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Archie Green retired from the British army in 1976 after 35 years of service. He had been conscripted in 1941 and saw action In Normandy and Arnhem and was part of the push into Germany in 1945. He jumped at the chance of joining the regular army when asked after the war, and saw action in Korea, fought the Mau Mau in Kenya and also served in Aden, and later did two tours of Northern Ireland. He rose to the heady heights of Regimental Sergeant Major and spent the last years of his career training new recruits, mostly in Aldershot. His, like many army marriages, hadn’t survived the extended months and years of separation, and his wife had left him 20 years ago, taking their two children with her. He had reconnected with his daughters in recent years since he was stationed in the UK, but as his discharge date loomed, he would be technically unemployed and homeless. Preparation for civvy street, or lack of, was Archie’s only criticism of his time in the services. Weeks before he left the army his Commanding Officer, Major Smith Dawson took a special interest in Archie. Smith Dawson was also a career soldier of long service, and was an Oxford Graduate, University College to be precise. Smith Dawson was well connected, especially amongst Oxford alumni, and counted Lord  Goodman, who had recently been appointed Master of University College Oxford, as a personal friend.
Smith Dawson had asked Archie  about his  plans, and was shocked to hear that at that point he had none, and he  privately resolved to look into it. One evening the two colleagues were having a pint in the junior mess after a hard and frustrating week training the new recruits, Smith Dawson broached the subject again and apart from a vague idea of spending some time with his sister who had a boarding house in Skegness, he still had no plans. Smith Dawson asked if he would ever consider working as a porter at his old college at Oxford, as he knew they were  recruiting.
 The role went much further than a traditional porter’ duties : they played a crucial role in the smooth running of the university acted as quasi policemen and security on the college grounds, manned the porters lodge  and dealt with visitors, processed and delivered internal mail and upheld college culture taking s leading role in formal occasions. They wore distinctive unforms emblazoned with the college badge and colours topped off with a bowler hat. As  a single sex college  University College porters were always male, but across the university this demographic was replicated, so too was absence of ethnic groups, scouts were , to all intents’ and purposes, WASPs.
Archie was immediately attracted to the position, not least because it came with a grace and favour flat and immediate start date. Once Archie had expressed his interest his appointment was almost a shoe in. He was given a guided tour by no less than Lord Goodman himself, was directed to a prestigious tailor in Oxford to get measured for his uniform and was given September 1 as his start date, which meant he was in place for the start of the new term. Archie struck up  a surprisingly close friendship with Lord Goodman and they were on first names terms, although he always addressed him correctly in public. Whenever he was in Oxford Lord Goodman invariably sought out Archie for a chat and often invited him to eat with him when he had dinner with the students. The food wasn’t the best, Archie reflected, and certainly no better than the army canteen food he was used to. However Archie loved the formality of the occasion, dressing for dinner, entering with the top table with all the students standing as they did so, and they remained standing till grace was said, and the top table sat down. With this rapport, it was no surprise that Archie became Head Porter,  and his grace and favour rooms improved with his elevated status.
Archie loved every aspect of the job, but most of all he liked interacting with the students. He  was by nature socially conservative, he liked authority and law and order. This had been instilled in him from his years in the army, so too was his attention to detail in terms of his appearance. He didn’t mind wearing the uniform that went with his job, even the bowler hat they were expected to wear, unlike some of his colleagues, who seemed to resent the uniform, resent authority and the students they were there to serve. Politically, however, Archie was a lifelong Labour voter, was tolerant and had no issue with a person’s gender or sexuality, reflecting that one of the best soldiers he ever served with had once confided in him that he was homosexual.
“Everyone to their own provided you don’t think I am too and try it on with me”  Archie had said on  receipt of this information whilst sharing a fox hole with him in Korea.
“Don’t worry Archie  you’re not my type, besides I knew you weren’t one of us the first time I met you.”
Archie didn’t enquire any further, and kept his mate’s secret all the while they served together.
Archie  also had sympathy with the Peace Movement and CND. He had heard from service men who had been part of the atomic testing on Christmas Island and had seen the devastation of Hiroshima himself when on leave once in Japan. Archie kept his political views private, especially after the Conservatives were running the country in the 1980s.
When he first started working in Oxford there was a Labour government, and things were quite austere. Inflation was high, the government tried desperately to work with the unions and keep wages under control, but ‘the Winter of Discontent’ put paid to that. Under Thatcher there was a different feel about the country; there was tension brought about by government cuts and high unemployment. But there was also almost uncontrolled excess brought about by deregulation and the ‘big bang’ which occurred in 1986. This was reflected in the nature and attitude of the undergraduates, particularly at the likes of Oxford and Cambridge. Parallel to this financial excess, drug excess was almost inevitable. It wasn’t just the case of the pungent smell of marijuana permeating the cloisters occasionally, it was now cocaine and amphetamines washed down with copious amounts of Dom Perignon.
