asked 

"That’s your school. St James’s Primary School."

"And what’s the other one?" I asked.

"What other one?"

"The other school. I asked about two schools."

"No, there’s not two. St James’s is your school."

"I thought I had a choice of two. That’s the law, isn’t it?"

"That’s right. You have a choice of two. That’s the choice, Catholic or Protestant. You chose Protestant. That’s St James’s."

It was dawning on me where Glasgow’s reputation for sectarianism and gang culture came from.

The second problem about school was the age of our son. He had been going to school for the past year in England but children started school later in Scotland and they informed me he couldn’t attend until the following year. I argued the toss. There was no way I wanted to tell my son, who had been going to school for the past year, he was suddenly too young to attend. 

The school eventually relented, but to this day I’m not sure that was the right decision. He was the youngest pupil by a long way, and the school in Glasgow bore little resemblance to the one he’d been attending in London. One of the major differences was the lack of a dinner hour. The area in which the Glasgow school was located was so rough the school only had a twenty minutes break at lunchtime. The teachers couldn’t cope with the children playing out longer and got them back in the classrooms as quickly as possible.

The rat! I was determined to prevent it stopping me from sleeping a second night. I got a hammer, punched a large hole in the bedroom wall, and put a load of rat poison into the hole. We’d arrived with some of our personal effects in a tea-chest, so I enlarged the hole to a similar size as the tea-chest lid, fastened it to the wall, and covered it with plaster and paint till you couldn’t see the join. Actually, you could see the join but it was preferable to seeing the rat. 

So much for looking after the flat! The first day we’d broken the mirror, the second day I’d taken half the plaster off the wall. Did I mention the lid of the tea-chest had my name painted on it just in case it had got lost in transit? Not only had I ruined the wall, I’d left incriminating evidence that would lead future decorators straight to the culprit. Still, that rat never bothered us again. Other rats did. The whole place was riddled with them and it was a constant battle to keep them in check, but they never again gave us a sleepless night.

Having registered the children at school, and having dealt with the rat, our next task was to register with a doctor. That also proved difficult. The National Health Service is ever evolving, so I don’t know if this holds true now, but I suspect it does. Back then you had the right to seek registration with any doctor, and most people when they moved to a new area took their medical card to their new surgery and registered without any problem. The reverse was probably less well known. Whilst you had the legal right to request registration with any doctor, the doctor also had a right to refuse your registration.

For most people this wasn’t an issue, and doctors accepted new patients who moved into their area. 

In Glasgow there was a problem. 

During the whole time we lived in Glasgow there were no doctors who would accept a new patient if they gave the hostel as their address. None of the hostel men, nor any of the officers living in the hostel, had a general practitioner. All those that tried to register with one had been refused, including Linda and me. 

The hostel men would have been completely without  medical practice cover were it not for a brilliant public spirited consultant surgeon from the local hospital. He had heard about the plight of the hostel men, and gave up his free time to visit the hostel once a week to conduct a surgery.

The fact no doctor would allow anyone from the hostel to register with them was not without reason. Many of the men only stayed for a short period of time before moving on. Doctors had accepted registrations from men in the past, and had completed all the bureaucratic administration required, only for the patient to move on a few days later. 

Most of the men in the hostel were there because of a drink problem which usually started with regular drinking and regular hang-overs resulting in poor work performance, poor timekeeping, or arriving at work whilst still intoxicated. 

Usually, the escalation in drinking had led to them losing their job, causing an inability to pay their mortgage or rent, and putting a strain on any marriage. The inevitable consequences of their alcoholism resulted in the man having no job, no wife, no family, and no home.

When I first talked to the men in the hostel, without exception they would claim to have started drinking because they lost their job, or lost their wife, or lost their home. It was only later, once they got to know me, they admitted things had happened the opposite way around. They lost their job, or wife, or home, or all three because of drink. 

They liked to delude themselves they drank because of the situation they found themselves in, but the truth was almost always that excessive drinking had come first, not afterwards. In most cases it was the cause, not the consequence, of their problems. 

Most people drink alcohol, and for most people alcohol doesn’t cause any problems whatsoever. However, for a minority of drinkers alcohol becomes addictive, and by the time they realise they have an addiction it is too late. 

Nobody who takes their first drink takes it with the intention of becoming addicted, and the vast majority of drinkers don’t become addicted. Those who do, find themselves suffering from an illness which destroys their lives, and from which they cannot escape without substantial help and support.

In a city where real men always drank, heavy drinking was part of the culture. The three things that seemed to pervade Glasgow whilst we were there, were drink, gangs and religion. At that time the residents of the city were divided by religion in a similar way in which Northern Island was divided, into Catholic and Protestant areas. Almost everyone I met in the hostel also claimed to be in a gang, and almost all men were expected to be heavy drinkers. 

Of course it is always dangerous to stereotype people and there were those who didn’t fit the stereotype, but the underlying culture was certainly determined by religion, gangs, and alcohol.

In the hostel there were fights between the men on almost a daily basis, and I was chased several times by men waving bottles about, sometimes whole and sometimes smashed. If it wasn’t a bottle, it would be a chair from the dining room, picked up and hurled towards my head. "You’re dead Jimmy," was a cry I heard several times a week. 

If someone tried to come into the hostel who was obviously aggressively drunk, they’d be told to come back when they were sober, but that would be like a red rag to a bull. "You calling me drunk? You don’t know who I am. I’m in a gang. I’m going to knife you. You’re dead Jimmy."

"Nevertheless, you’re not coming in. Go for a walk round the block for an hour or two and come back when you’ve sobered up."

I was always going to be killed by someone’s gang. They were always going to get me. I was always going to be knifed, and I was always called "Jimmy."

The following day the same man would come back completely sober and deeply apologetic, and everything would be forgotten.

That’s one of the things I really liked about drunken Glaswegians. It didn’t matter if they’d argued with you for an hour or more the day before; it was all forgotten the day after. It didn’t matter how physically or verbally violent it had been, there were never any grudges. It was simply forgotten. 

Then a week or so later they would get some more money, get violently drunk and the circus would begin again. Their behaviour would be such that they would have to be refused admission, or have to be ejected. They would sometimes stand in the doorway for several hours, pushing and shoving to try and get in, and threatening to knife me or get their gang on me.

The following day they would return and be all apologetic until the next time. It was the circle of Glaswegian hostel life.

The first time I worked into the late evening I was given an education in Glaswegian English. English spoken with a lilting Scottish accent has a lovely ring to it, but English spoken by a Glaswegian is immediately identifiable as something unique. A drunken Glaswegian is almost incomprehensible, and you can usually spot a Glaswegian the moment they open their mouth. I sat in my office immediately inside the front door of the hostel when a man came in I had never seen before.

"I’m a night watchman down the road and I’ve come to work without a piece. Can you give me a piece?"

"Pardon!"

"I’m a night watchman down the road and my wife usually makes me a piece, but I forgot it, so I’ve come in here for one. Can I get a piece?"

"A piece of what?" I asked.

"A piece. I need a piece."

"But a piece of what?"

"I need a piece." He appeared to be losing his temper because of my inability to understand what a ‘piece’ was.

"A piece of what? If I’ve got a piece, you can have one, but I don’t know what you want a piece of."

"A piece. I’m a night watchman down the road and I’ve come to work without a piece. I just need a piece."

The conversation went round in circles for several minutes, with the man getting angrier and angrier, and with me getting more and more confused. 

For anyone not from Glasgow, I ought to explain that a ‘piece’ is a ‘sandwich’, although like most people from outside of Glasgow I’d never come across the term until then. He had lived in Glasgow all his life and only ever called a ‘sandwich’ a ‘piece’. It was the only word he knew. A ‘piece’ was what it was called. I’d always called a ‘sandwich’ a ‘sandwich’,  or a ‘buttie’, but never a ‘piece’. He didn’t know how to express himself to me any other way, and for quite a while I didn’t know what on earth he was talking about.

We finally worked out our communication problem. I made him a ‘piece’ and sent him happily on his way after having increased my vocabulary.
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"Can you have a look at Jimmy; I think he’s got a problem?" (Not his actual name).

Jimmy had arrived at the Glasgow Salvation Army hostel for homeless men a couple of days before, but I’d been off both those days and I was just catching up on the new residents. 

I found him sitting in a chair, staring straight ahead, if staring was the right word, for Jimmy was completely blind. It wasn’t the blindness that was the problem; it was the rest of him. He was covered in sores and continuously scratching.

"Hello, Jimmy," I said. "I understand you’ve got a problem."

"Yes. It’s my eczema. It’s getting worse, and it really itches."

He spoke quietly, and I’d drawn closer to listen. I soon pulled back as I saw his clothes were crawling with lice.

"I’ve got just the thing for eczema," I said. "It’s a lotion you add to bath water. It’s really good. It’ll soon have you sorted as good as new."

I persuaded Jimmy that a bath would help stop his itching, and I led him at arm’s length to the bathroom and ran the bath as he got undressed. I gingerly placed all his clothes into a black bag as he dropped them on the floor, and soon he was only wearing his socks. He seemed reluctant to take them off, and I shared his reluctance as I saw the state of them. The bottom of his legs were black with scabs. Blood had dried into his socks and they were as stiff as cardboard. It was difficult to tell where his legs stopped and his socks began.

"When did you last change your socks?" I asked.

“Last time I had a bath.”

“How long ago was that?”

This time he had to think about the answer. "About six months ago," he said eventually.

"Tell you what. Why don’t you leave your socks on for now? We’ll take them off once you’ve been in the bath for a while." He agreed and gingerly stepped into the bath and sat down.

I left him for a while, and used anti-lice powder to fumigate the bag full of his old clothes before collecting fresh clothes from our emergency store. Placing a broom handle in the centre of his bed to create a wigwam, I sprayed anti-lice powder inside before turning my attention to his wardrobe. All his clothes were crawling with lice, so I gave them a good dusting before closing and locking the wardrobe door.

By the time I returned to Jimmy, the water had time to soak into his socks. I pulled at them gingerly, but as I pulled, his skin started coming away. I left them, and was regretting there was no doctor available and trying desperately to remember some of my past training whilst a medic in the  RAF.

"Your eczema’s really bad," I said. "It’ll probably take a few treatments. And your feet are particularly bad, so we’ll leave your socks on for a few days. What we’d better do is give you a bath once a day for the next couple of weeks, and a change of clothes every day. That’s probably the best way of getting rid of your eczema."

Jimmy agreed and seemed really grateful, and from then on, Linda and I set up a daily routine. I’d run Jimmy’s bath, fumigate his clothes, and treat his feet as best I could. Linda washed and ironed his clothes after fumigation, and returned them for him to use the following day. It was almost a week before I eventually managed to cut his socks away without doing too much extra damage to his feet, and at long last I could put powder directly on his feet and not onto his socks.

It took several weeks for the bulk of his scabs to disappear, and several months before his feet were back to anything like normal, but I don’t think Jimmy ever realised he had lice. To this day he probably still believes he just had bad eczema.

Glasgow was the first time I ever attended a funeral as a minister of religion, and that first funeral became memorable because there were no relatives and no mourners. Apart from the funeral director, there was only the hostel manager and myself. I was glad that the manager was doing the funeral and not me. What on earth do you do when there’s no one else attending? There we were, gathered round the coffin at the crematorium, just the three of us.

"Let’s have a song," said the manager. That’s another quirky thing about the Salvation Army. They insist on calling ‘hymns’ ‘songs’. With that, he opened the case he’d been carrying and got out a concertina and song sheet whilst the funeral director looked on incredulously. I’ve heard many small groups sing in my time, and three people singing in harmony can make a beautiful sound. Unfortunately, the sound we made was not beautiful or harmonious. 

The manager couldn’t play the concertina. He thought he could, so he played at full volume, but it was soon apparent to the rest of us he was tone deaf. The tune was unrecognisable. I knew the tune, but what he was playing bore no resemblance to it. I say no resemblance to it, but that’s ungenerous. Probably two out of every five notes were right. 

So much for the tune, but we mustn’t forget the singing. The funeral director didn’t sing. He just stood there looking at us as though we’d gone mad. The manager sang at the top of his voice, some notes having the good fortune of being similar to those he was playing on the concertina, but most being loudly out of tune. Me? I was singing too, but quieter. I was trying to keep the tune as I knew it, but being constantly taken off key by the discordant sound around me.

Sadly, I can’t even remember the dead man’s name now, but I’ll remember for the rest of my life the noise marking his departure.

To become a soldier in the Salvation Army you have to sign a document named the Articles of War (later renamed the Soldier’s Covenant) and I’ve included copies at the end of the book. The first part of the Articles of War is a statement of what the soldier believes. The second part is a promise of how they will live their life. In theory, therefore, every single person in the Salvation Army has solemnly signed a declaration that they believe the same thing, and has promised they will live according to the same moral code.

One statement in the second part of the Articles of War says, they will abstain from the use of all intoxicating liquor. Most of the men being helped in Glasgow Salvation Army hostel were there because of drink, and because of that the hostel was a drink free zone, or at least it should have been. 

Men were always trying to smuggle drink in, and if caught in possession of an open bottle or can, they were given the choice of pouring it away and staying in the hostel, or taking the drink outside and only returning once they had finished it. 

The choices were different if the bottle or can had not been opened. In that case, they could leave the bottle or can in our office, and collect it on the day they finally booked out. We would mark the bottle or can with the person’s bed number or room number, and on one occasion I took over 80 bottles and cans from different residents in a single day. 

You often see sitcoms on TV where someone keeps a bottle in an office filing cabinet, but bearing in mind the Salvation Army’s policy on drink, my superiors would have been surprised if they’d opened the cupboard in my office. It was stacked from top to bottom with unopened bottles and cans of every type of alcoholic drink imaginable. Most men left the hostel without letting us know, so the cupboard eventually became full of unopened cans and bottles nobody would ever claim.

The obvious thing for any normal member of the Salvation Army to have done would have been to pour the drink away, but I’ve always found normality to be over-rated. Immediately opposite the hostel was the off-licence from where most of the drink had originally been purchased, so I approached the owner. 

"Do you sometimes give a deposit back when people return empty bottles?" I asked.

"Yes we do, but it depends on the bottle." He was expecting a load of empty bottles.

"What about full bottles?"

"What!"

"What about full bottles? I’ve got about two hundred full bottles. Whiskey, rum, vodka. You name it, and I’ve got some. Will you take them?"

I described what I had to offer, and later that afternoon I carried all the bottles over to his store and he duly paid the amount negotiated. 

We ploughed the money back into the men’s welfare, and I thought the plan had been satisfactory for all concerned. 

It was just one more of those things in my life that seemed a good idea at the time. It was only later I had misgivings about what would have happened if the owner of the store decided to make even more money by phoning the local newspaper. I can still imagine the headlines. ‘Salvation Army Sells Booze!’

Alcohol and violence were never far away in Glasgow, and neither was crime.

"There’s someone in the flat." It was the middle of the night and Linda was whispering to me.

"What!" I replied sleepily.

