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Chapter One

“I am Miss Augusta Redwood, ma’am. I have learnt how to drive and I would wish to join your service as a volunteer.”

The senior of the Field Auxiliary Nursing Service, a lady in her thirties of fearsome mien, stared into Gus’ eyes, assessing her, uncovering her character, deciding whether she had the qualities demanded by FANY. She glanced at the file containing the initial letter of application.

“Miss Redwood. Eldest daughter, if I recall your family. The banking Redwoods, is it not?”

“It is, ma’am.”

“Good family. Does your father approve of your application?”

“He is unaware of it, ma’am. I believe he will do so. He is an enlightened gentleman in many ways and is, I believe, slightly disappointed in his sons. He will be glad to know that one at least of the family is in France.”

“Mr George Redwood is representing the family in New York, on Wall Street, is he not? No doubt he is serving the country there. Mr Henry Redwood is less respectable; a man about Town, one understands.”

“About Town, certainly, ma’am. I am less sure he can claim to be a ‘man’ in these times.”

There was a reluctant smile.

“Well said, Miss Redwood. Present yourself at Dover in three days from now. There will be a contingent of our young ladies assembling there at ten o’clock in the morning. Bring with you a single large leather valise containing personal clothing, underwear and such. You will be issued with uniforms on arrival in France. You will require a small amount of money as well. You will be paid in France. Welcome to FANY, Miss Redwood. Please give your measurements for uniforms to my assistant in the outer office. You will be Trooper Redwood from Friday, when you join us.”

Gus was less elated than she had expected. Miss – Lieutenant, that was – Franklin had not imparted a sense of adventure. She was leading them out to a hard war in which they would be expected to play their part equally to any man. She was not a suffragette – she would make her mark by working, not by playing politics.

It seemed reasonable.

She waved to a taxi, gave the address of the bank.

“Miss Redwood to see Mr Redwood at his convenience.”

There was a young boy behind the desk at the door. He bowed and offered her a seat before taking to the internal telephone, a rare convenience even in London offices. A brief conversation and he called a page – an even younger boy – to lead Miss Redwood to the Director’s offices.

“Augusta, my dear! What brings you here and could not wait until I came home tonight?”

“Convenience, sir. I was in London and thought it best to speak to you immediately.”

He wondered why, his first thoughts being a private doctor and a need for a little but expensive operation to make everything tidy for an unmarried girl. It did not seem in character for all he knew of his eldest daughter.

“I joined FANY this morning, sir. I was accepted as a driver for their ambulance.”

They had but one, she understood.

“I had heard the War Office had refused to consider using the services of women in France.”

“The Belgians have accepted us, sir.”

“Well done them. They have some forces still fighting to the south of the inundation, I understand. It is not what I would have wanted, and your brother George will be outraged. I will support you in it, Augusta. When do you go?”

“On Friday, Papa.”

“So soon? Even so, you are right to go. I wondered why you suddenly requested driving lessons. I cannot say you were wrong. Write frequent letters, my dear. Your mother will not entirely understand, but I do. I shall personally inform your brother Henry that one of the family has gone to war. For the moment, one never knows what can happen in wartime. Give me five minutes to inform my deputy that I am leaving the office, then we shall make one or two purchases.”

He spent a large sum of money in a short time – rubberised boots and warm, thick stockings as winter was coming on the most obviously practical. Somewhat dismaying was a pair of small automatic pistols, one for a handbag, the other to tuck into an inside pocket.

“Six shots, point two five calibre. Fired from a range of a foot or two they will discourage any man who seeks to force himself onto you. Fire two or three shots, never one. In time of war, anything can happen. Always carry both, if you please. I will be far happier knowing you can protect yourself.”

“But…”

“Exactly. The probability is high you will have no need for them. One chance in a thousand says they may be very welcome.”

She supposed that might be so. She had no experience of men, was not at all sure she wanted any; she certainly would wish to make her own mind up on any occasion that might arise.

“Very well, sir.”

“Take a hundred pounds with you. You will probably not need the money. If you do, it will be useful to have it to hand. I will find you one hundred sovereigns. Gold coin is always acceptable. Keep them hidden away safe. A hundred would buy you passage to Switzerland, I do not doubt. I will give you the address of our banking partner there. They will be able to make contact with me against need.”

It was all very practical, but not at all inside her previous experience. She had not visualised the possibility of having to flee, presumably from a victorious German army.

She made her thanks, accompanied him to Waterloo and the train home. He had taken the whole afternoon, sat in the first class compartment with her.

“What of your sisters? Will they go off to war, do you think?”

“No. Henrietta might wish to, eventually. Not this year or next, I suspect. She is still upset about poor Harry Griffin. Victoria? I suspect Mama will be well advised to keep a close eye to her. I do not doubt she will wish to offer comforts to wounded officers.”

“A flighty girl. I do not doubt you are right. Lieutenant Robert Griffin is back in England, I understand.”

“Wounds to the lower legs, Papa. Splinters, I understand. Steel shards, several of them, blown through the upper ankle of both legs and one foot. I believe he has lost that foot. I know he is still in hospital and will have difficulty in walking when he is released. Apparently, he is to be discharged from service as medically unfit.”

“Hobbling on a walking stick. Hopefully, an unromantic figure. I wonder what he will do.”

“Not a great deal, sir. He is least clever of the five Griffin boys. Alfred, of course, is far the most able and has a future planned out for himself.”

“A research mathematician and engineer, probably concentrating on aeronautics, the building of aeroplanes and possibly balloons.

“No, not balloons, sir. He does not see them to have a practical future. Multi-engine heavier than air is where the future lies, he is sure. Add to that, he is a Rugby player who will probably be capped for England and that will guarantee his success.”

“Of course. Finally, he is already a captain and I understand has more than one Mention in Despatches to his name. The combination says a knighthood before he is forty and quite possibly a peerage in his fifties as a recognition of a life well led.”

“You sound much in favour of Alfred Griffin, Papa.”

“I am. Envious of Major General Griffin. I would swap any one of his sons for mine!”

“George is what he is, Papa. He will work hard.”

“He will. He will never be more than a third rater. I shall ensure that he will never have control of the bank. I shall probably sell up, in fact, and let him inherit a substantial trust fund. That will protect him and the bank too.”

“And Henry, Papa?”

“He is an idler of limited intellect and dubious moral probity. He has an income guaranteed him and will no doubt come to me at intervals to clear his debts. I expect nothing of Henry but have warned him that I shall not tolerate scandal. If goes an inch across the line, I shall see him sent out to the colonies and not to return. I hope he believes me.”

“What will he do if military service becomes compulsory, Papa?”

“He will run, I do not doubt. A passage to Canada on family business then to disappear across the American border, there to take ship to Brazil where he can live well and cheaply.”

“You have no expectations of him, Papa? You do not think he will turn over a new leaf?”

“No. He is incapable of anything good. I have no value for him at all. I have seen his way of life in the couple of months he has been in London and know exactly what to expect of him. He has membership of at least two of the less reputable night clubs and enjoys the company he finds there.”

Her father would say no more, leaving her to speculate from a basis of ignorance.

Home and she told the rest of the family what she was to do, and that she had her father’s support in her actions.

Victoria asked of the uniform and rapidly showed no interest at all in following her example.

“A khaki tunic and skirt and a soft khaki bonnet! No doubt half-boots and thick stockings besides! Thank you, no, sister!”

“I am going to drive an ambulance, not to parade in front of the officers, Victoria!”

She received no reply, Victoria having lost all interest in the topic.

Henrietta did not think she was the stuff of which ambulance drivers might be made. Augusta agreed with her.

Her father accompanied her on the early express to Waterloo and took her across to the Dover train, put her into a first class compartment, waved her farewell.

She stepped out tentatively at Dover, looked around her, was shouted at from a small group at the ticket barrier. She recognised Lieutenant Franklin.

“Reporting for duty, Ma’am!”

“Very good, Trooper Redwood. One valise and a handbag, I see. Perfectly correct. We have one more to arrive and that may well be her coming down from the Third Class carriages – yes, so it is. Her parents have cast her out and she is short of money, naturally. I gather your father raised no objections, Trooper Redwood?”

“He said he was proud of me, Ma’am. I believe he was telling the truth. My brothers have been a severe disappointment to him. As you are aware, one has taken a posting with the bank to Wall Street, in New York. The other is the merest lounger about Town!”

“Disappointing indeed, Trooper Redwood. Do not think you must force yourself into danger to compensate for them!”

The sixth member of the party arrived, announced herself as Trooper Montserrat.

Lieutenant Franklin led them to the docks, pointed to a small tramp ship.

“That is our transport. You will see the ambulance on her deck. Our first. We are to go across to Calais and the Belgians will lead us to our place of work. Initially, we shall have a small casualty clearing station, three assisting with nursing, Trooper Redwood driving the ambulance, transporting the wounded, after their first treatment at CCS, to the various hospitals. Normally, Sergeant Major Ashley-Smith will accompany her as orderly, in the back with the patients en route. I expect to rapidly expand our operations here. I shall be in London probably more than I can be out here, but I shall bring more ambulances, drivers, orderlies and nurses out in quick time. Remember! The FANY can do anything! Nothing is impossible to FANY – that is to be our motto!”

Augusta believed her.

An hour later, at sea, pottering across the Channel, Augusta asked Lieutenant Franklin of the arrangements for the maintenance of the ambulance.

“I know little of mechanics as yet, Ma’am. Is there a garage to keep the ambulance up in the first instance while I learn what is to be done?”

“There is, Trooper. I shall ensure they teach you all you need. Well done for volunteering!”

“I shall do the job thoroughly, Ma’am! I am not to be satisfied with half measures.”

“Nor any of us in FANY, Trooper Redwood. Have you any French?”

“Schoolgirl, Ma’am. That will improve.”

“Well done! By the way, I am generally called, ‘The Boss’. I do not think discipline will suffer if you call me ‘Boss’ rather than ‘Ma’am’.”

Robert Griffin, Lieutenant in the Hampshires, made his way slowly along the hospital corridor to the consulting rooms at the front of the ground floor, looking out over Southampton Water. He had been discharged from his upstairs ward, slightly reluctantly as he was still a long way from fully healed, but the bed was needed for the unceasing flow of wounded from France.

“This way, Lieutenant.”

There were two doctors, both RAMC, in uniform and senior to him, a captain and a major.

“Griffin, sir. Hampshires.”

“Take a seat, Mr Griffin. You were regular pre-war, I see. Bad luck. You have lost the left foot above the ankle. The right foot remains but the ankle has taken damage and will always be stiff. You are using a pair of crutches now. You will, probably, be able to limit yourself to a single walking stick, eventually, but should expect to use the crutches for many months, perhaps a full year. You will appreciate that you can never be fit for active service again, Lieutenant Griffin. You are entitled to half-pay for life, Lieutenant, but will never serve again. You are at liberty to seek other employment without jeopardising your half-pay. You will remain a patient at this hospital until fully discharged but in effect you are now a civilian, sir. You will eventually be provided with a prosthetic foot. For now, sir, have you transport arranged to your home?”

“My father sent a message to the effect there should be a staff car waiting for me, sir. That is Major General Griffin.”

They enquired, found the car was waiting and called porters to assist Robert to the vehicle. A two hour journey into the north of Hampshire, slow because of the mass of military traffic, mostly horse-drawn, and he was helped out and led into the front door of the Place, the empty family home. The butler and housekeeper greeted him, made him welcome and informed him of the arrangements they had made.

“In the side wing, Mr Robert, on the ground floor so you need not struggle with stairs. A bedroom and sitting room and a bathroom immediately next door. A contained apartment, one might say, sir. You may dine in the small dining room, as the Family always did, or at the table in your own sitting room, sir.”

It was all done with kindness, and emphasised that he was a cripple now.

“We did not know what you might want brought down from your childhood room upstairs, Mr Robert.”

There were books he might reread and mementoes of Indian days. They would make the downstairs rooms his.

“Have you heard from my brothers in France?”

“Mr Alfred is a captain now, sir, and so is Mr John. Mr Peter has joined the Hampshires, as is only proper and is full lieutenant now.”

Robert did not say he knew that. There was no need to mention the upset there had been between them.

“Mr Alfred is with the Kents, is he not?”

“He is, sir. A pity for not being with the family regiment, sir, but he has three Mentions, sir! We can all be proud of that, sir.”

They could, most certainly.

“When will we win the war, sir? Will we bring the men home for Christmas?”

“We are losing the war at the moment! If we are lucky, we may be able to hold the Germans in a line across northern France. After that, the best hope is for a negotiated peace. Russia is pressing into Germany from the east. That is our best hope.”

The butler shook his head. News of Tannenberg and the Masurian Lakes was just coming into the newspapers.

“The Russians have taken huge losses, sir, and have been pushed back a hundred miles and more. There is nothing to hope for there. They have won a victory in the south, against Austria-Hungary. Generally, sir, things are not going well in the East. It is expected that Turkey will go to war against us at any day. Italy still has not declared war and it is thought that she will not keep her alliance with Germany.”

“Not very good, is it?”

They could not regard Italy as any great ally.

It was not good at all. It was almost as bad as Black Week in the Boer War.

“The casualties, sir, seem to be growing every week.”

“They are. The battles around Ypres are costing tens of thousands of lives from the BEF. The long-trained riflemen of the BEF are dying fast and are being replaced by keen youngsters of no training at all. It is a different army, far less able to use its rifle properly. I see no hope for immediate victory.”

It was not as they expected.

“Why has the Navy not won the war yet, sir?”

“God alone knows…” Robert was in difficulty; he could not remember his father’s butler’s name. He had been out of the house for three years with Sandhurst and then service in the battalion. He had lost contact with the Place, which he hardly knew for having come back from India with the family and going off to Sandhurst almost immediately.

“We in the Army are the wrong people to ask about the Navy, you know. We are not entirely impressed by this ‘Senior Service’ business.”

“So be it, Mr Robert. At what time do you wish to dine, sir?”

“Normal time for the house. You must not change things about for me. Can you send a groom up to see me? I must see if I can take some sort of exercise.”

“Michael, sir. Second groom. Mr Jackson and First groom have gone off to war, sir. Left me because I’m only sixteen yet. Taken on two boys, sir, just left school, to make up the numbers.”

“That makes sense, I suppose. What have we in the stables just now?”

“Got the five old fellows, sir, more nor twenty and with just a few more years as hacks before they go to grass. Besides that, a pair of three year olds, sir, what can be worked but not too hard. Needs a bit of schooling yet, sir, what I been giving they.”

“Have we a gig in the yard? I doubt I can sit a saddle yet, but I could take a bit of fresh air driving.”

“Can always do that, sir. Any of them can be put up to the gig. I could always ride out with thee, sir, when thee ventures out.”

It was only to be expected for the first few weeks, he supposed. He did not have to like it. With winter coming in, he would have few opportunities to get out at all. He accepted the offer as politely as he could. It was made out of kindness and duty both. They regarded him as a wounded hero and wished to give him every consideration; he debated cutting his throat.

Henry Redwood woke with a slight headache. That was unusual; he normally had a stinking hangover. He noticed he was not alone in the bed, wondered who he had brought back from the Club. He did not recognise the face but recalled her as most enthusiastic during the night. He had received his money’s worth, wondered whether he had paid her in advance.

Thinking the matter over, he could not recall paying her at all or discussing the matter. She had come to the club with Bunny Rabbetts, he remembered, introduced as his sister passing through. On her way home from school, he seemed to think Bunny had said, brought out to see the wicked world at a safe distance. Bunny had fallen down drunk, as he usually did, and Henry had volunteered to take the sister home…

Jesus! He was in trouble!

He wondered what he must do. He watched as she stirred and slipped out of bed, through to the necessaries. She came back smiling, wholly naked and evidently ready for another round. He rose to the occasion – what else could a fellow do?

Later in the morning he talked with her, asked her what she intended to do next.

“I will not go back to school, Henry. I have had enough of being treated as a child. I could stay here with you?”

“How old are you, Bethany?” He had discovered her name, thinking it only polite.

“I am old enough.”

That confirmed his worst fears.

“How old is that, exactly?”

“Fifteen.”

That could send him to prison and he could not save himself with a hasty marriage.

“Better you should go to Bunny’s rooms for now, my dear. He will wonder where you are.”

“He will not remember my existence for a few hours yet, Henry. I expect you are right.”

An hour later, Bethany finally removed from his apartment, Henry sat to think.

The Rabbetts family had money – a lot of it – and a place in Society. They had real power which they could exercise all unseen. The Bank and his father might well lose in an outright contest with that family, and that assumed his father would be willing to fight for him, which might well be unlikely.

He must run but had only the dregs of his quarterly allowance left in his bank account and two weeks before the next payment. He could not get out of the country.

If he went to his father he would have to explain why. He did not think that would go well.

Somehow, he had at minimum to get out of London, preferably more distant than that.

The obvious course was to take a commission and get out to France. He was sure he would be able to wangle a position on the staff somewhere. General Griffin would act his friend, for the sake of the family. The trouble was, they were no longer taking young men on and sending them straight across the Channel next day. There were short training courses at minimum and no guarantee of getting out to France immediately. New officers were more often than not being sent to newly formed battalions to train up with them for months. The Army was no way out.

He was damned if he would try for this new Flying Corps. Apparently, they would take a chap today and have him in the air tomorrow, and in his coffin the day after as like as not.

The sole way out that occurred to him was a chap he had met a week or two previously. Pleasant fellow but Bunny had warned him off, said the man was Intelligence and not the sort to have anything to do with.

“Dangerous sort, Henry! Forever running off overseas and talking with foreigners. Not the right type for us, if you know what I mean.”

It seemed to Henry that running off overseas was exactly what he needed to do. The chap had given him an address, he recalled, in a slightly seedy part of Town, which was right for spies and such. An hour and Henry was knocking at the door of a block of flats.

A sort of butler opened to him, but he seemed a little too military simply to be a servant.

Henry offered his card.

“To see Mr Baker.”

“Wait here, sir. I will inform Mr Baker.”

The butler or concierge or whatever he was put Henry into a chair in the entry vestibule. He sat and then noticed there were two more men in a second lobby, both obviously watching him. Five minutes and the butler returned, asked Henry to accompany him, took him up two flights of stairs to the door of an apparent residential apartment; it opened to an office, four or five rooms, each with men working, no women in sight.

Baker was sat in a larger room at the rear, suggesting he was in charge of the premises.

“Henry Redwood! Come on in, old fellow. What can I do for you?”

Henry had thought his way through his approach, had decided on a strategy.

“You might employ me, Mr Baker. I have decided I cannot remain as an idler in time of war. I have no desire at all to become a soldier. I don’t think uniforms and marching and discipline would do for me at all. I gained the feeling that you were working for the country but not in the Armed Services as such.”

“Well spotted, Mr Redwood. I had a feeling you were one I could make use of. You will be part of the military if you join us, but not uniformed. Not to put too fine an edge on it, you will be a spy.”

Henry gave a satisfied nod. He had suspected that was so.

“Have you any languages, Mr Redwood?”

“No, sir. My school did not teach them.”

“Pity, but in no way uncommon. Are you willing to kill your country’s enemies?”

“Well, naturally, in time of war, that is what one does, sir.”

“So it is. If it so happens that these enemies are not in uniform, are themselves spies or traitors?”

“That sounds more like assassination than warfare, sir.”

“So it does. On occasion, it is necessary. An enemy spy or a British or French traitor may do more harm than any soldier.”

“Where would I do this killing, sir? I would not wish to be pursued by Scotland Yard in England.”

Baker noted, as he had expected from an evening in his company, that Henry had no moral qualms about killing out of uniform. He suspected he had neither qualms nor morality, in fact, which made him ideal for his particular trade.

“You would be sent to France, Italy, Greece, maybe Spain, possibly across to the United States. Probably the States, thinking on it. You could fit in quietly there, be unnoticed. If you join us, then we will take you for a very brief training then accompany you overseas to walk you through a first assignment. Thereafter, you will remain out of sight until you are needed.”

“I can do that, sir. May I join?”

“If you do, then you cannot back out again, certainly not before the war is ended. You will know a great deal, Mr Redwood, and must remain a part of us.”

“Can you inform my father that I am away on official business? He has connections as a banker and might make noise if he thought I had disappeared.”

“Good point. He will be reassured. Will you sign on the dotted line now, Mr Redwood? If you do, we shall put you into one of our cars and take you out of London to our little training ground. You will be out of the country within days. Last chance to back out, sir, with the understanding that you will say nothing to anyone. Should you be indiscreet, you will not survive your unwise act.”

“I am in, sir. What of my rooms?”

“They will be cleared. Personal items will be brought to you. Your man will be paid off. How old is he?”

“About thirty, I think.”

“He will join up.”

That more than anything suggested to Henry that he was in out of his depth. He had no choice. He took the pen Baker offered him. Three hours later he was shown into a bedroom in a country house to the north of London, in Buckinghamshire, he thought from the road signs he had seen.

The morning saw him taken to an enclosed pistol range where he spent three days in intensive practice with revolver and automatic.

“You will never be a particularly good shot, Mr Redwood. You know how to use a hand gun now. Close range, always two shots into the body followed by a tidy up into the head. Five seconds, maximum. You will have instructions on how to leave the scene. There will always be a way out. You will never be left to be caught or shot by bodyguards.”

Henry needed that reassurance. He had no wish at all to be caught and hanged or shot himself, was not prepared to risk his own life.

“Italy for your first excursion, Mr Redwood. There is a politician in Genoa who is taking German money, in large quantities, to try to bring Italy to honour its commitments to join Germany and Austria-Hungary. We would have to pay him a million to bring him to our side. Better far to spend a few pennies on bullets. Car overnight to Dover, destroyer to Boulogne. Railway then to the east of France and across the border to Switzerland. Motor car south to the outskirts of Genoa. You will be accompanied all the way and need only do as you are told. In Genoa, you will be told again what you must do and where.”

Henry knew he had no alternative. He suspected he would be shot himself if he tried to back out.

“Your father has been informed that you have been employed by the Department. He showed surprised that you had been found fit to join us. He is pleased and asked that you be reminded that you have an income guaranteed for life. Your friend Rabbetts has made a little fuss, trying to locate you. He seems to be a little upset, cross, one might say.”

“I thought he might well be, sir. I see no reason to make further contact with him.”

“You will not do so, Mr Redwood. In the circumstances, it will be as well that you do not contact that family.”

Baker made it clear that he knew all that had happened. He seemed mildly amused.

“Female company will be available during your periods of rest, Mr Redwood. For now, you will be equipped with appropriate clothing – we have your measurements – and your guide over the next few days will appear to be a servant. Be polite to him. Dinner for six thirty, car for eight and destroyer in the middle of the night. You will be able to sleep on the trains. You will get used to sudden journeys and snatching sleep where convenient. I will see you next week in your home base, which will not be in England.

Henry showed quietly calm. He was terrified, in fact, but also knew he was committed. He had no choice, all because of that silly bitch who had been unable to keep her knickers up. She had spoiled a most enjoyable life style, one he had intended to maintain for a lifetime – the clubs and theatre and music hall occasionally, with the occasional excursion to the races, would have kept him happy into old age. Instead, he had to slum it with some very off gentlemen and must occasionally shoot people. It was really unfair but he would do as he must. He remembered an expression he had heard in an American play that had recently come to Town. He would ‘play the hand that life had dealt him’.

He ate his dinner, which was rather well-cooked and accompanied by decent wines, and changed his dress and waited to be called to the car, glancing at The Times to occupy himself. The war of mobility in Flanders and around Ypres seemed finally to be dying down. Apparently, they had dug trenches instead. Hopefully that would reduce the casualties, lately the deaths had been horrendous, literally hundreds every day.

He was glad he had avoided a uniform. Not his idea of fun at all.


Chapter Two

“Men are tired, sir.”

“So am I, Sergeant Warner. Knackered, in fact. If we do not complete this trench, we shall all be dead.”

“We are at four feet all the way, sir. It would be possible to keep half of the men working, the other half to sleep for four hours, then turn about.”

“No, Sergeant. We shall complete the trench. Six feet and a firing step, all the way from our boundary with the Hampshires to the terrier battalion directly north of us. We will dig a machinegun pit tomorrow, adding any barbed wire that may arrive tomorrow night. We can expect to remain here for at least two months and will make our trench sufficient for our defence for that period.”

Captain Alfred Griffin, in command of C Company, the Kents, stared his sergeant in the eye, prepared to send him to the rear on a charge if needs be. It was their first confrontation and he needed to win it if he was to command his company. If Warner got his way this time, he would in future and Alfred would become no more than a figurehead. The men were listening, those too distant to hear being informed by whisper from one to the next.

“Very good, sir.”

Warner accepted he had turned the youngster into a useful officer. Now he must live with the result of his own actions.

Alfred looked out across the grassland, on a slight slope, the Germans perhaps a quarter of a mile distant and a little higher. They were digging furiously, earth flying. They had at least twice as many men in their trench, possibly three or four times as many, and they were obviously digging a double line of fortifications, a second trench behind the first.

The grassland between them was cut up by shellfire, some dozens of small craters in the turf. The debris of the previous day’s battle still remained – broken rifles, rags of uniforms, a single boot, scattered caps. The bodies had finally all been recovered during the night. There was a stink of cordite and blood, faintly hanging in the air.

“No signs of a resumption of the march, Griffin?”

Alfred turned and saluted Colonel Rossiter.

“None, sir. They are digging hard. A double line, suggesting they have no intention of shifting from here, sir.”

“No great point to a push forward just here, Griffin. No major town behind us. I gather they are still fighting hard in the Ypres Salient. General Griffin has messaged me to complete the line here urgently. I gather he has it in mind to replace us with a terrier battalion and march us back to Ypres. He needs his best where the fighting is hardest.”

“The half of us who remain, that is, sir.”

“Slightly more than that of men, Griffin. Far fewer of officers. There will be replacements arriving this morning, I am told – or possibly tomorrow, communications being what they are. Green second lieutenants from England.”

“Then let us hope they will last longer than the last pair of greenhands you gave me, sir. Twenty-four hours, I recall, sir. When was that?”

“The day before yesterday, Griffin. You need rest, man!”

Alfred thought that to be very probable. He also expected to have a very long rest before too many more days had passed.

“When do we pull out, sir?”

“Unknown. I expect tomorrow, Griffin.”

“No indication of an attack due before then, sir. A battery of something like a medium gun registered earlier. A dozen or so of something a little bigger than a sixty pound shell falling in the immediate area. Only one shell within a few feet of the trench and no dead from it.”

“I would expect a bombardment from several batteries in advance of any attack on our line, Griffin. I do not expect them to make any great effort here but to continue to dig.”

“We are hitting into chalk, sir. Pickaxes would be useful and full size shovels rather than the entrenching tool. Good for making a quick scrape for a rifleman, sir, but not up to full scale digging.”

“I shall indent for tools, Griffin. All of the companies have requested them. I doubt we have brought any out to France. The cavalry don’t like trenches. They get in the way. There has been a request for a court martial for your brothers, by the way. They refused to infill rifle pits and a trench and thus prevented a regiment of hussars from making the charge that would have turned the whole course of the battle. I gather your father is not amused.”

“Bloody fools! I presume they were forced to retire to the rear to rue might-have-beens.”

“No, Griffin, they had to circle around the Hampshires and thus had to travel another two miles before being able to array themselves for their charge, which they then pressed gloriously home.”

“I did not see them to wipe out the German column, sir?”

“No. They died to the Spandaus before they came in contact with the column. They killed no Germans at all. That was the Hampshire’s fault. If they had only been able to make their original charge on a clearer line, they must have been successful.”

“Why?”