This  caused Archie and his team of porters a lot of problems and during the summer months after exams things invariably came to a head.  One night in June 1986 when Archie was working the night shift, he went on his hourly walk around the college grounds and he heard a commotion in  the college quad. It was male voices, loudly shouting and arguing and there was the sound of someone retching and vomiting. He approached the noise and saw a group of six men dressed in matching dark navy blue suits with distinctive velvet collars, white shirts encased in  mustard coloured waistcoats and bow  ties, although most of these were hanging at odd angles or around their heads like a head band. Archie recognised the uniforms straightaway as belonging to the infamous all male Bullingdon Club whose reputation was well known. Archie was on his own, without a radio, such luxuries were deemed unnecessary at Oxford in the 1980s. He braced himself and prepared to intervene if required, there was no sign of any one being obviously unwell, and he caught their attention with a loud “Excuse me gentleman” . All but one of them stopped what they were doing immediately and looked sheepishly at Archie. The remaining individual continue to  urinate against the wall, and on completion made a  show of adjusting his dress, brushing his hair back and adjusting his bow tie. This was studied and deliberate insolence and disrespect. The five other culprits tittered, and they knew this too and waited to see what happened next. Archie was deeply frustrated but determined to stand his ground and shouted
“Oi what do you think you are doing?”
The young man turned round, he was about six feet tall with a monocle which Archie felt sure was purely for effect. He was smoking a cigarette from what looked like an ivory holder with a gold mouthpiece. His Bullingdon suit looked immaculate apart from an obvious vomit stain on the one leg. He had  well coiffured blonde hair with a long fringe which he brushed to one side. When he spoke it was in perfect English with a strong German accent which reminded Archie of Herr Flick, the German SS Officer in the popular TV series ‘Allo Allo”. He spoke to Archie like a man used to speaking to servants and said
“Do you know who you are speaking to?”
This annoyed Archie intensely, in his ten years as a porter he had never been spoken to in such a way, and he struggled to control his temper. Archie replied
“I couldn’t give a monkeys who you are sir, you are breaking college by-laws by urinating in a public place”
Archie was surprised he had not slipped into the vernacular or army parlance in his reply. He needn’t  have bothered however as the young man had clearly ignored what he was saying, and had continued in his own inimitable way
‘Do you know who you are speaking to?  I am Count Gottfried von Bismarck, a direct descendant of the ‘Iron Chancellor’ of Germany and architect of Germany unification, Otto von Bismarck, and I demand to be spoken to with respect.’
At first   Archie thought it was a joke as the young man sounded more like Herr Flick the more he spoke but when Archie didn’t reply immediately it prompted  him to say
“Well my man, I’m waiting….” The sheer snobbery and rudeness of this response infuriated Archie. The other young men had gathered around Archie by this time, and although he didn’t feel threatened it was somewhat  uncomfortable and their tittering exacerbated the situation, He thought  very carefully before speaking  and said through gritted teeth,
“Well listen sonny, I’m  a direct descendant of Kaiser Wilhelm II, and I’m pulling rank and I suggest you bugger off back to your own college.
The culprit went into a rant of  expletives mostly in German and his friends, who had seen the funny side of the situation ushered him out of the quad and onto the high street  back to their own accommodation and could be heard shouting with the German student loudest of all
‘Arschloch’ ‘Schlampe’ ‘Fotze’ Depp’
“How dare that peasant speak with such insolence, are there no standards left in this country”
Archie had picked up a smattering of German during his many postings  there in the army, and although he didn’t understand them all, he certainly got the gist of them and the sentiment it expressed, and this in Archie’s book justified his uncharacteristic aggressive response. He quickly finished his walk around and went back to the lodge  for a  coffee and cigarette and finish the crossword he had started earlier in the evening.
 Archie was on leave for a couple of days after this event. When he reported for duty, he checked his pigeonhole for any messages as was his routine. There were a couple of messages from one of his team asking for a call, his monthly pay slip was there as expected and he put this in  his bag to check when he had a moment, and there was a sealed letter with the college emblem on. It was typed and addressed to Arthur Greene and marked Private and Confidential. It was from the new Master of the College, an American who had been in post about six months, following the end of Lord Goodman’s  tenure in the post. Archie was shocked by the formality and tone of the letter requesting him attend a meeting with the Master in his study at 14.00 that day.
Archie had met the new Master a couple of times, but he didn’t have the same rapport as he had had with his predecessor, Lord Goodman. The mood amongst college staff had changed and there were rumours that the new Master wanted changes, and wanted the college to be “less formal” and cited the uniforms and particularly the bowler hats worn by the porters as examples. He wanted less ceremonial activities, and a more ‘student centred’, ‘diverse’ ‘inclusive’ college . It was significant that he never had formal lunch with the students in hall , unlike the ‘Good Lord”, the  affectionate nickname which staff had given Lord Goodman  as he regularly prefixed his responses  with those very words. Staff had hinted at a hidden agenda, one of cost cutting, and the need to bring in more revenue by allowing more foreign students notably from China and the Arab countries. He was apparently shocked  when he heard of the number of ‘grace and favour’ rooms/apartments allocated to college staff such as Archie when ‘high paying foreign students’ were living in shabby boarding houses around the city.’