"There’s someone in the flat. We’re being burgled."

Our flat was located immediately below one of the dormitories, so immediately above our bedroom ceiling was a bare wooden floor. The men often disturbed us when they walked about during the night. Also, immediately outside our bedroom window was an unlit alleyway, into which the men who had smuggled booze in without detection would throw their empty bottles. I assumed Linda had been woken by the noise we’d usually learned to sleep through.

"Are you sure?" I asked.

"Yes, I’m sure. I’ve just watched him go through our drawers." Linda had lain in bed petrified, pretending to still be asleep, watching a burglar rifle through all the draws in the bedroom whilst I slept through the whole thing.

Our flat was long and narrow. The main flat door was at one end of a long corridor, and our main bedroom was at the other end. I immediately jumped out of bed and went to the front door. I found it locked, and it didn’t appear to have been forced.

The living room? Nobody there, but someone had placed all our small personal electrical items on the floor in the middle of the room ready for collection. The kitchen? Again, nobody there. The bathroom? Nobody there. 

I was just turning away to leave when I saw the feet and the open window. The bathroom backed onto the alleyway, and because the sash window faced a brick wall, we never closed the full length curtains. I saw a pair of shoes sticking out below one curtain the same moment I realised the sash window was open.

I shouted at the man and grabbed hold of him, only afterwards realising he could have been twice my size or even armed. A struggle ensued, during which he was desperately trying to escape through the open window whilst I was desperately trying to stop him from leaving. I may have not given a thought about the man’s size, but I had thought about our respective footwear. He was wearing shoes, and I was in my bare feet. I realised it would all be over if he had the sense to stamp hard on my feet. 

About the same time as I was worrying about my feet, I realised my tactics were all wrong. He was trying to get out of the window and I was trying to stop him. I suddenly remembered we were on the first floor, so I tried to help him out, reckoning that if he broke his leg falling from the window, it would be easy for the police to apprehend him afterwards. In the heat of the moment it never entered my head pushing him out of the window may have killed him if he’d landed on his head. I’d have been arrested for manslaughter. 

One minute he was struggling to escape through the window whilst I struggled to stop him. The next minute he was struggling to stay in the room whilst I was struggling to push him out.

I’m not sure how long the pushing and shoving continued, but eventually Linda returned. She had run out of the flat and down the stairs to the office where our night watchman was working. Now if you employed a night watchman in a Glasgow hostel, you made sure he was big enough to deal with life’s little emergencies. Once the night watchman arrived, the burglar stopped struggling. We kept hold of him until the police arrived, and found out later he’d only been released from prison the previous day after completing a previous sentence for burglary.
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Currently, the Salvation Army tries to leave officers at the same location for at least five years to allow them to get to know the people in their area, and get to know how best to help them.

During the time I was a Salvation Army Officer, the Salvation Army tended to move newer officers every year to widen their experience, so after a year in Glasgow they moved us to Blackfriars Salvation Army Hostel in London. 

Blackfriars Hostel was a 280 bed hostel located at the South end of Blackfriars Road close to the Elephant and Castle south of the Thames . It closed in 1991 when the age of the building made it impossible to comply with current fire safety regulations. 

We felt sorry for our children at Blackfriars. There was no private entrance for them, so they had to use the same door as all the residents. The children would arrive home from school about the same time as the men were queueing to get in, and they would have to walk the gauntlet past the line of queueing men, several of whom would be drunk, knock on the door till the night club type hatch opened, and then wait whilst the doorman unbolted the main door and let them in.

At the first parent-teacher evening we attended, we couldn’t understand why we kept getting strange looks from several of the teachers. 

Our son’s teacher explained.

"When someone new comes to the school," he said, "we ask them to write a little bit about themselves. Where they live, what their parents do, that sort of thing."

That’s nice, I thought. It helps them settle in.

"Your son’s introduction attracted a lot of attention and was passed around among all the staff, so it’s not surprising they all want to have a good look at you."

"Why is that?" I asked.

"Well, it’s because your son wrote something that could have been misinterpreted."

"What did he write?" My curiosity was now getting the better of me.

"He wrote ...," The teacher paused for effect and smiled in anticipation of the punch line. "My mum lives in a big house with lots of men, and my dad collects the money."

My wife did indeed live in a big house with a lot of men, and I did indeed collect the money, but we hadn’t previously thought of it quite like that.

The hostel itself was at the South end of Blackfriars Road, in a busy area midway between Waterloo Station and the Elephant and Castle. The hostel had a reputation amongst London hostels for being rough, but after Glasgow I found it reassuringly quiet. Fights among the residents of Blackfriars hostel occurred about once a week. In Glasgow they had happened every day. One of the first courses I had attended after arriving in Glasgow had been a refresher first aid course.

Apart from the manager and his wife, and me and Linda, all other workers in the hostel were hostel residents. Typically, we would initially employ one of the hostel men as a cleaner or dishwasher, and when a further vacancy arose, provided they had proved reliable, we would promote them.

Nobody wanted to start at the bottom and work up, and I lost count of the times homeless chef’s asked for a job. They all claimed to be fully qualified chef’s, and could all probably fry eggs and open a tin, but when asked to make pastry or cake without ready-mixed ingredients most had no idea how to do it.

The pinnacle of the career ladder within the hostel would be promotion to night watchman or doorman, but only if they had the build for it. Night watchmen and doormen had to hold their own against any undesirables trying to force their way in. In hostels there was always a large turnover of men coming and going, so anyone who stayed and worked could quickly move up the ladder to a position of trust. 

Apart from pensioners, those with sick notes, or those who were working, all other residents at Blackfriars hostel had to leave during by 10:00am and were unable to return until 4:00pm. Whilst this may seem harsh to modern eyes, men were asked to leave during the day to ensure all the bedrooms and communal areas of the hostel could be thoroughly cleaned and fumigated. To give you an idea of the scale of the problem, the Southwark Medical Officer of Health report for 1960 listed 305 men from the hostel attending the local disinfecting station with cases of lice, fleas or scabies.

The men would eventually return to queue outside at 4:00pm, and the doorman would open a night-club like hatch in the imposing wooden door to ask the person at the front of the queue what their name was if he didn’t recognise them. The potential resident would give his name, and before opening the door the doorman would check the name against the barred book, a book containing the names of anyone who had previously assaulted staff, stolen from other residents, or taken some other action resulting in him being barred from the hostel.

The book was a problem. No first names. No dates of birth. No national insurance numbers. When I arrived at Blackfriars hostel I found the book contained initials and surnames, and reasons. So, for example, an entry in the book may have been, ‘D. Jones - Trouble Maker’. There would usually be no indication what sort of trouble they had caused, or how long the person was barred for. 

The main problem was the name. Donald Jones would have been bad enough, but writing D. Jones in the book meant anyone named D Jones was barred. This included Donald Jones, David Jones, Duncan Jones, Daniel Jones, Darren Jones, and any other Jones whose first name began with letter D. In practice, many different people were barred from the hostel for every single name written in the book. There were over nine hundred names in the book, and this resulted in several-thousands of men being barred.

There had been no permanent barred book in Glasgow, nor in the London Spa Road hostel where I had done some of my social work training. Whatever someone had done, provided there was evidence of change (or more likely evidence they had sobered up) they were allowed back into the hostel. 

Things were different in Blackfriars. Once their name was in the barred book, the barring was permanent. There was no appeal system, and whilst some men were barred for good reasons, others had been barred for trivial things. 

There was a similar process when it came to bed wetting. Undoubtedly some men wet the bed because they were too drunk to get out of bed, but others wet the bed because of illness, and there was no distinction between them. If they wet the bed, they had to pay the extra laundry costs. If they couldn’t afford to pay these costs (which were called fines) their names also ended up in the barred book and they could no longer stay.

There was another major problem at Blackfriars Hostel. It was always full, but always had empty beds.

That needs an explanation. 

During the evenings I was on duty I would continue booking people into the hostel until it was full, or until midnight when I signed off and went to bed myself. The hostel was sometimes completely full, but it was a large hostel with several hundred beds, and usually there would be at least one or two beds available. In times of extreme need there was always space on the floor where an emergency mattress could be fitted in between beds. 

However, when I met with fellow officers and social workers outside the hostel, they were always complaining the hostel was always full when they tried to get someone booked in. Salvation Army Officer friends from various parts of London were being contacted by homeless men during the evening, but when those officers phoned the hostel, they were frequently being told the hostel was full even on evenings I knew it wasn’t.

It took me a while before I finally realised what was going on. On the evenings I worked, I would continue to book people in until the hostel was completely full or until midnight. At midnight I would retire to bed but I would be on call should anyone be in need of a bed, and I would complete all my paperwork first thing the following morning.

The manager worked differently. He booked people in from 4:00pm till 7:00pm, and then completed his paperwork. The doormen didn’t like disturbing the manager once the manager had completed his paperwork, so if someone phoned after that time, the doorman would tell them the hostel was full even if it wasn’t.

I believed the procedure of permanently barring men from the hostel, of fining those who wet the bed, and of telling other Salvation Army Officers and duty social workers the hostel was full when it wasn’t, were wrong. There had been no barred book in Glasgow, no fining residents who wet the bed, and no turning people away by falsely claiming the hostel was full. Not in Glasgow, nor in Spa Road hostel. 

I complained, and the procedures were eventually changed.

Whilst my experience at Blackfriars hostel was far from ideal, it was a rare exception rather than the rule. During my period as a Salvation Army Social Work officer I worked at, or visited, Glasgow Hostel, Greenock Addiction Treatment Unit, London Spa Road Hostel, London Westminster Hostel, and London Booth House Hostel and Addiction Treatment Unit in Whitechapel. I found all of them excellently managed. 

The Salvation Army provided free accommodation and meals when required, but usually in London these were not required. Homeless people could receive state benefit during the time I worked in hostels, and most of them did. Anyone without an address had an entitlement to a daily payment from a benefit office provided they attended the benefit office daily to collect it, and the benefit office also paid for accommodation on top of the daily allowance. 

Given that the majority of men in our hostels had a drink or drug problem, it was preferable for the benefit office to pay for accommodation using a voucher system rather than cash. The benefit offices issued vouchers at the same time as they paid the daily allowances, and the men brought the vouchers to the hostel and exchanged them for bed and breakfast, or part board, or full board, depending on what was written on the voucher. Once a week, we returned all the used vouchers to the benefit office in exchange for payment.

Some benefit offices in London were open 24 hours a day, so in theory there was little call to provide free accommodation. In practice, men arriving during the evening without a voucher were usually given a single night’s free accommodation and board, on condition they attended the benefit office the following day.

In the provinces, the provision of free beds was far more common. Benefit offices often closed at four in the afternoon, so anyone who arrived at a hostel after that was more likely to be offered a free night’s accommodation until they could attend the benefit office the following morning. 

It was whilst I was at Blackfriars Hostel that I began my first advanced counselling course. I’d done some basic counselling as part of my college course, and the Salvation Army was already running a well thought of, and busy, counselling centre in East London. Having seen the work being done in the London counselling centre, the leaders of the Salvation Army thought it would be a good idea to open similar regional centres throughout the country. Along with a handful of other specially chosen officers I attended the London centre where we were given intensive training in the theory and practice of counselling. There were various placements including sessions in the psychiatric clinic of The Royal London Hospital in Whitechapel in the East end of London.

We were all extremely keen, and all looking forward to opening regional counselling centres at the end of the course, but it takes time to train a counsellor and by the time the course had finished the Salvation Army had changed its leadership. The new leader had different priorities and shelved the counselling projects.

The Salvation Army did that a lot. Later, I was put in charge of a new project supposed to last two years and personally supported by the then worldwide leader (General), the British leader (British Commissioner), and the regional leader (Divisional Commander). I spent the first three months planning how best to undertake the project, but within those three months the General, the British Commissioner, and the Divisional Commander had all changed. The new leaders no longer liked the project, so within three months of being put in charge of a project having the support of everyone, I found myself in charge of a project having the support of no-one. The project never had a chance. The Salvation Army changed my job title, changed my job description, and shelved the original project.
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SPA ROAD HOSTEL
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Because of my experiences at Blackfriars hostel, and because of my complaints about the procedures there, the Salvation Army moved me to Spa Road Hostel, where I’d had my summer placement. 

Part of my complaint against the poor procedures at Blackfriars had been the comparison with the far better procedures at Spa Road, so the leader of the Salvation Army Social Services in London phoned me up at 5:00pm on a Friday evening and asked if we would move over the weekend and start at Spa Road on the Monday morning?

"We’ll confirm everything in writing later," they said.

I’ve often wondered where that confirmation letter went to, because I never received it. I spent a hectic Friday night and Saturday packing up all my belongings in Blackfriars, and a hectic Saturday night and Sunday unpacking everything in Spa Road so I could start work promptly on the Monday morning.

Spa Road Hostel was a breath of fresh air after Blackfriars. Blackfriars had provided accommodation but little else, most of the men having to leave during the day. Spa Road provided accommodation, but also had its separate unit for pensioners, and separate rehabilitation unit teaching new skills to those of working age. 

In theory, we could accommodate men in the dormitories straight off the street, and when they had re-learnt sufficient social skills they could be rewarded by a move to their own room. In practice it didn’t happen as often as it should have done. Those men in their own rooms knew when they were onto a good thing, didn’t want to move out, and sometimes became long term residents. 

As you can imagine, living in the dormitory of a large hostel could prove interesting, if not frightening. Men often slept with their boots on, or at the very least they put the feet of their bed into their boots so nobody could steal them without moving the bed and waking them up. If someone had fleas or lice, and if they were not dealt with straight away, everyone had flees or lice.

Most mornings when I walked into a dormitory, I would find two or three of the beds with brooms pushed up in them to make a wigwam shape, into which had been squirted the anti-flea or anti-lice spray. The men from those beds would be given strict instructions to visit the nearby council de-lousing centre, and would only be allowed back into the hostel that night on production of a note from the centre saying they had attended and been de-loused.

The windows were the frequent cause of fights in the dormitories. One man would get up and open a window because he was too hot, then someone would get up and close it because he was too cold. Then the first man would open the window again, and before too long they would start fighting. Then several of the other men would join in. Fights were not usually solitary activities confined to a couple. They were frequently a group sport, ending only on the arrival of the police.

The residents lounge was also used for our regular Sunday evening service, but the change of use was not always welcomed. We would go into the lounge, turn off the TV, and start the service. It was true in theory that the men did not have to attend, but in Winter or when it was raining where else would they go? Most men stayed, but grudgingly. 

There were limits to the men’s patience. A five minute sermon in the hostel was fine. A ten minute sermon was tolerated, but with a distinct lack of interest. More than ten minutes was impossible. First one would cough, and then another, then another. The men soon made it clear you had overstayed your welcome. 

Even if you kept a sermon down to five minutes, it was not free of interruption or heckling. If a preacher in a church says something like "God is good," the congregation are likely to nod their heads in agreement. In a hostel, saying "God is good," would immediately lead to heckling. There would always be someone who would shout out, "Not to me he’s not." If the men didn’t agree with what you were saying, they would let you know, and frequently I had to put my experience of being heckled at Hyde Park Corner to good use. 