“Because cavalry are superior to infantry in the field and therefore there must be a special reason when, rarely, they fail to achieve their aims.”

“They have not once achieved success in Flanders, sir. I do not know about their actions across to the east.”

“Equally barren. Cavalry are useless in modern war. That must be somebody else’s fault, as it is a known fact that gentlemen on horseback are the masters of the field.”

“That was true in Marlborough’s day, sir, and during the English Civil War, probably. It was not so in the Peninsula. Waterloo is arguable. The charge of the Union Brigade was magnificent, but the loss of control that followed wiped them out as a fighting force. The Crimea speaks for itself. Omdurman was won by the rifle and field gun, the cavalry simply tidying up afterwards. The Boer War? Mounted infantry, not true cavalry. There is no reason to suppose that cavalry have any value at all these days.”

“I fully agree, Griffin. Unfortunately, the great bulk of senior officers in the BEF have been drawn from the cavalry. They are distinguished as much by their lack of intellectual quality as by their adherence to the extremes of political activism. The honestly believe, by the way, that they are not political at all – they are merely standing up for what has always been right.”

“I have never been interested in or aware of politics, sir. Growing up in an Army household, politics was forbidden. Probably quite rightly, thinking on it. At Oxford, politics is irrelevant and far too low, my dear boy! I suspect I should open my eyes to the way this country of ours is governed. But not here and now, sir. Let us be more practical! Is there any word of decent, hot food coming up for the men, sir?”

“Lukewarm mutton stew, Griffin, the fat congealing and the gristle, which most of the meat is comprised of, floating on the surface. Cooked over mobile stoves ten miles to the rear and sent off in its buckets at least two hours before the men get to eat it. Breakfast and dinner, unvarying.”

“Except on Sundays, sir. An additional luncheon of mutton stew is provided then.”

“No doubt they think it will bring the men closer to God, in the absence of any other religious observation.”

“The only thing I hear from the men, sir, is that it is better than bully beef stew. They like the boiled potatoes that commonly accompany it.”

“One must be glad they like something, Griffin. It is a hard campaign for the men, this one, and no signs of an end to it. What have you in mind for this trench?”

“Six feet and a firing step, sir. Kept narrow, just wide enough for a man to walk along, as a protection against shell fire. A communications trench leading to the rear at an oblique, so the men can enter and leave the trench without being exposed, is the next priority. As it stands, men can only move forward or back at night. We need barbed wire, sir. Another four Vickers would be useful.”

“Ah! Yes! Automatic weaponry, Mr Griffin. The plan is for there to be less of it. Fewer Vickers and them under central control. The Treasury says we are firing off far too many rounds and they cannot possibly afford them. We must reduce, I quote, ‘the wasteful expenditure of ammunition’.”

“What a fortunate thing the Channel is in the way, sir! I cannot turn my company to the about face and march them to Whitehall, there to put every civil servant up against a wall.”

Colonel Rossiter did not hear that. It was too mutinous for him to be aware of.

“Be ready to pull out from this position, Mr Griffin. I do not know when but definitely believe we shall be marched back into the Salient.”

“That will be our last march, sir. Is there word of boots?”

“None. Had I requested horseshoes, then no doubt there would have been a great rush to get them to me. Boots are less important, it seems.”

“We are robbing the bodies of their boots before we bury them, sir. That includes German corpses that come into our hands. We are still short of them.”

“Do not mention that aloud, Mr Griffin. It would cause huge upset.”

“They should be upset, sir!”

“No, you misunderstand. You would be in the wrong for robbing the dead. They would accept no blame for failing to supply boots. Add to that, English feet should not be wearing German boots – terribly unpatriotic!”

“We are fighting the wrong people, sir.”

“Three months of war and you realise that, Mr Griffin? I suspected it from the moment we were set down in the wrong harbour. I am older and more cynical than you, of course. Rightly so!”

They managed to laugh and Rossiter marched off to inspect Ruddock with his D Company.

Bissell appeared with a mug of tea.

“What do we do when we finish digging this trench, sir?”

“Dugouts, Bissell. Places for the men to sleep and eat in the front line. Then we dig a second line. Then, when that’s done, a communications trench running half a mile back so we can get in and out of line safely. Then we put up barbed wire. Then we make an attack on the German lines and drive them back and leave everything here when we march away.”

Bissell glanced at his face, trying to decide whether he was serious. He suspected the captain was not joking.

“Keep your head down, man! There will be snipers looking for targets. Sergeant Warner!”

Warner appeared at the double, bent over to make the point to the men that they must keep cover.

“German second line of trenches. There are men digging there, no more than three feet down yet. Put a couple of sections to drive them into cover, just to be annoying. Kill a few and remind them we are still fighting.”

“Maintaining the aggressive spirit, sir! Yes, sir.”

Five minutes later there was a burst of rapid aimed fire and men fell in the German trenchworks. A hundred others dropped shovels and dived to ground, where they stayed till nightfall.

“Well done, Sergeant! That will make them work at night only from now on. They will know not to show themselves to us in future.”

It was not quite pointless, Alfred decided, but was probably entirely futile. They were fighting a war, however, and that demanded shooting.

The war, he much suspected, had only barely started. He wondered how long he could continue in it. He could transfer out of the Kents and into the Engineers, with some ease, he suspected. He had a little reputation already in mathematical circles, as well as his Rugby, and would be able to play on that to move out of the firing line. He wondered if he could live with himself if he did. He doubted he would live at all if he did not.

“Bissell! This is lousy tea! Thank you! Far better than none at all. Keep our bags packed. We can expect to move out in the next little while. A probability of a move back down to the salient around Ypres. Hard fighting there still, and they can’t do without us.”

Major Savager appeared on one of his regular tours along the line, inspecting and showing his face, laughing merrily and playing the idiot. He did not have to play too hard, Alfred suspected, but he performed his role well. The men could see he was fearless and demanded nothing of them that he would not willingly offer himself. He was the right sort of officer.

“Ha, Griffin!”

Savager sounded vaguely surprised as if he had not expected to see him.

“You have heard about your brother Robert, in the Hampshires? Taken back to Blighty with his feet chopped up. Shell splinters. Not be walking without crutches for a twelvemonth and will need a stick for life. He won’t be coming out again, poor chap!”

“Bad luck, Robert!”

“Is it? If you say so, Griffin.”

“It is for him, sir. The Army was the right place for him. Not one to make a great success of himself in civilian life, in my opinion.”

“Ah! Not a great deal between the ears? Poor fellow! I can feel sympathy for him. Damned sight too much reading and writing in those offices in banks and such. Wouldn’t do for me!”

Savager was aware of his own abilities, and wholly unabashed by them.

“Exactly, sir. I do not know what Robert will do outside of the services.”

“Obvious, Griffin! He’s no good for making his own living, so send him to Parliament. Make him an MP! No use for anything worthwhile but got the right sort of accent and has a good war record, and a private income of his own from a good family. Twenty years from now and he can be Minister for War!”

It was horribly possible.

Alfred shook his head. The country deserved better of his family than that. He would not mention the possibility in his letters home.

He then realised he had sent no letters home – everybody from home was in France. There was nobody in England to send a letter to, other than Gus Redwood, perhaps, and he had no intention of getting closer to her. He had not given her a thought since coming out to France and would not seek out her company if he went back on leave. It was funny, that; the Redwood family had been friends, but George and Henry had shown as the wrong sort when the bugles blew and the girls were not the sort that attracted him, except the second one, Victoria. Given the opportunity, he did not doubt she would make a quick tumble in the hay, and most enthusiastic, too. Nothing more than that, however. There was no depth of character to her. Gus, on the other hand, had strength of mind, but she simply did not appeal. A pity in some ways, it would be pleasant to have a girl in England, one who would notice when he came back.

Self-pity! Attractive in no man. He would meet a woman, one day. Or he would not. Either way, he would not whine and make a public fuss about his luck.

Savager made his way down the trench, laughing loudly at some comment from one of the men. Alfred could admire the performance he was putting up. All for the Regiment and no care for himself; necessary to have men like him setting an example. He hoped Savager would never become colonel.

A German field battery started firing, no more than a dozen shells and none actually landing in the trench. Alfred wondered if it was retaliation for their rifle fire of earlier. Ineffective if that was so. Field guns had nothing to say in the war that was developing here. They were far too small.

The morning saw forty men come in from Depot at Canterbury, private soldiers who had joined up in the two or three months before the war had started and had still been in training when the battalion took ship for France. Most of them had been a little above average, boys and men who had seen a war coming and had chosen to volunteer, to do their duty. Only a few had been the typical pre-war volunteer, unable to find or hold down a job and taking the King’s shilling as a last resort.

“Six apiece to B, C and D, remainder to flesh out A Company, gentlemen. Noticeable they are a bit taller than average. Healthy young men and well-fed growing up.”

They were far too few, but welcome all the same.

Accompanying them from barracks were eight more of second lieutenants, less welcome but accepted as necessary, two to each company.

“Waddle, sir.”

“Flowers, sir.”

“Captain Griffin, gentlemen. Welcome to C Company. Mr Flowers, take One and Two platoons. Mr Waddle, Three and Four. First rule, gentlemen – keep your heads down! We are standing in a trench for good reason. At infrequent intervals, a Spandau will sweep along the line, simply to remind us to keep down, I believe. We peer out and at equally rare intervals direct rifle fire at a visible target. Just occasionally during the day, a few small guns will drop half a dozen shells in our vicinity. We have no battery directly supporting us at the moment, so we do not respond. Stay in cover. Remain alert.”

“Very good, sir. When does the big push forward come?”

That was Waddle, Alfred thought, slightly the shorter and fairer haired. It was not worth getting to know him just yet. Let him survive a day or two first.

“The Germans outnumber us at least four to one, Mr Waddle. Until we have achieved parity in numbers, at minimum, we shall be content to defend this line. There is a strong probability we shall be relieved by a terrier battalion within a day or two and we shall then go to Ypres to join the battle that is still active there.”

“Can mere territorials be capable of holding, sir?”

Alfred shrugged.

“Perhaps a quarter of our men were territorials who came to us in August, Mr Flowers. They have shown remarkably well. They are wholly trustworthy. Their weakness is a lack of practice in route marching. That really makes trench duty ideal for them.”

“Some of their officers are said to be a little peculiar, are they not, sir?”

“Very much so, Mr Flowers. Some of ours will be as well before too long. The expansion of the Army is such that we will need several tens of thousands more officers. Relatively few of them will come from the old sources. Some thousands will be made up sergeants. Many thousands more will be schoolboys, and not coming from the public schools. It will be the case that officers will be taken from the fit, healthy and above average in educational standards, irrespective of their parentage. No doubt the actively stupid from the right schools will still be accepted.”

Flowers found that offensive. He had, however, already been warned that he was lucky to be given to Captain Griffin, an outstanding gentleman, a Rugby Blue and with three Mentions in as many months of service. He knew better than to argue with such a man.

“I cannot like it, sir, but when the country’s needs are so great, there is no alternative.”

“Exactly, Mr Flowers. It becomes necessary to change our habits. It will be wise to modify some of yours as well. Uniform, gentlemen.”

“We were told we could bring only one trunk and no valises, sir.”

“Quite right. You will be lucky if the trunk keeps up with you. Mine has been lost, weeks since. I possess the uniform I wear now and a couple of spare shirts. You will note that I am wearing boots.”

They stared, amazed that an officer could indulge himself so.

“I do not recognise them, sir.”

“No. They were stolen from a German corpse. One of their silly horse fellows. An officer, I believe. My servant, who is the most valuable of men, saw them to be of the right size and laid hands on them for me.”

Alfred was sure Bissell would be within hearing range and would be properly gratified by his comments.

“We do not have spare men at the moment to allow you servants. If we can organise that eventually, we shall. Bissell managed to get hold of several pairs of boots of different sizes. See him and get yourself a pair. It is not practical to wear shoes in a trench or on the march. You will want a waterproof of some sort to wear in the cold of the night and in rain. The company sergeant should be able to assist you there. He will also provide you with a rifle and ammunition pouches and will show you how to use and wear them.”

“But, sir, does not an officer identify himself by brandishing a pistol?”

“He does, Mr Waddle. He also makes himself the most obvious of targets by so doing. I would prefer you to remain alive a little longer. Your own men will know your face and there is no need to tell the Germans who you are.”

It was not the war they had been expecting.

Less than half a mile distant, Alfred’s two remaining soldier brothers, Captain John and Lieutenant Peter Griffin of the Hampshires, stood in a slightly deeper trench, peering at a freshwater spring and swearing.

“Where does bloody water come from on a hill like this, John?”

“From a deep-laid cast iron waterpipe, Peter! There is a water trough over to our front, if you look. Some enterprising farmer who pastured cattle up here instead of sheep. Probably made a bloody fortune as well. Some furiously digging soldier put the pick of his entrenching tool through the pipe!”

“What do we do?”

“Do you know how to mend a cast iron waterpipe?”

“No.”

“Neither do I. Cut a hole in the back of the trench and dig a ditch downhill. Get rid of the goddamned water before it drowns the whole trench! Then cut a dogleg forward and around this part. Bloody flooding on the top of a chalk hill!”

It seemed typical of the war so far.

“Sod’s Law, John.”

It seemed that statute was unknown to the Army. Peter’s university education had made him familiar with the concept.

“’Anything that can go wrong, will.’ Experience of this war says that applies one hundred per cent out here.”

“But flooding on a chalk hill is impossible, Peter.”

“That makes it more likely, brother!”

“Ah! Got you there! It is impossible that we will win this war.”

“I accept defeat, John. That is not at all likely, you are right.”

Peter suddenly stiffened, spotting movement over John’s shoulder, further down the trench.

“Colonel present!”

Sergeant Chitty gave a sharp whistle and tunics were buttoned, hats replaced, cigarettes disappeared.

“Easy, gentlemen.”

Colonel Caine was still new and the formalities were yet to be relaxed.

“What’s the problem?”

They had hit a waterpipe. In the middle of a chalk hill. Miles from anywhere.

“Bloody typical! That’s the way things are in this war! What are you doing about it?”

John quickly explained, was congratulated on his quick action.

“Our successors in the trench will certainly thank you. Be ready to move out any time after dusk. We are to be replaced by a battalion of terriers. You will delay long enough to introduce them to the trench – shut up, Griffin junior, I know the trench cannot shake hands – and then march down to the roadway in the valley behind us where you will find HQ and A, B and C Companies waiting anxiously for your presence. We shall then march briskly back to Ypres, there to be fed into the maw of the Salient, where the fighting is hard and defeat hovers on the brink. We, together with the Kents and at least one other experienced battalion, probably the Surreys, will form an ad hoc brigade and will leap into the fray and bring all to a successful conclusion.”

“How will we define ‘success’, sir?”

“Damned good question, young man! The answer is that we shall not define anything. Our masters in London and in the newspapers will do all of the defining necessary. If we can hold our ground, that will be amply sufficient.”

John scowled at his irreverent younger brother, cutting off further witty repartee.

“Boots, sir?”

“Mythical, Griffin. No such things exist in this army. Continue to grab them from the Hun, as I see you both have done.”

“Cavalry are good for something, sir. Strange, when you consider it, sir. They don’t march but they wear better boots than are issued to the infantry.”

They considered that paradox for a few seconds before shrugging and making no further comment.

“Is there any news about Robert, sir?”

“Nothing, Griffin. He is back in England and has been operated on. He will certainly never walk freely again and must be put out to grass.”

“Pity. I wonder what he will find to do with his life. A good thing that the old chap can find an income for him.”

“Family fortune?”

“Indian money mostly, sir. A couple of nabobs and a bit of diamond and gold mining in West Africa. Full of juice, sir. Very useful stuff – allowed me and Robert to join with a comfortable private income and kept the other three at Oxford, where they should still be if it were not for this damned war. Harry killed in the first month – a good brain thrown away, sir! Peter, here, chasing around the battlefront in merry irresponsibility and Alfred a captain in the Kents. Should be an engineer with his brain and learning, or better still working for an aircraft company designing aeroplanes. Instead, he is out here, picking up Mentions and promotions equally until the day it all goes wrong!”

Colonel Caine showed sympathy. In his experience, bright flashing lights in the military sky tended to be shooting stars, burning out quickly.

“It will be as it will be, Griffin. Nothing we can do to change it.”

The Colonel exchanged salutes and ducked away down the trench, trotting off to join Major Leggett and make all ready for the battalion handover later in the day. Despite being in the field, they were expected to have the appropriate documents drawn up and stores accounted for.

“Sergeant Chitty! Withdrawing from this position tonight. Leave everything in good condition for the poor buggers who must take over. Terriers, I believe.”

“The men won’t be too happy, sir. Put a lot of effort into digging, they have, sir.”

“Do they really want to spend the winter up here in this hole in the ground, Sergeant Chitty?”

Chitty grinned and nodded. He knew exactly what to say to the moaners now. When the snow fell, this would be a bleak place to stay in.

“Better any sort of barracks huts than this, sir.”

John nodded in his turn, not commenting that their chance of seeing a barracks was minimal.

“Evening, old boy! Captain Hammett, Wessex Brigade of Territorials!”

The tall thin figure, vague in the night, gave a snappy salute. John returned the compliment.

“How many men, Captain Hammett?”

John did not like Hammett’s accent, a little too artificially plummy as if carefully learned from a tutor.

“A full company of one hundred and ninety-five men, old boy.”

“Ah! They will have to be busy with their shovels, I fear, Captain Hammett. Only one hundred and two of us left. Been out here since August, of course. Came in at full strength. I am Griffin, by the way – sorry, most remiss of me. We tend to run short on the courtesies of life. Sergeant Chitty will place your platoons and we shall pull out as quickly as possible. I gather we have fifteen miles to march tonight, down to Ypres and the Salient.”

“It might have been easier to simply send us to the Salient, Griffin. No need for all this changing around then.”

“Be thankful, Hammett! The way things are going down there, I expect to lose half my men this week, and probably all of my officers. That’s with one of the most experienced battalions out here. I am afraid your green lads would hardly survive a day in the Salient. Warn your fellows to keep their heads down. A man who puts his head up over the parapet is asking to get it shot off. That includes officers, of course. Tell your sentries to snatch a two second look every couple of minutes, and not always from the same place. Warn your stretcher bearers that the Spandaus can’t see red cross armbands. Keep low while they pick up the casualties. There’s my sergeant now.”

Chitty trotted up, snapped off a salute, thinking the new man might expect it.

“Ready to march the first section out, sir.”

“Well done, Sergeant Chitty. Get them moving. Quietly and no smoking until they are out of sight downhill.”

Chitty knew that but accepted the words had to be said.

“Any advice before you go, old chap?”

“Stand to at dawn, obviously. Other than that, look out for raiding parties in the night. Haven’t been any yet but I would expect them any time now. The Germans will want to know who is opposite them and might want to collect cap badges. Add to that, all of this offensive spirit stuff the generals think is important. Keep an eye on the men’s health. The food is lousy and they are out in the cold and wet – just right for consumption and pneumonia and that sort of thing.”

They stepped to one side as a platoon filed past, the new men coming in, tall and strong, the cream of pre-war volunteers coming out to fight for the right.

John led his own men away, inches shorter and hunched over, tired and glad to be getting out even if only for a few hours. The prewar army had recruited from the lowest echelons of the working classes, those who could do no better, malnourished since earliest childhood; small, wiry men who had survived a hard existence.

John suspected his men would have done far better than those who replaced them. The trench they were digging was a place for the wily, wary gutter rat.

“March at ease. Smoking permitted.”

Second Lieutenant Flowers strode out at John’s side, upright and alert.

“Is that entirely the right thing to do, sir? Should we not be inclined to remind the men of smartness now we are out of that awful trench?”

“No! Bugger the parade ground and all its attitudes, Flowers. We have fifteen miles to cover tonight and the colonel wants to do it before six o’clock. That gives us seven hours, which should mean two hours in hand. But we have not marched a full day in two months. Add to that, half of the men have knackered boots. I want to bring all of ours in, no stragglers, so that means to look after them as well as possible. So it’s gaspers alight and buttons undone and rifles trailed or however they fancy.”

It was very shocking but Flowers must obey his senior officer. He merely suspected that he would not follow that example in a few weeks when he had gained the promotions that a man of his ability must quickly pick up.

“I had understood, sir, there were a number of younger men in the ranks. Drummers, that is.”

“There were, Flowers. Casualties among the boys were disproportionately high. They died too easily. I think four out of five of the underage private soldiers are dead. I do not know why. I have talked it over with the other officers and they have seen the same in their companies. Somewhat distressing, that.”

Flowers gave no sign of emotional commitment, merely wondering that such a thing should be the case.

“I did hear, sir, of some battalions responding to their losses by accepting sergeants into their Mess as officers. I do not believe we have resorted to that expedient, have we?”

“Not as yet, Flowers. I have no doubt at all that we shall soon do so. The Colonel has instructed us to keep an eye out for deserving men who should be brought on. I have the names of two from the company so far. Both younger men and with a little of education, in both cases achieved in the evenings while at depot in Aldershot. Obviously, easy literacy is an essential for an officer. We must manage the paperwork! I suspect the new volunteers will often be clerks from various sorts of offices who can do all we need and are able to lead men as well.”

“But, sir, they will not have attended the right schools. Where else can one learn how to lead?”

“A very good question, Mr Flowers, and one I cannot answer. I suspect they may display simple natural ability.”

“Oh no, sir! That can only come from the right families. Breeding will out, you know!”


Chapter Three

Major General Griffin inspected the casualty returns for his Division, shaking his head in near despair. On the previous day alone he had lost the services of two percent of his men, wounded or dead. Fifty more days of battle and he would have none left of his originals. To be accurate, there would still be a proportion of his old soldiers left, as a substantial number of the replacements who had come in would already have died or been sent back to Blighty wounded and broken.

He turned to his senior staff officer, a new man to replace the previous major who had been caught carrying a message towards the front. He had ridden into a random heavy shell, three miles behind the fighting zone.

“What have we actually got in terms of active men, Herries?”

“The Division now has four brigades again, sir. One of them, provisionally called our Fourth Brigade, is digging and manning the new lines north from us towards the Belgians and French, the French being there temporarily. Fourth Brigade is, as of today, made up wholly of territorial battalions, sir. Third Brigade is also newly reformed and consists of Hampshires, Kents and Surreys. They are currently marching south to Ypres. They total just about sixteen hundred rifles.”

“Barely more than half strength.”

“Yes, sir. Officers are closer to strength, but many of them are new in the rank.”

“First and Second Brigades are in the thick of things in the Salient. If we can trust the figures returned to us, they are weaker than Third Brigade.”

“The figures are approximations, sir. Particularly, the split between dead and wounded is doubtful. A substantial number of the wounded do not last longer than first Casualty Clearing Station, and then they are bounced about on the GS waggons carrying them back to hospital. It is fair to say we are losing sixty a day on average, sir, men who will never return to the line.”

“From three thousand remaining currently.”

“That is correct, sir. Third Brigade will make that up to four and a half thousand.”

“And will leave this new trench line manned wholly by terriers. God help them if there is a big push there.”

“Can’t be, sir. The Germans are concentrating on the Ypres Salient. Our calculations make it clear they lack the reserves and, importantly, the bullets and shells, to push hard in both locations. The Schlieffen Plan did not predict so much heavy fighting and their transport has proved unable to carry the amount of munitions actually demanded. I suspect as well their factories simply have not produced a sufficiency of munitions. We are told the German Navy has complained that shells that should have gone to them have been diverted to the Army.”

“I hope to Christ you are right, Herries. There are Canadians mustering at Boulogne now and there is a plan to send a Canadian Division up to Ypres. That will have its own command, of course, and we will have to coordinate with them. That will not be easy. It will be your primary task if they turn up. The Australians we were promised have been held back at the Suez Canal against the need to fight the Turks. Apparently, Churchill has some great plan involving the destruction of Turkey followed by a strike into Austria-Hungary and then to join hands with the Russians.”

“Not unambitious, sir!”

“That’s Churchill!”

“Nothing more to say, sir. He talks a good battle.”

“At least, the Indian Division has arrived and has our right. Fighting well, according to all reports.”

The one division was most welcome. General Griffin hoped to see another dozen, at least, but feared they too would end up in the Middle East. Field Marshal French was in process of bringing the whole BEF to Flanders but the march was slow and inevitably the cavalry had arrived first, assigned well to the rear as there was no place for them in the industrialised battleground around Ypres. Efforts were being made to dismount some of them but they were resisting the indignity and ‘dishonour’ of fighting on foot. Apparently, it was more ‘honourable’ not to fight at all than to take up their rifles and walk.

“How do we stand for artillery?”

“Assigned specifically to the Division, sir, more than ever. Supplies of ammunition are a problem, coming out from England in dribs and drabs. However, we now have four batteries of six inch and two of sixty pounders backed up by four batteries of old four point sevens. That is forty of medium guns. We have as well a pair of nine point two inch howitzers but no balloon for artillery spotting for them, so their accuracy is debatable. We retain the four point five inch howitzers as originally sent out and we have an unknown number of eighteen pounder guns – unknown because some are reported as lost a couple of days since and I am waiting confirmation of numbers. Without those guns, sir, we would be facing disaster. We could still use more. Even RHA thirteen pounders could be made use of, sir. It does seem as if the Germans have twice as many guns as we do, sir.”

“French will not release the Horse Artillery. They will be essential to back up the cavalry when they are finally released to push forward and end the war.”

“That is impossible, sir.”

“No it is not, Herries! It is essential and it is up to us mere infantrymen to pull our fingers out and clear the way so that the horse can be sent out in a magnificent, unstoppable wave.”

“He is mad, sir.”

“Not at all, Herries. Fundamentally, implacably stupid – certainly. Insane? No. He is not at all mad. His greatest single problem is that he is a personal friend of the King. The King’s influence is solidly behind him, and his protégé and good friend, Haig. Perhaps even more for Haig than French, I suspect. Haig is busily placing himself to stab French in the back and take his command. He will be worse than French because he does not care if soldiers die. French is distressed by the current casualty figures. Haig is not.”

“How can that be, sir?”

“One cannot make an omelette without breaking eggs, Herries. That is true, of course. Add to that, the price of victory will be measured in human lives. The greater the value of anything, the higher its price. A victory that costs a million lives is by definition worth more than one that costs a paltry ten thousand.”

Herries was silent for a little while, working through the logic. He was actually white in the face when he finally spoke.

“Do you actually say that that is not insane, sir?”

“I do not think you would find a pair of doctors to certify him and lock him away in a loony bin, Herries.”

“That might say something about the nature of our doctors, sir.”

“I might well agree with you there, Herries.”

“Yes, sir. Where do you plan to use Third Brigade when it arrives, sir?”

“I am appointing Rossiter as Colonel Commandant and sending him into the left, the northern part of our sector of the Salient. Instructions will be to hold in the first instance. Thereafter, if all goes as it should, but probably will not, the intention will be to advance to the higher ground to the northeast and set up a line for the winter. It is getting cold at night now and we can expect the weather to worsen rapidly, or so I am told by those who know the locality. We can expect frosts any night now and first snow in the middle of next month.”

“Ah… As a correction, sir, I believe Colonel Commandant has been renamed Brigadier-General, sir.”

“Vitally important! I do not doubt Lord Kitchener spent days on the consideration of so necessary a change in the Army’s nomenclature. Have they changed the uniform?”

“Only a little, sir. The badge of rank has been modified.”

“I expect they had three committees sitting to discuss that.”

“At least, sir. I believe the braid on the cap has been changed as well. That will have required another committee sitting for at least six months.”

Neither man doubted they were exaggerating by more than a little.

“Brigadier-General Rossiter will be reliable. If he cannot hold, none can. It will be a bad fight, and that is something he excels in. A pity that all three of my sons are in his brigade.”

