The Unkindest Cut


The memory of my first ‘army haircut ‘ is just beginning to fade from my mind. So, for that matter, is the memory of my most recent haircut but we won’t dwell on that.


Together with most of the intake, I was enjoying, if that is the word, my first day in the army at Markeaton Park in Derby. We had just spent the whole day queuing up for all, the necessities of our new life; the ill fitting battledress, the drooping denims, the sadistic boots and all the other items which put fun into life. Then occasionally, just as we thought we had sampled all that the world had to offer, they would liven things up with an inoculation or two. Little yonder then that by the time it came to 6 pm some of us began to wonder if we had made ’ a terrible mistake  ‘in coming to the place.


We were marched to the mess hall and our resident games master (“You play the game with me and I’ll play the game with you”), Sgt. Coppins, addressed us for the final time. “OK lads, that’s all for now, the rest of the day is your own. But…” We didn’t like the sound of that “but” and a sort of shudder passed through the assembled multitude. “But,” he continued, “I want you all to have your hair cut by tomorrow morning.”


Well, that didn’t’ sound too bad and there are far worse things than a haircut so, having fortified myself with the evening meal, I made my way to the barber’s shop which was a small hut near the centre of the camp. Heaven knows, the place wasn’t difficult to spot because it had a queue of about seventy people hanging out of the door. Never, it seemed, had haircuts been so popular. I joined the end of the line of patient customers as inside the shop the lone barber plied his simple craft. The monotony was relieved from time to time by the odd passing second lieutenant to whom seventy salutes must have seemed like an offer too good to miss. But the real excitement came about every five minutes when something resembling a Mohican would stagger out of the door of the shop and we all took one pace forward.
Occasionally someone would join the queue behind me but these were obviously persons of low fibre as none of then stayed for more than a few minutes. They lacked the necessary endurance qualities of the real idiot.


Early evening turned to nightfall as the wearisome hours dragged by until at last, at half past midnight, it was my turn to sit in the chair. The barber did a quick job on me. He didn’t ask my opinion about which style I preferred but I suppose it was OK if you didn’t see both sides at the same time.



I paid him the shilling and gave him sixpence for himself and started gratefully for the door. The barber spoke, “Just a minute lad.” There was a sharpness in his voice which hadn’t been there when he was accepting his tip. I turned and noticed that he had removed his white coat and was putting on a battledress tunic with three stripes on the sleeve. “Sweep the shop out before you go lad.”


Even with my limited military experience I knew enough to recognise the voice of tyranny when I heard it so I took up the broom and removed the debris from seventy or so scalpings before returning to the barrack room and falling into my bunk just before quarter to two in the morning. As I said at the beginning, the memory is fading but it won t be easy.
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