It was whilst I was at Spa Road Hostel that I got a phone call from head office asking me to take charge of Great Peter Street Hostel in Westminster for one night. There had been a breakdown in which the manager had been threatened by a resident with a gun, and they wanted me to take charge whilst they sorted out a more permanent replacement. 

Great Peter Street Hostel was the largest Salvation Army hostel at that time, with over six-hundred beds all of which were in large dormitories. Bed, locker, bed, locker, bed, locker, for row upon row. Those couple of days kept being extended, and I can well understand the reluctance of those who were asked to take over from me, but who kept refusing. Given a choice, it was a place not many people wanted to work, and I numbered myself among them.

Individually the residents were fine. It was the sheer number that was the problem. Six-hundred men in a single building, almost all of them anti-social, was like sitting on top of a powder keg and smoking a cigarette. There was a permanent tension whilst waiting for the inevitable explosions.

I have nothing but the highest regard for those who work in such environments day after day. I had initially agreed to go there for one night, but it was several weeks before I got relieved and returned home to Spa Road.

It’s often been said that you can’t treat an alcoholic unless they first acknowledge their alcoholism, but I met very few people who believed they were an alcoholic. The real alcoholic was always someone else.

There was a large 900 bed government hostel in Camberwell, London, called the Camberwell Reception Centre but nicknamed the ‘Spike’. Residents had to supply their date of birth and social security number to gain entry to the Spike, and they had to have a bath as soon as they were admitted. 

Our hostels were different. Men sometimes gave bogus names, didn’t have to prove who they were, and didn’t have to have a bath. This resulted in a distinct hierarchy amongst homeless men, and wherever they were, they invariably thought the real alcoholics were elsewhere.

Those in the Spike looked down on those in the Salvation Army Hostel where the real alcoholics were. Those in the Salvation Army looked down on the real alcoholics who slept rough. Those who slept rough looked down on the real alcoholics living in one or other of the hostels.

There was a similar hierarchy when it came to what alcohol was being drunk. Those that drank spirits never felt they were real alcoholics, because real alcoholics drank wine. Those who always drank cheap wine never felt they were real alcoholics, because real alcoholics drank beer. Those that always drank beer were never alcoholics, because real alcoholics drank cider. Those that always drank cider were never alcoholics, because real alcoholics drank methylated spirits. Those that drank methylated spirits were never real alcoholics, because real alcoholics drank hair lacquer. 

The hair lacquer of choice back then was called Belair hair lacquer. When mixed with water it turned white, so it could be disguised as milk in a milk bottle. 

I was able to offer real practical help to many of the alcoholics I met, but I met many more who never acknowledged they had a problem. Despite alcohol being the cause of their failed marriages, criminal convictions, lack of employment, or eviction, the alcoholic was usually someone else.

The Salvation Army had some well managed detoxification units for any alcoholics who did want to make use of them, and I was a frequent visitor conveying men from hostels to one or other of the detox centres. The men would initially be admitted to a side-ward type room and advised to get into bed whilst their clothes would be taken away for safe keeping. Drink had such a hold on alcoholics that many of the men would ask to leave within hours of being admitted. 

They were always free to go, but because they were in pyjamas with no easy access to their clothes, there would always be a delay. Someone would go to collect the clothes whilst another member of staff would talk to them and try to persuade them to stay. This usually resulted in the man changing his mind and deciding to stay before his clothes had been found. A couple of hours later, or sometimes only minutes later, the whole process would start again. The man would ask to leave, someone would talk to him whilst someone else went to get their clothes, and by the time the clothes arrived the man would have been talked out of leaving and the clothes again taken away back into the store. 

Many men were persuaded to stay through the initial four-week detoxification period using the above method, but anyone who has ever worked with addicts knows the real problem is not the physical addiction (which can be dealt with fairly quickly) but the mental thought processes (which can take months or years to deal with). 

The problem with detox units is that physical detoxification is quick, but if the addict is immediately discharged after detoxification they quickly go back to their old habits. In the case of the Salvation Army detox units, they had longer term treatment centres attached. Once through the initial period of detoxification they could be transferred to the treatment centre (if there was a space) where they could stay for up to two-years whilst being supported and helped to find work.

My time at Spa Road hostel left me with lots of memories. Some great, others not so great. I had mumps during the time I went to Spa Road on placement during training. I caught pneumonia the second time I was stationed there. I dread to think what would have happened if I’d returned for a third time. 

I had  always been able to shake off a cold. Two aspirin at night and I’d be as right as rain the following morning. I had what I thought was a cold, took two aspirin that night, and got up for work the following morning. Still feeling rough by the evening, I took the following day off and spend it in bed. I felt a little better on returning to work after my day in bed, but I’d only worked for a couple of hours before I collapsed and was diagnosed with pneumonia. 

I was quite ill for a while, off work even longer, and it damaged my lungs and left me with a semi-permanent cough.

Officers could move from one branch of the Salvation Army’s work to another, and Linda and I subsequently transferred from social work to corps work. A corps is what other denominations call a church.

Before we move away from the Salvation Army’s social work of almost fifty-years ago, it is worth pointing out how things subsequently developed.

The Salvation Army in the U.K still accommodates over 3,000 people every night, but now in 80 much smaller supported accommodation units holding an average only 38 people. To distance themselves from the age-old stigma of hostels, these newer units are known as ‘lifehouses’ rather than hostels. Providing help for someone’s immediate need for accommodation is seen as a vital first-step, not an end in itself, and far from only providing a safe place to stay, they also provide support with employment, debt, addiction, and mental health issues. 
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ABERDEEN CORPS
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Linda and I were sent to take charge of two corps in Aberdeen in North-East Scotland, one of them in the Woodside area of Aberdeen and a smaller one in the Mastrick area of Aberdeen. There had been a corps in the Woodside area of Aberdeen since 1881, but the one in the Mastrick area had only opened in 1957.

Both corps had been part of a group ministry with Aberdeen Citadel and North Scotland Divisional Headquarters for the past five or six years. 

Anyone in industry knows when bosses talk about consolidation and reorganisation into a group they are talking about staff cuts. There may have been a group ministry, but that didn’t mean there were sufficient officers to cover every corps in the group. Sometimes there would be, but it was always the smallest corps within the group that did without during the times there was not, and Mastrick corps had dwindled significantly during the time of the group ministry.

Mastrick corps should have been in an ideal location for the Salvation Army. It was slap bang in the middle of a large housing estate, and a divisional headquarters officer lived right next door to the corps building. However, thanks to the way in which the group ministry had neglected it, the Sunday congregation was virtually non-existent, although there was a reasonably sized Sunday school. 

The principal reason it still existed as a corps was down to the divisional headquarters officer who lived next to the hall. She had been unable to help much on a Sunday because she was usually fulfilling divisional duties elsewhere in North Scotland, but she had taken responsibility for a midweek ladies meeting. The home league, as it was called, was thriving due to her diligence, dedication, and hard work.

The group ministry had now been wound up, and Linda and I had been appointed to take command of the Woodside and Mastrick corps with a brief to build them back up. 

The good thing about being in charge of two corps is that you can use the same sermon in both places, or so I thought. Having led our first Sunday service in Woodside, we proceeded to Mastrick and found a congregation of one. 

In Woodside there had been a small congregation of twenty or so, so when I preached about sinners going to Hell they could all sit there smugly thinking I was talking about other people. In Mastrick there was a congregation of one. If I started preaching about sinners going to Hell, she was likely to take it personally. I struggled through the service thinking at least things couldn’t get worse, and at the end of the service I went to speak to her.

"I think I’d better tell you a little about myself," she said.

"What’s that," I whispered. Expecting her to confide something personal and keeping my voice down despite there being nobody else within earshot.

"I feel you ought to know."

"Go on," I encouraged her. "You can tell me."

"It’s just that... I don’t come in the winter. I only come in the summer."

So it could get worse. I currently had a congregation on one, but when the winter came it would dwindle to none.

It got worse in other ways too. We had arrived at Aberdeen at the same time a new Divisional Commander had been appointed to take charge of the whole of the Salvation Army’s work in the North of Scotland. Prior to our arrival there had been a leaking roof at the Aberdeen Woodside corps with the roof repairs having been completed the week before we arrived. A benefactor left some money to the Salvation Army in a legacy, with the stipulation it must be used to pay for repairs to Salvation Army property within the North of Scotland, and the previous Divisional Commander had promised to pay for the roof repairs out of that legacy. 

Soon after my arrival the builder presented me with a bill for the repairs, and I promptly sent it to the new Divisional Commander for payment. The phone call came soon afterwards.

"I’m sorry, we can’t pay this. You’ll have to pay it from your own funds." 

"The corps hasn’t got enough funds to pay it. The previous Divisional Commander said he’d pay for it from a legacy."

"That was the previous Divisional Commander. The new one has decided to use the legacy for something else."

“But the legacy was promised for my roof."

"That was a promise the previous Divisional Commander made to the previous Commanding Officer. The new Divisional Commander has promised it to someone else."

"I’m sorry, but I’m not paying it. The corps doesn’t have the money to pay for it now, and it didn’t have the money when the work was first authorised. The work was only authorised because of the promised legacy, and the promise was made to the corps, not to the previous officer. The last Divisional Commander wrote to the corps and promised to pay for the roof repairs."

“No. Sorry. You will have to pay it. If you don’t, it will reflect badly on the Salvation Army."

"I agree it will reflect badly on the Salvation Army if it’s not paid, but you are the ones that agreed to pay. You are the ones who have changed your mind."

"But you have to pay it."

"Look," I said. "If the chief executives of two companies sign an agreement and then one chief executives is replaced, that agreement between the two companies is still valid because the agreement was made between the chief executives in place at the time. The same applies here. Divisional headquarters agreed to pay this bill, and they made the promise to the corps. The divisional headquarters and the corps still exist, and I still expect you to honour that agreement even if the old Divisional Commander has gone and another one has arrived."

The person on the phone was silent for a while and then asked me to hold on. Eventually the Divisional Commander herself came on the line.

"I’m sorry, but I can no longer authorise payment of your bill, I’ve already used the legacy to repair something else."

The conversation went backwards and forwards, with neither of us backing down, and neither of us accepting responsibility for the bill.

A few days later the bill was returned to me in the post, together with a letter from the Divisional Commander instructing me to pay it. I promptly returned it to her, and asked her to pay it, and so it went on, with the invoice being politely returned from one to the other over several weeks whilst the builder became more and more irate and demanding his money. I kept referring him to my Divisional Commander, and she kept referring him to me. Eventually it was the Divisional Commander who backed down and paid the bill.

We grew to like the Divisional Commander and got on fine with her as time went on, but we got off to a rocky start.

The Aberdeen Woodside corps congregation had dwindled to about twenty adults, and Linda and I were the first corps officers appointed solely to that corps for several years. We were under strict instructions to do everything we could to build the congregation up, and we racked our brains to find some way of letting the local population know we had arrived. 

The first Sunday we gathered about a dozen children from the Sunday School, and we marched them down the road and round a nearby housing estate. 

It seemed like a good idea at the time. I took the Salvation Army flag and marched in front. Linda found an old bass drum, the only instrument the corps possessed, and she marched behind me banging the drum for all she was worth. The children all marched behind us, singing and clapping, and generally having a great time.

The following day I fired off a press release to the Press and Journal, the regional newspaper for North Scotland. It was a bit tongue in cheek, and stated the Aberdeen Woodside Salvation Army Band had taken to the streets for the first time for years, but pointing out the band comprised solely of a flag and a drum.

I can only assume it must have been a slow news week. A news photographer phoned us the following day to say he wanted to come and take a photograph to go with the article. We pointed out a lot of children had originally accompanied us. Being a week-day they would all be at school. The photographer said it didn’t matter and he took a photograph of the two of us marching down the street on our own; Linda with the drum and me with the flag.

The picture duly appeared in the Press and Journal, and in the Aberdeen Evening Express. The picture, taken in 1978, was subsequently used to illustrate the rear cover of Fiona McLean’s 1979 Scotland Salvation Army Centenary book, ‘Marching As To War: A Salvationist Centenary’. A subsequent history written by David Armistead, ‘The Army of Alba: A History of The Salvation Army in Scotland (1879-2004)’ contained the following paragraph.

‘Salvationists diligently did their utmost to ‘keep the old flag flying’, as they had been challenged to do during the annual congress led by Commissioner Stanley Cottrill, the new Chief of the Staff. By happy coincidence Lieutenant Dick Underwood and his wife, Linda, had shown precisely that kind of spirit at Aberdeen Woodside, where they had been given charge of the work: they marched the streets, Dick carrying the Army flag aloft while Linda came behind with the drum.’

Within days of the original image being published in the newspaper, we received an anonymous donation for our non-existent band. We immediately wrote to the newspaper to express our thanks to the anonymous donor. After they published our letter, more donations followed until eventually we had enough money to buy half-a-dozen second-hand brass-band instruments.

There was only one slight snag. I couldn’t play, and neither could Linda. I had learnt to play a baritone a few months before going into college, but I hadn’t played since and in the intervening years I had forgotten what little I’d learnt. 

Banging a bass drum is one thing, but actually playing a real instrument is something else entirely. I bought myself a ‘Tune a Day’ book, and during the following week I taught myself how to play the scale on a cornet. The second week I taught myself how to play a simple hymn tune that had no sharps or flats. The same week, I taught the children how to play the scale. The third week I taught myself another hymn tune, still with no sharps or flats, and taught the children the first hymn tune I’d learnt. So I continued, only ever one week’s lesson ahead of the children I was teaching.

I started using the band during the Sunday service. We just played the one tune at first, growing our repertoire to two and then three songs, and I deliberately chose tunes easy to play with no sharps or flats. I then made the rash announcement to the Press and Journal. The band would be on the streets playing carols by Christmas. It would be our way of saying thank you for the instruments purchased through the kind  generosity of their readers. 

It was touch and go, but by Christmas we could play six carols, and we went to various areas of Aberdeen and played in the streets. We assumed that by the time we got back to the first carol the people who had heard us the first time would have moved on. 

On Saturdays during December we got permission to play outside a large Tesco supermarket. The first Saturday we played a carol, then sang a carol unaccompanied alternately, until we’d exhausted our repertoire. We then started again, taking it in turns, some playing and some rattling collection boxes. 

When we arrived at the supermarket on the second Saturday, we found another band already playing. The Bon-Accord Silver Band and our own band had both been given permission to play. We were to play outside in the car park, and the Silver Band were to play just inside the supermarket main doors. 

It soon became obvious it wasn’t workable, not least because the vast difference between the two bands made it obvious that we couldn’t play very well. The Bon-Accord Silver Band were already on their way to becoming one of Scotland’s most successful brass bands, and we just weren’t in their class. We were in a class of our own, a class that no proper musician would want to be in. I noticed, though, that although the Silver Band was playing, they weren’t collecting any money, so I spoke to the bandmaster and asked if he minded if we collected.