Herries could find nothing to say to that.

“Lieutenant Robert Griffin has been discharged from hospital, you tell me, sir?”

“Crippled and under medical care still. He will be at the Place by now and will not venture to war again. I much doubt he will do a lot else. At least, he will live. One dead, one crippled, three in the Ypres Salient. I do not think my family will do well from this war, Herries.”

Major Herries made no response. He had three brothers wearing khaki. Two were, like him, on the staff in Flanders and the third was on garrison duty at Hong Kong, a captain and thoroughly enjoying his war.

“Go and find Rossiter en route and inform him of his promotion and give him his orders. Take over a section of the line including the square woods, the existing forces there to increase their density to either side, holding a shorter section of the line. Orders are to hold, to fall back only to reorganise and go forward again. They are too close to Ypres itself. They must retain the position. I am aware that I am talking of massive casualties. They must be accepted. Inform him I shall make a visit tomorrow, not a formal inspection. He will wish to bend my ear. He may do so.”

Herries saluted and left without further word. He was probably carrying sentence of death for the newly formed brigade. He would apologise, afterwards.

“Brigadier Rossiter? Your rank is now officially Brigadier-General, sir. The War Office has decided to finally make the change that has been considered since 1895.”

“How utterly fascinating, Major Herries! I am to be a general! You know, sir, I really could not give a tuppeny dam, as the Iron Duke was wont to say.”

Herries raised his hands in mock surrender.

“Please don’t shoot the messenger, sir!”

Both laughed, accepting that the vagaries of the old fools who made up the War Office must simply be accepted by lesser mortals.

“At least, Herries, while they are worrying about that, they are not making fools of themselves trying to deal with important matters.”

“No, sir. On that topic, sir. Orders. Take your brigade to the square woods, here on the map, sir, allowing the current thin two battalion garrison to shorten their lines to either side. Then you will hold, sir. If driven out, you must regroup and counterattack, retaking the original lines. There is no onus upon you to push forward, in advance of existing positions. The lines you will hold are a bare three miles from Ypres town and must be held. I am instructed to emphasise that the position is vital to the integrity of the whole Salient. If we had more troops, they would be sent there first. We do not have the extra bodies. As replacements arrive, they will be sent to you. As a general rule, walking wounded should remain in line. If they can still use a rifle, they must not be sent back.”

Rossiter visibly contained himself, did not burst out in anger.

“Those men will be killed almost of a certainty, Herries. They will not be able to get out of the way of a bayonet charge.”

“General Griffin accepts that to be true, sir. He is making up a unit of cooks and officers’ servants, an additional company from HQ. I shall be bringing it up after giving them basic rifle training tomorrow.”

Rossiter accepted that as an apology. The additional bodies would be almost useless but could hold a hedgerow and kill a few Germans as they pressed forward. None of them, led by their officers, could realistically expect to survive.

“Well done! Your assistance will be most welcome, Herries!”

Herries saluted and rode back, accepting that his next visit to Rossiter would most likely be a one-way trip. He would keep his self-respect, which might be more than many another staff officer could claim.

“Brigadier-General, Savager! How I have risen in the world! You must take over as acting colonel of the Kents. You heard our orders. All four companies up and hold to the last. Kents to the left. Hampshires to the right. Surreys back at the rear of the wood and feeding companies into the fight as becomes necessary.”

“Yes, sir. Artillery?”

“Unknown. Literally. We can trust Griffin to push batteries forward, if he has them.”

“Do we know where our nearest Casualty Clearing Station is, sir?”

“No. I have yet to be informed of that. I understand there is a unit of American volunteers with ambulances who will be available to our needs. I have yet to make contact with them but I am informed they are wholly reliable and utterly brave.”

“Cowboys?”

“Possibly so, Savager. They can be anything they wish if they are saving our wounded.”

“A pity we must rely upon foreign volunteers, sir. We should have our own ambulances.”

“We should. Yet another example of disgraceful incompetence in London!”

“The Army has been deprived of funds for years, sir, with so much going to build the Navy’s tin castles. Much that should have been done has gone by the board because of the lack of money.”

“Obviously true, Savager, but offering little consolation while we suffer here and now. Soldiers are dying who could have lived with proper care.”

That was undeniable. Men were dying because of the choices of self-serving politicians.

“Nothing changes, sir. Cain probably made the same complaint as he battered Abel.”

It was not at all unlikely. The nature of politicians was immutable.

“This trench is no more than a scrape in the ground, sir!”

“Then dig it deeper, Sergeant Warner.”

“Men are tired, sir.”

“They will get a long sleep soon enough. Dig. Alternate in four hour shifts so that we have some who are half-awake tonight. I will assign officers to their duties.”

Waddle and Flowers were more than half-asleep on their feet; neither was yet twenty and they did not possess the stamina of the fully-grown man. At least a quarter of the private soldiers were their age or younger and they still had to work.

“Mr Flowers, assess the state of the trench here and assign half of your men to work on it. Mr Waddle, build dugouts and put some sort of roof to them, sufficient to keep the rain out. Again, half of your men to work on them, the other half to get four hours sleep during the day. They are to alternate thereafter. You can sleep tonight for a few hours. Officers’ privilege! Anything the men can do, you can do better!”

They wanted to argue, did not dare do so. Captain Griffin was no man to trifle with; they had gained that impression very quickly. They did not doubt he would stay awake all day and most of the coming night.

“Men to dig with their rifles at their sides, gentlemen. We may expect an attack at any time. We do not fall back. You do not give up a yard of ground unless I order you to. Understood?”

They straightened their backs and chorused assent. No retreat for them. The pair started their men digging, fully expecting to be cutting out their own graves.

“Sergeant Wittington!”

The sniper trotted to Alfred’s side.

“Your little section not to dig, Wittington. Keep a watch out. Pick off any officers and sergeants you see. Give me word of any advance you see forming up. Organise your own men, some to sleep, some awake, today, until they have got over the worst of the tiredness.”

“Will do, sir.”

The woods had suffered only light shelling so far and was wet enough that fires had not taken hold. There were clumps of undergrowth to give cover to the snipers along the edge looking out to the fields. They could see a mass of men at a distance, far outnumbering their own little brigade.

“Cavalry pushing forward, sarge.”

“What sort?”

“Dragoons. Carrying a long sword and a carbine. Just the one troop, taking it easy, not much more than a walk. Coming across from the east, forty or fifty yards out into the field, trying to look into the woods.”

“Take your aim. I’ve got the officer at the front. Nobby, you take the one towards the back. Rest of you pick out sergeants and corporals if you can spot them.”

Private Clarke announced he had his aim.

“Shoot!”

Two shots each at their initial target, then picking off any others who remained, letting go those with the sense to gallop away.

Alfred ran forward to see what had attracted Wittington’s attention.

“Single troop of dragoons, sir. No more than forty of them, poking their nose in. Shot the officers and anybody else with a stripe up.”

“Well done. Kill that horse, please.”

The noise of the animal screaming was distressing to all of the men. Wittington did not seem affected.

“Artillery, sir.”

They dropped flat as the first shells came in, a scattered bombardment rapidly concentrating on the front of the woodland.

“Field guns. Some a bit bigger. Nothing more than one of our four point sevens. Not big enough to clear the trees.”

“Stripping out the leaves and branches, sir. Less cover. Dropping some of the trees. Going to make it harder for them to get through the woods, sir. Bad ground to walk over. No need to worry about the horse, sir.”

Half a dozen unders had landed in and around the remains of the cavalrymen, had finished all signs of life.

The bombardment lasted a bare ten minutes, the Germans short of munitions.

“If they kept that up for a couple of hours, sir, they’d knock half the woods down and kill a good few of us. Doubt they hit twenty men as it was. None of my section hurt, sir. Bit shaken up by the noise close to, that’s it.”

“Field guns and mediums are not much use against men in cover, Wittington. They will cut us up in the open, but it needs heavier guns to make a dent in dug-in foot soldiers.”

“If they had been twice as big, each of the shells what landed, they’d have done us no favours, sir.”

Alfred nodded, turning his field glasses on the mass of men in the distance.

“Looks as if they are advancing, Wittington. On a wide front. Three or four battalions on a four company front, maybe.”

“They got a general who’s a hard bugger, sir. Used the dragoons to get us to show where we are. Reckons the shellfire will have broken us up and he can send in the foot soldiers to take us, sir.”

“Worth throwing away a few horse in order to expose us? If you don’t care about lives, that makes good sense, Wittington. Not the way I would do things. I will send the company up to man the front edge of the woodland here.”

Flowers and Waddle woke up the unfortunates who had managed a bare hour of sleep and were if anything feeling the worse for it. They lined the company in cover, as much as they could find, at the edge of the woodland, one hundred and ten strong, almost shoulder to shoulder over less than a furlong, half of their original strength, a little more.

Alfred sent a drummer back to Colonel Savager, carrying a written note; the boy was quick on his feet but was incapable of remembering a message. The other three companies appeared to his left and right over the following twenty minutes.

Savager arrived, standing at Alfred’s side, looking out over the fields.

“Does he think ten minutes of artillery is sufficient to soften us up, Griffin?”

“Most likely all the ammunition he has, sir. The Schlieffen columns did not carry any vast amount of stores, sir, needing mobility most of all. Twenty-five miles a day, they were marching. Their waggons would have to be lightly loaded if they wanted their horses to manage that.”

Savager was impressed – that was obvious, when once it was formulated. He would not have thought that through himself.

“Makes damned good sense, that, Griffin. All that mathematics must be good for something, what? Just going to march over us, is he?”

“I have a few more than fifty old hands, sir, who know what to do with their rifles. The youngsters lack the long practice. It won’t be the same as last month, sir. I will call for aimed fire at two hundred yards, but it won’t be the way it was in September and October, sir.”

“Both Vickers are up, Griffin. That will help.”

“Must be five thousand men lined up against us, sir. As many again in the far distance, setting themselves in line, ready to push through after the first wave have fought us to a standstill. That bloody Hun general must be willing to lose all of his first brigade in order to get through us!”

“Better give him what he wants, Griffin!  Fight that first line into the ground and I shall call up whatever we have by way of a reserve from the Surreys to back you up for the second lot. I will have more rounds brought up; at least we have plenty of bullets to hand!”

Savager dropped back, ran along the line, exchanging a few words with each captain and then going to his proper place in the rear, where he could exercise command. He had decided not to fall back from that position. If the fighting reached him, the best thing he could do was to join in; he was damned if he would run.

“Not cut out to be a colonel, Sergeant-Major!”

“Nor me, sir. I have the headquarters people organised, sir. We know exactly where we shall establish our firing positions, sir.”

“Getting backache of a morning, anyway, ‘Major. Not as much fun as it used to be, getting out of bed to face another day.”

“Like they say, sir. Stiff everywhere but the right place! No use to a soldier, getting old, sir.”

“Bad habit to get into, getting old, ‘Major. Good chance we shall break the habit this morning.”

They shrugged and laughed and picked up their own rifles, checking they were loaded and that they had spare clips made up.

“Shouldn’t have joined if you can’t take a joke, sir.”

“And that is exactly what the BEF has been this year, ‘Major. Forty thousand standing against half a million! Not the best of games to play!”

“If you’re losing the game, shoot the referee, sir. He should have blown the whistle and called ‘foul’ by now.”

Savager roared with laughter. That, for some reason, struck him as especially funny.

“At two hundred yards! Rapid aimed fire… Shoot!”

The fifty old hands rattled off their rounds and delayed while the new men finished theirs, less accurately and far more slowly.

“At one hundred yards. Shoot!”

The Vickers hosed across the front of the oncoming mass and the rifles picked out those remaining. A few of the attackers tried to run. More went to ground, lying amid the corpses of their comrades. None reached the treeline.

A company of the Surreys trotted forward, dropped off opened ammunition boxes and ran back to their position. Everything was familiar so far, a replay of the events so common earlier in the autumn. Half a score of Spandaus began to fire, sweeping along the front of the woodland, most of the rounds too high, missing the bulk of the prone riflemen, a few hitting home. Men were pulled back, taken to the stretcher bearers deeper in the woods.

“Make ready!”

A second wave of attackers was in preparation, marching steadily forward. Just beyond the two hundred yards mark they raised their rifles and began their own fire into the woodland, outnumbering the two thin battalions at least five to one. Only a small proportion of their rounds were on target but they began to carve holes in the ranks set against them. They marched forward again, into the rifle fire of the Kents and Hampshires, too few now to keep them distant.

“Fix bayonets. Hold them!”

A messy fight developed, pushing backwards and forwards, held when the Surreys dressed forward and added another five hundred to the fighting line.

Alfred stood in the front of all, revolver in hand, shooting into bodies as they came at him. Bissell pushed a bayonet into his free hand, grabbed his revolver and reloaded, pushing it back to his right before using his own rifle and bayonet to the side.

“Hold it, sir!”

The line in front of Alfred turned and ran and Bissell grabbed him, forced him to disengage, to step back to cover.

“Shoot! Knock the bastards down as they run! We don’t want them back again!”

There was a rattle of rifle fire, mostly the older men, the experienced hands who were able to keep their heads and still hear the orders.

“What’s the bill? Mr Flowers, your people?”

No response.

“Mr Waddle?”

Silence again.

“Both of them, Bissell?”

“One caught a Spandau round, sir, knocked half his head off.  T’other got a bayonet through the guts. Can’t remember which was which. Don’t matter much. You’d better get that hand seen to, sir.”

“What hand?”

“The left one, sir. Look!”

Alfred did as he was told, was amazed to see he had no little finger on his left hand. It was covered in blood. There were cuts as well across the ring finger.

“How did that happen?”

“The third bloke you stuck with the bayonet, sir. He hit you with his as you went into him.”

“Did I kill three with the bayonet? Thank you for that, by the way, Bissell. It was you put it into my hand, was it not?”

“Yes, sir. You spiked seven with it that I counted, sir, and emptied the revolver twice over. All the lads was cheering you on, sir, and pushing up by your side.”

“I was worried we might lose, Bissell.”

“Chances was we would ‘ave, sir. If you hadn’t gone bloody mad, that was.”

The story spread and was known to Savager within minutes, messages coming from Hampshires and Surreys as well. He wrote up his citation and included the reports from the other battalions, sending it up to Brigade.

“Is there a dressing station set up, Bissell?”

“Back in the woods, sir. Quarter of a mile, just beyond regiment, sir.”

“Right. Sergeant Warner?”

To Alfred’s relief, Warner appeared, giving a crisp salute.

“Thank Christ you have survived, Warner. Discover the figures, please. I shall go back for half an hour, get the hand patched up. When I return, we shall work out what to do next. Do they look as if they are about to come again?”

“No. They’re holding back, sir. No sign of another lot coming against us for the while. We must have killed two thousand of them. Load of their officers gone down as well, sir. Wittington and his section stood back from the ruck, sir, and kept picking off officers. Horrible sod, so he is, but he’s been useful this day, sir. Give him this new medal when it comes out, sir.”

“Anything from the other companies?”

“Captain Ruddock’s a goner, sir. Stood at the front with his swagger stick, sir, pointing out who to go for and calling the lads to keep steady. They say he was shot half a dozen times and wouldn’t fall until there was no blood left in ‘im!”

“Brave man. There was never any doubt of that. Get our count, Sergeant, and organise the platoons. Name some corporals for me – I am sure some will be needed.”

Warner saluted and turned to work.

Alfred made his way back to the dressing station, swearing as he saw the state of the battalion laid out before him.

The doctor ran across.

“Forty wounded here, Captain Griffin. Waiting for transport back to the Casualty Clearing Station. Half of them will die. I am told there are as many again dead at the front. We have twenty bodies at the back of the tent, waiting on gravediggers. We have lost a hundred at least from the battalion.”

“And you expect eighty of them to die, Doctor?”

“Many of them have two or three wounds, sir. They would not go back, kept fighting until they literally dropped. What about you, sir?”

“Just the hand, as far as I know. I didn’t feel the finger go.”

“Clean, sir. Best thing I can do is bathe it in iodine and bandage it. You will feel that, sir! If it needs more surgery, that can be done at a later date. It may be as well to trim back to the first joint, but that is not urgently necessary.”

Alfred sat in a canvas chair, hand on a folding table, watched impassively as the Doctor worked on his hand. He could feel the blood draining from his face, silently prayed he would neither faint nor spew. Colonel Savager appeared, started to address him, changed his mind.

“Come and see me when you are done, Griffin. Got a few problems to tidy up, old chap. Down to four bloody hundred! Christ knows what we do now!”

“Two companies, sir. Cranfield and myself the only captains and short of lieutenants as well. Two full companies will be the simplest way of organising ourselves, sir. I lost both the green hands you gave me yesterday, sir. Both of them with their wounds to the front, so we can say they went well.”

“Not yet lunchtime on the first day, Griffin! I haven’t spoken to the Hampshires yet, don’t know what may have happened there.”

“I hope my brothers may have survived, sir. The odds are against it. Neither of them will have hung back.”

“Not from your family, Griffin! Not the way you chaps go on! Go back to the front and pull the companies together. I will talk to A and B. You take C and D. I shall inform the Brigadier-General and get his imprimatur – big word that, for me! Being acting as colonel, it is as well to have the senior man confirm my decision. Rossiter will give it, but occasionally it is as well to get things on paper. You have done well this morning, Griffin. Far better than one might look for from a man who is essentially just in for the duration of the war. Any regular officer would be pleased to have done as well as you have today, Griffin. Off you go and don’t die today! Can’t ask for a lot more than that!”

Alfred suspected that was military humour. He peeled off a salute and marched away, straight backed and trying to swing his arms properly, to set an example for all who saw him. His left hand hurt like hell and he wanted to cradle it in his chest, but that was not the way an officer behaved, he was certain of that.

“Sergeant Warner. We are bringing C and D Companies into one. I want you to be senior sergeant. That will be acting company sergeant major.”

“Thank you, sir. D Company has one second lieutenant left and has lost both sergeants, sir. We need to make corporals up, sir. The second lieutenant joined us yesterday, sir, and don’t really know what’s going on.”

“Ask him to come across to me, Warner.”

Second Lieutenant Compton doubled across to Alfred’s side.

“Reporting, sir. I am sole officer left in D Company, sir. What must I do?”

“C and D Companies have been amalgamated, Mr Compton. You are my second in command. Bring your senior corporals across to me and we will see what can be done.”

An hour and the companies had been divided into four fairly equal platoons and a new sergeant had been named as well as four corporals. They had a total of two hundred and ten men.

“General officer, sir!”

“Thank you, Warner.”

Alfred stood, cap correctly worn, tunic buttoned, tie straight, greeted Brigadier-General Rossiter with a precise salute.

“At ease, Griffin. What have you done with your company?”

Alfred briefly explained, the two companies combined and spread out along the face of the woodland, in place to resist the next attack.

“Spare rifles loaded and placed beside the old soldiers, sir, to give them immediate extra rounds.”

“Well done. You are acting major, with immediate effect. You have half of the battalion and that is a major’s command, sir. Five months to major – not unheard of, but it ain’t common, Griffin! Well done!”


Chapter Four

“Must get across and see old Alfred, John.”

“When we have time, Peter. I am told he did well this morning. No surprise there!”

“The sole surprise is that the three of us survived that bloody encounter, brother.”

“So it was, Peter. We were lucky that the bulk of the Hun went up against the Kents rather than us. Even so, our losses are bloody horrendous. The company is down to less than a hundred men. Best we pull them together into two platoons. How are you off for old hands?”

“Kept the bulk of them, John. Of forty-six remaining to me, thirty-eight are older men. Experienced riflemen who fought like hell but managed to keep their heads down at the right time. The youngsters who came in just didn’t know their way around, John. I think I have lost eighteen of the last twenty replacements to come in!”

“I presume that includes the second lieutenants?”

“Both of mine gone, John. One wounded and gone back and might survive. Belly shot but might be lucky, straight through and nothing too much shot up. The other took a bayonet high in the chest and throat and bled out inside a minute. Unstoppable.”

“Again, too green to have learned their way around. I have kept one of my youngsters. The other was head shot, looking up to see what was happening when the Spandaus fired. The one who made it, Winslade, showed well, rifle and bayonet in hand and well bloodied.”

“Useful, John. Hats on and ties done up, sir, that’s a general in the distance and coming this way!”

Both officers were perfectly presented when Brigadier-General Rossiter greeted them.

Colonel Caine introduced the pair.

“Captain and Lieutenant Griffin, sir.”

“Ah, yes! Brothers to Alfred Griffin, are you not? I spoke to him an hour ago and had the pleasure of making him major. Minor wound to one hand, lost a little finger, that’s all, after fighting like a madman!”

“Oh, that’s good to hear, sir! Alfred is a long way the best of us! Major in five months, sir! He can buy us a drink for that when we get out of the line!”

“We may well all of us be buying him a drink yet. What are your losses?”

John answered as senior man of the Company.

“Our latest count gives one hundred and two men and three officers, sir. I have one surviving sergeant and two corporals. Temporarily, I have amalgamated the men into two platoons.”

“You are a little better off than the Kents, it would seem. I am leaving the Kents and Hampshires up and the Surreys will offer support as required, using their additional men as our mobile reserve. If we get green replacements, I shall feed them into the Surreys and they can get experience with them for a day or two before coming up to you. Any experienced men can come straight to you.”

They agreed it would give the green youngsters a slightly better chance of living for a few days.

“We have artillery dropping their trails just now, so you will have a little more support than was available this morning. A battery of four of the thirty-hundredweight six inch guns as a first support. There is a promise of howitzers for this afternoon. Count those chickens when they are hatched, gentlemen!”

The six inch guns fired a heavy shell. If they had adequate spotters, they could provide a massive improvement to the defence.

“There is an expectation of a new division to arrive in the next day or two. Canadians who are actually ashore at Boulogne and should be moving this afternoon. They will be at full strength and will be placed to your immediate right. Obviously, you will offer all assistance possible to them. They tend to be dry, I am told, but do have supplies of coffee as well as tea.”

“I have almost forgotten what coffee tastes like, sir.”

Rossiter laughed but gave no promise of sending any up to the front.

“Major, John! That’s fast going even for old Alfred!”

“So it is, Peter. My younger brother, a wartime amateur, outstripping me! I could be jealous if I was not so very pleased for him. The old chap will be delighted, I should imagine.”

“Father will be pleased we all three lived through this morning. I am amazed!”

“Still this afternoon to come. At least the brigadier was right about those guns.”

They heard a first shot from the rear, watched as the battery registered on the German lines, firing three rounds from each gun to establish a range.

“Using HE as well, John. That will cause damage in their trenches.”

“Provided they have full caissons and plenty to the rear, those will be useful guns, Peter. Double sentries at night and crews to the Vickers. What have we by way of flare pistols?”

“One in my dugout, John. A dozen each of red, green and white flares. Why?”

“Guns are less valuable at night, brother! If we have big guns which will cut up an attack made in daylight, then it makes more sense to come through the hours of darkness. Warn the Vickers to fire on fixed lines if alerted by flares in the night. Ignore a single white, shoot on a second flare of any colour.”

Major Leggett came strolling up from the left, notebook to hand.

“Collating the figures for the battalion, gentlemen. Not looking so very jolly just now.”

“Remaining bodies, sir, fit and able to shoot a rifle, one hundred and two men and three officers. One sergeant and two corporals, sir. I have reduced the company to two platoons.”

“Correct to do so. C Company has done the same. I have A and B Companies, you have C and D as acting major, Mr Griffin. Put up the crowns, if you please. Your family is doing well for promotions today! We have made the senior lieutenant of C Company up to captain – Griffin junior, you must wait to the next round for your captaincy. It will very likely come then, provided you keep your head down! You are both up for Mentions, by the way. I believe Major Alfred Griffin has been cited for more than that. All the reports suggest he certainly deserves recognition.”

“He would, sir. So very much the most able of the family in just about every possible way. If he wasn’t such a thoroughly good chap with it, I would be jealous of him. Can’t be jealous of Alfred, though – just so thoroughly fine a fellow!”

Leggett was pleased to hear that. It was rare for brothers to have so high a degree of affection for each other.

Peter agreed. He had always been proud of his brother.

“He had a damned good name up at Oxford, sir. I can’t recall anyone with a bad word for him. Rugger Blue as well as a good First in Mathematics and working for a research doctorate which was expected to make a real difference in the design of aeroplanes. I confidently expected to hear of his engagement to a duke’s daughter next.”

Leggett laughed and shook his head. The man sounded to be a true paragon. He suspected he might be too good to live, but he did not say that aloud.

Colonel Caine said nothing aloud as he surveyed the little procession in front of him.

“Second Lieutenant Windebank, sir, one sergeant and forty two men, replacements, sir.”

“All recent volunteers, Windebank?”

“Yes, sir. All with some sort of experience, sir. Cadets and such. The brigadier said we were to go directly to our battalion for knowing our way about, to an extent.”

Caine picked out a dozen faces that had very recently started shaving and as many more who had grey in that morning’s stubble.

“And what of you, Windebank? You are older than the average subaltern. Hampshire name, of course.”

“Yes, sir. Dartmouth and midshipman aboard a cruiser. Then my elder brother died and I became heir and my father ordered me home. I did not love the sea so much as to wish to return to the Navy, sir, and put my name forward for the County regiment, the Hampshires, when it became clear this was to be a bigger war than had been expected.”

“Very good. Our casualties have been massive and we need every man who will step forward. We have had to amalgamate our companies and you will go to Second Company, the old C and D. Do you know the men you have brought out?”

“Not well yet, sir. No more than a dozen by name, but I only met them the day before yesterday.”

“Good enough. Take twenty, including the dozen you know. Your sergeant will have the remainder and will bring them across to First Company. You can expect to go almost immediately into action. What have you by way of baggage?”

“Nothing, sir, other than a change of underclothes. I was ordered to leave everything else at Brigade, sir.”

“Quite right. Better far than losing your trunks here. You will probably lose them there, but not quite so quickly. You will gather we do not change for dinner in a trench.”

Windebank had not been aware of that, but his short training course had made no mention of trenches in any case.

“You have your sidearm with you, Windebank?”

“I do, sir, but it is not the proper sort, I fear. The call for them has been so great it has been impossible to make a purchase in London, sir. There are simply no revolvers in the shops!”

That was not a problem that had occurred to the colonel. He enquired of Windebank’s solution to the problem.

“I thought it best to remain with forty-five calibre, sir, and revolver ammunition, so I was forced to buy a longer barrelled sporting weapon, sir. It is of six inches barrel rather than the proper four and is a Webley.”

He displayed the vast handgun, embarrassed to be so distinguished from the norm.

Caine handled the weapon, showed admiring.

“Perfect balance, Mr Windebank. As you say, a sporting weapon, designed for target practice. I would imagine it to be accurate up to forty yards.”

The pistol might be. Windebank was not at all sure he was.

“No doubt you will find out very soon, Mr Windebank. Take your men to Major Griffin with my compliments. Even a score of new bodies will be most welcome after this morning’s losses.”

Windebank picked out the men he knew and asked his sergeant for another eight. He was given six of the youngest and two who were at least forty, but did not notice the sergeant’s sigh of relief to be rid of them. He marched them through the woodland, seeing the shell damage and wrinkling his nose at the sour smell of high explosive.

“Major Griffin, sir? Windebank and twenty of replacements, sir.”

John took a quick look at the new men and wondered just where they had come from. Schoolboys and pensioners!

“I believe the youngsters are mostly from a merchant navy training school, sir, allowed to volunteer in this time of the Army’s need. The senior class, I am told, almost all of them coming forward, those who remained after going to the Navy, that is.”