He had been into the Master’s study a number of times in the past, but this was different. He was kept waiting by the  Master’s  new secretary, he was referred to as Mr Green, not Archie. When he went into the room he was not invited to sit, nor indeed was a hand offered by the new Master who finished reading the document in front of him before he even looked up to acknowledge Archie’s presence. He took off his spectacles, laid them on the table and referred to the document he had been reading.
“Mr Green, I’m afraid I have received a serious complaint about you..
Archie was shocked as it was the only complaint ever made against him in all his years at Oxford and in the army, and certainly had never been before a disciplinary. Although this meeting was not theoretically a disciplinary, it had all the hallmarks of one. Archie attempted to clarify the nature of the complaint, but the Master carried on talking.
“On Friday 30 March you insulted and racially abused one of our students…..
Archie mentally tracked back to 30 March, just a few days earlier, and remembered the incident involving the six drunks from the Bullingdon Club. He rapidly went through the incident and struggled to see how anything in his conduct in  that incident could be construed as ‘insulting’ let alone ‘racially abusive’.
Whilst he wracked his brain he was oblivious to what the Master was saying,  and then he focussed in on one comment he heard.
“You will be required to give a formal apology in person to  the gentleman concerned.”
At this Archie interrupted the Master,
“With due respect Master, if he was a gentleman he wouldn’t have been pissing up the wall of our quad at 2.00 in the morning, let alone vomiting on the college lawn.’
The Master stopped talking in astonishment and said
“I beg your pardon…”  but before allowing Archie to repeat himself, he said,
Now  listen here Mr Green” and proceeded to repeat the complaint that had been made and stressed that
‘You  WILL give an apology to the gentleman, and moreover this will be done in person in this office.”
“That won’t be happening “ Archie said, dispensing with any formalities.
A pregnant pause followed allowing both men to gather their thoughts. The Master broke this silence
“Well if that is the case you give me no alternative to….
“I won’t be giving an apology  as I am leaving, I give my notice now.”
“If you present that in writing it will be accepted, and you will be relieved of your duties at the end of the month. Please vacate your desk by then , hand over your keys to my secretary, and make arrangements to vacate your living quarters by  the end of your notice .”
Archie promptly turned around and left the room and did what he had been told. His friends thought he had been reckless, but they also thought he had been badly treated and ought to go to a tribunal on  the grounds of constructive dismissal.
Archie disagreed, he had no intention of going to a  tribunal, and he said the only regrets he had was not kicking the  German’s ass, as he had apparently been accused of threatening. Also, he had seen something  like this happening when his mentor Lord Goodman announced he was leaving, but he had learned from his mistake of failing to prepare when he left the army. The idea  had come to him when he attended the Remembrance Day service that year. He was in the company of a group of Chelsea Pensioners and was intrigued about their  organisation , and had made further enquiries including going on a visit to  their Royal Hospital in Chelsea. He had applied and was surprised to hear that his application had been accepted, and he would be eligible to enter on his sixty fifth birthday. That was six months away, but by the time he had had his annual leave, and spent a few weeks at his sister’s boarding house, it would soon come round.
Archie’s last month at University College was uneventful. The other porters and the admin staff arranged a low-key leaving party where presentations were made. Needless to say, the Master did not attend.
Archie took a while to settle in Chelsea, largely because he was that much younger and fitter than many of his new friends, and he became more of an extra pair of hands than a resident. He now had the luxury of time, and spent an hour every morning devouring the daily papers in the Reading Room. Some months later, near the end of the year, he read in the papers about Olivia Channon, daughter of Cabinet Minister Paul Channon, who had been found dead following  an alcohol and drugs fuelled binge party after celebrating her finals. Her  body was discovered the following morning by her friend Nicholas Vincent, who was asleep beside her. Her death was followed by a few arrests, including Count Gottfried von Bismarck, in whose room Olivia’s body was found. Von Bismarck later admitted that he was never able to distance himself from the scandal. Archie took no  satisfaction in this news, and had great empathy for Olivia’s family, and mourned the waste of talent.
Archie’s role in the hospital changed as he aged and he eventually needed the support he had given to older pensioners when he first entered the  hospital. He still devoured the daily papers, and one morning in 2006 he read of an Antony Casey who had fallen to his death from a roof terrace at the Chelsea flat belonging to no less than Count Gottfried von Bismarck. In 2007, Count von Bismarck himself was found dead in the same London flat.  Pathologists told the inquest that the aristocrat had injected himself with cocaine every hour, and that his body contained the highest dose of cocaine ever recorded. Archie lamented the loss of life and talent represented by these tragic deaths and loathed the scourge of drugs on all  sections of  society. He was relieved his own daughters had not been caught up in it, but he was less sure about his grandchildren, but then, he thought, what could he do at his age and in his position, and people must take responsibility for their actions and face the consequences.
 