"Not at all," he replied. "We are only playing, so you can stand with us if you want and collect for your own funds."

So that’s what we did. We put our own instruments away and stood in the main doorway collecting donations for the Salvation Army whilst many people made comments about the band.

"Your band has really come on."

"I love to hear the Salvation Army playing at Christmas."

"You can always tell a Salvation Army band."

"Haven’t you come on well."

Linda will disagree, but I do know when to be tactful and shut-up. That was one of those times. I simply thanked the donors for their kindness, never once letting on that it wasn’t the Salvation Army band playing.

One of the things that Salvation Army officers had to do in those days, and which most hated doing, was to go round the pubs selling the War Cry, the Salvation Army’s weekly newspaper. For Linda and I, this meant most of Friday and Saturday evenings we were visiting pubs and clubs in and around Aberdeen. The pubs closest to the city centre had the heaviest drinkers in them, so we visited those first before the customers got too rowdy. Once on the outskirts, the premises were more like clubs than pubs, many of them holding bingo sessions, so we had to get the timing right and make sure we arrived between games and not when numbers were being called.

On one of the Saturday night visits to a pub, a woman aged about forty approached me.

“The Salvation Army has done all but one of my children. Would you do her too?”

It took a few minutes of conversation before she was able to clarify what she was asking. It turned out that the woman never attended a place of worship, but she bought a War Cry every Saturday and considered the Salvation Army to be her church. She had several children who had been dedicated in the Salvation Army in the past, but there was one child who had not been dedicated and it was that child she was asking me about. I made arrangements to visit her one evening during the following week.

I should digress here to explain what a Salvation Army dedication involves. The Salvation Army does not baptise children or adults. Instead, the Salvation Army emphasises the spiritual act of dedication and rebirth that water baptism symbolises. Parents can take part in a service of dedication in which they promise to bring their child up in a Christian home. Once a child has grown into adulthood, the young adult can themselves take part in a dedication service in which they dedicate themselves to live a Christian life. 

When I visited the woman I explained things to her. I told her the Salvation Army service when her children had been ‘done’ in the past, would have been a service in which she dedicated herself to raise the child in a Christian home. I offered to arrange a similar service one Sunday when she could do the same for her youngest baby, and she readily agreed.

Everything was arranged; I just needed details of her baby. She gave me her daughter’s name. "And how old is your daughter?" I asked.

"Seventeen," she replied.

"Seventeen. Don’t you think it’s a bit late to be promising you’ll bring her up in a Christian home?"

I started again, and again explained the dedication service she was asking for was specifically for parents to dedicate themselves to bring up a child in a Christian home. I said it was probably a bit late to make that promise about a seventeen year old young lady. She had either already been brought up in a Christian home, or (more likely) she had not.

"I’ll tell you what I can do though," I added. "I can have a word with your daughter, and I can arrange a service for her if she wants to make her own commitment to live her life as a Christian."

"That’ll be fine," said the woman. "I’m sure she’ll say yes. She’s the only one of my daughters that hasn’t been done."

Unknown to me, the daughter had been in another room watching TV whilst this conversation was going on, and I was taken to speak to her.

I explained how her mother had misunderstood the type of service on offer, but said I could arrange a service for her to dedicate her own life if she wanted to. She listened to me with growing incredulity. Her mother had mentioned nothing to her, and she soon made it clear to me in no uncertain terms that she had no interest in religion whatsoever.

I then had to speak to her mother, and explain that on this occasion it wasn’t possible to ‘do’ her daughter. 

As I left the house, I’m sure she still didn’t understand why I’d been unable to fulfil her request. "After all," she said by way of a parting remark, "all my other children have been done."

Our main aim at Woodside corps was to increase the number of people attending by whatever methods we could. The band had some effect. The numbers increased slightly, but we wanted to do more. I followed the evening service with debates once a month, with the idea that if I could get people entering the hall for a debate, perhaps they’d find it easier to enter for a service. 

The debates were wide ranging and covered Christianity and Islam (involving a Salvationist and a Muslim student from Aberdeen University), Christians and war (involving a Salvationist ex-serviceman and a pacifist Quaker), Christianity and nuclear weapons (involving two Salvationists, one in favour of the nuclear deterrent and one against), Christianity and Communism (involving a Salvationist and a member of the Communist party). I flipped a coin to see who would speak first, and gave each person a fixed time to speak before opening the debate to members of the public to ask questions. The debates were certainly interesting, lively, and sometimes heated, but they never resulted in the hoped for increase in corps attendance. 

For anyone interested in the Salvation Army’s official position on the above subjects, the Army has published positional statements on these, and many other issues. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

FINDOCHTY CORPS

[image: ]


I’ve already mentioned something about the Army’s rules and regulations, and the rocky start we got off to with the Divisional Commander.

The Salvation Army had a book of instruction containing all the rules and regulations to which officers were expected to comply. My full name is Richard Anthony Underwood, but whenever I wrote any letters to the Divisional Commander I signed them with the shortened version of my name, Dick Underwood.

One day I received a memo from the Divisional Commander asking me to confirm I had read a certain paragraph of the regulations. I dusted off my copy of the regulations, turned to the designated paragraph, and read that official correspondence should always conclude with a first name in full, then any initials, and then a last name in full. 

I duly replied and told her I had read the required paragraph, and I signed my letter, as I always did, with the abbreviated version of my name. Nothing more was said.

When the Salvation Army move officers from one corps to another, they usually move everyone on the same date. An officer vacated quarters during the morning, and moved into someone else’s quarters in the afternoon. If my memory serves me correctly, an officer would receive farewell orders six weeks before the date of the move. These gave the officer time to start packing, but didn’t say where the move would be to. Two weeks later, and four weeks before the actual move, officers received marching orders, giving the name of the corps they would be moving to.

The delay between the two sets of orders allowed the Salvation Army to iron out any problems. Many officers moved on the same day, so one person refusing to move had a domino effect on many others. 

There could be many reasons someone would object to receiving Farewell Orders. They may want their children to remain at a local school, they may have a sick relative living nearby. They may be ill themselves, and under a local specialist. They may also sincerely believe they were already where God wanted them to be. The two-week buffer allowed officers to object, and there were always some who did.

I have mentioned the above movement procedure because the Divisional Commander for the North of Scotland came to see us for an annual inspection in Aberdeen seven weeks before the date of the general move. During our conversation, she told us she had no intention of moving us. We breathed a sigh of relief. We had only been at Aberdeen for a year, were happy there, and were looking forward to staying. 

The date officers received their farewell orders came and went, but a week later we received an apologetic phone call from the Divisional Commander saying she was moving us to Findochty, an idyllic little fishing village north of Aberdeen on the Moray Firth Coast. There had been a breakdown of some sort, but I was never told what it was, and I never asked. 

Findochty corps officially opened in 1884, but there was some Salvation Army presence for at least a year prior to that.

One of my first tasks on arrival at Findochty was to send her an insurance claim form following a fire I had started in the quarters. By then I’d worked out she had a sense of humour, but I knew I was in for a telling off, so I tried to make the letter accompanying the insurance claim as funny as possible. It went something like this:

I have some good news, and some bad news.

The bad news: the bedroom in the quarters at Findochty has always suffered from severe condensation.

The good news: I’ve discovered the cause of the condensation.

The bad news: the condensation was caused by the natural ventilation from the chimney having been blocked when one of my predecessors covered the fireplace with a board.

The good news: I’ve removed the board from the front of the fireplace.

The bad news: the chimney was still blocked.

The good news: I could see what was blocking it.

The bad news: the blockage was caused by loads of dry sticks from years of birds nesting in the top of the chimney.

The good news: I worked out a way of getting rid of the sticks.

The bad news: it involved putting a match to the sticks.

The good news: the sticks burned really well.

The bad news: the chimney caught fire.

The good news: the flames were confined to the chimney

The bad news: the smoke came into the room and not up the chimney.

The good news: I managed to call the fire brigade

The bad news: before they arrived I was beaten back by the smoke and had to close the door on the fire.

The good news: the fire brigade soon arrived.

The bad news: they hosed the fire down by hosing water down the chimney from the roof.

The good news: they soon had the fire out.

The bad news: all the clothes and furniture in the bedroom suffered from smoke and water damage.

The good news: I managed to find an insurance claim form, and it’s attached to this letter.

She must have laughed at the letter, for I never did get the expected telling off, and the insurance claim was paid without any further comment.

Rules and Regulations affected everything. The finances of the Salvation Army have changed since, and each corps has consolidated accounts, but when I was an officer every section of the corps had its own bank account and its own set of books. 

The band would have its own money, own bank account, and own set of books. The ladies meeting would have its own money, own bank account, and own set of books. The Sunday school would have its own money, own bank account, and own set of books. The over-sixties club would have its own money, own bank account, and own set of books; and so on.

The Rules and Regulations back then said that I could spend £10 without permission, but if I wanted to spend more than £10 on any one item I had to get permission in writing from the Divisional Commander.

The heating in Findochty Salvation Army Hall was terrible. It was very expensive to run and completely inadequate. There were very old solid metal bar fires fitted to the ceiling which used an awful lot of electricity but gave off hardly any heat. You could sit immediately under them and hardly notice anything. To complement those fires, there were three or four portable gas heaters around the hall. These were expensive too, caused a lot of condensation, and only heated the people seated immediately in front of them. One day I mentioned the heating to a friend of mine who had a building supplies company.

"You’re in luck," he said. "There were eight heaters ordered for a building job that’s just fallen through, they’ll be just right for you and I can let you have the lot for eighty pound."

It was a bargain, but my heart sank once he mentioned the price. I knew I wouldn’t get permission to spend that amount, and I explained my predicament to him.

"That’s OK," he continued. "I’ll tell you what I can do. I’ll let you take all the fires straight away, and I’ll give you eight separate invoices, one for each fire. Just come in as you get the money and pay them off one at a time at ten pounds each. That way, you won’t be spending eighty pounds. You’ll just be spending ten pounds, on eight different occasions."

The ingenuity of the human mind never ceases to amaze me, but the deal was done and I left there and then with the eight fires and eight separate invoices for ten pounds each.

I duly ripped out the old fires and fitted the new ones myself, had my work checked out by a friendly electrician, and everyone was delighted at the newly efficient heating system.

Every Corps has an annual inspection by the Divisional Commander, and in due course she sat in my house ticking off all her paperwork. One of the questions on her form was, ‘Is the heating adequate?’ followed by ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ tick boxes. She skipped straight past that question without comment and put her tick in the ‘No’ box.

"Excuse me," I said. "You’ve ticked the wrong box. The heating is adequate."

"How can it be adequate? It’s never been adequate. Not for years."

“It’s true it’s never been adequate for a long time, but I had new elements fitted."

"New elements? How did you get those?"

"They came attached to new fires."

"New fires. I never saw the invoice for new fires. Did you put them through the books?"

"Oh yes." I said. "They are all correctly accounted for."

"Let me see."

I showed her the books. Ten pounds expenditure in the band accounts. Ten pound in the Over Sixties accounts. Ten pounds in the Sunday School accounts, and so on. Eight different sets of account books, each one of which had paid ten pounds for one of the fires.

She looked at me over her glasses. "I can see I’ll have to keep an eye on you," she said. And she did. A couple of weeks later she sent me a memo querying something in that week’s accounts. It was something and nothing really, but she was just letting me know she had not forgotten.

I can well remember one of my first funeral services in Findochty, and those that were there will undoubtedly remember it too, though probably not for the same reason.

Many of the houses in Findochty had a similar layout. As you entered the front door there would be a passageway leading both right and left. One way would lead to the best room, which they used for special occasions or to receive guests. The other way would lead to the living room and kitchen, which they used every day.

In that part of Scotland it was common to hold a funeral service in the person’s own home, and when I arrived I found quite a crowd already in attendance. The coffin was in the best room together with close family members who had gathered for a final viewing prior to the service. More distant relatives and friends were in the living room at the other end of the passage, and what appeared to be most of the rest of the village were gathered in the street immediately outside the front door.

My dilemma was where to place myself where I could be heard by all three groups, and I decided just inside the front door, mid-way between all three groups, would be ideal.

Everything went fine for a while, but then we got to the singing. The village was well known for its singing, and its large fisherman’s choir was renown throughout the North of Scotland. People needed no excuse to sing, and singing was an integral part of any funeral service. A good send-off was essential, and that involved singing with gusto.

I am reminded of the comedy sketch in which the comedian said he could play all the notes of a particular tune, but not necessarily in the right order. The funeral was like that. Everyone sang at the top of their voices, and everyone sang the right tune, but each group sang at a different tempo.

From my position between all three groups, it sounded terrible. Mourners in the best room were singing their hearts out slightly slower than those in the living room. And those in the living room were singing slightly slower than the mass of people gathered in the street. I tried to ignore it, but when those outside the house started to sing the third verse, those in the best room were only starting to sing the second.

Eventually, I could stand it no longer, and I stopped all the singers in mid-flow to explain the difficulty. I asked those in the best room to sing a little faster, and those outside to sing a little slower. When we started again, it was worse.

I was probably the only person there who realised just how bad the singing sounded. It would not have been immediately apparent to anyone within the three groups themselves, but I was placed mid-way between all three groups and appreciated how bad it was. So bad, in fact, that it was funny. If Rowan Atkinson had performed the funeral as a Mr Bean sketch it would have been hilarious, but unfortunately this was real life. 

Attending a funeral service always enhances your emotions, and that is true whether the emotion is one of grief or amusement. Once the thought had crossed my mind, nothing could shift it. The more I tried to suppress it, and the more I thought about the solemnity of the occasion, the funnier it seemed. I started to smile. I looked down at the ground, not daring to look at anyone. I knew if I saw anyone else with a smile on their face, I would not be able to stop myself from laughing out loud.

Once the singing had ended, I conducted the rest of the funeral constantly looking down at my feet, not daring to raise my head because I couldn’t get rid of my stupid grin.

Anyone who has attended the funeral of someone they know will understand how upsetting it can be. Seeing people in pain is always painful, sometimes more so when their pain is emotional rather than physical. It is upsetting for members of a congregation who will often only see the back of other people’s heads during the service. Imagine how upsetting it is for a minister of religion. To stand at the front and face a congregation in tears where the nearest people you are facing are distraught close family members. Conducting funerals is one of the hardest things I have ever done and on occasion I have done three a day. My sense of humour has acted as a defence mechanism without which I would not have been able to function. 

Even at one of the last funeral services I conducted as a minister, I struggled to prevent myself from laughing. The funeral was a joint graveside service shared with a Roman Catholic priest, with each of us conducting part of the service. The Catholic Priest stepped forward and said something, then stepped back. I stepped forward, said something, then stepped back, and we continued like that throughout the service until he gave a blessing at the end.

The priest had typed everything out, and he asked me to read a bidding prayer that referred to the story of Jesus weeping when he saw his friend Lazarus had died.