“These did not fancy the life at sea?”

“No, sir. I gather that all those who had volunteered to the sea were put on Cressy and the other old cruisers and almost all died at the Broad Fourteens disaster.”

John had vague memories of that, of three cruisers sunk by the same submarine in a single action with thousands dead.

“Don’t blame them for taking the Army. Not likely to live a lot longer but at least they won’t drown! What of the older men?”

“Ah! More useful, I expect, sir. All of them served at least seven years in the Army, sir, and volunteered to return to the Colours.”

“They will be handy with a rifle at least.”

“Yes, sir. Some have their marksman’s badge and a good half have good conduct stripes up. From what I gather, sir, most left because they wanted to get married, which is not practical on a soldier’s pay. They would have stayed if they could have sensibly done so.”

“That accounts for all of them, does it?”

“Not entirely, sir. Six of them were at approved school, sir, and were allowed to volunteer instead of remaining for their last two years. All had a satisfactory conduct record.”

“What is an ‘approved school’?”

“In effect, sir, it is a sort of prison for boys who are too young to go to jail.”

“So, they are juvenile criminals?”

“To an extent, yes, sir. Not perhaps as wholly as it might seem, sir. A boy of eighteen, a young man, might be given a ten shilling fine if he was caught poaching; at most he would get three months inside. A twelve year old might be sent to approved school until he was eighteen for the same offence. The argument is that the younger lad is being given a free education for six years.”

“What do they actually learn, Mr Windebank?”

“Very little, sir, for lack of teachers and textbooks. From what they say, most just learn how to run fast so as not to be buggered by the warders.”

“Ah, yes. Having been a sailor, you would know about such things. Not to worry! Report to Mr Griffin junior and he will set you to work. You and your men will require dugouts. He will show you where to start digging. Looks like rain coming so you will want to be underground and with a roof over your head quickly.”

“Underground, sir?”

“Well, do you see anywhere else to lay your head?”

Windebank did not. He was not pleased to discover they did not march back to barracks on completion of their day’s duty.

“We are here and on duty twenty-four hours of the day, Mr Windebank. The Army kindly permits you to sleep some of that time. The Germans may not.”

“I presume we have a Mess, at least, sir?”

“Not unless you dig a very big hole, Mr Windebank.”

“How does one make these holes waterproof, sir?”

“Cover them with branches and bushes and put a groundsheet over that. With luck, that will keep you dry. A shell knocking down a tree may do you no favours that way.”

“Do we expect reliefs, sir?”

“Not this year, no.”

“So… We fight in the mud and then sleep where we fought.”

“Yes.”

“Somewhat bleak, sir.”

“So it is. Find yourself a servant and he should be able to supply you with tea at frequent intervals.”

“Ah! That will be less bleak, I presume, sir!”

“It will be. On that topic. The men will have their tea buckets almost permanently on the boil. You will see nothing. They need their tea. Do everything you can for their comfort and bugger the regulations. If they happen to be wearing additional woollens or waterproofs, do not notice. Do not have parades or any unessential formalities. Discourage them from indecency and keep the area clean – they are not to crap in the nearby bushes. Otherwise, the lightest of hands, Mr Windebank.”

Windebank was still relatively young. He could not imagine what John, the experienced soldier, meant by ‘indecency’. He was far too young to ask.

Digging in the woodland was hard labour. The tree roots made every inch a fight. The nearby existence of several thousands of bloodthirsty Huns encouraged the men to keep going. Nightfall saw all of them with some sort of protective barrier between them and flying bullets.

Dinner arrived. Mutton stew in buckets but with the addition of fresh English bread.

“Fast ferry across to Boulogne and a train up to Ypres, sir. Casualties back by the same route, sir. Means the trains don’t run empty coming up to us.”

They would be cram-packed with casualties on the way back.

“What’s the chance of beef stew one day?”

The Quartermaster shook his head. That seemed essentially unlikely, or not in the near future.

“Old ewes are cheaper than beef, sir. The Treasury don’t like spending its money on feeding the Army. They still argue every year that the soldiers should pay for their own food from their wages, like everybody else does.”

“Then they would have to pay higher wages to make it possible. They always argue wages should be low because soldiers get free food, clothing and accommodation!”

“In that case, sir, you mustn’t complain because the food is not of the best.”

“I don’t want food of the best. I merely ask it should not be of the worst.”

Not for soldiers. They must be content with the way things always had been. In any case, they would not recognise good food if it was put before them – pearls before swine, and all that!

“Double sentries and every man to sleep with his rifle at his side. NCOs to walk the lines. I shall be out and inspecting the lines for most of the night and I must not find men asleep on sentry-go. I can’t turn a blind eye to that. You can kick the arse of any man who has nodded off. I can’t!”

The sergeants and corporals quietly agreed. The men were exhausted and it was a certainty that one or two would fall asleep. They would stand their duty and then perhaps lean against a tree trunk and then drop off without realising it. Men could be shot for sleeping in the face of the enemy, and all without any intention at all. The sergeants and corporals must protect their men from that eventuality. That was part of their job.

“I expect a night attack, tonight or tomorrow night. It is what I would do, anyway. Tell the men to keep together, small groups, not to get separated. If they must fall back, get to the far edge of the woods and wait there. Try to come together there. Tell them that if they do get separated, they should make their way into the town centre. That’s where the command will be. If they are walking into Ypres, they won’t be running away. They can’t be charged with desertion if they are going to the proper place to find their unit.”

That was important, the NCOs agreed. They were outnumbered and losing this battle. They must not have their own people on their backs as well.

“They got to keep their rifles, sir. If they still got their rifle, they’re falling back. They ain’t running away because they can still fight.”

“Correct, Sergeant Chitty! I don’t expect us to be pushed out of these woods. If we are, we will regroup and push back in again. We cannot lose this position. It is too close to Ypres town. If we do get forced out, we must go back in. Lose Ypres and we probably lose this war. Lose the woods here and we probably lose Ypres. This is important. We are important. We cannot let old England be beaten here.”

They agreed but did not know if they could stop it. The odds were probably too great.

The odds improved in late afternoon when a second battery of guns fired registration in front of them.

“Four point five inch howitzers, Peter! Six of them in the battery. Firing more frequently than the six inch but almost all shrapnel. Normally very little by way of HE in their loads. I do trust the Colonel will have arranged a night emergency call for them. Three red flares, perhaps, to signal them to lay down a quick barrage in front of us. With ten barrels laying down fire on a fixed line, we have a far better chance of holding back any attack.”

“Another half a dozen Vickers would be welcome, John.”

“So they would. No chance of getting them. The Treasury regards them as wasteful. Practically speaking, the chances are that we have too few rounds in store to feed into them and the armaments factories not producing enough yet. How long does it take to build a new factory, and to smelt the copper and zinc to make brass for the cartridge cases and lead and steel for bullets, and chemicals factories to make the explosive charges? I much doubt we shall have the munitions we need before the end of next year. The Germans will be better off than us for capturing Belgian industry – they have a lot of gunmaking firms.”

“We will have to buy from America, and that will have the problem that they do not use three-o-three calibre and so will have to build their machines from nothing. Never thought about that before, John. Now that I have considered it, maybe we ought not to write off the cavalry. We may be left with just their swords to fight with!”

“God help us all if we are!”

“Agreed, John. On a serious note, if the Army needs shells and bullets in far greater numbers, then the Navy will have to make do with less. They won’t be happy about that.”

“War between the Admiralty and the War Office! That will not help at all. It will be a madhouse in Westminster!”

“Nothing new in that, brother.”

They laughed, in duty bound, but wondered just how they were to fight for a year and more, short of the munitions of war.

“Ration rifle bullets, Peter. Men to fire only with the permission of an NCO, except they see clear signs of a mass attack. No opportunistic shooting at fleeting targets other than by official battalion snipers. Men to sit in their trenches and wait for the order to take action. Better send Home for packs of cards and cribbage boards. They will have to do something during the day, and they won’t be fighting.”

That raised a serious question, as both realised. What would the men do when, inevitably, the trenches reached stalemate? At some point in the ensuing weeks the war of movement must end, hopefully temporarily. When the men were sat stationary and they had dug their trenches, what were they to get up to?

“The Devil makes work for idle hands, Peter!”

“He does indeed, John. How do we keep those hands busy?”

“Dig. Run fatigues. Clean rifles, but not so much as to wear them out. Sing songs and play cards. Provide education for the boys? Half of this last draft should not have left school yet!”

“What do we do with the junior officers, for that matter? Windebank seems to have remarkably little idea of his routine duties.”

“Teach him the basics, Peter. If he lives, he will have a company inside six months at most. Probably much sooner. Take him through the daily returns and the pay sheets and explain how to indent for stores. If he doesn’t get the paperwork right, he will not see food sent up for his men, or bullets for their rifles. You know what the Quartermasters are like – if they haven’t got the right pieces of paper with the correct signatures, they will release nothing from Stores.”

“Bastards!”

“So they are, but they must be given their pieces of paper or they will refuse you everything you need. They say that at Isandlwana, with the Zulu killing every soldier in sight, they refused to release ammunition from one regiment to be used in the rifles of another. ‘Improper procedure, to allow Fusiliers’ rounds to be shot out of Rifles’ bundooks’.”

“That means they would have died themselves, surely, John.”

“Less important to them than having incorrect paperwork in their files. No doubt they would have told the Zulus to get in proper line if they wanted their attention.”

“I read as well that the ammunition boxes were closed with big brass screws and they only had one screwdriver to each battalion.”

John laughed and shook his head.

“Half-truth, Peter. Every man has a bayonet and a clasp knife. You think they would queue up to use the official screwdriver? That sounds like a reporter jumping on any so-called fact that would make a good story.”

“I wonder what facts the newspapermen will find out here, John?”

“None, my brother! You don’t really expect to see them up here at the front, within a furlong of the Horrible Hun?”

They laughed, considering the possibility to be rather low.

Brigadier-General Rossiter sat across the desk from his divisional commander, Major General Griffin. He stirred his cup of coffee, showing thoughtful.

“Canadian Division comes into line tonight, sir. We expect a brigade of South Africans within two days. The worst of the panic should be over, one might hope.”

“No, Rossiter. Your brigade still has to survive tonight and tomorrow night. The South Africans are hard fighting men, the bulk of them with experience from the Boer War. The Canadians are less used to hardship. The bulk of them are townsmen, I am told, or miners and such. Good men and brave, no fear in them, but without the hard edge of the South Africans. They will need a month or two to settle in and discover just what they can do. By Christmas they will be as good as any. This month, they are still amateurs.”

“What chance of more guns, sir?”

“Eighteen pounders, in all probability. Should be a battery of them moving up now. Good infantry guns in the field. I have my doubts about their value in siege conditions, which is what the trenches effectively are. A little unusual, perhaps, two armies laying siege to each other, but that is what it amounts to. I am pushing French for more heavy artillery. I want more of the nine point twos and twelve inch railway guns if possible. It will take the better part of a year to build the big railway guns, but we need to be working on them now. I would like to see all battleship building suspended and their guns delivered to us. Won’t happen, of course. The bloody Navy will have fits if it is denied its battleships, even though they have done nothing useful with them yet.”

“Barbed wire, sir?”

“We are reliably informed it is being purchased now and will be sent across to us ‘as a matter of urgency’. I confidently expect to receive the first and wholly inadequate supplies next week. I do not doubt we shall be able to build a single-string fence along the front this year.”

“That will be useless, sir.”

“Don’t say that aloud, Rossiter! If overheard it will be reason to send out none at all. The profiteers of the City of London must make their fortunes first. Thereafter, and only when they have built their Swiss bank accounts sufficiently high, they will start to supply the munitions we require. The government is spending money and the bulk of it is being misappropriated. Only when the first rash of fraud and outright theft dies down will we receive some part of the weaponry we need. My moneyman in the City has been informing me gleefully of the profits he has been able to make for me; he expects me to congratulate him on the hundreds of thousands he has set to my accounts. My father and grandfather left me wealthy, you know, Rossiter. I had never previously been ashamed of that fact!”

The Brigadier-General came from a County background. He had a small private income sufficient for his own needs but had never mixed with the plutocrats of the City. He was now inclined to congratulate himself.

“What do we expect in terms of men, sir?”

“A continuing trickle, fewer than we are currently losing. It is being argued that there is a need to train the volunteers before they come out to us. Kitchener is determined to produce a ‘New Army’, eventually half a million of thoroughly trained youngsters to come out in ’15 or ’16 and provide an unstoppable force. A good theory, in many ways, but if we lose the war for lack of bodies out here first, it won’t matter how good his New Army might be. I think he is intending to send colonials out to us and keep British young men in training.”

“So we out here can fight to the bitter end, sir. England will fight to the last Canadian!”

“It might seem so, yes, Rossiter. The Naval Brigade is being strengthened and the bulk of the Royal Marines are to be sent out to the trenches. That will add a good few thousands. I understand that existing regiments will still be able to recruit at depot and train up their own men to send out. Garrison troops in the Empire are to be thinned to an absolute minimum and men returned to their battalions in France. Scraping the barrel. It still leaves us thin of bodies and probably losing more than we replace for the next few months.”

Rossiter could see no way of defending Ypres in the long term if that was so.

“A campaign of attrition, sir, and we lack the long-term resources. The Germans will continue to outnumber us, unless they are forced to send men elsewhere. Is Russia offering a threat?”

“Only of revolution. The Russian Army is still in retreat in the Baltic regions. It must hold a balance soon, simply because of the numbers it is bringing from the East. Unfortunately, those hordes are short of rifles, bullets and loyalty. The Tsars have alienated the bulk of their people over the last twenty years. Too much starvation and too many riots put down by vicious brutality. The Russian aristocracy still have power and they make no bones about their hatred of and contempt for their own people. The Cossacks have sufficed to beat the peasants down up till now, but now they have armed their own people and allowed them to desert by the hundred thousand, often still carrying magazine rifles. Russia now has the means to achieve revolution.”

“Morons!”

“Religious maniacs, long on piety, short on intellect. The Tsars have little left to offer the world, Rossiter.”

“We have the wrong countries as allies, sir!”

“Wholly true, Rossiter. We should be marching into Russia at the side of the Kaiser. If, in process, we happened to be able to overthrow him as well, the world would only benefit.”

“Exactly, sir! Put the Frogs down as well and we could turn Europe upside down to everybody’s benefit!”

They managed a quick laugh and turned back to the direct problems facing them.

“Can you ask French to dismount a brigade of cavalry and put them up into the line, sir?”

“Not and keep my command, Rossiter. He is convinced that our sole hope of victory lies with the cavalry. He does not approve of all this ‘ditch-digging’, cutting up the countryside and making it impossible to charge properly. He will be outraged at the thought of the ‘arme blanche’ being forced to indulge in such unmilitary practices.”

“Fifty thousand cavalrymen, doing nothing other than to eat up transport resources.”

“Each man in the field requiring three others to keep him there. Two hundred thousand men contributing nothing to the war.”

Griffin showed despairing, knowing that French would be replaced for failing to attain victory but that his inevitable successor would be Haig, another cavalryman and vicious in his pursuit of personal aggrandisement.

“Heard one or two nasty rumours doing the rounds, sir. About Haig. He was caught up in the thick of the fighting at Le Cateau and there’s more than one to say that he was very rapid in getting clear of it. Apparently, he heard the rattle of the Spandau and didn’t like it at all.”

“Maybe, Rossiter… I don’t like the man, at all, but a general has no business being in the thick of it. His job is to run the battle, not to fight it. Equally, his job is not to kiss the King’s arse either. Haig is far too keen on doing that. Looking for his own earldom, of course, and much for the aggrandisement of his family. Vastly rich with whisky money and feels that this democracy business has gone too far. I could see him using a successful war to marry the family into royalty and push back on elections and the power of the House of Commons. Don’t give a damn one way or the other, myself, but I don’t see bowing down to King Haig in twenty years time!”


Chapter Five

“Mr Redwood, this way, please.”

Henry stepped out of a comfortable car and was led into a door, somewhere in London. Unusually, and inappropriately, it was a back door, leading in from a mews. Henry was not best pleased to be offered such indignity but felt he must accept in silence.

Past an empty kitchen and up the rear stairs and he was ushered into a large office, a converted drawing room. An unknown fifty year old in a frock coat, looking like nothing so much as a country solicitor, stood from his desk.

“Do take a seat, Mr Redwood. I felt you should have a final opportunity to back out of our employment, if you so wish. You have been accepted to perform a vital task, a set of tasks, for your country but you may have had second thoughts about its nature. You will be required to terminate the existence of German spies operating in foreign countries where an arrest is impossible. It is essential to your country that these agents be killed, but not every man can show the resolution, the strength of mind required to perform such a task. If you have come to realise it is not for you, then this is your opportunity to withdraw and put on a conventional military uniform. You can be a soldier in France within twelve hours, Mr Redwood. A private soldier, I fear, but serving your country in conventional fashion.”

Henry was indignant. He had, naturally, had some doubts about the tasks he had accepted, but he was certainly not to be a mere ranker in France. He hid his sense of outrage.

“No, sir. I am not to refuse the job I have accepted. It is not one to be carried out by every man, I believe, but I am sure I can serve my King in this fashion.”

“Well done, Mr Redwood! I wish you to sign a couple of documents, here, and here… You now are employed by the Army as a civilian of officer status and are subject to various of the statutes relevant to the military. You are to be paid as a field officer – a major – with a number of significant additional provisions. Pay will be in Swiss francs and available to you in your bank account in Geneva, where you will be living. Your accommodation will be free of all rental and other charges and will be staffed, again at no expense to you; there will be no living costs. Transport to Geneva will be provided, in about two hours from now. You will be clothed by a Swiss tailor, account to be picked up by this department. At intervals, you will be given a task to perform, being transported to the location and collected afterwards. You will not return to England in the foreseeable future, so as to establish yourself in your new identity. You will be an American, by the way, with the correct papers. No doubt you will wish to learn the languages in Switzerland, but that will be at your discretion. You will enjoy a social life, I do not doubt, but will always be discreet. For now, our people will see to dressing you properly and will take you off on your journey, sir. Thank you for joining us.”

Henry was led out, invited to strip and dressed in American clothing from the skin up, every item purchased in the States. A quiet tailor checked the fit to be correct and ensured all was well.

“Your trunk will accompany you, sir. All is of a correct cut and colour for the gentleman you are.”

Another gentleman appeared and took Henry through to a room at the front of the house where he provided an American passport and appropriate documents. None of the papers were new. All appeared to have been sat in a wallet for months or years.

“Your name is still Henry Redwood, sir. You have an address in New York State which you should memorise. You are a representative of a newspaper and will occasionally travel in their interest. You will eventually be spotted by German intelligence operatives and identified as an American working for the federal government, a spy in fact. They will have little interest in you. Your days will be spent essentially as you wish, sir, much as a gentleman at leisure might occupy himself in London.”

An hour and he was placed in the back of another motor car and taken to Dover, there to be escorted aboard a small naval ship which made a night crossing to Boulogne. Another escort picked him up at quayside and took him to a French train, not one of the troopers used by the BEF. Thereafter was a fast run to Paris and a transfer to an express south to Lyons and a motor journey to the Swiss border and to his apartment in Geneva.

Henry was rather impressed by the whole procedure – he was an important figure. On discovering a pair of housemaids, so-called, who showed instant willingness to provide more personal services, he decided he had found the exact sort of wartime duty he liked.

Three days later, a visitor arrived to disturb his leisurely breakfast.

“The first task for you, sir. An excursion to Genoa, sir.”

The courier, a military man judging by his straight back and general demeanour, led Henry out to a motor car, a large and comfortable Panhard, and sat next to him in the rear. They drove across the border into France and down to Nice, overnighting in a villa outside the main town. The morning took them into Italy, slowly through the border formalities and across Lombardy to the outskirts of the industrial port. They halted to refuel and Henry was led across to another vehicle, put into the hands of a pair of younger men, one English, the other seemingly Italian. They took him to a small but comfortable hotel, fed him and talked quietly through the early evening, finally telling him what was expected of him that night.

“We shall drive you to the rear courtyard of a hotel, Mr Redwood. I shall point you inside and you will go up three flights of stairs and enter room 306. Inside you will find this man.”

He was shown a photograph.

“He will be in bed, probably asleep. He is a heavy drinker. He may have company, a young male. If he has, his partner may be expected leave the room at speed and silently. Ignore him if he does. On identifying your target, you will shoot him. Be certain of him. You will then run downstairs where we will lead you to the car and take you away, driving you north directly to the Swiss border and to a railway journey back to Geneva.”

He was provided with a short-barrelled revolver, a Police Special of thirty-eight calibre, and was advised to shoot at short range, ideally with the barrel actually in contact with the ear.

He was led out and put into the car, still checking the gun was loaded and that he had reloads against need.

“You will not need to reload, sir. You should nonetheless carry another six rounds for safety’s sake.”

Henry did not notice the man sat next to the driver, watching him and ready to take action if his nerve broke.

The car pulled into the rear of the hotel, an expensive seeming building, brightly lit at the front and busy there, mostly with guests leaving after an evening function.

Henry stepped out as the car stopped, was pointed to an open door and walked rapidly across to it. He was dry-mouthed, heart beating fast, on the edge of running. He knew he would be picked up by Italian police if he ran and expected he would not be treated well. If he survived the arrest, he would undoubtedly be imprisoned before eventually being deported, penniless and awaiting the vengeance of his own people. There was no choice; he was committed. He entered the door, saw the stairs to his left, as he had been told, paced quickly across to them and ran as silently as he could up three flights. He looked into a corridor, saw door 318, 316 next to it. He paced silently down a thick carpet, right hand in his pocket gripping the little revolver.

306! He stopped for a few seconds, hand raised to knock before he realised just how stupid that would be. He turned the handle, found almost to his disappointment that it was open, slipped inside the door, into a large and somewhat smelly reception room, well fitted out with lounge chairs and sofa and a drinks cabinet, its doors wide open. There was an ice bucket on a small table. Alcohol, tobacco and more human smells assaulted his nose. He suspected the occupants to have been thoroughly unsavoury. He walked silently to an open internal door, saw a large bedroom, two males naked in a double bed, covers thrown back. He was disgusted.

‘Bloody Ities! Never know what they will be getting up to!’

Three quick paces and he leant over the older man, placed the revolver in his ear, hesitated before gritting his teeth and squeezing the trigger. A second shot, as ordered. The younger man sat bolt upright and opened his mouth as if to scream. Henry shoved the barrel between his teeth and pulled the trigger a third time – he could not risk a yelling naked youth running down the corridors to raise the alarm.

He scurried to the corridor door, stepped out, pulling it to behind him. They had said that the rooms were well soundproofed, that the clientele wished to be able to make a noise when amusing themselves. The corridor was empty, no alarm raised. He walked – they had said he must not run – to the stairs and trotted silently down, noticing for the first time that his soft soles did not clatter on the staircase. The ground floor door was still open, the car waiting. Two minutes and they were pulling out into the street and slowly pottering away, quietly into the night.

“All done, sir?”

“Two in the head. The young fellow with him started to scream as he woke and I put one into him. I did not know what else to do.”

“Killed him?”

The question was sharp, a little disturbed.

“I stuck the barrel into his mouth.”

“Good. Provided he could not talk to the police, all is well. A good job from the sound of it, sir.”

They drove away and Henry fell asleep in the back, exhausted by the strain of the shooting.

The driver glanced in his rear view mirror and poked his front seat passenger, nodding at the young killer in the back.

“Hard bastard! Killed two in cold blood and sleeping the sleep of the just. No worry that he’ll break down!”

They woke Henry as they pulled up to the border crossing and then drove to Lausanne. At Lausanne they put him onto a train and escorted him to Geneva, finally returning him to his apartment and the tender care of the housemaids.

The following morning saw another visitor, unknown and male.

“Confirmation of the job you did for us, Mr Redwood. Tidy and invisible. Exactly as we had hoped for. There will be no other demands upon you this month at least. You may relax in the knowledge of duty well done, sir. We noted that you are not wearing a watch, sir. Always useful to have a timepiece when on duty.”

He passed Henry a weighty little package, watched as he unwrapped it and almost drooled over the gold watch, carried on a thick chain. He judged that it would never be difficult to keep Mr Redwood’s loyalty and also that they must keep an eye out for attempts to buy him. Mr Redwood seemed to be of a mercenary persuasion, not necessarily a man of any depth of character. Equally, he was one who could kill, and not every man by a long way could manage that.

‘Cold-blooded and conscienceless. A most unpleasant little man. Just what we need for the job.’

Henry was a godsend, in fact. There were few who could kill to contract, able to pull a trigger without asking ‘who’ or ‘why’. The handler had come prepared to explain that the dead Italian had been a provincial politician of some standing, committed to the alliance with Germany and active in persuading others to his cause. With him dead, it would be easier to campaign for Italy to ally with France and England. Add to that, his sexual preferences could be alluded to and the killing could be attributed to a squabble in the homosexual community, bringing the priestly vote out against him and his policies.

It had been a useful endeavour and Mr Redwood’s talents would be used again, quite often, probably.

Settled in Geneva, Henry found himself able to forget the unpleasantness of the killing, to settle into bachelor life in the city. It was not so open a city as London, being far smaller, but there were still clubs for gentlemen at leisure and entertainments to suit sophisticated tastes. He found English-speaking acquaintances and was able to enjoy himself. He did not doubt he would be called upon to perform his military duty, but he read in the newspapers every day of the trials and tribulations affecting the soldiers at war in France and suspected he had less to suffer than they experienced daily. Simply to occasionally pull a trigger – that was no great burden. He ate well, drank in moderation because he dared not become loose-mouthed, and enjoyed female company and above all, slept long and easily. Life had turned out well for Henry.

His elder sister slept far less easily.

Augusta drove her ambulance every day, without a break, making three or four journeys from the FANY casualty clearing station to particular hospitals back from the front lines, a journey of fifteen to twenty miles depending on which institution she was sent to. There was a policy of, where possible, separating head wounds from abdomen, and both from legs and arms, to allow the surgeons and nurses to specialise to an extent. Too many casualties were the result of shellfire and had multiple wounds, but where possible it led to a greater efficiency and a higher survival rate for the soldiers.

Winter was coming in and the roads were breaking up under the worsening weather and increasing traffic. Most traffic would give way to the ambulance, though staff cars were commonly too important to do so, but often nothing could be done other than splash hopefully and slowly through the mud. When stuck, there was always a squad of soldiers willing to push an ambulance and to cheer the young woman driver who might be transporting them next week. It was still hard driving and wearing on the vehicle itself. She spent three or four hours of every evening on simple maintenance, keeping engine and bodywork in running order.

Three more ambulances had arrived in the first month, donated by a bank in England. She presumed it was her father’s doing and was grateful, when she had the energy. She spent her theoretical day off each week in training up the three other drivers, helping them gain a basic competence as mechanics.

She drove into the loading area at the rear entrance to the big tents making up the casualty clearing station – some referred to it as a CCS, but initials were not really approved of – and called for aid from the porters smoking a quick gasper at the back.

“Carboys of carbolic, to go to medical stores. Boxes of dressings, the same. Rations to the kitchens. A brush out afterwards, please.”

The men ran, anxious to do the little they could to help her. There were six of them, all still convalescent from minor wounds and held back to assist at the station for being older, or in one case far too much younger, than the bulk of men in their battalions. Their posting was unofficial but winked at by senior officers. They might have to return to their units one day but were safe from charge of desertion.

Augusta had been given corporal’s rank, making her highest ranked of the FANY troopers permanently posted to the station. She reported to the senior doctor she could find, a RAMC captain on loan to the Belgians, in his early thirties, generally regarded as a handsome gentleman.