The time came for that particular prayer. The priest stepped backwards. I stepped forward, ready to say, "Jesus, who wept over the body of Lazarus, have mercy on us.” 

Unfortunately, what I did say was, "Jesus, who leapt over the body of Lazarus, have mercy on us."

As soon as I’d spoken, I had a mental picture of Jesus leaping over the dead body of Lazarus. It got worse. I then had a mental image of Jesus attending the funeral I was at and jumping across the grave. I’ve no idea where that image came from, but once I had it, I couldn’t get rid of it. Again, I wanted to laugh, and I struggled to keep my emotions in check.

In due course, the service finished with the priest giving his blessing. When we were chatting afterwards he said, "I could tell the service affected you. You were shaking with emotion."

He got one thing right. I was shaking with emotion. Just not the emotion he thought I was shaking with. I explained what had happened to him and he went away smiling. 

I met him again a few months later. He told me he could no longer use those words in the Roman Catholic funeral service. Every time he saw them he thought about me saying "Jesus, who leapt over the body of Lazarus." In a heartbeat I had ruined two centuries of Catholic tradition, at least as far as that priest was concerned.

One Easter weekend whilst at Findochty, we were asked to accommodate the Chief Secretary, the person who was second in command for the whole of Scotland. He wanted to travel to us on the Saturday, stay overnight with us, and to preach a series of special Easter sermons to our congregation on the Sunday. 

We wanted to make the most of his visit, so we arranged for an informal get together with our congregation on the Saturday evening. This went well, with everyone making him feel welcome and telling him how much they were looking forward to hearing him preach the following day. Following the informal get together we returned to the house for a spot of supper, and by the time we finished it was getting late.

"Well," he said, "I suppose I’d better be getting to bed. Big day in the morning. What room am I in?"

"Our room," I replied. "We’ve moved into the spare room, so you can have the best room."

"The best room?" he asked, obviously surprised. "Why the best room?"

"We always do that if we have visitors," I said. "It’s only fair. You’ve travelled a long way, and you’ve come to help us. It’s only right that you should have the best. Our room has the most comfortable bed."

"Do you know," he continued, "most people I visit put me up in the worst room. They sit me down for supper in the most uncomfortable chair, they give me the cracked cutlery, and they give me the worst room and make me sleep in the bed with the leg that’s fallen off. I expect they think it will help them when they put in a request for new furniture."

“That’s the height of bad manners," I responded. "If you have visitors, you should give them the best. We’ve always done that. I think it’s un-Christian to do anything else."

"I’m glad you think like that. I’ve enjoyed my stay so far, and I’m looking forward to tomorrow, but I do need a good night’s sleep."

"Goodnight then," I said, as I showed him to the door of our best bedroom.

I went back downstairs to join Linda in the kitchen, where she was just finishing putting away the supper things. We were in the middle of complimenting one another on how well the evening had gone, when there was a discreet cough from behind us. 

We turned, to find our visitor standing half way into the kitchen in his pyjamas and dressing gown. I got the impression he was hiding something in his right hand hidden by the kitchen door, and supposed for a moment he had unpacked his case and brought down a little thank you gift for putting him up. My mouth started watering at the thought of Linda and I sharing a box of chocolates.

"Did you forget something?" I asked.

"No," he replied, and I thought I could detect a note of hesitation in his voice. "It’s just that when I got into bed... the leg fell off."

He moved his hand from behind the door, and there was one of the legs from our bed. Caster at one end, and white wood at the other where it had sheared away from the bed, but unmistakably a leg.

I tried to hide the smile of self-satisfaction.

We’d been after a new bed for a long time. Headquarters had written back to say that a new bed wasn’t high on their list of priorities and we’d have to make do for the foreseeable future with the one we’d got. I somehow had the feeling, when we wrote again during the week after Easter, that our chances of getting a new bed had risen considerably.
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FINDOCHTY (Part Two)
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Trying to get headquarters to spend some money was one of the hardest tasks I had, but over the years I learnt the art of persuasion.

The corps at Findochty had a fair-sized Sunday school, but they met in a hall that was no more than a large shed. In fact, it had originally been a shed, and when the owner had finished with it he’d donated it to the Corps and it had been attached to the back of the main building. It was wooden, rotten, draughty and leaking. 

Applications to Divisional Headquarters had regularly been made for permission to buy a new extension using money from a building fund, but they had always been refused. The latest application was currently sitting on the Divisional Commander’s desk.

Once a month divisional staff travelled to a different corps for two midweek meetings. The first of those would be a late afternoon meeting for all the nearby officers, followed by the officers sharing in a light tea before a public meeting in the evening. Whenever the meetings had previously been held in Findochty, I had always set the tea tables up in the main hall, clearing the tables away afterwards in time for the evening meeting. This time, I decided a different strategy was called for.

During the morning, I played a hosepipe on to the shed roof, and gave it a good soaking before putting the hose away. Following the officer’s meeting, I showed everyone into the shed where I had erected a long trestle table. Everyone sat down and I served them tea before sitting down and joining them without saying a word. For a while, the Divisional Commander never spoke either. She just sat at the head of the table, whilst a constant drip, drip, drip, landed on the tablecloth in front of her.

"Has it been raining hard?" she asked eventually.

“There was a shower earlier,” I replied.

"That’s strange. It wasn’t raining in Aberdeen."

“The roof’s so rotten it doesn’t have to rain much before it comes through. Still, at least it’s not Sunday. This is where our Sunday school children meet.”

I saw other officers trying to hide their smiles, as she quickly changed the subject, and tea continued to the background noise of drips constantly falling onto the table.

The following week I received the reply to my application for an new extension. It had been approved.

I may have managed to persuade the Divisional Commander to agree to what I needed on that occasion, but I wasn’t always so persuasive. 

Findochty was a completely dry village. It didn’t have a pub, and it didn’t have an off-license. The nearest place to get an alcoholic drink was the golf club. The golf course was in Findochty, but the club-house had been built just outside the village boundary so it could sell alcohol. All this was to change when the village store, one of only two in the village, applied for a license to sell alcoholic beverages. Under the Scottish by-laws of the time, the application had to be put to a public vote. 

I used to meet regularly with the Church of Scotland minister and the Methodist minister in the village, and they both wanted to campaign against the license.

"Our congregations are split fifty-fifty. Half of them drink and half of them don’t," said the Church of Scotland minister, "but all the members of the Salvation Army are non-drinkers, so we’d like you to lead the campaign."

I’ve already explained that in order to become a soldier in the Salvation Army you have to sign a statement that includes a promise to abstain from intoxicating liquor. It seemed a reasonable request, so I agreed, and immediately submitted a press release to the local newspaper. I also preached against the license on the Sunday, as did the other ministers in the village.

I became aware of the depth of my difficulties as I was visiting Salvationists during the days immediately following the publication of the newspaper article.

"I didn’t realise that included weddings."

"I didn’t realise that included birthdays."

"What about special occasions?"

It soon became apparent that a good fifty-percent of my soldiers drank alcohol on special occasions, such as weddings or birthdays, and many seemed unaware it was contrary to what they had signed up to.

"Were you not told before you became a soldier?" I found myself asking. "Did you not read this before you signed it?" I would show them a copy of what they had signed, and time and again I was told previous corps officers had asked them to sign the document if they wanted to join the Salvation Army, and they had signed it without reading it. Many of those who had read it assumed the words meant they only had to abstain from drinking alcohol regularly, and that drinking on special occasions didn’t count. Others thought as long as they didn’t get drunk it was alright.

The vote even reached the front page of the Scottish daily papers, with headlines such as ‘Families at War,’ and it split many families along generation lines. 

One day I was walking to the local post office when a reporter stopped me from the Scottish national newspaper, the Daily Record. He wanted to ask me some questions about the campaign, but I told him the Salvation Army only allowed me to comment to the press about local issues, not national ones.

"But it is a local issue," he said.

"Not if you’re involved it’s not. It may have been a local issue once, but you’re from a national newspaper so it’s a national issue now. I’m sorry, but I can’t make any comment without the permission of my bosses at Scottish Territorial Headquarters."

I left him behind and continued to the post office. On my way back home I had to pass a telephone box, and as I drew level, the same reporter opened the door whilst holding the phone out to me. "Someone from your headquarters wants to speak to you."

He had only telephoned the Territorial Commander for Scotland.

The Territorial Commander told me word for word what to say, and I duly repeated the same words to the reporter only to be misquoted in the subsequent article. What I’d said was uncontroversial, but that doesn’t sell newspapers.

The campaign eventually fizzled out, the village voted, and the village store got their license to sell alcohol. There were only around eleven hundred residents in Findochty at the time and over seven hundred voted. The final vote was four hundred and sixty-three in favour and two hundred and eighty-three against.

Whilst residents in the village seemed to be split when it came to the question of alcohol, there was no ambivalence about gambling. I was often and repeatedly told about the shocking behaviour of a previous office who, like me, regularly went to the golf club to sell copies of the War Cry. They asked him to purchase a raffle ticket to support the golf club; the prize being a bottle of whiskey. Not wanting a raffle ticket, he declined, but told them he would make a donation. 

Once he’d moved away, the person selling the raffle tickets put the officer’s name on a ticket anyway, and dropped the ticket into the drum. In due course, whilst the officer was still there selling his War Cry newspapers, he was asked as an impartial observer to draw the winning number from the drum. He was surprised to find his name on it, and tried to refuse the prize and draw another ticket, but they insisted he take the bottle of whiskey despite his protestations.

Eventually he came up with a plan which he thought would be satisfactory to all sides.

“I’ll place the bottle in the centre of the room,” he said. “You can all throw a coin towards it, and whoever throws the coin closest to the bottle will win it, and I’ll collect the money off the floor as a donation to the Salvation Army."

I know it sounds like the sort of mad idea I may have had, and I may have done something similar if I’d been in his shoes, but on this occasion it wasn’t me. 

Everyone duly tossed their coins (gambling) towards the bottle (alcohol) and they declared a winner. The winner got the bottle, the Salvation Army got the money, and the story soon got round that the Salvation Army officer in question not only encouraged gambling, but encouraged both gambling and drinking.

I ought to add a paragraph or two about my own position regarding alcohol at this point. I eventually left the Salvation Army and whilst not a heavy drinker, I enjoy the occasional drink. Responsible drinking presents me with no problem. Jesus undoubtedly drank wine and presumably enjoyed it. The problem is not that alcohol is wrong. The problem is that it is wrong for Salvationists. 

The Salvation Army was born at a time and place in which people were being harmed by drunkenness and addiction. One way it countered this was by being set up as an organisation with a strict non-alcoholic drink clause in its constitution. 

Nobody has to join the Salvation Army, and there are other Christian denominations with similar beliefs which allow their members to drink alcohol. However, anyone joining the Salvation Army does so by signing a document, the Articles of War (since renamed the Soldier’s Covenant) which includes a pledge of abstinence. It is the breaking of that pledge that is wrong. 

In theory (though, it seems, not always in practice) you cannot remain a Salvationist if you cannot maintain the promises made to which you sign your name prior to being accepted as a member. Abstinence is a requirement, and I abstained for the whole of my Salvation Army membership.

Being in front, and facing a congregation, I sometimes saw things not seen by the rest of the congregation. The back row of chairs in Findochty’s hall were usually placed against a wall containing a large notice board. I was in full flow in the middle of my sermon one Sunday when the top of a large poster came loose and slowly folded forwards over the head of the person sitting immediately in front of it. I expected the person to give a start and remove the poster, but he never moved. He just sat there, his head fully covered by the poster, obviously asleep despite my riveting sermon. It would not have been very long, but it seemed an age before he eventually removed the poster, turned round, and re-stuck it on the notice board.

On another occasion, again whilst in the middle of my sermon, a person who looked like a tramp entered the hall and sat at the back. I was somewhat distracted by the fact that once he had taken his seat he opened his bag, took out a flask and sandwiches, poured himself a drink and commenced having his lunch. As he explained later, it was raining outside, and he needed somewhere dry to sit whilst he was eating.

Despite the stereotype of Scots being mean, I always found the Salvationists in Scotland to be generous and warm-hearted. 

On one occasion I held an open air service at the small harbour. Everyone enjoyed singing and most of the village turned up. Afterwards, in a general conversation, I said it was a pity we didn’t have a microphone and loudspeaker system so those at the back could hear better what was being said in between the songs. The following afternoon there was a knock on the door. One of the people in the crowd had gone out and bought a high quality, and highly expensive, amplifier and microphone and donated them to the corps.

On another occasion I visited someone about 4:00pm in the afternoon, and on being shown into their best room I was asked if I wanted tea. Thinking they meant a cup of tea, I said that would be nice. They disappeared into the kitchen and had gone for some considerable time before they called me into their dining room. There on the table in front of me was a full meal. Meat, salad, bread and butter, cake, and a cup of tea.

Many men in Findochty were fishermen, going out on the first tide on a Monday (they never sailed until after midnight on a Sunday) and usually returning on a Friday. I learnt never to visit people on a Friday. They would press me to take one of the carrier bags full of fish brought home by the fishermen, and it became so embarrassing I avoided it whenever possible.

As well as being generous, many of the people in North East Scotland also had a wicked sense of humour. They spoke a dialect known as Doric and used it to confuse visitors. Even the name of the town was brought into the act, Findochty was sometimes pronounced as spelt, but just as often pronounced ‘Finechty’. If visitors used the word ‘Findochty’, locals would interrupt and say, "It’s pronounced Finechty." If you were not a visitor they never bothered, and even the locals would sometimes speak about ‘Findochty’ and ‘Finechty’ in the same sentence.

In Doric, ‘Boys and girls’ became ‘Loons and Quines’, ‘How are you?’ became ‘Fit like?’ and a ‘baby’ became a ‘bairn’. There were loads of different words and phrases, and when spoken quickly, Doric sounded more like a completely foreign language than a dialect of English. It was incidentally the language often spoken by Robbie Burns, whose parents came from Aberdeenshire in North East Scotland. 

When I first arrived at Findochty, the locals were always trying to catch me out and use words I’d never heard before, but they were usually amazed to find I could understand what they were talking about. In context, I could usually work out their meaning and a suitable response. Once you’ve understood a drunken Glaswegian, you can understand anything.

Their sense of humour also came to the fore in the Sunday services, especially if there was a visiting preacher. The Salvation Army has its own song book, but the song book used by the Fisherman’s Choir, and the song book many Salvationists in the North of Scotland would have used if given a choice, was Redemption Songs, a collection of one thousand old-time hymns and songs many of them knew off by heart. Lots of these songs were also in the Salvation Army Song Book, but there were some big differences. In several instances the songs in the Salvation Army Song Book appeared without the chorus included in the Redemption Song Book, in other instances a four verse song in the Salvation Army Song Book was often a five or six verse song in the Redemption Song Book.

This caused endless amusement to the congregation at the expense of anyone new visiting the corps from headquarters. The corps at Findochty was well known for their singing, and the headquarters officer would congratulate themselves at having chosen a song everyone knew, when suddenly, still singing with gusto, the whole congregation would go off at a tangent and sing a chorus or verse that was completely unknown to the officer that had chosen the song. They would leave the officer staring at their Salvation Army Song Book, desperately looking for words that were not there.