“I brought back dressings and carbolic, sir, and a supply of rations. The arms and legs hospital is at full capacity, sir. They have no empty beds.”

“We have eight more waiting to go to surgery, Corporal Redwood. They will have to go to cranial injuries.”

“Yes, sir. Abdomens are close to full, sir. Heads are half empty, have two wards available but are short of surgeons.”

“The head specialists will have to remember their early training. We are close to overrun as it is. Increasing numbers of sickness cases rather than injuries. November is no time to be living in a wet ditch in a field!”

Three more bad months to come before March should see an easing of temperatures and the onset of spring.

“Pneumonia and dysentery, mostly, corporal. This damned military stew they live on is damned near frozen by the time it gets to the men in the forward line, so they reheat it over their fires. Asking for dysentery! Too often, they get it.”

She knew that for weakened men, living in the cold, wet through, sleeping too little, dysentery was a killer.

Pneumonia was a familiar winter disease, rife in the slums and villages, killing the elderly and the very young. The trenches were an ideal ground for the illness – cold, wet, ill-fed men had few reserves to pull them through as their lungs filled with fluid.

“We need more hospitals, sir.”

“They are being commissioned, Corporal, but too slowly. Finding the doctors and nurses is not easy. Plenty of refugees to employ as orderlies and porters and cooks and such, but trained staff are in short supply. The Belgians especially are short of doctors for few of them choosing to flee before the Germans. The bulk remained in their hospitals, with their patients. There are a number of Americans coming across as neutral volunteers, and most welcome, but almost all doctors. Too few of trained nurses.”

The situation could only grow worse as winter hardened in. Snow had fallen already, a few showers and thawing rapidly, but there was a feeling that the winter would be hard. At least, that should lead to a dying down of the fighting, fewer bayonet wounds coming in trailing blood and guts.

“How many patients have we awaiting urgent transfer, Doctor?”

“One head. Blinded, poor fellow. Three abdominals who should be operated on today.”

“I can take the four, sir. Head and Abdomen are no more than two miles distant from each other.”

Augusta called to the porters, instructed them to load the four to her ambulance, marched down to the FANY restroom and asked for a travelling nurse.

“Here, Corporal.”

Slightly older than Augusta, Elisabeth Ferrers had arrived in France a few days previously and had settled down to work, was a welcome addition to their ranks.

“Three abs and a nut, Trooper. Last run of the day, unless we get an influx.”

A flare-up in fighting at the front would lead to a sudden rush of casualties and the need to transport them through the darkness to make room for more at the station. Night running with weak headlights on broken-up roads was not enjoyed.

“Got them, Corporal. Who is handing them over?”

“Captain Darlington. I will get the papers from his shift nurse.”

Formalities were kept to a minimum but the hospitals needed to know what treatment the wounded had received and particularly how much, if any, morphine had been injected.

The four patients were put aboard, envelopes firmly secured to their stretchers, Trooper Ferrers standing between them and thankful none had dysentery. The smell could be appalling in the tight confines of the rear of a small ambulance.

It took forty minutes to travel twelve miles to the abdominal hospital, a large chateau sat in its own grounds in sight of the coast at the edge of the Belgian sector. Augusta backed the ambulance up to the great front doors and sat waiting while porters ran to take out the three for them.

Trooper Ferrers came round to report.

“One dead, Corporal. Came aboard heavily unconscious and passed on the journey.”

They shrugged, already hardened to such losses. They had tried and could have done no more.

“Pity. Let’s get the head case across to St Martin.”

Ten more minutes and a smaller country house, again set in its own small park. They helped the blind man step down and escorted him into the building, soothing him, telling him where he was and what was happening. He was at a hospital and the doctors would care for him. They would do all they could…

Trooper Ferrers came to the cab, sat next to Augusta for the empty return.

“Any hope for the blind man, Trooper?”

“None, Corporal. Shell splinters in the face. The eyes are destroyed, flesh of the cheeks ripped away. At least, he will not be able to look at himself in a mirror.”

“A comfort for him.”

They were forced to develop a hard shell for their own protection.

“Getting cold, Corporal.”

There was no heater in the ambulance.

“Freezing already. Thick ice by morning. Bad driving!”

Augusta reported at the hospital and then drove her shift back to their barracks in the nearby town. They were a bare eight miles distant from the lines but there had been no bombardment of the civilian areas as yet and FANY preferred to be within easy reach of its place of duty.

There was hot water and a bath was possible and welcome to wash away the odours of the day. She dressed in a spare uniform, ready for a callout and to work on the engine later. Civilian clothing was restricted to the rare holiday – they had had one in her two months of duty.

They ate rabbit and a good selection of vegetables, their civilian kitchen staff feeding them as well as they could. There was coffee to follow.

“Letters, Corporal!”

There were a dozen women in the house and only two of them still maintained contact with their homes. The bulk had been disowned by their parents for running away to war.

A London postmark suggested a letter from her father. She opened it first, was amazed to discover that brother Henry had joined up.

‘He is gone to some sort of hush-hush department, doing what I know not, but he has left England. They have contacted me to say he is in service to the Crown and I should not make any further enquiries. I shall not do so, of course. I had not suspected he was the sort that spies or spy-catchers were made of, yet I am truly glad that he has found a way of being useful to his country. I shall be far happier to keep him in idleness after the war knowing that he has done his bit.’

She had given little thought to spies and their habits but would have expected them to be of above average in intellect, thus thoroughly disqualifying Henry for the trade. However, if he had found a way of making himself useful, she was much in favour and could forgive him his many trespasses.

The other letter was from sister Henrietta, a cheerful but empty recounting of her existence at home. She was doing remarkably little other than to keep her mother’s spirits up. Mama had not been best pleased that neither of her sons had chosen to go to war. She had been happier they had not since poor Lieutenant Robert Griffin had come home as a cripple, but then Henry had gone to the conflict, which could not be wholly desirable now. They had visited with Lieutenant Griffin and had tried to cheer him up, but he was understandably glum, having lost one foot and taken severe injury to the other, poor man! It was a shocking war and they much hoped she would soon come home, having done her part in it.

Augusta tucked the letters away, to be replied to in due course. She would not be returning to civilian life while the war raged, that she was already certain of. The existence was in no way enjoyable – cold and uncomfortable as it was – but she was independent and able to live her own life. Unless and until she chose to wed, she was free, and enjoyed that fact. It was well possible that she would take a man to her, one day; she was in favour of doing so, in fact. It would take very few smiles to bring Captain Darlington to her side, she suspected. Not yet, however. She had a life of her own to live and she was useful in it, doing a valuable job and doing it well.

“Coat and boots for me! I must service that bloody engine!”

There were indrawn breaths at her daring language, but generally they were much in favour of the example she set. The women settled down to their evening, most with nursing texts to hand, one with a motor mechanic’s handbook. They were not to spend their time in tea and gossip.

Mr George Redwood, the young English gentleman banker, accompanied his host from the dinner table, senior of the guests present, and walked with him to the ballroom of the hotel. Naturally, he took the hand of the eldest daughter and joined her in a first waltz, as befitted his status. She was well-dressed, which not all Americans could claim, too many in his opinion substituting money for taste, and was within reason pretty. Importantly, she was not one of these overly-independent modern females of whom there were far too many to be discovered in New York. She was not particularly intelligent, either, another point in her favour. She could, in fact, stand at his side in London and show thoroughly respectable, a perfect wife for a banker.

His father had informed him in his most recent letter that he was to be made baronet within the month and expected another step up in the world if the war lasted another two years. Importantly, the family had not had to pay a penny for the honour. A baronetcy typically cost forty thousand pounds in the Party’s coffers but the Redwoods were to be raised in the world gratis. That was a remarkable recognition of their importance, of the vital work they were doing for the country and in which George was playing a significant role.

The bank had clinched a loan of a little more than fifty million dollars that day, at a remarkably favourable rate. His host had taken a major part on the American side and very likely expected George to offer him some consideration in his turn.

It was necessary to show willing. George smiled his best at the young female, Miss Bindon – he wondered what her first name might be. Bindon was Irish, he recalled, so she was probably a Mary. The music ended and he escorted her to her parents, raised an eyebrow to her father and stepped to one side, taking a drink with him.

“I wonder, sir, if I might request a private word with you at a convenient time?”

Mr Bindon was a man of affairs and was not one to let an opportunity pass by. He had been informed by his London correspondent that Redwood senior was made baronet, a hereditary title, using the cable rather than waiting on a letter. He knew as well that further honours, and a lot of money, awaited the family provided the war endured. He saw no chance of the war ending in the foreseeable future.

“We could find a private room here with some ease, Mr Redwood.”

Bindon nodded to a waiter; the hotel manager came running to his side within two minutes, as he had expected. They were sat comfortably in the manager’s private office almost immediately.

“I must say I like the way things are done here in New York, Mr Bindon! I would wish, if you concur, sir, to wed your daughter. You will be aware that I am the heir to Redwoods but may not know that my father has been awarded a baronetcy, a first hereditary title. I shall on his death become Sir George Redwood and my wife, Lady Redwood. It is not impossible that my good father might rise to a barony, becoming Lord Redwood. He is a most able man and is leading the merchant bank to the heights in the City.”

“I was aware of both facts, Mr Redwood. I know as well that you play a leading part in your bank’s American business. You must know that I have no son, although there are four daughters. Mary, my eldest, must stand in line for a substantial inheritance and she can look where she wishes for a husband. I do not doubt she would be happy to accept you, Mr Redwood, but we must speak to her on the topic. The prospect of joining the English nobility and spending much of her life in Old England, must be attractive to her. It is to me, I will freely admit, sir. I will strongly support your proposal, Mr Redwood, will be happy to call you ‘son’.”

That seemed somewhat enthusiastic to George, a little too much of a good thing, but he was informed that Bindon was already a millionaire several times over and was expected to expand his wealth rapidly. He would do very well as the source of an inheritance.

He entered his own office in the bank next morning at peace with the world. Mary had offered an instant acceptance of his suit and a ring was to be purchased that very afternoon, public announcements to follow.

A glance through the final documents on the latest loan made him even more comfortable. The rate had been one and one-quarter per cent under the accepted level for dollar loans to English borrowers and ten per cent of that difference would end up in his own bank account. One eighth of one per cent on a loan of fifty three million dollars amounted to thirty-three thousand dollars, annually for the twelve year duration of the loan. All over and above his generous salary and expenses! He had every expectation of making other such coups during his time in New York, did not doubt he would eventually come away with more than a hundred thousand a year tucked into his back pocket, and all of it unknown to the Income Tax in England!

All was well with his world. He turned to the mail on his desk, worked his way through the letters, all of them merest routine and passed across to his secretary, coming finally to a personal note from his father.

Henry had joined up! He had entered the employment of one of the secret agencies and was busying himself somewhere overseas. Mr Redwood senior was as pleased as he was amazed, for obvious reasons.

George could only concur. The black sheep had changed his way of life, had attained respectability. Whoever would have expected such a thing! It meant that Henry now had a claim upon his father’s generosity for the remainder of his life, which was not so desirable – he could not fairly be cast out as a wastrel. After the war, however, he would be known to have been ‘something behind the scenes’, to have risked his neck for his country. It would be beneficial to the family, which was wholly unexpected.

He wrote his reply, informing his father of his engagement to the Bindon family and commenting favourably upon Henry. He asked after the Griffins as well, wondering whether their bad luck had changed in this terrible war. Observing from New York, he was anxious to hear that all was well with his friends. He did not mention Augusta, considering her to be well beyond the pale. She had left respectability well behind!


Chapter Six

“A quiet night, sir.”

Alfred peered into the darkness, half an hour before moonrise, the stretch of cut-up turf and mud between the Kents’ trench and the German lines apparently empty.

“It certainly seems so, Captain Soames. How is the Vickers set up for the night?”

“I have stood down the gun party, sir. Let them get a good night’s sleep. The sentry can get them up if need arises.”

“Standing orders are a three-man team always to be present at the gun and alert, Mr Soames. Get them on their feet and at their posts now. Immediately!”

Soames was at least fifteen years older than Alfred and had experience of warfare on the Frontier in India and in Burma as well as the shorter campaign against the Boxers. He was not inclined to regard a jumped-up major, a wartime special, with any particular respect.

“I do think, sir, that my own judgement can be trusted!”

Soames had been one day with the battalion and Alfred had already decided he neither liked nor trusted him. He had been a little too full of his experience of battle and his absolute desire to ‘smell powder’ again.

“If you wish to remain in this battalion, Captain Soames, you will obey orders. Get the Vickers fully manned or be returned to depot as unfit for front line service. Now!”

Soames ran and could be heard shouting within the minute.

“Duty sergeant!”

A figure appeared out of the darkness, smart and alert – no doubt he had been warned of trouble.

“Sergeant Murdoch, sir!”

Murdoch had been D Company and had a good name.

“Standing orders demand four sentries all night.”

“Yes, sir. Instructions were to set sentries as four to cover the whole night, sir. Two hour shifts between twenty-two hundred and o-six hundred hours, sir.”

“Four men at all times, Sergeant. Please correct the misunderstanding.”

“Sir! Vickers gunners to be extra to that, sir?”

“Yes. Vickers to fire on fixed lines immediately upon the alarm being raised.”

“Without further orders, sir?”

“Yes.”

“Very good, sir.”

Murdoch saluted and doubled off towards the machinegun, to clarify their orders, no doubt.

Alfred waited for Soames to return.

“Three men awake and manning the Vickers, sir.”

“Good. I was under the impression that my standing orders were clearly understandable, Captain Soames. I wrote them out with some care. Can you tell me what part of them you could not comprehend?”

Soames stayed silent a few seconds.

“Well, Mr Soames?”

“I am sorry, sir. I merely thought that with my superior experience, I was free to interpret the standing orders in sensible fashion.”

“You are, Mr Soames. You are not free to interpret them stupidly. I expect a night attack this week. Colonel Savager expects a night attack. Brigadier-General Rossiter is certain there will be a night attack. You have no experience in this war. We landed in France on the war’s second day. I would be obliged, sir, if you would simply obey orders for the first few days until you have some slight concept of the sort of war this is. We are not engaged in shooting down mad mullahs in the Khyber Pass, sir!”

Soames debated punching Alfred in the teeth. It would be satisfying, but he would be broken at the ensuing court martial.

“Yes, sir.”

“Very good, Mr Soames. Keep alert! Which of the youngsters is on duty now?”

“Second Lieutenant Gifford, sir. I have given him permission to sleep, sir, he having had a busy day. He is only a youngster, arrived today after long travel.”

“Wake him and get him on duty, Mr Soames. He is an officer. If he cannot perform all of an officer’s duties, train him. If he cannot stay awake, send him to me and I will see him broken. He can learn then as a private soldier. There are five drummers remaining in this company, Mr Soames, all of them younger than him and capable of doing their duty. If he cannot match a drummer, then he is no damned use to me!”

“With respect, sir, one can hardly compare a gentleman with the products of the gutter!”

“I agree, Mr Soames. My experience of the drummers tells me they are strong, reliable and often ambitious. Two of them are on my list of reliable men who can expect to be commissioned from the ranks as soon as that expedient becomes practical. Two more years of war and many of our young men will be our own products, and useful for knowing how to be a modern soldier.”

“I would send my papers in before I served with a ranker in the Mess, sir!”

“How very unwise of you, Mr Soames. An officer who chooses to resign his rank must become a private soldier, you know. The War Office will not permit any man to terminate his enlistment.”

“I think my family would have something to say about that, sir!”

“They might say a lot, but I much doubt Lord Kitchener and Mr Lloyd George would wish to listen, Mr Soames. We are in a new sort of war. Your past experience is worth a lot in many ways, but some parts of soldiering are wildly different. Learn and make yourself useful in my company, Mr Soames.”

Alfred moved out on those words, making his way along the trench to the end of their sector where they joined with the Hampshires.

“Halt! Who goes there?”

A formal challenge, suggesting the sentry had recognised an officer’s uniform.

“Major Griffin, Kents.”

“Advance, sir, and be recognised.”

Definitely the case that the sentry was going by the book. Wise man, treating a foreign senior officer with precise respect and strictly by the book.

“Second battalion Hampshires, sir!”

“Which company, soldier?”

“A and B combined, sir.”

“Same problem as us, it would seem. I have command of C and D of ours, also combined. Have you seen anything?”

“Nothing, sir. No activity at all, sir. Dead silent, sir. Nothing happening at all, sir, not like a normal night.”

“No. I don’t like it either, soldier. Well done.”

Alfred turned back to his own sector, made his way quietly to the First Company at the northern end and then back to his own dugout, arriving soon after moonrise.

“Everything quiet, Bissell. Is that a mug of tea?”

It was, made hot and waiting for him.

“If they ain’t here now, sir, likely they ain’t coming tonight. Waiting till dawn, most like.”

“Or an hour beforehand. They would expect us to be waiting at dawn. Pass the word. Dawn stand-to at o-five hundred hours, Bissell. Inform Mr Bates, tell him to pass the word to the company and to Mr Soames.”

“Have to wake Soames up to tell him, sir.”

“So we might, Bissell. The gentleman has some learning to do. I am going to take a couple of hours myself. Give me a shout for one o’clock if I am not moving earlier.”

Bissell nodded, quietly finding a pair of Alfred’s breeches that needed darning, torn on a trenching timber earlier in the day. He would sleep an hour or two at a time through the day or night, whenever he was not needed. He would remain alert while his officer slept. It was part of the job.

“Stand-to! Rise and shine! Hands off cocks on socks! Move it!”

The men responded, still half-asleep but running to their places, rifles in hand, loading unthinkingly.

A minute or two of silence and then the first moans.

“It’s still the middle of the bloody night, Corp!”

“Officer says ‘stand-to’, that means it’s bloody morning!”

“But…”

“Shuddup and open your bleeding eyes, Jones! The officer’s got his reasons and they’re too clever for you to work out. They got to be because of you being bloody thick!”

“Yes, Corp.”

“Movement to the front, Corp!”

The alarm was called along the trench and white flares were fired.

“Bastards are half-way across!”

Alfred’s voice was heard, bellowing over the alarm.

“Ten rounds rapid. Shoot! Vickers. Shoot. Sergeant Warner, why was the Vickers not firing immediately?”

Warner did not know. He would find out, after the fight.

Colonel Savager would hear the outburst of fire and telephone the guns at the rear, calling for a night shoot on prearranged coordinates. They would delay any second wave but the first line of attackers too close already.

“Fire at will! Bayonets!”

Alfred emptied his revolver into the night, reloaded hopefully. He doubted he had hit anything but any addition to the volume of fire must be useful.

“Here, sir.”

Ames, the other new second lieutenant, had been ordered to come to Alfred’s side to act as his runner as necessary.

“Fix your bayonet, Mr Ames. You are likely to use it any minute now.”

Alfred felt Bissell shoving his own bayonet into his left hand, muttered a word of thanks.

“Three red flares, Warner!”

The sergeant obeyed, knowing this was the emergency signal to the Surreys at their rear, the request for aid. Better to call for help before they were overrun.

Rifle fire was being returned now, the attackers running forward and shooting almost without aiming, trying to keep heads down rather than hit the defenders.

The third flare showed high and red. Alfred spotted Warner kneeling, lighting a safety match. It seemed a strange time to choose for a smoke. There was a fuse guttering and Warner stood and heaved something overarm, lobbing out high before bending to a second. There was the thump of a small explosion, a flash of lightning, sight of a dozen and more men dropping.

Bissell’s voice close to his ear.

“Half a blasting charge. Cut in two and wrapped around with bandages carrying old nuts and bolts. Bit of fuse and away she goes, sir. Used to use them on the wogs out on the Frontier.”

The first attackers were at the lip of the trench, yelling and jumping in. They fell on bayonets but made a space for following men. The Vickers was still hammering away, clearing the area around itself.

A few of the attackers jumped the trench, made as if to turn and fire in from behind, were shot down to a man by a volley from further back.

“Surreys, sir.”

Alfred had no time to respond, in the middle of a melee of bayonets and clubbing rifle butts, interested mostly in saving his own skin.

The attack eased suddenly, the Germans turning to their left to face an attack from the Hampshires, firing across the line and breaking their momentum. Heavy shells fell behind them, a mixture of HE and shrapnel forbidding their second line from crossing the open ground to their assistance.

“One more push!”

The Kents rose from their trench, shouting, screaming, swearing vilely, using bayonet, butt and boot equally, driving the attackers back into the shellfire before turning and running back to cover, corporals and sergeants grabbing the wildest and heaving them back to the line.

Rain began to fall, cold, bitter in a November wind. Light crept across the field, showed a mass of bodies, a few moving, trying to crawl back to safety. Shots rang out as Wittington and his snipers began to pick off the wounded.

Captain Soames ran up to Alfred.

“Stop them, sir! You must give the order! They cannot, must not do that!”

“What?”

“Our men are shooting down the wounded, sir! That is a breach of decency. We cannot permit that.”

“Sergeant Wittington has his orders. He will be picking off officers and sergeants. He will not bother with the private soldiers. Every officer down is a bonus for us.”

“It is inhumane, a breach of the Laws of War! The King would be appalled, sir, that his soldiers could do such a thing!”

“The King can shove the Laws of War up his arse, Captain Soames. There are no laws in Flanders!”

Colonel Savager appeared, trotting up and grinning as he heard Alfred’s last words.

“Bloody good job of work, Griffin! Once again, well done, Griffin! You are covered in blood, man. Is any of it yours?”

“Damned good question, sir. Bissell, am I wounded?”

For some reason, all within earshot thought that was funny. Alfred had hoped they might; things had been getting too serious.

“Tunic ripped across the ribs, sir. Looks like a cut there. Another through the breeches, sir. I only finished sewing them up last night! High across the inside of the thigh, sir. Can’t have been half an inch from the family jewels, sir!”

There was an ‘ooh!’ of horror from the audience.

“Get back to the aid post, Mr Griffin. Sounds as if you need sewing up, sir.”

“A few minutes, sir. There are wounded men to be looked after first.”

“There are, and you are one of them. Bissell, help your officer back to the doctor. Mr Soames, are you fit?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Get a list of the casualties back to me and make everything right here. Can you still hold the trench?”

“No, sir. Too few men, sir. Not enough before we were attacked, sir. Can’t be done now, sir.”

There was a shot from the snipers and Soames span around in irritation.

“You there, Sergeant, whatever your name is. Get them to stop bloody shooting. We have had enough of that for one night!”

Colonel Savager showed his surprise. The officer had been two days with the company and did not know the names of his sergeants. He sounded too much upset as well, and had a clean uniform.

“Stand down, Captain Soames. Report immediately to my HQ. Now, sir!”

Soames showed white-faced, broken on the field of battle, finished in the regiment. He turned away, shoulders slumped, confirming Savager’s suspicions. The man had showed yellow, only explanation for it.

“You, sir. Second Lieutenant Ames, is it not?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, you look the part, sir!”

Ames was blood spattered literally from head to toe.

“One of the fellows I stuck with a bayonet, sir. Hit him high, by accident, in the throat, in and out the side. He sprayed blood everywhere, sir. Excuse me, sir.”

Ames turned to one side and spewed, thoroughly.

Savager could remember doing the same, in India nearly twenty-five years previously, for much the same cause on his first battlefield. Only a small skirmish, nothing compared to what this youngster had seen overnight.

“You’ll feel better for that, boy! Happens to us all. Full lieutenant as of now and you can expect something for this night’s work, young man. Well done! Now, take a drink of water and I want an immediate head count. How many losses, how many fit men in the line. To my HQ within the hour.”

Best thing was to keep the youngster working. There was good material in that young fellow and the regiment needed him.

“Griffin, you come down with me and I shall escort you to the aid post. Now, sir!”

Alfred hated people who did things for his own good. He smiled and looked for his hat and allowed Bissell to pick up spare uniform tunic breeches and shirt from the dugout and bring them down to change into.

Reaching the aid post he was stripped down to official issue undervest and drawers, khaki and blood-soaked, started to object as they were removed and realised he was sounding silly. An orderly tied a towel around his waist and quickly washed him down, in cold water which was unpleasant of a November morning.

“Got no hot, sir. Used up the little we had, sir.”

Almost certainly that would have been on men whose need was far greater than his. He nodded, made no complaint.

“Sliced along the lower ribs, sir, going upwards. That one was aiming for the heart by the looks of it.”

“Good thing he missed.”

They laughed obligingly.

“A bit of a nick a couple of inches higher, and that can be ignored. Another across the belly – you were lucky there, sir. It did not penetrate. Deeper on the thigh, pointing downwards, luckily again! Missed the artery by a fraction. Stitches and best you should not walk on that leg for a couple of weeks, sir. There is blood on your head, sir. Were you hit there?”

Alfred shrugged. He did not know that he had been.

Examination showed a slice above the ear. Half of his head was shaved in response, before it was decided it need not be stitched.

“Right, sir. Needle and thread it is. Thigh first, for taking the longest. Then the chest. Hypodermic, orderly.”

They filled the area around the wounds with cocaine and spent half an hour on needlework. At the end of that, Alfred felt rather unwell.

“Colonel!”

Savager came across from his HQ, within shouting range.

“Doctor?”

“Major Griffin must not walk at all for a week and will need a stick for a month, sir. His chest wound also demands rest. He could, just, remain with you at HQ, sir, but I had rather he did not.”

“Send him away, Doctor! Bissell, you are to accompany the Major. Keep him off his feet.”

Bissell produced a pair of kitbags, his own and Alfred’s, having assumed he would not be returning to their dugout.

“Certainly, sir.”

An hour saw Alfred in a general service waggon, on his way into Ypres, resting on a stretcher.

“Did you hear what happened to Captain Soames, Bissell?”

“Under escort, sir, of a pair of redcaps. Being sent back to depot as unfit for service, sir. They took his revolver away from him, sir.”

That was the end of Soames as far as the regiment was concerned. They would discuss his future with the War Office but the probability was that he would be dismissed the service with a medical discharge that implied mental unfitness to carry out his duties as an officer.

“Let us hope he has a private income, Bissell. He is never going to get a job.”

There would be no public scandal, but Soames was a broken man. He had no future as anything. If he was lucky and his family had money, he might end up as a gentleman farmer. Assuming he had a younger son’s income of no more than two or three hundred a year, sufficient to pay his mess bills comfortably, then he would be put into a small place by the seaside, there to spend his days taking healthy walks along the cliffs and drinking too much, forgotten by all.

Neither man had sympathy for him. He had failed the regiment in time of need.

Brigadier-General Rossiter greeted Alfred sympathetically.

“Lacerations, bayonet wounds, to thigh, stomach, chest and head, Major. More than thirty stitches. Unable to walk freely for a month. That must hurt, sir! On top of that, you lost a finger a bare three days since.”

“Now that I have stopped and have time to think, sir, it is uncomfortable.”

“So it damned well must be! Return to England for you, Major Griffin. Sick leave initially. The MO here will organise that for you. I shall recommend a posting to depot at Canterbury after that. A couple of months training up the next detachment to come out to us, using your knowledge to its best advantage. I shall see you in March, and not before, Major Griffin!”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Your servant is to accompany you, necessarily so.”

“That would be to the good, sir. He is devoted to my interests.”

“As he should be. An ideal position for an older soldier. Much preferable to shouldering a rifle in the line. Go across to the MO now, Griffin, while I work out exactly how to replace you and this Captain Soames who is my next problem. Off record, what is wrong with Soames?”

“Full of the old soldier, sir, but I did not see any blood splashes on him after the fight. In fact, I did not see him at all during the time we were busy.”

“Didn’t see him, so you cannot stand as witness at a court martial.”

“I could not sir. He might have been a hundred yards distant and solidly busy, but none of the men stood up to say that was so, and they would have if they thought he was being unfairly hounded out.”

“Right. Nasty bloody business. If I take formal action he will be found not guilty for lack of sufficient evidence and will have a cloud over him for all of his days. I shall send him back to depot with the information that he is unsuitable for service in front line combat conditions and that I recommend his immediate discharge.”

“What then, sir?”

“He can accept that or fight it. If he fights, he must go to court martial and come out with his character blackened but still a soldier. He will then be posted as second in command of a military prison in West Africa, or some other hellhole for fever. If he accepts the discharge, then it must be for medical grounds, hinting at mental instability; that means he will be known as a loony, or get the reputation of being a queer and pushed out rather than be taken to a court. Either way, he is finished in society. The County will have nothing to do with him.”

“So, he is finished, sir.”

“He is, Griffin. Wrongly so?”

Alfred thought for a few seconds then shook his head, regretting the movement immediately.

“No. He let us down. Bugger him!”

“Agreed.”

A few minutes more and Alfred was sat before the Divisional MO, a gentleman in his fifties, recently brought in from retirement in England.

“What to do with you, Major? Five separate bayonet wounds, three of them fractions of an inch from a fatality. Mobility impaired. Wounded previously this week. Nothing individually to be called life-threatening, but the combination is not good. You are going back to England, sir. A year ago and I should have admitted you to hospital for a week, for observation and to keep you off your feet. There are too few beds to do that now. Report to the military hospital at Aldershot and they will discharge you to your home, making arrangements to see you again in three or four weeks to assess your fitness. You will then, I expect, be sent to depot at Canterbury to remain for at least two months. Get yourself fully fit, Major. It is possible to become run down, for a series of minor wounds to build up, one upon another, so that you eventually lose your strength and resistance and die from a wound or infection or disease that you would normally have shaken off without a second thought. Avoid that, if you please, by not coming back here until you are strong again!”

Alfred was intelligent – he knew that – and could see the old quack’s logic. It even applied to him.

“I will do so, sir, provided my orders permit. I shall not ask to have my orders changed, sir.”

“Well done. I shall see you in March, at earliest, Major!”

An orderly was called, with a wheelchair and Alfred suffered the indignity of being wheeled through the corridors of the old town hall housing Division until he reached his father’s set of offices.

“You look like Death warmed up, Alfred! Home is the place for you, boy!”

“So I am told, sir. I will not disagree. I am feeling a little under par just now.”

“Did you run into John and Peter this last week, Alfred? They can’t have been a quarter of a mile distant.”

“Too busy, sir, on both sides. No time for going visiting.”

“Pity, but I do not doubt you are right. I will pass word to them that you are on your way to England for three months. I doubt they will envy you the reason for going there.”

“They will be lucky not to experience the same, sir.”

“Intelligence says there will be no more night attacks in the Salient, Alfred. There was another at Polygon Wood that failed in costly fashion a few days ago and the Germans are giving up on them. Opinion is a stalemate over winter and then more organised warfare in 1915. This past few months has been very much extempore, you know. Neither side has known what it is doing. A winter of thinking and then perhaps a more rational summer to come. That is what they say, anyway!”

Alfred was inclined to laugh. He rather doubted that the High Command of either nation was capable of orchestrating a modern industrial war.

“When you tell me they have put the cavalry to bed, sir, then I may believe they have some slight understanding of warfare in the Twentieth Century!”

“You may be right at that, Alfred. Too complex for me. I grow old, I fear. Not to worry! My staff car will convey you and your servant to Boulogne and see you on a boat back to England. The sergeant driver knows his way around the offices there and can get you quickly on the boat.”

The Navy was dealing with walking wounded at Boulogne, putting the relatively few aboard their small ships and running them quickly across to Dover or Folkestone. Officers particularly were swept up and assisted aboard light cruisers in from submarine chasing in the Channel. Destroyers were too small and generally had no wardroom available.

“Major Griffin? If you would come with us, sir?”

A very small midshipman waved a stretcher across to the car where Alfred sat waiting to be told where to go. He was quickly strapped down and the stretcher was run across to the side of the ship and taken up the brow and onto the deck, never slowing until it reached the wardroom. A pair of wardroom stewards picked him up from the stretcher and carried him into the big cabin and sat him in a large and comfortable armchair.

“If you need anything at all, sir, catch the eye of the steward. He will be watching, sir. There are four wounded officers today, sir. All from the Salient, sir. Sailing in about fifteen minutes, sir. High speed passage to Dover and the train, sir. Being walking wounded, more or less, not a hospital train but there will be ambulances waiting at Aldershot and to take you across to Waterloo when you reach London, sir.”

It seemed to Alfred that he was receiving out of the ordinary treatment. Perhaps being a general’s son was useful.

The ship was certainly fast, was little more than an hour at sea between the two ports. He was kept in conversation all of that time, different officers sitting down beside him and making a point of introducing themselves and asking after his needs.

They docked and he was stretchered off first of all, very quickly, and carried to a first class compartment where he was encouraged by a guard to put his feet up and stretch out across three seats. He wondered what was happening – no passenger ever was permitted to take more then the seat he had paid for and putting even bare feet up on the upholstery was a great sin.

At Victoria Station, he was escorted off the train and into an ambulance, was driven to Waterloo and tenderly escorted to the train for Aldershot. It was full, unsurprisingly, of military traffic bound for the depot, the biggest in Southern England and in many ways the centre of the working Army. He was given a compartment to himself with an orderly standing in the corridor outside.

At Aldershot there was a reception party waiting to take him from the compartment to a horse-drawn carriage. A staff colonel accompanied him.

“Feeling well, old chap? Not exhausted by the journey?”

“No, sir. I have never travelled in such comfort.”

“Quite right too! All will be explained when we reach the barracks, Griffin!”

They pulled in through the big gates, the sentry waving them through then coming to attention. On reaching a large mess, the carriage drew up in front of a parade of New Army recruits, at least a thousand of them in their company squares. Alfred was eased out into a wheelchair and brought to face the parade, set in front of a lieutenant general.

“Major Alfred Griffin, welcome to the home of the British Army, sir. We are honoured to see you here. I am empowered, Major Griffin, to inform you that His Majesty has been pleased to award you the Victoria Cross for your outstanding gallantry in the field on several separate occasions and particularly in the action of the Thirtieth October where you personally bayoneted seven German soldiers and shot at least five with your revolver. You led the defence that prevented the German Army from breaking through the line to reach the sea, sir. I am proud indeed to inform you of this award, Major Griffin. His Majesty will present your Cross to you in person, sir, on a later day.”

A bellowing sergeant major called the salute and present arms. The parade performed and a band struck up selections from Elgar and Alfred was wheeled inside the mess where a whisky was stuck in his hand.

“Well done, Major Griffin. I gather you matched your action again last night, sir. I can only express my admiration, sir.”

Alfred made his thanks, gave a polite disclaimer. In the heat of battle one did what was necessary; in front of Germans, one killed them.

They laughed and shook their heads and led him to table for a late luncheon and then put him into a guest room for the afternoon. They hauled him out again for dinner, place of honour at the head of the table, gave him too much to drink and told him the doctors would see him in the morning and make proper arrangements for him.

He had a headache when he saw a pair of doctors the next day. They examined his wounds, shook their heads at some of the stitchery – too large and somewhat slapdash – but agreed he was fit to recuperate at his own home.

The lieutenant-general’s staff car was brought to the building and Alfred was carefully shifted into the back seat, Bissell put in front next to the driver, and they headed sedately to the main gate. A full platoon saluted as the car stopped at the gate to check out.

A slow hour, the driver taking care to avoid all bumps, and they turned in at the Place.

The butler had been forewarned by a despatch rider, was still in a dither, wondering whether to evict Mr Robert from the downstairs rooms.

“I can use the stairs, Oakeshott. Mr Robert will not be able to do so yet. I am here for a month, I expect, before going across to depot at Canterbury. My wounds are far less severe than Mr Robert’s!”

Robert, who thought the same, tried to make a disclaimer as he hid his relief. He did not think he could climb stairs yet, if ever.

“What is that on your chest, Alfred?”

Bissell had sewed the scarlet medal ribbon on Alfred’s two tunics.

“They gave me a VC, Robert. All I did was hold the line with my company!”

Robert was part proud, part chagrined. He was the professional soldier and yet his big brother had done better than him again. More intelligent, a better athlete and now a finer soldier. He summoned a smile.

“Well done, Alfred! Yet again! You do the family proud, sir! Major as well, which I had not heard. Four or so months in makes that a quick promotion!”

“Dead men’s shoes, Robert! We have lost heavily from our officers – more than forty dead or sent Home unable to fight again. Some few of them found to be unwilling as well – breaking down in the face of the foe, which one does not expect of an officer! But, overall, we have lost more officers than we had. Second lieutenants particularly have come out one day and died on the next, literally! I lost one young man on Tuesday night who had joined the Company on Tuesday morning. Mind you, the lad who came out with him, Ames, came out of the fight covered in blood from head to toe with a dripping rifle and bayonet in his hand. There is a boy who deserves a medal if anyone did.”

“Have you heard from John or Peter?”

“They were alive when I came away yesterday morning. More than that, I do not know, Robert. John is made major, by the way.”

“I came home too soon for the good of my career, Alfred. Not that I have a career of any sort now. I saw the doctors last week and they say I may need another operation on the right leg and that will put me back for another six months on crutches. What I am to do eventually, I do not know.”

Alfred had no answer. He could not imagine any occupation open to his brother. He had been a competent soldier, no more, and lacked the education and experience to enter any civilian profession; his wounds said he could not become a farmer.

“I can’t even follow the example of Henry Redwood, Alfred. Have you heard about him?”


Chapter Seven

“What next, brother?”

“Damned if I know, Peter! I am glad that last night’s attack was aimed at the Kents, not at us. It would seem to have been at brigade strength and they did well to hold. Lucky for them that artillery has come up to support the Brigade. The second wave of attackers was stopped even as it started. We did a little to help as well. We need more of light artillery in the trenches themselves, to give immediate local support.”

“Hand bombs to throw, perhaps, John? Sergeant Chitty says they made them up from blasting charges out on the Frontier.”

“Heard of them. I presume Chitty was obliquely saying that he had made some and that he would like the wherewithal to produce more.”

Peter had not achieved a sufficiency of military sophistication to understand his sergeant’s hints.

“How do we do that, John?”

“Look the other way, brother. I presume that Chitty went out to assist with the clearance of the battlefield last night?”

“He did, yes. I thought that was no more than… Well, actually, I didn’t think about it at all. One of those things that the men do, that’s all.”

“I would lay long odds that he went out to make a collection of souvenirs. Badges, belts, boots, pistols, bayonets and the contents of officers’ pockets, I would expect. He probably took a section with him to help with the carrying. Some of that will simply be shared out with the rest of the men. Hip flasks and tobacco pouches will go that way. I would expect that he would be able to exchange most of the rest with the quartermasters. They can most easily run the goods back to England and turn them into cash there. Not so easy in the Boer War but I am told that quite an amount went back to England on the Union Castle boats then. The word was that men who thought they ought to have volunteered often bought memorabilia which they could produce a few years later as souvenirs of their days in South Africa.”

Peter was upset, amazed that men could stoop so low.

“A commonplace, I am told, brother. Young men leaving the village or locality in town, supposedly to join up, and finding a job paying well somewhere else and reappearing a few years later, full of virtue. You can be sure it is happening now. I am told that the new factories producing munitions are paying big wages to unskilled hands, teaching them their trade, and that many of those men will want to put a brave face on after the war.”

“Souvenirs picked up after battle in the Salient, proof of their valour, the rotten sods!”

“Just that, Peter. Chitty will exchange those souvenirs for an extra jar of rum and some cans of good jam or canned meat and probably a few dozen blasting charges and some lengths of fuse. Unlikely he will take money for them. Something for the whole Company most probably. As winter comes in, he will pick up sheepskins and dry boots perhaps. If he can get enough of them, our servants will probably produce German automatic pistols and ammunition for us to tuck away as extras in our pockets. We of course, brother, will do what?”

“See no evil, hear no evil…”

“And say nothing at all! It is traditional and all of the good sergeants will be doing it.”

“Rather gruesome, John! Going out to pick over the bodies.”

“So it is. Six months ago, Peter, if I had said to you that you would be sat in a dugout drinking a mug of tea and having a quiet conversation while a thousand bodies cooled in the mud a bare hundred yards distant, what would you have said?”

Peter said nothing at all for long seconds before raising a smile.

“I would have called you mad for imagining such a thing. I would have been horrified at the very concept. I still am, if I think about it. I have become very good at not thinking about the unthinkable.”

They laughed, but neither loudly nor long.

“What happens next, John?”

“A very good question. The Schlieffen columns have come to a halt. The great masterplan has come unravelled. Britain never had any sort of plan, as far as I know. The Huns have got ninety per cent of Belgium. They cannot be left there. They must withdraw. If they will not choose to do so peacefully, then the war continues. I do not know how that is to be achieved. I am a junior acting major. I am not supposed to know such things.”

“I know even less, John. I do not know what I am these days. Not an undergraduate and never will be again. I do know that I cannot go back to Oxford. There must be things to do, John. I might go out to Australia after the war, or possibly to one of the African colonies. There will be work for me to do there, I am certain. I am not sure as what. I wonder if I should transfer to the RFC, John. Training as a pilot would provide me with a skill post-war. The flying boys have done a remarkable job with their reconnaissance, so we are told.”

John was not at all certain that the RFC made sense. Aeroplanes were fragile things, that was a certainty. He had no concern for his own future. He was a major now, acting admittedly, but a year and more of war would turn his brevet into a permanence. As a young major, in his early twenties, his career was assured. He would be a brigadier by the time he was forty and could end his career as a lieutenant general, with a knighthood at least. He was a made man.

“Best thing for you, Peter, is to stay with the regiment for the duration. You have a half-promise of a captaincy in the next set of promotions. Two years should make that permanent. If you go into the Colonial Service, then a captain’s rank will guarantee you a more senior position. If you stayed in England, there are any number of positions open to a bright young man with a sparkling war record.”

“All I have to do is survive the war, it might seem.”

They shrugged in unison. That was out of their hands.

“We have an alien in our midst, John.”

They stood to exchange salutes with a sergeant of the Kents. Both instantly thought he had come to tell them of Alfred’s death.

“Mr Griffin, sir?”

Both replied.

“Sergeant Warner, Kents, sir. Senior sergeant to Major Griffin. The Major got a bit cut up in the scrap last night, sir. Sent Home for a few weeks. Being the bloke he is, a very few weeks, I expect, sir. From what they was saying, sir, hinting, you might say, as they couldn’t say outright just yet, they’ve put him up for a Cross, sir. A good one, too, sir. Earned it half a dozen times over, so he has.”

“Cut up, you say, Sergeant. How badly?”

“Not that bad, sir. I don’t reckon he had forty stitches all told, which is nasty but not the worst I’ve seen. Working upwards, one across the thigh and another sideways across the belly, not going through. Then there was a big gash going up across the chest which was close to being nasty, and a nick above that and finally a slice across the side of his head which wasn’t much at all, sir. I reckon he killed a dozen in exchange, so it’s all fair enough, sir. He lost a finger earlier in the week, but only a little one and he won’t give a damn about that, sir. Major Leggett of ours sent me across to tell you, sir, being as we’re in the same brigade.”

“Give the Major my thanks for his kind consideration, Sergeant. Tell him we are not at all surprised by anything our brother might get up to!”

“No, sir. Good officer but he’s a mad bugger when he gets into a fight.”

They laughed, having known Alfred as the academic from Oxford, the mathematician concerned to bring home a most interesting piece of research.

“Unsuspected depths, Sergeant!”

“Quiet and polite and bloody crazy, sir! Best I should return to mine, sir. Bit thin on the ground today.”

“VC and a major! Bloody good thing, John!”

“It is for him and for the family, brother. Not what I would have expected - but when you think of it, anything he does, he does well. Never known him be second-best at anything. Might have known he would be an outstanding soldier. I’ll bet the poor bugger’s sore today. Those stitches will be reminding him of their presence!”

John’s batman’s voice sounded quietly.

“Colonel, sir.”

They stood, glanced at their uniforms, saluted smartly as Colonel Caine appeared.

“Good morning, gentlemen. A word of congratulations from Brigade for your action last night. Your flank attack on the German push last night did much to defeat them. Formal thanks from the Kents as well. Your quick thinking much appreciated. Very much a Brigade action, the Surreys coming immediately in support and doing a deal of good themselves. The Brigadier-General wishes to see action in this sector, from tonight on. We must not let the Hun dig in unopposed, I quote.”

“Not a great deal we can do, sir. We are not going to be able to push them back.”

“Nor are you expected to, Major Griffin. What you can do is raid them. Take prisoners for interrogation by Intelligence. Pick up badges to identify the regiments in front of us. Cause them enough harm that they must mount heavy sentry details. Deny them a comfortable night’s sleep. Force them to emplace barbed wire and dig deeper trenches. Never let them rest easy. Importantly, make it clear to their generals that they must maintain a full garrison in their lines, that they cannot risk thinning one part of the line to concentrate at another. If they want to attack, they will have to bring additional men up from the rear, and we shall see them moving and know what is happening.”

“They will retaliate, sir. We will be forced to strengthen our defences quite equally.”

“So we shall, Major Griffin. We must dig a second line of trenches and put barbed wire out to our front.”

“Communications trenches as well, sir. It will be as well to allow safe access to the lines.”

“Moles, Major! We shall dwell underground.”

“We shall indeed, sir. To that end, pickaxes, mattocks and shovels would enable us to dig effectively. The entrenching tool is all very well, but major excavations need the proper tools, sir.”

“So they do. I shall explain the need at Brigade and hope the message may be taken aboard by our seniors. Our leadership, of course, is predominantly drawn from the cavalry, and they do like to have clear expanses of turf to charge across.”

“They can jump the trenches, sir, and pretend they are racing in the Grand National, leaping across the water obstacles.”

“And breaking their necks at Bechers Brook, as happens not infrequently.”

They could not be persuaded that was so very bad an outcome.

“As well, sir, we need more Vickers Guns. Had we had another four Vickers last night, we would have done a damned sight more damage to the invisible Hun. Difficult to aim rifles in the night, but a Vickers can sweep from one side to the other without need for sights.”

“Point taken, Major. Any other recommendations?”

Peter asked permission to speak, it seeming to be a formal sort of meeting.

“Some sort of hand bomb, sir, like the old grenadoe. Again, most useful at night where one could throw the bomb in the general direction rather than taking any precise aim. Could be useful when attacking a trench, sir, simply to roll a small bomb over the edge.”

Colonel Caine agreed there. The walls of the trench would channel the explosion along the length and into its garrison. It could also do some no-good to dugouts and their contents.

“I shall definitely push for hand bombs, Mr Griffin. Anything besides?”

They could think of nothing other than an immediate supply of barbed wire.

“Two or three lines of wire, sir, would discourage visitors in the night.”

That again was obviously true.

“Are there flares we might fire in the air, sir? Like a sky rocket at Guy Fawkes Night? A longer lasting illumination would have been useful last night.”

“Very pistols are useful with their white, green or red flares, but they do not provide a great deal of light. The Navy has some sort of starshell, I know. I will endeavour to see if they can be provided for our usage. I am inclined to doubt it, the Navy probably having only a limited supply of them. I can provide extra supplies of white flares for the Very pistols, though the high command does not seem to like them much.”

“Might be they are known to scare the horses, sir. That would be reason enough to forbid them.”

Colonel Caine managed a slight smile. He had ambitions and knew that promotion to general officer did not come to those who mocked the cavalry. John stepped in before there could be a breach.

“First raid tonight, I think, sir. No gain to hanging about! Relatively small, I think, sir. Say two sections, fifteen or sixteen men. One officer, a sergeant or corporal and about fourteen private soldiers. Nothing magic about that number, could be a few more or less.”

“I will send up half a dozen revolvers and ammunition. Close quarters, a hand gun may be useful. Retained from the personal effects of dead officers, of whom there have been no few!”

“Useful, sir. Pity we do not have some of these automatic pistols. I am told that some have large magazines.”

“I have heard that. Never seen one, though.”

Neither had either Griffin. They were inclined to put them down as rumour more than actuality.

“Who is to go, John?”

“Too small a command for a major. I would like to take the lead but I cannot really justify doing so. Not for a green second lieutenant, not the first raid when we are learning what to do.”

“Then I believe I must volunteer, John.”

“You must indeed, brother. There is hardly any alternative and, in any case, we need a young, quick thinking individual for the task. You are certainly young.”

Peter gave an obligatory bow.

“Not Sergeant Chitty. Too senior, too necessary to the Company. A corporal and a lance corporal, a section apiece. They to choose their own men.”

John agreed. He needed Sergeant Chitty.

“Put your men together, Peter. Aim to go out when?”

“Two o’clock in the morning, John. Hit them in the dead hour when men always react more slowly.”

“Pull them off duty for the evening, tell them to get some sleep early. Watch out for drinkers. There will be a few bottles of schnapps circulating, looted overnight, maybe bought from the Kents. Be very sure every one of your men is dead sober going out.”

“That must include me of course, John.”

“And that goes without saying, my brother!”

Peter bowed again. He had hardly drunk anything in his whole life but he was suddenly aware that he could have murdered a Scotch just then. He was also aware of just how remarkably foolish that would be. Thinking sense won the battle; drunken idiocy must lose it. He suspected his brain would have to be applied frequently in the future. He was not looking forward to going out on this raid but he must do so, no doubt repeatedly. He would do so, volunteering as well.

It was not a game, not any more. He had never in his life felt less playful.

‘On with the motley, the paint and the powder…’

He had no singing voice and did not really like opera. He turned to business.

“Corporal Snook! You and Lance Corporal May to pick out twelve men to accompany us on a raid of the German trenches tonight. We shall be going out at about two o’clock and will get the job over with before first light. Into a trench, take a prisoner, if possible, badges definitely. Kill as many of the Hun as we can, set light to anything available, get out quickly.”

“Put the frighteners on them, in fact, sir.”

“That’s right. Intelligence wants to identify the regiments facing us. We helped kill a brigade of them last night. Now we want to know who has come in their place. There will be revolvers coming up from HQ, taken from officers who no longer need them. Make sure every man has a bayonet or long knife as well as a firearm.”

“Will do, sir. Any special men you want, sir?”

“No. Pick reliable men who can be trusted not to take a drink first. You will know the men’s habits better than I do. Two sections of six. I will have Easterbrook with me, making sixteen of us. That may be too many for a raid – I don’t know. We will talk it over afterwards. Better too many first time than too few.”

Corporal Snook knew that the battalion was due for five hundred extra men and might reasonably expect another three hundred actually to turn up. That would mean two more sergeants and he wanted to be one of them. Being picked for the raid was a good start; making a success of the night’s work was almost a guarantee of being chosen.

‘Twelve fit, sensible men, willing to get their hands bloody and wanting to make themselves known to the officers. Not so young as to lack judgement yet. Right…”

Snook selected his twelve names and then conferred with Sergeant Chitty, who might know something he did not about any one of them.

“Good men all, Corporal Snook. Send Jimson across to me and I will provide him with a dozen of blasting bombs, made up fresh this morning. Also, two boxes of vestas for lighting the fuses with, so as to have one spare. You to carry one of the boxes, in case of one getting wet through Jimson falling over. Five seconds on the fuse. Light, count off two seconds to make sure the fuse is good, then throw the bomb at least thirty yards, or down into a dugout and stand to the side.”

Jimson carried a sack across to Snook and showed him the dozen bombs inside before tucking it away on his belt. He was a big, powerful man, ignoring the twenty or so pounds as a mere nothing.

“Looks like a charge of explosive with a fuse and a bag of something wrapped around it, Jimson.”

“Scrap iron, rusty nails, bust up cast iron, Corp. Anything that’ll rip a hole in a Hun. Used these a couple of times on the Frontier, Corp, before your time in the Regiment, that was. Had to go through villages with mad bloody mullahs hiding in every one of them places. Any time we thought there was one of them hiding out in one of them stone barns or huts, chuck one of these in first and then follow with the bayonet, Corp.”

Corporal Snook had joined immediately before the battalion had come Home from the Shiny, had remained with the training cadre at Canterbury rather than go out on a trooper and then turn around almost immediately.

“Good. You know what you’re doing with one of these, better nor I do, Jimson. You stay at my shoulder, next to the officer tonight and use these things as well as makes sense.”

“Will do, Corp. Might be a stripe in it, one day.”

Snook was surprised. Jimson had never shown the least vestige of ambition. He was a good, competent, clean soldier but had never displayed the desire to be more.

“Been thinking lately, Corp. Ten years in now, and coming up to twenty-five year old soon. Time to settle down a bit, not be so bloody daft no more. I reckons as how this war is one to give a man a chance. I knows the trade and could make sergeant inside a twelvemonth, the way we’re dying off just lately. Pick up a warrant after that and make something of meself for the long run.”

“I shall talk to the officer, Jimson. Like you says, this war gives us all a better chance of making good. All we got to do is stay alive and we got to be promoted, as long as we wants it. I reckons meself that this war’s got another couple of years in it. If so be it has, then I’m coming out of it as a bloody lieutenant!”

“Never thought of that, Corp. Do you reckon?”

“Bloody right I do, Jimson. Not easy done, but I ain’t stupid, and no more are you. Use what we got between the ears and risk our bloody necks a few times, and I reckon it can be done.”

“So it can, Corp. Starting tonight, I reckon.”

They reported to Peter and briefly discussed the plans for the raid, simply to go out and see what could be seen, which would not be a lot in the middle of the night.

One thirty in the morning saw the raiding party assembling outside John’s dugout, taking a quick roll call and allowing him to sniff the night air to pick up the scent of rum, if it was there.

“Ready to go, Mr Griffin?”

“Yes, sir. Corporal Snook and Jimson at my shoulder, with the bombs. Their section at our heels. Lance Corporal May and his six to the left of me by five paces. Up we go!”

They had no ladders, gave each other a leg up, out of the six feet deep trench.

“All present? Go.”

Peter led the way, aware of the weight of the Very pistol on his left hip and of the dozen flares dangling in a bag from his belt. He had his revolver in hand and a well-sharpened bayonet scabbarded at his back. He was almost embarrassed, a little boy playing pirates. The sky was clouded over and the night was dark. He could not see where he was, where he was going.

“Go right, sir. Getting too close to the blokes picking up the stiffs from last night, sir.”

There was a vague sense of movement in the night, distant to the left, to the northwest. He made the turn, whispering an acknowledgement to Snook.

He heard a low-voiced conversation to his front, realised the language was not English.

“Dead silent. Form the line, Snook.”

Eight men to his left, seven a pace behind them, stooped over, reducing their silhouettes.

“Forward.”

They crept quietly, twitching, needing to see rather than just pick up the faint muttering.

A match flared and the end of a cigarette glowed as a sentry took a surreptitious puff, the gasper hidden in his hand, passed across to his mate to share a drag.

“Go!”

The two nearest privates dived forward, bayonet in hand, stabbed hard into the sentries, clasping their throats to silence them, thrusting a second and third time into throats and chests before dropping the bodies. They bent over to snatch hat and shoulder badges.

The raiding party jumped into the trench and looked for its garrison.

“Dugout, sir.”

“Bomb it.”

Jimson lit the fuse, threw the charge inside, stepped to safety as the explosion bellowed, breaking the night’s silence. It was a shallow digging and the noise roared down the trench. Jimson and Snook ran down the trench to the first bend, peered to see movement, an officer starting to shout orders. They threw a charge high and far, into the middle of the group around the officer. The charge blew and screams rose.