People living along the Moray Firth have needed their strong faith to cope with many fishing disasters, and I don’t think I ever met a permanent resident of Findochty that had not lost a relative at sea some time or another. 

In the two-and-a-half years from December 1978 to April 1981, five Moray Firth registered fishing boats sank, and thirty-one of the thirty-four fishermen involved lost their lives. Add to that the steady attrition of individual fishermen losing their lives because of accidents on board fishing boats, and you get some measure of the communal grief regularly felt throughout the community.

It was whilst I was in Aberdeen that I had first become aware of the welfare and pastoral work undertaken by the Royal National Mission to Deep Sea Fishermen (Fishermen’s Mission). I soon discovered the Superintendent or ‘Mission Man’ in Aberdeen was a Salvationist, as was the ‘Mission Man’ covering the whole of the Moray Firth on which Findochty was located. The head of the Fishermen’s Mission in London was also a Salvationist. My association with the Moray Firth fishing community, and my friendship with those Mission Superintendents, eventually led to me leaving my role as a Salvation Army officer and becoming a Fishermen’s Mission Superintendent, working as an industrial chaplain and ‘Mission Man’ at Grimsby and Fleetwood before returning to Salvation Army Officership. But that, as they say, is another story.

Once a year, in September, a group of six or seven officers from the North of Scotland visited the Outer Hebrides for a week. There were no Salvation Army officers serving on the remote islands off the North-West coast of Scotland (there is now a corps in Stornoway) but the islanders always held the Salvation Army in high regard, and there had been a long tradition of annual visits.

Anyone who knows anything about UK weather will tell you the first place Atlantic gales hit is the Outer Hebrides. It can be stormy there when the rest of the UK is bathed in sunshine. There was heavy rain for each of the three years I visited, but one year was memorably worse than all the others.

Six of us had gone over in our cars on the ferry, three men to stay in one caravan and three women to stay in another caravan. The owner was to meet us at the caravan park, but when we arrived about eleven o’clock on a Saturday night, the owner wasn’t there and none of us had his phone number. The two caravans had keys in the locks though, so we could enter. 

By the time we got into the caravans we were cold, tired, and soaking wet, and the first thing we needed was a warm drink, light, and warmth. Both caravans had been connected to the mains, and there was electric lighting, electric cooker, and an electric fire in each of them. Unfortunately nothing seemed to work. We eventually discovered a coin meter fitted in a cupboard in each caravan, but the coin boxes were both full, so we could not get any coins into the slot. 

It was obvious we couldn’t get the electricity on until the coin boxes were emptied, but they were padlocked. Remembering my police training (it’s not really taught in police college, but most police officers soon learnt how to do it) I asked to borrow a hairpin from one of the women officers, bent it into shape, and picked the lock. Once all the coins had been removed, we put one of our own in the meter. That was the women’s caravan sorted. We then returned to our own caravan where I repeated the process and was soon tipping coins onto the carpet.

That was the moment the caravan owner appeared. His first sight of his guests was to see me tipping coins out of his electricity meter, and he took a lot of convincing we were not trying to rob him.

The following day, Sunday, we had been invited to attend a Free Kirk church service. The Free Kirk is a Scottish Presbyterian denomination whose members at that time were colloquially known as the Wee Frees. 

They had asked us to tell a story to the children during the service, and I was the person chosen to tell it. When the time came, I stood at the front of the church and realised some children wouldn’t be able to see me. Beside me was a raised pulpit, so I climbed the stairs into the pulpit and began the story. I blew up two balloons to represent two people, and I stuck a piece of tape to the side of one. Along came one of life’s problems in the form of a pin, which I stuck into both balloons. One balloon went to pieces whilst the one with the tape remained intact because I put the pin through the tape which held the balloon together. The balloons were a visual aid to explain that when we have God on our side, the things that destroy others cannot harm us. 

I thought the story went well, and the children seemed to enjoy it. We only heard the mutterings later. The church only used the pulpit for serious messages from God. I had desecrated the pulpit by blowing balloons up in it and then bursting them. Not only that, but the desecrater was the same person who had tried to steal coins from the electricity meter the previous night.

The week got worse. I can recall sitting in my car with the rain making it impossible to see out of the windscreen even with the wipers at their fastest speed. I had stopped and put my hand brake on, but the wind was so ferocious my car was still being moved down the road. The intensity of the wind eventually decreased, but the few minutes the car was wind powered were extremely frightening.
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OTHER CORPS
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Other corps Linda and I served at included Grantham, Belper, Torquay, Wigan and Long Eaton, and each one was different in its own way.

At one, I became Chaplain to the local Sea Cadets whilst Linda became Chaplain to the Air Cadets, so there was a bit of friendly rivalry.

At another, I continued playing in a band. This revealed I had a talent for marching and a talent for playing a brass band instrument. What I did not have, was a talent for marching whilst playing, so I developed a finely tuned talent for marching whilst mining. 

At another corps, a local social worker asked if we fancied clearing out a house where an occupant with no known relatives had died. The house was absolutely jam-packed to the ceiling.

When I say it was jam-packed to the ceiling, that’s exactly what I mean. There was space to enter the house because opening the door had pushed things to the side. From the door to a chair in one of the rooms, there was a passage just wide enough for one person to walk. There was a similar narrow passage from the chair to a downstairs toilet. The remainder of the house was piled high from floor to ceiling with everything imaginable. Clothes, discarded food, rats, flies, newspapers and boxes. There was so much rubbish on the stairs it was impossible to climb them, or even to get to them for several days. Not until we’d cleared a path to them.

The upstairs of the house was the same, but without the passages. Nobody had been upstairs for years. Once they’d filled the upstairs with junk, they continued by filling the stairway itself, and had then filled the downstairs floor. I have no idea how the woman died, and have even less of an idea how she had managed to live in the house. We organised a skip that we had to empty several times, and Linda and I spent a considerable amount of time clearing everything out of the house and getting it clear enough for a team of cleaners to go in.

The primary purpose of the Salvation Army has always been to encourage non-believers to accept the salvation offered to them by Christ. In short, to encourage conversion to Christianity. At another corps, it became apparent more people were leaving the Salvation Army than joining. There had been no new converts created at that corps during the previous ten years. 

That’s not to say there were no new Salvation Army members during that time. There had been new members, but all of them were existing Christians who had left an existing place of worship to attend the Salvation Army. The corps had stemmed their decline, not by attracting non-Christians to Christianity, but by poaching existing Christians from other Christian denominations. Even taking those into account, the numbers attending each year were in steep decline.

I compiled the statistics into a graph, continued the trend forward for ten years into the future, and displayed it on the corps notice board. It showed the corps would cease to exist within the next decade. The graph upset a few people and did me no favours, but that was understandable. I was criticising the corps efforts for the past ten years, describing those efforts as ineffective, and telling them the corps would close unless they found more effective methods of evangelism. 

That corps still exists today despite many surrounding corps having closed, and I like to think the graph played at least a small part in convincing corps members to be more evangelistic.

Much of the brilliant work undertaken at Salvation Army corps is undertaken by locally commissioned officers. These local office holders are unpaid and include a corps sergeant major who is similar to a church elder in other denominations. They are the main lay person responsible for the corps in the absence of the officer. Other local office holders include a corps secretary responsible for all corps correspondence and record keeping, a corps treasurer responsible for keeping all the accounts, a young people’s sergeant major responsible for all the children’s work of the corps, and a corps recruiting sergeant responsible for the spiritual growth of the corps new recruits.

Other local office holders may include young people’s secretaries and treasurers, band masters, band secretaries and treasurer, songster leaders, songster secretaries and secretaries, over sixties club leaders, over sixties secretaries and treasurers, and so on.

In theory, this leaves the nationally ordained and salaried corps officer available to undertake their pastoral work. I say in theory, because in smaller corps there were often insufficient members to carry out all the required tasks. In practice, commissioned officers were expected to undertake all the duties nobody else had been appointed to. Not only to undertake them, but to be good at all of them. 

In line with most other Christian denominations, The Salvation Army appoint their most experienced officers to the largest Salvation Army corps, and their youngest and least experienced officers to the smallest corps. These less experienced officers were the ones usually found in corps where they had to undertake everyone else’s job besides their own.

Evangelism has always been a primary aim of the Salvation Army, so in theory the Salvation Army should be a constantly growing organisation. Historically, it started well. Bands have always attracted crowds, and in the early days the bands attracted non-church goers who were then individually spoken to by other Salvation Army members. The band was the attraction, but the evangelism was done by the larger number of non-band members in attendance. 

Times change, and during the time I was an officer the band was generally held to be responsible for open-air meetings. Frequently, band members would be the only ones in attendance, and there would be no other members of the Salvation Army there to speak with individuals attracted by the band. Band members did their best, and shouted their message to any crowd that gathered, but there was little individual personal contact. What little there was, was usually left to the officer. Soldiers tended to assume speaking individually to onlookers was the officer’s job, not a soldier’s job.

There were some notable exceptions. I recall a Salvationist who used to go out on his own every Saturday, stand in the street, and hand out religious tracts. Some people ignored him, some people took a tract and walked on, others took a tract and stopped to talk, and still others didn’t take a tract but stopped to argue. He never shouted at the passing crowds, never played an instrument or sang a song. He simply stood there with his hand held out holding a tract and was one of the finest and most effective evangelists I ever had the privilege to meet. There was hardly a Saturday went by that he did not have a meaningful conversation with a member of the public, and he was responsible for encouraging a regular stream of new people to attend the Salvation Army the following Sunday.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

FUND RAISING
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Salvation Army social work demanded a constant replenishment of funds which all Salvationists were expected to support. Officers were expected to tithe ten percent of their income, but in addition were also expected to lead by example in a system called OWSOMS (One Weeks Salary On Missionary Service) the donation of one week’s salary in February of every year to help less fortunate Salvation Army territories overseas. 

On one occasion I had the bright idea of taking part in a sponsored pram push with another officer. We would push a pram for the fifteen miles from his corps in Inverurie to my corps which was then in Aberdeen. We decided to take it in turns to push, or be pushed, for an hour at a time. Like many things I’ve done in my life, it seemed a good idea at the time. That is to say, the theory was fine, but in practice it was not so fine.

We announced what we were doing, selected the day, and got loads of sponsors. The thing we didn’t have was a pram. When I first thought of the idea I had envisaged using a large old-fashioned, solidly built, coach style pram, but all we could get was a modern, flimsy, folding style of pram, with a body that lifted off. We couldn’t find anyone with the old style of pram we wanted.

Nothing daunted, on the appointed day we set off, convinced we could stroll through the fifteen miles, pushing or being pushed until we got to Aberdeen. Parents push prams all the time. How hard could it be to push a pram for an hour? We had failed to factor in that we were hardly the size and weight of an average baby. 

My colleague was over six feet tall, and I’d only been pushing him for about fifteen minutes when the frame of the pram started keeling over to one side and rubbing on the wheels. I struggled on, with the handle getting lower and lower and the pram getting harder and harder to push as the frame of the pram continued to buckle under the weight. My hour up, I was pleased to stop pushing and get into the pram and be pushed.

I had found it hard, but my colleague found it doubly so. His height meant his back was constantly bent. The handle by this time was only about two foot off the ground. Eventually, as we approached a village named Kintore, we decided to try and get a different pram. We went through the village knocking on doors, asking if anyone had an old pram they didn’t want. I am sure the residents of that village must have thought we were quite mad. Despite spending half-an-hour or so going from door to door, we couldn’t find anyone able to help, and eventually we had to continue with the pram we’d got. We did eventually complete the walk, but that was one of the hardest fund-raising events I ever did.

A close second was a sponsored walk I did from Findochty to Nairn, a forty mile walk along Scotland’s Moray Firth. I put a leaflet through the door of every house in Findochty, letting everyone know what I was planning and appealing for sponsors. The problem wasn’t the length of the walk; the problem was the fact I planned to do it in a single day.

On the day, I failed to complete the forty miles. I had to stop about two miles short, due to a pain in my left hip that increased with every step I took. Not having trained enough, I must have done some damage as, even today, the pain still recurs whenever I walk a long distance.
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VOCATION
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Anyone who only sees a Salvation Army Officer, or any other minister of religion, on a Sunday, must wonder what on earth they do for the rest of the week. What exactly is their job? 

It depends upon who you ask, and there are a many answers as there are ministers of religion.

The answer, for me, was that the Salvation Army was paying me to do the things my soldiers didn’t have time to do. My soldiers were hard at work. Some were fully employed earning a wage. Others were fully employed raising children. Others were fully employed in various other ways, but all of them gave freely on a Sunday and their financial contributions freed me from the need to earn a living and gave me the time to do other things.

I believed Salvation Army Officers are paid to spend time in prayer, to spend time studying the bible, to spend time visiting members of their congregation, and to spend time preparing and preaching their sermons. 

Everything else is secondary. Fund raising, charity work, band and songster practice were all secondary.

I always visited every single one of the Census Board Members (the main local officers) within a week of arriving at any corps, and within the first month I had visited every local officer, and within the first six months I had always visited every single soldier. By the time I had been anywhere for a year, I had already visited at least once, the home of everyone associated with the corps. That’s every junior member and their parents, every over sixty club member. Everyone. 

That was my job. If I didn’t know my people, how could I know who to pray for and how could I make sure my sermons were relevant to those who listened?

I know there are ministers of religion who only visit members of their flock at a time of crisis, or who write their sermons on a Saturday night, but perhaps that’s why so many churches are in decline. Whenever I started a new diary, the first thing I always did was to mark off the Monday and Tuesday for sermon preparation, and the next thing I always did was to mark my days off and annual holidays. These things went in first. They were the norm from which I often had to deviate.

Anyone who has ever had to give a speech, or give a presentation at work, will know how difficult it is, and will appreciate the work that Salvation Army Officers do. Like most ministers, Salvation Army officers give a fifteen to twenty-minute speech at least once a week, more often than not twice a week, and sometimes more. A congregation will only appreciate a sermon if it’s well planned, well thought out, well-rehearsed and relevant. I reckoned I needed a minimum of one whole day, preferably on a Monday, to prepare a sermon. Once written there were a few days left to rehearse it prior to the public performance. I never gave a sermon for the first time on a Sunday. I’d rehearsed it every day for several days prior, and by Sunday’s public performance I knew it well.

Two sermons. Two entire days of the working week have gone. One day of the week is a Sunday, the day I’m performing, and one day of the week is my day off. So that’s four days of the week accounted for, and I’ve done nothing but prepare two sermons. Add to that the visitation, bible study and prayer, and I’ve accounted for almost the whole of the week. That’s the job. 

Any Salvation Army officers, or other ministers of religion reading this, will be pulling their hair out now and laughing out loud. I know. I know there are thousands of other things that fill your time, and they filled my time too. The deaths, the illnesses, the hospital visits, the family breakdowns, the beggar at the door, the hundred and one problems that ministers of religion are expected to deal with and be an expert in.