There was a shout from Peter’s left.

“Got a live one, sir!”

“Take him back, now!”

Peter waited a minute, listening to the noise from the second line, the sounds of an organised defence.

“Snook, May, fall back now. Withdraw. Jimson, heave two charges towards the second line then get out.”

The first charge exploded, the flash showing men climbing out of the second line and falling.

“Up, Easterbrook.”

His servant jumped up the firing step and then out over the parapet, held out a hand and snatched Peter as he clambered up.

“Fall back! Snook?”

“Out, sir.”

“May?”

“All of mine out, sir.”

“Fall back, at the double.”

They ran, stumbling and swearing and laughing and making good time before the Spandaus started up. The first flares rose as they jumped into their own line.

“Nobody chasing us, sir.”

John was waiting for them.

“I have sent your prisoner back to the Colonel, Peter. Well done! They will be delighted to have a man to talk to in Ypres. Brigade will be pleased with us.”

“Good. That was the aim of the exercise, after all, sir. Corporal Snook, have you taken the roll?”

“All accounted for, sir. No losses. Two men wounded, neither severe – a cut and a ricked ankle, sir.”

“Very good. What can we say for the Hun?”

“Two sentries, sir. Both dead. I got their badges.”

John collected the badges to send back to Intelligence, real proof of the regiment facing them.

They made a quick count of enemy dead, all of the party claiming one at least and showing bloody blades.

“Ought to have killed an officer, sir, what was getting his men together. Threw a charge what landed at his feet, sir.”

“Well done, Jimson!”

They wrote their report, John assisting Peter with the correct format and the approved military wording.

“Casualties – Private Higgins, cut to left arm, bayonet. Private Boggis, ricked ankle, stumbling over a German body. Very trivial and included only for the sake of thoroughness. Both injuries gained fighting, as will be noticed at HQ. Inflicted upon Germans: counted, thirteen dead, six wounded; estimated at a distance, ten.”

“It was more than that, John.”

“So it was. Intelligence will eventually find out exactly how many and will correct the report, informing us of the actual numbers. Colonel Caine will be much happier next month to receive a message stating that you understated your kill by two dozen rather than one to say you had massively exaggerated your kills.”

“Modesty always for the young gentleman.”

“Always, Peter. The Colonel will be far more trusting of a quiet and precise young officer, one who will say nothing he is uncertain of.”

It made good sense.

“Can I mention men who did particularly well?”

“You are expected to.”

“Corporal Snook showed leadership and was right at the front as well. Private Jimson was at his side and used his bombs well. Both were watching out for the other men.”

“What about Lance Corporal May?”

“Anonymous, John. Just another man in the night. He fought well, I do not doubt, but was in no way outstanding.”

“Pity. Brighter than average and I had hopes for him. Not if he don’t shine. I will continue to keep an eye on him, but if he is not to be a fighting leader, then he will be of no especial use to us. Have a word with Jimson and Snook, Peter. Tell them you were pleased with all you saw of them last night and that we shall be watching them for the future. I will talk to Colonel Caine and get his approval of a first stripe for Jimson. It don’t mean much but it is a sign that we are approving of him so far.”

“Jimson, the Colonel has awarded you your first stripe. Put it up. Well done! You did a workmanlike job last night and we shall be looking for more of the same from you. We need corporals and sergeants.”

“Thank you, sir. Glad to put the stripe up, sir. Wouldn’t mind earning more, sir. A lot more, maybe.”

Jimson could not admit to wanting a commission, it was simply not done to have such an ambition. Rankers were commissioned as a rare reward for remarkable virtue, officially. Peter discussed the comment with his brother.

“Don’t happen often, Peter. Wars like this one is turning into don’t happen very much. Watch Jimson and if you see evidence of officer-like qualities, then we shall name him to the Colonel. I suspect we shall be looking for experienced subalterns before too long. Green second lieutenants are two for a penny just now, and mostly bloody useless! We need something better than keen schoolboys – rankers with experience in the trenches will be far more valuable. What about your corporal with the funny name?”

“Snook? Never met up with the name before.”

“South country name. There’s a family of them not so far from the Place, but it ain’t common. What’s he like?”

“Rock solid last night. Put a claim in on the next vacancy for sergeant, I would say.”

“Noted. I will speak to the Colonel. Apparently, we are due for men from depot in the next few days. The Brigadier had planned for new men in to be attached to the Surreys initially and to get a week or two of experience in the rear before being pushed up to us. That has had to go by the board. The Kents must have more men immediately, and we are five hundred down on establishment. Thirty officers and nine hundred and seventy-seven other ranks, officially. What have we actually got?”

“Colonel, adjutant, two majors, one captain, two lieutenants and four second lieutenants as of this morning, John. Eleven officers out of thirty and four of them wholly green. Adjutant and both lieutenants wartime creations, less than five months in. Four prewar Regular officers.”

“Impressive, ain’t it? We were understrength when the war started, but we have lost twenty officers, dead and wounded. In fact, we have had more dead than that, due to some of the new entry dying before they had settled in almost. I can’t remember how many boys have appeared and disappeared before we could learn their names.”

“No idea, John. Six at least. Too damned many!”

“Exactly! How many men did we have at roll call this morning?”

“I don’t know for HQ and QM and such, John, but we have one hundred and seventy-two in the combined company. Major Leggett has much the same in his. Allowing for everybody, we might just top four hundred men.”

“So, we need about five hundred and fifty men and nineteen officers to make us up to strength. We are not going to get them!”

“No more we are, John. Three captains and six lieutenants are essential if we are to go back to four companies.”

“They might be, but I doubt we shall get them.”

The Colonel’s runner called John to HQ, ‘to discuss the deployment of the battalion’.

“And that will include just how many bodies we have coming our way, Peter.”

“Major Leggett, Major Griffin, take a seat and brace yourselves!”

Good news or bad? The old man was feeling playful, it seemed.

“Brigade informs me that depot at Winchester has sent out every man it has who knows which end of a rifle the bullet comes out of. We are so short of men that they have to come to the front line immediately. They will march in some two hours from now, three hundred and twenty strong. Accompanying them will be two captains and four lieutenants and, unfortunately, five of second lieutenants. I intend to reinstate four companies, splitting up your combined companies to provide each of the four with a cadre. That leaves us with three captains and needing a fourth. To that end, Griffin Junior is to be made up. A reward for last night’s successful raid, which does not come amiss. Brigade is very pleased with that evidence of the offensive spirit.”

It was better, they suspected to return to the four companies. The alternative would be three companies of about two hundred and fifty, and three was an unbalanced number, awkward to deal with.

“My brother to have C Company, a new captain D, sir?”

“Do you want your brother as directly junior to you, Griffin? Would it be easier if he took B Company and reported to Major Leggett?”

“It would be in some ways, sir. I would prefer to have him under my eye, if you agree. He is settling down well, sir, and becoming a damned good officer, but there is still a wild streak in him. I suspect I can calm him down without the need for disciplinary action. Add to that, the men have come to know him and he is well-liked by them. They regard him as a fighting man, and you know how much they like to have such in command.”

“Rightly so. He is yours, Griffin. He did well in the raid and I do not doubt will have such opportunities again.”


Chapter Eight

“Well, Robert? What have you in mind to do today?”

It had seemed obvious to Alfred to share the breakfast table with his brother. It had the effect of forcing Robert out of bed at a reasonable hour of the morning, which Alfred was sure must be good for him. He would not get better by wallowing in slovenly idleness.

Robert had intended to do very little.

“Christmas is coming. We could well take the train up to Waterloo and a cab to Oxford Street. We could spend a few pounds there on gifts to send out to our brothers. We can both think of practical presents to send out, I doubt not.”

“Not this week, Alfred. I am due to see the doctors tomorrow. I have a car arranged. They may have some way of making me more mobile.”

“A prosthetic foot, perhaps?”

“Not yet. I believe the stump must continue to heal and harden up before I can bear weight upon it. I understand they have some sort of boot in mind for the right foot, one that will take the burden of my weight off the weakened ankle. That will permit a more rapid healing, they suggest, as well as permit greater mobility.”

“Would there be any gain in taking yourself to a surgeon in Harley Street, Robert? A man there might well be able to spend more time on your case and be au fait with the latest advances in care for cases such as yours.”

Robert admitted that was possible but did not know that his allowance would stretch to Harley Street fees.

“Don’t be foolish, Robert! A word to Father and every penny would be paid, instantly. You need not consider cost, that is for sure!”

“I am to be a burden upon him for the rest of my days, Alfred. I will not go begging for more!”

“He is a soldier, Robert. He knows that wounds are always a possibility in the profession. He will not regard an allowance to you as a burden, that I can assure you. Add to that, he is rich, Robert! I do not think we appreciated just how well off we are in this family because he does not choose to live high. We are talking of millions in the family coffers!”

Robert was not entirely certain of just how great a million might be. He knew it was a lot.

“Should I mention the possibility to the doctors tomorrow, Alfred? Would they be offended that I wished to go elsewhere?”

“More likely they would be delighted to reduce their workload, Robert. The numbers of wounded are so great they must be relieved to have a case taken away from them. The hospital is full to bursting, is it not?”

Robert agreed that was so.

“Later this week then, we must discover a surgeon and send him a letter requesting a consultation. Your doctors might be able to recommend a man who is the best in the field.”

The butler entered the room and placed a tray containing the morning mail on the table.

“First delivery, gentlemen, shockingly late!”

It was gone nine o’clock; they would have expected second delivery of the day at that hour.

“The war is destructive of all civilisation, Oakeshott. I fear it may grow worse.”

They inspected the covers, found one from France addressed to Robert and an official envelope to Alfred, including rank and decorations. Three others were no more than circulars, advertising this and that.

They opened them, Robert discovering his to be from their father, dated four days previously.

“Four days from Ypres to the outskirts of Woking, Alfred! Very poor! Father gives me the address of a General Delacroix, a Belgian gentleman, and his granddaughter, fled into England, evidently with an amount of money. They met Harry in August and had a wish to contact his family. Much upset to discover his death, of course. A request that we might make contact with them.”

It would be a minor inconvenience but courtesy to their father demanded they must do so.

“What is yours, Alfred?”

“Orders to present myself at the Palace for Tuesday next, brother. I am to be awarded my Cross, of course. Instructions regarding uniforms and the rest. I must go up to Town immediately, Robert. I have lost the great bulk of my uniforms and must order new from Gieves.”

There was time to reach the station for the ten-thirty up to Waterloo, provided he hurried.

He reached Gieves before midday, uncomfortable in the working dress that was all he had with him. The tunic had been darned and not by a tailor’s hand. He was acutely conscious of the picture he made.

The tailor saw only the scarlet ribbon on his breast.

“Major Griffin. I am bidden to the Palace for Tuesday next…”

“Then we must bestir ourselves, sir. If you would attend for fitting on Monday at about noon, Major, then all may be achieved. I presume you have lost the entirety of your wardrobe, sir?”

“I have, I am afraid.”

“Then it must be our privilege to replace it, sir. Obviously, sir, there can be no charge in the circumstances. We will speak with the proper people, sir, to discover if there are other ribbons to be displayed. We have discovered that officers who have been busy in this war are often unaware of the decorations they have earned. Shoes, sir, will have to come from stock. Otherwise, we will provide all as is normal. Will you remain in London overnight on Monday, sir? If so, we can deliver to the hotel in the morning and send one of our young men to turn you out correctly. With your permission, sir, I shall arrange a room at the Dorchester.”

Alfred accepted the offer; he did not think he dared do otherwise.

He returned to the Place wearing what was deprecatingly referred to as ‘off the peg’ uniform, replacing the unacceptable clothing he had worn into the tailors. They could not permit him to leave their premises in such a state of squalor. They had placed the ribbon of the VC correctly, he noted, mildly amused by their pretensions and his own lack of such.

“Can you make it to the Palace, Robert?”

Not with any ease, it seemed. He did not wish to sport a wheelchair for the day.

That was not unreasonable, Alfred accepted. He would have liked to have had one of his family present, but it was not practical. He wondered whether he should contact the Redwoods, but George was in New York and Henry’s whereabouts were unknown, and his presence was undesirable. For the sisters? He did not care for the younger pair and the elder girl was in France and in any case not so very close as to be necessary to his comfort. He would make do on his own.

Tuesday morning saw him properly attired and escorted from the hotel by the day manager, a rare honour. He was driven to the Palace and taken over by the equerries there, briefly examined to ensure he was presentable and sober and then led to his place at the head of the line of those to be honoured. It was cold and wet, a typical winter’s day, and the presentation was held indoors, the audience relatively close. He was pleased to spot his father well to the front, in a place of honour, basking in his son’s reflected glory. The Old Man had evidently managed to take a day out of France, which was a surprise; very likely he had been ordered Home for the presentation, the Army wishing to make a display in the newspapers of father and son, frontline soldiers.

The King was in naval uniform, as was his habit, and had memorised his briefing for the senior awards, again a habit.

There was a brief announcement of the citation for gallantry in the field, personally holding the line and leading his men in the fightback against massive odds, setting the example that snatched victory from apparent defeat.

“We see you are wounded again, in another gallant action, Major Griffin. We recall as well watching you at the Varsity Army match last year, scoring as a fullback after a long run. Add to that, a distinguished scholar, sir. There is no end to your services to our country, sir. We are pleased indeed to make this award to you, Major Griffin, in the presence of your distinguished father as well. We have no doubt we shall see and hear much of you in future years, Major.”

Alfred stood silent, as etiquette demanded while the Cross was placed on the little hook on his breast. He then saluted and made the paces backward and to the side, according to the instructions given him. He waited for half an hour while lesser awards were distributed, mostly DSOs being given out to staff officers. It seemed that fighting soldiers were a rarity at such functions.

The King withdrew and Alfred made his way to his father.

“I did not expect to see you here, sir. I am very glad you could make it.”

“French in person ordered me to come across, my son. I am pleased indeed to have done so. Robert unable to make it?”

“His wounds are not healing well, sir. I have recommended him to go to Harley Street, to seek the attention of a leading specialist. He is unwilling to spend the money, does not wish to be a burden.”

“Damned young fool! I will see what can be arranged. I do not go back till late tonight, having been called to the War Office after this affair. Leave it with me. How are you, physically? You were severely cut about, after all.”

“Healing, sir. Not as quickly as I might like but sore rather than in pain. I would expect to report to depot at Canterbury in a couple of weeks.”

“You may well be given other orders, Alfred. There is a feeling that you are too wild for your own good, that you really ought not be put back into the front line. I suspect you will be ordered to the Royal Aircraft Factory, there to return to a mathematical existence. Will you object?”

Alfred had not expected such a turn. He thought quickly. He wanted to go back to his men, where he belonged. He had done more than most and had nothing to prove. He had been lucky to survive. He was more than a simple man of action and would enjoy using his intellect again.

“I have fought at hand to hand, sir. I have been lucky. I suspect that a winter stood in a trenchline will not be enjoyable… Time to return to my proper existence again, I suspect. I am a don, after all, in the making that is. I have a doctorate waiting completion. This is not me, sir, the man of action and all that. I will be happy to receive orders sending me back to my old life, sir. I can say that I have seen the wild side of life now, and I am glad to have done so, but I should go back to a desk and my books. May I take my servant with me? He has stood at my shoulder unfailingly these past months.”

“He is yours, Alfred. I am very glad you have made this choice – if you had objected strongly, they would have sent you back to the Salient. A man with a good VC is difficult to refuse. You will do well in your study, better I suspect for having an understanding of just what the wild side, as you call it, is all about. You may expect orders within a very few weeks, Alfred. I must go. I am due to consult with Lord Kitchener himself at thirteen hundred. Tell Robert to expect a consultation at Harley Street in the very near future.”

The General drew himself up and took pleasure in saluting his son, was ordered not to move as the massed ranks of the press descended. A half hour of photography ensued, coupled with a number of inane but fortunately brief ‘interviews’ with various reporters in which they were asked asinine questions, their replies to which were ignored as the pressmen themselves would write the answers they wanted.

The press left them and Alfred looked quietly about and made to walk away.

“Major Griffin! Here, sir.”

A major with the badges of the Kents saluted him.

“I have a taxi here, sir. I am to escort you to your hotel, sir. The Colonel and half a dozen officers have been able to come up for the day, sir. We will be glad to take luncheon with you.”

His regiment had the right to make such a demand of him. He realised they would be proud of the honour their man had won and would wish to properly congratulate him, out of the public eye.

He arrived at the Place in mid-evening, slightly the worse for wear, dropped off from a car hired by the hotel and accompanied by a mass of uniforms delivered from Gieves.

“I have a headache, Robert. The regiment found it necessary to pour too much of a very good Scotch into me.”

He received no sympathy from his brother.

“Quite right, too! If you must go winning medals, then you must expect the respect of your peers, including me, I would add, brother.”

“Thank you. Father was able to get across, pulled out of the Salient to speak to Kitchener this afternoon. He will arrange for a good surgeon to take a look at you. Other than that, it was a bloody disgrace, Robert! There must have been fifty fat staff officers collecting Distinguished Service Orders! They had pushed paper in the boldest fashion, no doubt!”

Robert had been a professional soldier. He was not in the least surprised to hear that.

“The Staff have a special department whose function is to write citations for staff officers. They can truly appreciate their own virtues, you see. What does the King look like, close to?”

“An earnest little gentleman, one with a great sense of duty. I suspect he is just about the exact opposite of his predecessor. Edward was part of the Hanoverian tradition of kings – he would have been a great pal of the Prince Regent, had he been born a century previously. This man is entirely different. A pity he chooses his friends carelessly, but he himself seems to be a good man. A long time since last we could say that of a king!”

“What is this of his friends, Alfred?”

“Admiral Beatty; Sir John French; Haig. Three of the nastier pieces of work in the British military establishment.”

“Hard to argue that, Alfred. The country would be in a better place without any or all of those three. I had not known they were royal favourites.”

“Very much so, I fear. It accounts for much of their promotions and rise to power. The politicians have never bothered with the identity of the admirals and senior generals, because they never expected a great war which would make them important. Now they have got some distinctly second-rate fellows in senior commands and can do little to change them.”

Robert shrugged. There was nothing he could do about it.

Oakeshott appeared, asking if Alfred required a refreshment and staring at the Cross on his breast, the actual medal rather than the ribbon, almost never publicly displayed.

“Coffee, please, Oakeshott.”

“Certainly, sir. If I might make so very bold, sir, the staff have none of them ever actually seen your medal, not in all their lives, sir.”

It was not a great deal and would delight his people.

“I will come through to the hall, Oakeshott.”

He did not much like the notion of parading before the housemaids, but knew they would be proud to be part of his household, would be boasting of their VC.

‘Noblesse oblige, old boy!’

It took ten minutes but was deeply appreciated. One of their own masters to have a Cross was a great distinction.

“These Belgian folk, Robert. They live fairly close, it seems.”

“Just outside Farnham, a bare ten miles from us. The car could do that in half an hour, even on our lanes.”

“Courtesy demands…”

“It does, Afred. Write them a letter. Propose a visit on Monday. I am to use the car on Tuesday, it would seem. A visit to Sir Samuel Peterson with a string of initials following his name including FRCS which I recognise as something to do with surgery. He is to inspect my feet, which will be a difficult task seeing I have but one foot!”

It was the first time Alfred had heard his brother joke about his injury.

“On your own or do you want company, Robert?”

“If you would care to come, Alfred… Might do an amount of good, having you present and quietly intimidating the old fellow. In uniform, of course.”

The Belgian General was delighted to welcome Alfred to his little house, his temporary residence while the Boche occupied the chateau.

“I do not doubt the old place will be no more than wreckage on our eventual return, Major Griffin. It will be possible to rebuild. While we remain as exiles, this house is more than adequate, sir.”

It was an old farmhouse of some eight bedrooms, Alfred imagined, and with well modernised receptions downstairs. An acre of gardens showed to the front and there was a substantial plot to the rear forming kitchen gardens.

“We were lucky to make this purchase, Major, and no doubt will retain it as an English home, having been so kindly made welcome in Farnham that we will wish to stay here long and often.”

“I am glad of that, sir. I cannot imagine how difficult it must be, forced from one’s homeland.”

“It is war, Major. You evidently have seen more of that than I ever managed. I served a few years in the Congo, of course, as did most of the Belgian army, but a war of this nature is wholly unknown to me.”

“It compares in some way to the American Civil War, though greater in numbers and now changing in nature, sir. I believe these trenches we are now digging will signal siege warfare lasting for some months. Both sides are short of armaments, have expended shells and bullets profligately and must hold unmoving while the factories catch up with them. It must be said as well that they have expended men equally wildly, sir.”

Miss Delacroix, who had remained silent and decorous, as a young girl should, agreed, commenting on the enormous and distressing lists published every day.

“Literally thousands of dead every week, Commandant Griffin.”

“Huge numbers, Miss Delacroix, and twice or three times as many wounded as well. My brother Robert will never walk easily again, as an example. Poor Harry, of course, died far too young."

"And you, Major, are on sick leave, are you not?"

"Lesser wounds, sir, and healing fast. Cuts and bruises, sufficient to send me Home for a few weeks, no more. I do not know what my next orders may be, am waiting now to hear where I shall be sent.”

“Perhaps not back to France, Major?”

“Possibly not, sir. There is no telling what may be in my superiors’ minds.”

The military men laughed and agreed that was always so.

An hour and Alfred rose to take his leave.

“You must come and visit us at the Place. We would be glad to see the pair of you. My brother especially sees too little company.”

They agreed immediately, Miss Delacroix urging her grandfather to the exertion.

“Pretty little girl, the young mademoiselle, Robert. Not a great deal to say for herself but that little was generally sensible. We shall see them next week.”

Robert was sure they would be delighted. He had no particular wish to meet up with any young female in his current condition.

“As for Belgian generals, Alfred! Do I not recall something about the Belgians massacring the natives in the Congo by the hundred thousand?”

“Yes. The King of the Belgians at the time owned the colony as a private company and had the natives killed off so as to plant rubber in their place. Exact numbers killed are not known but estimates in the millions have not been convincingly refuted. The Belgians had too small an army and recruited mercenaries in large numbers, including a substantial number of British army officers. They paid high, one gathers.”

“Nasty, old fellow! I can understand wanting to earn a useful salary – Army pay is a black joke! But not on those terms.”

They drank a quiet peg before retiring, reminding each other they were to drive up to Harley Street next morning.

Alfred made ready for bed, thinking back to the Delacroix girl. She was of marriageable age and was a handsome little lass. Heir to the grandfather, he believed, and there was obviously money in the family. He was not looking for a wife, as such, but might be persuaded to take a young lady to his bosom, particularly if she showed intellectual parts as well. He had hardly conversed with the young lady yet; it might be an idea to do so when next they met.

Sir Samuel Peterson was into his fifties, a surgeon of long experience and undoubted skill. He greeted Alfred with pleasure, having seen his name in the newspapers at the weekend. For Robert he displayed sympathy and tact. He talked long with Robert and made a painstaking examination of his wounds.

“I do not support the notion of further surgery, Mr Griffin. You have been cut about enough. The right ankle is stiff and always will be. The left has been amputated and the wound is healing within reason well. The best I can offer is a supportive boot to the right leg and a modern prosthetic to the left. Between them, they will enable you to attain independent mobility. Six months from now and you will be able to walk. Not to hike for miles, but to be your own man in the house and garden.”

Robert was much in favour. He had not expected ever to discard the walking stick.

“We shall take measurements today, Mr Griffin, and you can expect the finished product in about six weeks from now. My people will bring the appliances to your home and will conduct fittings there.”

There was no mention of money, but it was obvious that the service would not be cheap.

“Even to walk about the house would be something, Alfred! Thank you for bringing me here!”

They sat in the car, idly talking on the way back to the Place, Alfred bringing up the possibilities for a future for Robert.

“Mobility will give some possibilities of employment, one might hope, old chap.”

“Not so very easy, Alfred. I am too old to take up a profession and the agricultural life is still hardly practical. A farm agent must be able to walk the fields.”

“Possibly something in the estate agency line, Robert. Buying up land and having houses built upon it. A good chance of making a fortune there, I would think. Always a call for houses within reach of the main railway lines, for London office workers. You would have the advantage of being of the right sort – you could talk to the squires who were selling up. The way the casualty lists are climbing still, there will be any number of estates left without a male heir and the females selling up for not wanting to run them. Might be an idea to buy up the acres and wait till after the war to do something with them. Prices must climb after the war is finally ended.”

It made a deal of sense, Robert agreed. Land was coming on the market with some frequency and prices were depressed. Careful purchases of estates close to the railways must be profitable in the long term. It might well be practical to build his own railway station in some instances, to create his own little village with immediate access to the City of London.

“I wonder if the Old Man would lend me a few tens of thousands to make a start, Alfred?”

“Perhaps you could ask him to be the investor – his money and your work in the first instance, adding to the family fortunes. It might be preferable to risking everything yourself.”

It would also give the family the power of veto over anything excessively wild. Alfred had no great respect for Robert’s ability, but reminded himself that he had been a competent officer. He might not be the sort to sit down in a university but that did not make him stupid as such.

The Redwoods visited at the weekend, the whole of the British-based family. Sir George, as he was now, showed perhaps excessive respect to Alfred and his achievements. The youngest girl, Henrietta, displayed a great sympathy for poor Robert while Victoria was obviously considering rewarding the national hero whose face had appeared in all of the newspapers. Lady Redwood was inclined to disapprove, regarding the newspapers as vulgar.

Robert was inclined to welcome Henrietta’s attentions. Viewing himself as a cripple, he could only be pleased at any female’s advances.

Alfred was not in the way of being toad eaten by any banker, even though the gentleman was a leader in his field in the City and hence a man of worldwide repute. He dismissed the excessive respect for the Cross, saying only that he had been seen. Other men had done more but had not attracted attention.

Sir George accepted that and pointed out that it in no way detracted from Alfred’s achievements.

“Indeed, Major, the fact that you are here, recovering from wounds received in what amounted to a repetition of your bold deeds does demonstrate your virtues! There has been some remark in the City that you deserved a second Cross, in fact.”

“Nonsense, Sir George! A single series of actions in the one location. That can hardly be split up into separate citations. It is not as if I am a medical man, in any case.”

To Alfred’s knowledge only two men had ever been awarded a second Cross. Both had been doctors who had gone unarmed under fire to rescue the wounded. He had the deepest respect for noncombatants who could risk their lives in such fashion. None could claim fighting madness as the cause of that bravery. He did not believe he should be stood in their company.

“No, sir. In the madness of a hot action a man can do the most ridiculous things, all unthinking. I suspect we make a lot too much of such an affair. I believe I am not to be permitted to return to my men in the Salient, sir. There is talk of sending me back to research in aircraft design, to be a mathematician again. I do not know whether I am pleased or not at the prospect, but I shall obey the orders that come to me.”

“You have done your bit, Major. There is no need at all for you to return to France.”

Victoria, smiling her very best, agreed, fervently.

“The hero must be rewarded, Alfred, if I may still call you such!”

Alfred was immediately aware of exactly what reward she regarded as appropriate. He was not inclined to accept her offerings – there was no possibility of ending up wed to that little madam.

“Of course, we are still family friends, Victoria.”

His voice was cold enough to make plain that any friendship would be distant.

Sir George would have had no objections to seeing Alfred as a son-in-law but much doubted that either of his younger daughters could make a good wife to a man of his academic interests. He was sure that Alfred would end up in a university, a national figure still but renowned for his advances in his own field – Major Sir Alfred Griffin, VC, PhD and a yard of other letters to his name. He feared that Victoria would not grace the dreaming spires.

They took tea and talked of very little until Sir George was able to ease Alfred to one side.