The point I’m trying to make is that most of those events are extras. There will be many times when emergencies prevent you from completing the visitation, prayer, bible study and sermon preparation in the way you ought to do, but these should be the exception not the rule. There may be many calls on your time that prevent you from holding the rule on any one week, but not having made the rule in the first place is indefensible. That’s the job.

Imagine giving just one twenty-minute talk every week. Imagine giving a different twenty-minute talk every week. You’ve no sooner finished giving one that it’s time to think about the next one, week after week after week. Imagine repeatedly getting emotionally involved with families where someone has become seriously ill or who has died, and imagine people constantly looking to you for some words of comfort. Imagine repeatedly having to speak at the funeral of someone you knew well, and imagine standing at the front facing a group of family members who are all in tears and distressed. Imagine, sometimes, having to do that several times a month, several times a week, or even sometimes several times a day. 

Imagine having to conduct the funeral services of a young child, or an infant, with parents looking to you for answers you haven’t got, or for words of comfort that seem inadequate. 

I have done many things in my life, but I have never worked as many hours in a day as I did when I was a minister of religion, and it is by and far the most stressful job I have ever had.

And yet, it was easily the most rewarding job too. Somehow, people in distress were helped by the words spoken. Not particularly by the eloquence of the words themselves, but simply because I was there alongside them and sharing their grief.

You would think, what with the long hours and constant stress, that Salvation Army Officers would be well paid. Salvation Army officers working in the UK today are paid centrally from headquarters, but that wasn’t the case when Linda and I were officers. We were paid from the money that came into the corps, either from the weekly giving of the congregation, from special fund-raising events, or from the profit of War Cry sales in the pubs. In theory that was fine, but the Salvation Army had a rule (more rules) that said the corps bills and tithing had to take priority over officer’s pay.

What did this mean in practice? It meant we tithed ten percent of all corps income, and sent that ten percent to headquarters. Then we paid the corps heating, lighting, stationary, and postage, telephone and repair bills each week. Then, if there was any left, we paid ourselves. There was often insufficient money left to pay our salary. On some occasions there was not enough money left to pay us any salary whatsoever, and on many occasions there was not enough to pay all of the salary. So some weeks we received no salary, and on many other weeks we received less than full salary.

The Salvation Army Articles of War contained statements about abstaining from the use of alcohol and tobacco, and soldiers were occasionally taken off the register of members (the Salvation Army Roll) because they smoked or drank, but for me these were minor issues. Much more of a problem for most officers was another sentence in the Articles of War. 

‘I do here declare that I will never treat any person whose life, comfort or happiness may be placed within my power, in an oppressive, cruel or cowardly manner; but that I will protect such from evil and danger so far as I can, and promote to the utmost of my ability his present welfare’. 

A Christian organisation that espouses the Christian virtues of peace, humility, tolerance, and forgiveness should be a fantastic organisation in which to live and work. However, most Christian ministers of all persuasions will know the reality is often far from the ideal. 

Many were the hours I spent trying to get people to talk to one another because of some actual or perceived slight or disagreement. 

If a new and unknown person attended a Sunday service they were accepted with open arms, told they were acceptable to God whatever their past, and assured any sins of the past, however dire, could be forgiven and forgotten if they accepted the salvation offered by Christ. 

On the other hand, if one church member offended another, it often caused problems which simmered for years. Many are the times I have looked upon members of my congregation who looked angelic, and who were gustily singing hymns of Christian love and forgiveness whilst standing beside someone they were not on speaking terms with.

In the section of the Articles of War in which Salvationists promised their beliefs would change their lives, abstaining from intoxicating liquor and from the use of tobacco was listed in the second paragraph, abstaining from low or profane language or obscenity was listed in the third paragraph, and having good relationships with others was relegated to the fourth paragraph. 

The same section of the modern day Salvation Army Soldier’s Covenant puts things in a better order. The statement about relationships appears above the statements about abstaining from alcohol, tobacco, and pornography, and the promise to maintain Christian relationships is clearer and more specific.

‘I will maintain Christian ideals in all my relationships with others: my family and neighbours, my colleagues and fellow Salvationists, those to whom and for whom I am responsible, and the wider community.’
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CRISIS OF FAITH
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Linda and I were ministers of religion for almost twenty years, but it would be an incomplete story if I did not explain the crisis of faith towards the end of my ministry that caused me to leave. 

The covenant I signed at the start of my ministry made it clear my ministry would be a life-long one. Almost all Christian ministers make a similar covenant. Ordained ministers may retire in the sense of ceasing formal duties, but ordination never ends. Every ordained minister enters ordination knowing it is a life-time commitment, and yet many ministers of every denomination eventually relinquish their ministry. 

There are as many reasons as there are people, so I can’t claim any special status for my reasons other than to say they are personal to me.

One of my prime functions as a minister of religion involved prayer. Every dedication of an infant, every wedding, and every funeral involved me praying for those involved. Every time I visited someone in their home, I prayed for that person and their family. Every Sunday service, I prayed for members of my congregation. Every hospital visit, prison visit, residential home visit, pensioner’s meetings, Sunday school meeting, and every other type of meeting involved praying for people. 

My crisis of faith led me to doubt God answers prayers. 

I know many people reading this will disagree with me. Prayer, they will say, is effective. Miracles happen, and God intervenes. That may still be true, but once the doubts occurred, and once I stopped believing in prayer, then my ministry became a sham. I went through the motions for a while. I said all the right words. I offered the comfort people expected me to offer, but my heart wasn’t in it.

I still believe prayer has a beneficial effect. That’s indisputable. If people have a belief in a God who intervenes, they feel blessed when someone prays for them. Prayer makes people feel better, and that is no bad thing in itself. Prayer in those circumstances can be positive and beneficial. I still say ‘God bless you’ to people in need and I know they feel comfort from the words. In that sense, prayer certainly helps.

However, the fact recipients of prayers feel better is not the same as saying miracles happen and God intervenes. I have read all the evidence to support miracles in Christian books and magazines, but statistically they don’t stack up. Not for me at any rate. Towards the end of my ministry I’d been taking a lot of funerals, sometimes two a day, sometimes three, and sometimes of children. Prior to their deaths, I had prayed for almost all the people whose funerals I was conducting.

I became particularly concerned about prayers for children. I know there are instances where children are prayed for and seem to miraculously survive some calamity or other, but I also know these are within the statistical norms of those who are expected to survive. Christians rarely write books about the millions of children who die every year after being prayed for. They only write about those who survive.

If God answers prayers, then surely he would answer the prayers of Christian parents. Surely he would answer prayers for children. If not innocent children, then who? If not children, then maybe no one. 

Once I had crossed the Rubicon of prayer, it changed my approach to God, and to my ministry. I still believed in the possibility of a God who is eternal, almighty, all-knowing, and worthy of adoration and worship, but I no longer believed in a God who answers personal prayers. In short, it left me feeling hypocritical and struggling with my faith whenever I publicly prayed for others.

Maybe. Just maybe. If prayers work, someone praying for me would have allowed me to overcome my doubts. However, those doubts and uncertainties coincided with a period of intense personal family bereavement and trauma leading to Linda and I leaving officership to foster two young family members.

I no longer believe there is any statistical scientific evidence to prove personal prayers are answered, but that is not the same as saying science and religion are incompatible. Just the opposite in fact. My doubts about prayer led me into a scientific search which has increased my faith in an all powerful, ever present, all knowing, living and conscious God who is worthy of our worship. 

It is my vision of God that has changed, and anyone interested in my current beliefs can find more information in my latest book, ‘The Conscious Universe:  Science, Faith, and the Search for God’ in which I have listed the growing scientific evidence for a living omnipresent, omniscient, and omnipotent God. 
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SERVANTS OF GOD
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It is not entirely true that Linda and I were employed by the Salvation Army. 

During the period Linda and I worked as ministers of religion in the U.K. we had no employment rights and were not legally employed by the Salvation Army.

Our legal status in British law, described us as being employees of God! Legally, God was employing us, and if we were direct employees of God, we could not also be direct employees of any man-made institution. In UK legal parlance, we were servants of God, not servants of man. 

As recently as 2013 a minister of religion in the U.K. tried to bring a case of constructive dismissal against the Methodist Church, but the United Kingdom Supreme Court decided by a majority of four to one that the minister of religion was not an employee.

The Methodist Church had ordained the minister in question, provided him with accommodation, and provided him with a monthly payment described by the church as support rather than as a salary. In exchange, he performed all the usual practices associated with ministry within the Methodist Church.

None of that over-rode the principal that the man’s contract was with God and not with the church. The court concluded the work undertaken by the minister was a vocation by which the minister submitted himself to the discipline of the Church for life, rather than a contractual arrangement between himself and the church. 

That 2013 Supreme Court case, [2013] UKSC 29, follows on from a long line of similar cases. 

The U.K. Court of Appeal, [1998] ICR 140, concluded a minister’s duties were derived from his priestly status and not from any contract. The Court of Appeal, [1937] 2 All ER 751,754, held membership of the Salvation Army gave rise to a relationship, pre-eminently of a spiritual character, which was not intended to give rise to legal relations. 

Ordained ministers of religion in the U.K have a legal vocational contract with God, and do not have a legally enforceable employer/employee contract with any person or any organisation. 

Unfair dismissal legislation, equal opportunity legislation, working time directives, minimum wage laws; none of those applied to a minister of religion. The Christian church can have as many employees as it likes, but an ordained minister of religion can never be one of them. They stand alone, unique and unprotected in English law as a direct employee of God.

I’ve already mentioned that women officers in the Salvation Army had to take the rank of their husband. It wasn’t until 1995 that all married women officers received a rank in their own right. Despite having been trained, ordained, and commissioned as Salvation Army Officers, during the first part of our officership married women officers received no pay.

The bible describes marriage as the joining of two people to become one flesh (Genesis 2:24 in the Old Testament, and Mark 10:8 in the New Testament) and the Salvation Army took that statement literally. They treated a married couple as a single Salvation Army unit and only paid the husband. 

In a later period of our officership, the system changed. Husbands and wives were both paid, but not with any additional money. The single salary was split in two, but not equally. The Salvation Army paid husbands more than half of the previous amount. This took their income just over the national insurance level and enabled husbands to pay national insurance and qualify for a state pension. The remainder, less than half, was paid to their wives. This meant wives never received enough to pay national insurance nor to qualify for a state pension.

So during the time we were officers, Linda either received no salary and paid no national insurance, or received a small salary insufficient to pay national insurance. Either way, the Salvation Army paid her too little to contribute to a state pension. On the plus side, and as a compensation for low income, there was a non-contributory pension scheme. The Salvation Army pay a pension to retired officers without officers contributing to it. 

For most officers, that was fine. Salvation Army Officership is a lifelong vocation, and the Salvation Army pay a modest pension to officers when they retire. However, any officer leaving before retirement age, left with no pension entitlement from the Salvation Army, and depending upon their length of service, married women officers often left with no state pension entitlement either.

That would not have been so bad if the Salvation Army had set the joint salary at a high enough rate to save some of it, but saving was virtually impossible. The average earnings in the UK during 1980 were £6,604 per annum and the average earnings of an unskilled labourer was £3,016. My salary for the same year was £1,672. That was our joint wage, and both Linda and I usually worked over 70 hours a week.

That has changed now. Officers no longer have to marry officers, but if they do, they are both treated as individuals and given an individual and equal salary. 

Even today, the basic remuneration for officers in the UK is only £12,000 per year. That remuneration may increase depending upon the office held, but the Territorial Leader of today’s United Kingdom Salvation Army only receives £15,500 per year. The United Kingdom Salvation Army’s website is ambiguous. It states a payment made to an officer is a renumeration not a salary, but then calls it a salary.

Our Territorial Commander and many other people in senior roles are ministers of religion and do not receive a salary. When men and women make a commitment to Salvation Army officership they make a covenant with God. They receive financial remuneration (the basic officer salary is £12,000 per annum) to cover their cost of living and a home is provided by way of officer’s quarters.

During the time we were officers we never had much money, but the Salvation Army supplied us with accommodation. The upside of this was that the accommodation came fully furnished, even down to the provision of sheets for the beds and cutlery and crockery for the kitchen. The downside was that your home and contents were never your own and always belonged to the Salvation Army. If you did quit your job, and many officers left through stress related illness, you not only needed to find a new job, you also needed to find a new home, and a complete set of furniture and furnishings. 

These problems are not confined to Salvation Army Officership. They will be familiar to anyone who has worked as a minister of religion within most branches of the Christian church. 

In between two periods of Salvation Army officership I worked as a chaplain within the Royal National Mission to Deep Sea Fishermen (Fishermen’s Mission). There was a close relationship between the Salvation Army and the Fishermen’s Mission at that time, and again Linda and I were classed as a single unit. 

It seems strange in these days of equality, but as recently as the 1980s my contract of employment with the Fishermen’s Mission included conditions affecting my wife. One condition written into that contract, said Linda could not take any paid employment. If she did, I would breach my contract.

Although she was unpaid, my employers considered it her full-time job to assist me in my employment, and my contract imposed a legal obligation upon me to ensure she did. 

We eventually left our Christian ministry because of a crisis of faith occurring the same time as a crisis within our family, and despite having no savings, we had to find a new home, and a complete set of furniture and furnishings. Our first post officership home was the attic of our daughter and son-in law’s house!

I have now reached retirement age and qualify for a full state pension. Linda received the same training as me, worked as many hours as I did, and worked as intensely as I did, but she only qualifies for a partial pension. For all the years we both worked as ordained ministers of religion, the state considers Linda to have been unemployed.
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ARTICLES OF WAR - 1976
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The following Articles of War (since renamed the Soldier’s Covenant) were the ones used in 1976, and every person joining the Salvation Army had to agree to them and publicly sign them. This is a direct copy of the Articles of War used at that time, and it has four sections:

The first section is an affirmation of their Christian faith.

Having received with all my heart the salvation offered to me by the tender mercy of God, I do here and now acknowledge God the Father to be my King; God the Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, to be my Saviour; and God the Holy Spirit to be my Guide, Comforter and Strength; and I will, by His help, love, serve, worship and obey this glorious God through time and in eternity.

The second, and largest section, is an affirmation they accept the doctrines of the Salvation Army.

Believing that The Salvation Army has been raised up by God, and is sustained and directed by Him, I do here declare that I am thoroughly convinced of the truth of the Army’s teaching, that is to say:

We believe that the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments were given by inspiration of God, and that they only constitute the Divine rule of Christian faith and practice.

We believe that there is only one God, who is infinitely perfect, the Creator, Preserver and Governor of all things and who is the only proper object of religious worship.

We believe that there are three persons in the Godhead – The Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost, undivided in essence and co-equal in power and glory.

We believe that in the person of Jesus Christ the Divine and human natures are united, so that He is truly and properly God and truly and properly man.

We believe that our first parents were created in a state of innocency, but, by their disobedience, they lost their purity and happiness, and that in consequence of their fall all men have become sinners, totally depraved, and as such are justly exposed to the wrath of God.

We believe that the Lord Jesus Christ has, by His suffering and death, made an atonement for the whole world, so that whosoever will may be saved.

We believe that repentance towards God, faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, and regeneration by the Holy Spirit, are necessary to salvation.

We believe that we are justified by grace, through faith in our Lord Jesus Christ; and that he that believeth hath the witness in himself.

We believe that continuance in a state of salvation depends upon continued obedient faith in Christ.

We believe that it is the privilege of all believers to be ‘wholly sanctified’, and that their ‘whole spirit and soul and body’ may ‘be preserved blameless unto the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ’ (1 Thessalonians 5:23).

We believe in the immortality of the soul; in the resurrection of the body; in the general judgement at the end of the world; in the eternal happiness of the righteous; and in the endless punishment of the wicked.

The third section is a promise they will live their lives in accordance with the above beliefs.

Therefore, I do here and now, and for ever, renounce the world with all its sinful pleasures, companionships, treasures and objects, and declare my full determination boldly to show myself a soldier of Jesus Christ in all places and companies, no matter what I may have to suffer, do or lose by so doing.

I do here and now declare that I will abstain from the use of all intoxicating liquor, from the use of tobacco in any form, and from the non-medical use of all addictive drugs.

I do here and now declare that I will abstain from the use of all low or profane language and from all impurity, including unclean conversation, the reading of any obscene book or paper at any time, in any company, or in any place.

I do here declare that I will not allow myself in any deceit or dishonesty; nor will I practise any fraudulent conduct in my business, my home, or in any relation in which I may stand to my fellow men; but that I will deal truthfully, honourably and kindly with all those who may employ me or whom I may myself employ.

I do here declare that I will never treat any person whose life, comfort or happiness may be placed within my power, in an oppressive, cruel or cowardly manner; but that I will protect such from evil and danger so far as I can, and promote to the utmost of my ability his present welfare and eternal salvation.

I do here declare that I will spend all the time, strength, money and influence I can in supporting and carrying on the salvation war, and that I will endeavour to lead my family, friends, neighbours and all others whom I can influence to do the same, believing that the sure and only way to remedy all the evils in the world is by bringing men to submit themselves to the government of the Lord Jesus Christ.

I do here declare that I will always obey the lawful orders of my officers, and that I will carry out to the utmost of my power all the orders and regulations of the Army; and, further, that I will be an example of faithfulness to its principles, advance to the utmost of my ability its operations, and never allow, where I can prevent it, any injury to its interests, or hindrance to its success.

The final section, immediately above their signature, is a promise to devote themselves to a lifetime of service to God and to the Salvation Army.

And I do here and now call upon all present to witness that I have entered into this undertaking and sign these Articles of War of my own free will, feeling that the love of Christ, who died to save me, requires from me this devotion of my life to His service for the salvation of the whole world, and therefore do here declare my full determination, by God’s help, to be a true soldier of the Salvation Army till I die.

In theory, if not always in practice, the Articles of War changes passive Salvation Army attenders into activists. Every single member of the Salvation Army has not only sworn they have become a Christian who wants to worship within the Salvation Army, they have also sworn the rest of their lives will dedicated to Christian activism within the Salvation Army.

Some of the wording of the Articles of War (and even the words ‘Articles of War’) are now considered old fashioned, and they have been subsequently modernised into what is now known as a Soldier’s Covenant.
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The Articles of War have now been renamed the Soldier’s Covenant. The 2020’s Soldier’s Covenant is almost the same as the Articles of War in use in 1976 but there are some changes in emphasis and changes in language, especially in the third section. 

The format remains the same, and every person wishing to become a member of the Salvation Army still has to sign them. 

This is a direct copy of the Soldier’s Covenant, taken from the International Headquarters website of the Salvation Army in 2020:

To allow comparisons, I have followed each section of the Soldier’s Covenant with the similar section of the old Articles of War.

The first part is an affirmation they have become a Christian.

PART ONE - SOLDIER’S COVENANT

Having accepted Jesus Christ as my Saviour and Lord, and desiring to fulfil my membership of His Church on earth as a soldier of The Salvation Army, I now by God’s grace enter into a sacred covenant.

PART ONE - ARTICLES OF WAR

Having received with all my heart the salvation offered to me by the tender mercy of God, I do here and now acknowledge God the Father to be my King; God the Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, to be my Saviour; and God the Holy Spirit to be my Guide, Comforter and Strength; and I will, by His help, love, serve, worship and obey this glorious God through time and in eternity.

The second is an affirmation they accept the Christian beliefs as taught by the Salvation Army.

PART TWO - SOLDIER’S COVENANT

I believe and will live by the truths of the word of God expressed in The Salvation Army’s eleven articles of faith:

We believe that the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments were given by inspiration of God: and that they only constitute the Divine rule of Christian faith and practice.

We believe that there is only one God, who is infinitely perfect, the Creator. Preserver, and Governor of all things, and who is the only proper object of religious worship.

We believe that there are three persons in the Godhead—the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost—undivided in essence and coequal in power and glory.

We believe that in the person of Jesus Christ the Divine and human natures are united, so that He is truly and properly God and truly and properly man.

We believe that our first parents were created in a state of innocency. but by their disobedience they lost their purity and happiness; and that in consequence of their fall all men have become sinners, totally depraved. and as such are justly exposed to the wrath of God.

We believe that the Lord Jesus Christ has, by His suffering and death, made an atonement for the whole world so that whosoever will may be saved.

We believe that repentance towards God, faith in our Lord Jesus Christ and regeneration by the Holy Spirit are necessary to salvation.

We believe that we are justified by grace, through faith in our Lord Jesus Christ; and that he that believeth hath the witness in himself.

We believe that continuance in a state of salvation depends upon continued obedient faith in Christ.

We believe that it is the privilege of all believers to be wholly sanctified, and that their whole spirit and soul and body may be preserved blameless unto the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.

We believe in the immortality of the soul; in the resurrection of the body; in the general judgment at the end of the world; in the eternal happiness of the righteous; and in the endless punishment of the wicked.

PART TWO - ARTICLES OF WAR

Believing that The Salvation Army has been raised up by God, and is sustained and directed by Him, I do here declare that I am thoroughly convinced of the truth of the Army’s teaching, that is to say:

We believe that the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments were given by inspiration of God, and that they only constitute the Divine rule of Christian faith and practice.

We believe that there is only one God, who is infinitely perfect, the Creator, Preserver and Governor of all things and who is the only proper object of religious worship.

We believe that there are three persons in the Godhead – The Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost, undivided in essence and co-equal in power and glory.

We believe that in the person of Jesus Christ the Divine and human natures are united, so that He is truly and properly God and truly and properly man.

We believe that our first parents were created in a state of innocency, but, by their disobedience, they lost their purity and happiness, and that in consequence of their fall all men have become sinners, totally depraved, and as such are justly exposed to the wrath of God.

We believe that the Lord Jesus Christ has, by His suffering and death, made an atonement for the whole world, so that whosoever will may be saved.

We believe that repentance towards God, faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, and regeneration by the Holy Spirit, are necessary to salvation.

We believe that we are justified by grace, through faith in our Lord Jesus Christ; and that he that believeth hath the witness in himself.

We believe that continuance in a state of salvation depends upon continued obedient faith in Christ.

We believe that it is the privilege of all believers to be ‘wholly sanctified’, and that their ‘whole spirit and soul and body’ may ‘be preserved blameless unto the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ’ (1 Thessalonians 5:23).

We believe in the immortality of the soul; in the resurrection of the body; in the general judgement at the end of the world; in the eternal happiness of the righteous; and in the endless punishment of the wicked.

The third is a promise those beliefs will influence their lives.

PART THREE - SOLDIER’S COVENANT

Therefore, I will be responsive to the Holy Spirit’s work and obedient to His leading in my life, growing in grace through worship, prayer, service and the reading of the Bible.

I will make the values of the Kingdom of God and not the values of the world the standard for my life.

I will uphold Christian integrity in every area of my life, allowing nothing in thought, word or deed that is unworthy, unclean, untrue, profane, dishonest or immoral.

I will maintain Christian ideals in all my relationships with others: my family and neighbours, my colleagues and fellow Salvationists, those to whom and for whom I am responsible, and the wider community.

I will uphold the sanctity of marriage and of family life.

I will be a faithful steward of my time and gifts, my money and possessions, my body, my mind and my spirit, knowing that I am accountable to God.

I will abstain from alcoholic drink. tobacco, the non-medical use of addictive drugs, gambling, pornography, the occult, and all else that could enslave the body or spirit.

I will be faithful to the purposes for which God raised up The Salvation Army, sharing the good news of Jesus Christ, endeavouring to win others to Him, and in His name caring for the needy and the disadvantaged.

I will be actively involved, as l am able, in the life, work, worship and witness of the corps, giving as large a proportion of my income as possible to support its ministries and the worldwide work of the Army.

I will be true to the principles and practices of The Salvation Army, loyal to its leaders, and I will show the spirit of Salvationism whether in times of popularity or persecution.

PART THREE - ARTICLES OF WAR

Therefore, I do here and now, and for ever, renounce the world with all its sinful pleasures, companionships, treasures and objects, and declare my full determination boldly to show myself a soldier of Jesus Christ in all places and companies, no matter what I may have to suffer, do or lose by so doing.

I do here and now declare that I will abstain from the use of all intoxicating liquor, from the use of tobacco in any form, and from the non-medical use of all addictive drugs.

I do here and now declare that I will abstain from the use of all low or profane language and from all impurity, including unclean conversation, the reading of any obscene book or paper at any time, in any company, or in any place.

I do here declare that I will not allow myself in any deceit or dishonesty; nor will I practise any fraudulent conduct in my business, my home, or in any relation in which I may stand to my fellow men; but that I will deal truthfully, honourably and kindly with all those who may employ me or whom I may myself employ.

I do here declare that I will never treat any person whose life, comfort or happiness may be placed within my power, in an oppressive, cruel or cowardly manner; but that I will protect such from evil and danger so far as I can, and promote to the utmost of my ability his present welfare and eternal salvation.

I do here declare that I will spend all the time, strength, money and influence I can in supporting and carrying on the salvation war, and that I will endeavour to lead my family, friends, neighbours and all others whom I can influence to do the same, believing that the sure and only way to remedy all the evils in the world is by bringing men to submit themselves to the government of the Lord Jesus Christ.

I do here declare that I will always obey the lawful orders of my officers, and that I will carry out to the utmost of my power all the orders and regulations of the Army; and, further, that I will be an example of faithfulness to its principles, advance to the utmost of my ability its operations, and never allow, where I can prevent it, any injury to its interests, or hindrance to its success.

The fourth and final section, immediately above their signature, is a promise to devote themselves to a lifetime of service to God and to the Salvation Army.

PART FOUR - SOLDIER’S COVENANT

I now call upon all present to witness that I enter into this covenant and sign these articles of war of my own free will, convinced that the love of Christ, who died and now lives to save me, requires from me this devotion of my life to His service for the salvation of the whole world; and therefore do here declare my full determination, by God’s help, to be a true soldier of The Salvation Army.

PART FOUR - ARTICLES OF WAR

And I do here and now call upon all present to witness that I have entered into this undertaking and sign these Articles of War of my own free will, feeling that the love of Christ, who died to save me, requires from me this devotion of my life to His service for the salvation of the whole world, and therefore do here declare my full determination, by God’s help, to be a true soldier of the Salvation Army till I die.
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These were the terms used during the period of this book (1970’s 1980’s). Some terms may have been changed subsequently:

Articles of War: Christians have to sign a document called the ‘Articles of War’ before they can become member of the Salvation Army.

British Commissioner: The Salvation Army Officer with overall responsibility for the Salvation Army within England and Wales. Scotland had its own national leader known as the Scottish Territorial Commander.

Census Board: A group comprising the main Local Officers within a corps

Commanding Officer: The Salvation Army Officer in charge of a corps. In the case where two officers were appointed to a corps, one would be appointed as the commanding officer and the other would be appointed as the assistant commanding officer. In the case of a married couple, the husband was always the commanding officer and his wife was always the assistant.

Corps: Place of Salvation Army worship and the body of people who worship there. The word corpse is used in a similar way that the word church is used by other Christians.

Divisional Commander: The Salvation Army officer in overall command of the Salvation Army’s corps work over a large area of the country. They provide oversight of all the corps within their area, in the way that a Bishop would do in other denominations.

Divisional Officer: Similar to a Divisional Commander, but their responsibility was for all the Salvation Army’s social work in a given area.

General: The person in overall worldwide command of The Salvation Army. Elected by a High Council.

General Secretary for Scotland: Second in command to the Territorial Commander for Scotland.

High Council: A High Council was called to elect a new general. It was comprised from all the Salvation Army Commissioners, and some Colonels who were Territorial Commanders.

Hostel Manager: The Salvation Army Officer in charge of a social services centre. In the case where two officers were appointed to a hostel, one would be appointed as the hostel manager and the other would be appointed as the assistant manager. In the case of a married couple, the husband was always the manager and his wife was always the assistant manager. In the case of larger social services centres there were often two married couples appointed. In those cases the husband of one of the couples was always appointed as the hostel manager, and the husband of the second couple was always appointed as his assistant. This would leave the two wives with an ambiguous and undefined roll.

Local Officers: Uniformed soldiers within a corps who have received a local unpaid commission to undertake particular tasks such as corps treasurer, corps secretary, corps sergeant major, band master, songster leader, young people’s sergeant. Those in the more important local officer positions were also members of the Census Board.

Quarters: Accommodation owned by the Salvation Army and set aside for Salvation Army Officers to live in. It would be fully furnished and fully equipped with cutlery, crockery and bedding. This enabled Salvation Army officers to be moved quickly and cheaply from place to place, often requiring little more than a rail warrant or car to move with their personal belongings. Equivalent to a manse in other denominations.

Ranks: Those in training to become Salvation Army Officers were known as cadets. Once they had completed their two-year residential training they were commissioned as a lieutenant. Five years after commissioning, provided they had successfully completed a further two-year correspondence course, they were promoted to the rank of captain. Twenty years after commissioning, a Captain was promoted to major. Other ranks were appointed on the basis of the job was being held. A divisional commander would usually become a colonel, and a territorial commander would usually be a commissioner. The General of the Salvation Army would be elected by a High Council comprised of all the Commissioners and some Colonels who were also Territorial Commanders.

Salvationist: A member of the Salvation Army. Not everyone who attends the Salvation Army is a Salvationist, and not all Salvationists wear uniform. To become a Salvationist you had to be a Christian, and you had to sign the Articles of War.

Salvation Army Officers: Salvationists who have trained to become ministers of religion. Similar to a vicar or pastor or priest in other denominations.

Soldier: A lay member of the Salvation Army. A Salvationist.

Territorial Commander for Scotland: The Salvation Army Officer responsible for all the work of the Salvation Army within Scotland.
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