“How long, Major?”

“Until this damned war is over, sir? That depends on what is wanted from it.”

“The only thing we can accept is victory. Too many of our best have died to take anything less.”

“The Germans will be saying the same, sir. A negotiated peace will make more sense, surely, than to add to the already huge casualty lists. It must be possible to achieve a peace on acceptable terms to Britain. We do not give a damn for Alsace-Lorraine and French revanche. We have taken the bulk of German colonies and have a bargaining chip to offer for withdrawal from Belgium. An agreement that ends with an alliance against Russia and Turkey must be to the advantage of the whole of Europe.”

Sir George shook his head.

“Impossible, Major. The newspapers would flay any politician who dared suggest such a thing. I am not to say it is undesirable, from any logical point of view. This war has already gone beyond logic. It must end in victory.”

“Then the answer is not until we can achieve a numerical superiority over the Boche, Sir George. We are now into the beginnings of what is in effect siege warfare, with defence superior to offence. To win this war will require that the offence numbers three times the defence – that is the traditional figure for taking any defended position. Find another three million men, Sir George, and the war will soon be won. Without those men – stalemate.”

“We have not got them, Major. They do not exist.”

“Then, Sir George, we cannot win in France. We must accept negotiations eventually or win the war elsewhere. Can we send a massive army into Russia to aid them in the east?”

“Not now, Major. Russia is already effectively defeated, is relying upon her sheer size that makes it impossible to fully invade her.”

“Turkey, sir?”

“There is word of a land invasion in the making there now, Major. The Navy failed to force the Dardanelles, for fear of losing too many ships. They should have persevered but withdrew instead. Nelson must be turning in his grave! Now, there is to be a landing and the Australians are to force their way to Constantinople.”

“And thence through the Balkans and into Austria-Hungary… Hard lands to march across, Sir George!”

“Impassable mountains. Goats can cross them. Modern armies cannot, Major! I saw the Aegean when I was a young man, a holiday. The mountains are too much for any army to achieve.”

“Then there is no alternative to fighting a win in western Europe, Sir George. A landing on the shores of Denmark and invasion of Germany from the northwest?”

“America would be outraged by the attack on a neutral state. We cannot offend the Americans. We will need their food and are purchasing munitions of war by the shipload already. We must have a benevolent America. If it is to be invasion, then perhaps the Scheldt and a landing around Antwerp, but the Navy refuses to risk its ships in those waters. They would lose too many battleships. There can be no such invasion until they have fought and won their great battle against the High Seas Fleet, and the Germans, like the British, are refusing to leave harbour.”

Alfred could see no practical solution. The stalemate must drag on for years until either Germany or Britain ran out of young men.

“It would be possible, Sir George, if we used the resources of India. We have a Division of Indian troops fighting in the Salient now, and doing remarkably well. The best of fighting infantry! Make them up to two millions of well trained sepoys, sir, and we could march through the Germans.”

“Politically impossible, Major! The price would have to be Dominion status. India would have to be as independent as Canada or Australia. The Jewel of the Empire would become its own country. Any attempt to do that would bring the Imperialists in parliament out of the effective coalition that currently exists. Churchill would lead the revolt and would be followed by many from both parties. The government would fall and the war would end in defeat. Churchill would certainly choose to lose the war rather than let India go.”

“Then, Sir George, steel yourself for a war that will last until your grandchildren have grey hairs. The stalemate cannot be broken.”


Chapter Nine

“Confirmed, John. Alfred has definitely got a Cross!”

“Good! From all we have heard, thoroughly well earned. Everything says he was fighting mad and led his men into a victory they should not have attained. Bayonet in one hand, revolver in the other – mad bugger! I shall be glad to bump into him and tell him just how proud we are!”

Peter agreed. He had always had an affection for his brother and that was now tinged with awe.

“I wonder how I shall ever match him, John.”

“We won’t. Neither of us. All of our lives we shall be cast into the shade by brother Alfred. Live with it! Don’t try to match him – you will only kill yourself. You have a brain that equals his. Use that and make a success of yourself in your own chosen field. When this bloody war is over, take a place at a different university and read something other than Classics. I don’t know what – something more practical and useful – make a success of that. Become a leading academic and publish long and impenetrable texts on your subject, Peter. Fight on your own ground, not on his, if you want to match him. Alternatively, be like me, happy to be outshone by such an able man.”

Peter was not yet twenty. It was asking a lot of a very young man.

“Why not, John? Fight on a ground of my own choosing. Shall I be a historian or an economist, do you think?”

John was not at all certain what an economist might be. He offered no advice.

“For the moment, I suspect I need to be a soldier, John. What are we to do now?”

“Dig. We need a second line of trenches, deeper and more comfortable than the first line. Deep dugouts with a timber lining so that the men can sleep at night and take a rest when off duty. Then we need wire to the front, to keep raiding parties out. After that, we can rest a while. Not for ten minutes, that is, as we have the new bodies to deal with any time now. That is the Colonel in the distance, judging by the salutes I can see down the trench.”

Colonel Caine was accompanied by an unknown captain and a pair of lieutenants and, unfortunately, by three second lieutenants.

“Major Griffin, we are, as we agreed, to return to four companies, C and D to be under your command with Captain Rawle to have C and Captain Griffin, D.”

John had thought it best that the promotion should come from the Colonel’s lips. He enjoyed the surprise on Peter’s face.

“Your work with the battalion has made a captaincy only appropriate, Griffin Junior. I have no doubt you will soon enough be following the example of your elder brothers in putting up a pair of crowns. Please do not attempt to emulate the magnificent example of your brother Alfred! I have heard the tale from some of his brother officers and can happily say that was a thoroughly deserved Cross, with an argument that he had in fact earned a second just a couple of nights later. Do not you think you must cover yourself equally in blood and glory, Captain Griffin!”

“Too much of a good thing, sir! One VC in the family will do us very well. I can only stand in awe of Alfred – but I have always done that anyway! A fine gentleman in every sense of the word, sir, and I am so very proud to be his little brother!”

They laughed and agreed that Alfred was one of a kind.

“Let us hope he does not feel the need to achieve more glory, gentlemen, though I much expect that glory-hunting was the last thing on his mind. I must introduce Captain Rawle, who has C Company, Major Griffin. The lesser mortals will make themselves known.”

Judging by the grin on Colonel Caine’s face, he had forgotten the names of the second lieutenants at least and was avoiding the embarrassing admission. He left quietly.

“You are most welcome, Captain Rawle. A mid-Hampshire name, I believe, from down Bishop’s Waltham way.”

“My father has an acreage a little to the south of Bishop’s Waltham, sir. Durley Manor, in fact. Second son always joins the Hampshires, but we did not have a second son in the last generation so there has been a bit of a gap. I took a bit of a fever in India and have been at depot this last twelvemonth, sir.”

That explained why John did not recognise Rawle.

“Glad to have you here with us now, Captain Rawle. We need you. Two lieutenants – which one do you want? We are still short of officers, so only one it is.”

“I will take Mr Hathaway, sir. Mr Marchant to go to Captain Griffin.”

“My brother, of course. Wartime entry and done rather well, though I say it myself.”

“Not perhaps as well as the other Major Griffin we read of last week?”

“Another brother, in the Kents, of course. I must say we are rather pleased with him!”

“As you should be, sir!”

Hathaway and Marchant made their salutes.

“Both are Hampshiremen, sir, Mr Hathaway from about two miles distant and well-known to my family. I believe Mr Marchant is another mile further.”

Marchant confirmed he was, and pleased to have managed to join the County regiment. So many of current entrants to the Army were being dumped willy-nilly into the New Army battalions that it was a rarity to have a choice.

“Joined in August, sir, and came out two weeks later and was sent back wounded a week after that. Fit now, sir, and raring to go!”

“And you, Mr Hathaway?”

“Joined at the same time, sir, fell over and broke three fingers. Now equally fit, sir.”

John did not ask if he had been sober at the time of his accident.

“Second Lieutenant Winslade is already here, gentlemen, and will be joining D Company. He has done well in his few days with us and you should listen to his advice. Let us carefully choose which second lieutenant will go with him…” He closed his eyes. “Eeny, meeny, miney, mo… You, sir! The finger of fate has fallen upon you. Who are you?”

“Second Lieutenant Andrews-Smythe, sir.”

“Too much of a good thing in the middle of a fight at night. Andrews or Smythe, one or the other, not both.”

“Smythe it is, sir. My father’s side of the family.”

John presumed the Andrews had had the money, the Smythes the breeding. It was the normal explanation of a double-barrelled name.

“Excellent. Mr Griffin, take Mr Smythe into your embrace. That leaves Captain Rawle with you two. Who are you gentlemen?”

Perkins and Plunkett introduced themselves. Neither was a Hampshireman – they had joined and been assigned arbitrarily to the regiment.

Perkins spoke first. John gained the impression that he was one always to take a lead.

“Londoner, sir. Thought I would be put into a Middlesex battalion – there are several of them now. Instead I was informed two days ago that I am Hampshires, which is not the worst of fates. My father is head of an insurance office, sir.”

John presumed that meant one of the very large firms, their seniors paid high salaries, possibly with shareholdings.

“Mr Plunkett?”

“Irish family, sir, but in England these fifty years. My father is by way of being a distiller, sir.”

John had seen the name on the label of several different sorts of spirits available in the mess. Quality and quantity both, which suggested the rich owner of a large firm. Not necessarily a gentleman in the traditional sense but with the money behind him to grace Society in this modern age.

“Very good, gentlemen. Before you go to your companies, a general few words. We are in trenches here. That is something new and you will not have been trained in them. First and foremost, keep your heads down. There are snipers and Spandaus. Both will shoot at anything they see moving. Officers count double for snipers – they are favourite targets. Do not display yourselves casually. If you need to look out of the trench – and we all need to occasionally – a swift, five second glance then head down, walk at least thirty feet before taking a second look. Please do not get your heads blown off this week! I have lost count of the number of second lieutenants I have said that to – I think you are numbers eleven, twelve and thirteen in the last four months. Mr Winslade, who is senior for having survived four whole days here, will tell you that he was not alone when he arrived.”

The boys seemed inclined to regard him as a funny man – there were smiles twitching at the corners of their mouths.

“Now then, we all have work to do. We have one hundred and sixty men to allocate to our four platoons. An equal share of green hands and experienced men, if you please. There will be wounded returning to the regiment, a few, and they may wish to go back to a particular platoon. Where possible, talk to the platoon commanders and make the arrangement. Keep the men comfortable where possible – it is only a small thing but may be important to them. On that topic – you will find little fires burning and a tea bucket boiling at all times of day and night. There is no such thing as an official tea-break. The men need their tea and must get it. Before too long, you will find the same.”

The young men seemed doubtful, fresh from a brief training which had emphasised obedience to orders and slavish conformity to the book of rules.

“Is that entirely wise, sir? Should we offer such slack discipline?”

“Bugger wisdom, Mr Plunkett! The men must fight, day and night, rain and shine. We are living in this trench, cold, wet and muddy. Anything that helps them stay awake and alert and active is wise. I am not interested in uniforms – if they have woolly jumpers, let them wear them. If they happen to have cavalry boots, picked up from Uhlans in the days of movement, congratulate them on their initiative. Observe my feet, gentlemen!”

They peered in some surprise.

“Not officers’ shoes, sir. My shoes have let ice cold water in already!”

“Exactly, Mr Marchant. My batman has a small stock of boots, wrong size for me. He will undoubtedly allow you to try them on. All of you, that is.”

There was a murmur of appreciation.

“The men have commonly cut their greatcoats short because the hems drag in the mud. Ignore them. A perfectly presented rifle and rounds made up in their chargers. That is essential and generally is all you will inspect. Any man who neglects his rifle will suffer the wrath of God. There are very few other sins. Your sergeants will see to them. Remember, the men will be on duty for half of every day and busy for the other half on necessary fatigues. At night, there will be duty and at least half of the men digging – we need a second line of trenches. There will soon be barbed wire to erect as well. The food is awful! They are hungry, tired, fearful – naturally. You will make allowance for all of that and still provide me with a half-battalion that will continue to face anything and everything the Boche throw at them, and if needs be are ready to go on the attack. You have an impossible job, gentlemen. Now go and do it!”

The new officers rapidly moved to their places of duty, or into the dugout to try on dry boots if they were more alert.

“What of Sergeant Chitty, sir?”

“I shall give him to Captain Rawle, Mr Griffin. Take Snook – I will get his third stripe for him. You have the experience to make do with a new sergeant. Get together with Rawle and split the men into two companies, please. Make your servant, Easterbrook, up to corporal, by the way. He deserves it.”

“He has done well for me, sir. I presume that to mean that he must become a retainer of the family? If I am to go to university, I cannot take a servant with me.”

“Hadn’t considered that, Peter. Yes. Must be so. Do not feel obligated to go to university merely because I said it was a possibility for your future.”

“I will not, John. It was a sensible suggestion and has taken my mind, for the while. If I still feel the same next year, I shall examine the possibilities in more detail. I could send a letter off to the London School of Economics, perhaps.”

“What is Economics?”

“Everything! Simply, how we make our living and why. If you want detail, come back when you have an hour spare. I attended a couple of Economics lectures when I was up at Oxford, out of interest. I had debated changing my degree course but that was difficult when I was well in line for a First in Classics. It is a possibility, John… Equally, going out to Australia might be just as interesting… There are, when one considers it, so many things one could do. I suspect my few months in the military have been good for me in forcing me to grow up. I am no longer a sheltered undergraduate. I suspect I never will be that again… I don’t know! What I do know is that there is a great big world out there, and I am going to play some part in it.”

“I shall remain as a soldier, I suspect, Peter. I like the life, even now. It is what I want.”

“Let us hope we both say the same in a couple of years from now, John. This war will take that long, don’t you think?”

“God alone knows, Peter. I don’t!”

They dug, cutting a second trench, deeper and broader than the original and with dugouts lined with timbers and raised wide shelves which served for beds. They were not comfortable, but they were clear of the mud and occasional snow of December.

“The Boche have got bigger guns, John. I am certain those were at least six inchers this morning, firing registration.”

“Dig deeper, Peter. At least the flow of casualties is lessening now.”

“Getting a few more going sick, John. Chest complaints, mostly.”

“New men or old soldiers?”

“Mostly the new youngsters. They are finding it hard to face winter in their first weeks in the field. I lost Smythe overnight, by the way. You heard the little flare-up in the small hours?”

John nodded. He had heard the Vickers shooting and then a pair of Spandaus firing half a belt.

“Smythe put his head up to see what the Vickers was targeting. He was exposed when the Spandaus fired on fixed lines. Blew his stupid bloody head off!”

“Would not learn?”

“No. I told him a dozen times to keep his head down and to snatch a five second peep if he really must see over the parapet. He had had his head up half a minute when he was killed, had just told his corporal to stop being a bloody old woman.”

“Ah! I am to look out for the laughing corporal, I presume.”

“He who laughs last, laughs longest, brother.”

“True indeed, Peter. As you say, born stupid and practised hard all of his short life. No great loss to the company?”

“None at all. He knew everything worth knowing already, so he had no need to learn anything more.”

“Don’t tell me! He schooled at Rugby!”

“No, John. Oundle.”

“Two peas in a pod, brother. What is your other youngster like?”

“Winslade? He will be good. Another month and he can make lieutenant. Never turns his brain off. Not especially intelligent, no genius, but always willing to think and use the intellect he has. Brighter than average, perhaps, but not by a huge amount. Always alert though. Provided he has ordinary luck and a shell doesn’t fall on top of him out of the blue, then he will be a credit to the regiment.”

“Good. We need a flow through of youngsters to replace their seniors as they are promoted out or get killed. Is Snook showing well?”

“Very. I suspect he has a commission in mind, John. Noteworthy that he is bringing Jimson on as well. Both have found ambition, I think. I have a feeling that Jimson is the better of the two but both are worth considering.”

John took out his notebook, wrote them into the page of ‘Men to be brought on’.

“Another year of running through the youngsters and the sole source of second lieutenants will be our own ranks, Peter. The boys are dying too easily. They need training before they come out and the little they are getting is useless to our new existence. We should set up a training camp of our own in the Salient – at least we would be trying to teach the right things.”

“Assuming we know them, John. I am still learning this new way of existence.”

“Me too! We have a delivery of wire due today. It is to be strung up tonight. I know nothing of it other than that it is coming. There will be posts as well. Again, I do not know what they are like.”

“Gloves and tools, John?”

“No mention of them.”

“How is it to be strung? Loosely or tight?”

“Yes.”

“Right… Was wire used in the Boer War, do you know?”

“I will ask the Sergeant Major. He will know, if any man does.”

The Sergeant Major had no personal experience of wire but understood it was best strung as loose festoons. Put up as a taut fence it was easy to climb over or cut through. Posts were a problem inasmuch as it was impossible to hammer them in silently.

“Can it be done, John?”

“Muffle the hammers, somehow. A layer of cloth on the top of the posts as you bang them into the ground, Use soft wire to tie the coils to the posts, assuming we have enough wire to lay it in coils. I do not know that we will have.”

“If the Boche have any sense of humour, they will let us work all night to put the stuff up then bombard it in the morning and destroy all our work. That’s what I would do rather than fire at random through the night.”

“That would kill morale, Peter. Highly sensible. Have the Boche put up wire of their own?”

“Not that I have seen, John. If we do, they will probably follow suit. If they leave our wiring parties alone, do the same. No gain to killing randomly in the night.”

The first deliveries of wire arrived. There were no posts or wire cutters, no sledgehammers, no staples or wire to make ties. The cries of outrage reached Colonel Caine.

“Farmyard wire, sir. Taken from the farmyards where it has been in use these twenty years, sir. Rusty and blunt. No gloves to handle it so the men will be scratched and cut by rusty, dirty barbs. They will go down by the score with lockjaw and blood poisoning!”

Colonel Caine took the problem to higher authority, came back with the answer that the men must be careful. There were no gloves. Posts would be supplied, as would soft wire and they were sure they could find wirecutters somewhere. As for sledgehammers, they must use their initiative.

“You must knock the posts in with something thick and heavy, Peter.”

“Find me the nearest staff officer!”

They measured the coils of barbed wire and found they had nearly a mile in total. The battalion had a front of just over four hundred yards.

“Two strands of wire if put up loose, John.”

“Not a great deal of use, Peter. Set it in a single line of coiled wire. Add ‘no trespassing’ signs, in German. Very law-abiding, the Germans, so we are told.”

It might have been funny, in another time and place.

They sharpened the posts and thumped them into the ground, using the heaviest lengths as hammers. The enemy lines remained silent, seemingly unnoticing. The next night they strung the wire along the length of their little fence and ran silently back into the trenches. The Boche bombarded the new construction, and failed to destroy it. Shrapnel shells did nothing at all and high explosive was effective only if the shell landed within inches of a post.

“The fence is mostly holes, John. Far more air than wire and the shells have almost nothing to hit. They will have to cut their way through wire.”

They reported their findings to the Colonel and he sent the message to Brigade. Brigadier Rossiter sent the word to Major General Griffin and he in turn passed the message to Corps. It was known from the first Christmas of the war that artillery bombardment would normally fail to destroy wire barriers.

A week after the first line of wire was set up the opposite trenches displayed twice as much on iron stakes as well as wooden posts.

“Bloody one-upmanship, John!”

“Ah, anything you can do, I can do better!”

“Two schoolboys measuring the length of their dicks – ‘mine’s bigger than yours’.”

“Is that what we have come down to, Peter? God help modern civilisation!”

“No such thing, John. Whatever else the trench may be, it ain’t civilised.”

“It’s all we’ve got. Better make the most of it. The sky says weather coming in. Snow for Christmas!”

“Are you putting your stocking up?”

“Not these days – never know what you might find in it!”

The post brought a number of parcels for the officers from their families and one apiece for the men containing a pack of cigarettes and a bar of chocolate, gifts from the ladies of Hampshire.

“A heavy pullover, John, with a thick, high neck. It ain’t uniform but I shall wear it unseen at night. Fleecy gloves and thick woolly stockings. Robert has come up trumps!”

“Same here, Peter. One from Alfred as well, addressed to both of us. Balaclavas and long johns in thick flannel! Those are not leaving me until March!”

It was not impossible they would become a little smelly, they agreed as they rapidly changed their underclothing.

“Warm for the first time this month!”

“What’s the chance of relief from the front line, John?”

“It is under discussion, my brother. The brigade has been out and in action since the first week of August. It is now the third week of December. If a replacement can be found, then we are high on the list of troops to be taken out of the line. Unfortunately, we are one of the most effective brigades in the BEF, because, of course, we are so experienced. They cannot afford to withdraw us until they can find a valid replacement. Believe it or not, we have almost the lowest weekly losses of men at the moment, because we know what we are doing.”

“No more than two per cent dead or disabled a week, John. Another year left in us!”

“Unfortunately, that makes us one of the best. New battalions coming into the line take three or four times as many in the first month before stabilising to about three per cent and slowly improving.”

“Two explanations there, John.”

“I know, Peter. Officially, it is because of a learning process, the men quickly discovering how to go on in the trench. I much suspect the first month sees the death of the cack-handed and stupid. Once they are gone, the death rate stabilises naturally.”

“Well said, Mr Darwin.”

“Hush! Not a name to mention officially. No survival of the species in Flanders, Peter!”

It was an interesting concept, they agreed, the war as a means of removing the inadequate from the breeding pool. The argument failed when they considered that the weakest specimens of humanity were refused by the recruiting officers, that they inevitably remained in England and had the sole chance to breed.

“If you are stupid, physically weak and unhealthy, then you get to stay at home, John. These are exactly the ones they should be taking because they will be no loss to the country when they are killed off.”

“Irrational, ain’t it?”

“Typical of the Army.”

Both agreed that the military mind did not necessarily adhere to logic in its habits.

Two days before Christmas they were pulled out of line, marched out in darkness, company by company, replaced by Canadians, all of them dressed for cold weather, in a uniform designed with a bitter winter in mind.

“Our uniforms are specified by India hands, John. Designed to be wearable in the Raj. Perhaps we ought to point out that there are winters in other parts of the world.”

“They wouldn’t believe it, Peter. Winter is a delusion. We need uniforms for the Monsoon.”

They marched into Ypres, a very few miles, and then out on the road south, reaching a barracks at dawn.

The men were ushered into washhouses, able to strip and clean themselves for the first time in months. Their uniforms were discarded as unwearable, each man issued new from the skin up. The fit was almost random but they were used to that, could set to with needle and thread to make them good, the few regulars remaining showing the new men how to do it.

The officers luxuriated in hot baths while their servants rushed to wash and dry a clean uniform for them. It was the officer’s privilege to purchase his own uniform and the Army did not supply them with fresh. That minor difficulty surmounted, they congregated in the mess building.

The room was a thin-walled wooden hut, made liveable by large kerosene stoves, smelly but hot. There were quarters attached, small bedrooms but one each and with actual beds, with sheets and blankets, luxuries they had almost forgotten.

Major Leggett announced himself as Mess President and stated his intention of buying in alcohol and foodstuffs for Christmas, which was next day.

“All contributions gratefully received, gentlemen!”

The few who had money proceeded to make their donations. The bulk of the young officers were penniless, having yet to see a paymaster.

Peter and John had a rich parent and had known to bring a reserve of cash on campaign. Inevitably, they contributed most to the Fund. Equally inevitably, they insisted that their donations should not be recorded.

“Not the way to do things in the Regiment, Major. We happen to have a few quid on us this time. It will be other men next time, no doubt. We look after each other in the Regiment, sir. That’s what it’s all about, isn’t it?”

Leggett agreed it was. That was the heart of the regimental system. They were a single family.

“Even so, Griffin Junior, that is the better part of fifty sovereigns, in gold!”

“Best sort of sovereigns, Major. Put them to good use, won’t you. No sense leaving them idling in my pack.”

John said the same, laughing at the expression on Leggett’s face.

“They are no use if they are not used, Major! Make sense of that if you can.”

Leggett could not, perhaps, but he disappeared in a borrowed staff car and returned laden with bottles and barrels and with a small lorry following that stopped at the officers’ cookhouse and offloaded a vast amount of provisions. There was an operating bar inside the hour.

Christmas day was celebrated traditionally, the officers serving the men’s meal before retiring to the mess where they ate vastly of roasted meats and puddings before drinking far too much than was good for them.

They heard next day of stories of a truce in the lines, of football matches and men fraternising for hours, exchanging bottles and names and addresses to write to each other after the war.

“Glad we were not there for that bloody nonsense, Peter!”

“Damned right, brother! Not the way to run a war!”

They took a drink to wake themselves up before sitting down to a buffet lunch of cold goose and pickles, much as they would have at home. They heard artillery firing as they finished their meal.

“Ended that business of truces, John!”

They took a quiet drink and relaxed, content to be alive for the while.

The regiment was given a week of complete idleness, recognition of the work they had done and of just how exhausted they were. They managed to celebrate New Year, almost finishing their alcohol supply, and were called to formal parade next day, the Brigadier inspecting them and making a brief speech of congratulations for the efforts they had made since the beginning of the war.

He then set about awarding Distinguished Conduct Medals to the other ranks, commenting on the number of worthy recipients and regretting the many who had died unrecognised. He turned to the officers afterwards, announcing the new award, the Military Cross, backdated to the commencement of hostilities.

“As only befits their family, Major Griffin and Captain Griffin have been awarded the new medal. I would add that their renowned brother from the Kents, Major Alfred Griffin VC also now carries an MC as well. It is uncommon indeed for a family to be so distinguished.”

“One dead; one crippled; three surviving to fight on. Distinguished indeed, brother!”

“Agreed, but a new medal has much to say for itself, particularly as it has a ribbon to display. A DSO for you before too long, John, and you will be well set up for the postwar army.”

It could not hurt from a career perspective.

“I need to live first and foremost. I can consider a career after that, Peter.”

Their week of idleness up, the battalion was drafted for fatigues, mainly unloading trains as they pulled into the massive goods yard that had grown to the south of Ypres. The Army’s Engineers had built sidings and warehouses, and then had constructed railway lines in standard and narrow gauge to run out to delivery points for the trenches. They were said to have more than a hundred locomotives operating on their own railway network. The mainline trains were all French, running to no known timetables and demanding labour gangs at any hour of day or night.

The yards swarmed with military police and thieves in equal numbers, stores disappearing in every direction. The battalion expected to be searched on leaving the yards for the night, most of its fatigues taking place after the quartermasters had knocked off for the day. Amazingly, the searches never turned up any stolen goods.

“Bloody weird how they are getting away with it, John.”

“With what?”

“We have just spent the night unloading canned goods, mostly for the various senior messes of the Salient. Canned peaches, hams, sardines, butter, apricot jam, marmalade, pickles – that’s just what I noticed. Not a single item to be found on the men. Wait for the men to sit down to an afternoon break later today. Watch what they will be eating.”

“Navy biscuit and bully beef – the official allowance. I shall see nothing else, I assure you, Peter.”

“Quite right, John. I shall see nothing, but I will bet any money that Easterbrook will supply me with a ham sandwich with pickles.”

“Me too. That’s why I see nothing. I certainly did not see a handcart move out two hours ago, down the little path leading towards the back of our barracks area. It was much too dark to pick up anything and I did not recognise the sergeant major.”

“Oh! In that case, it is certain that nothing happened, sir. Can’t have because we were watching our men all night.”

“Exactly. Under no circumstances can it be said that the men helped themselves to staff officers’ food.”

“Can we get away with it for long, John?”

“No man can fool the Army in the long term, Peter. But we shall be sent off within a few days and we can get away with it that long.”


Chapter Ten

“Christmas of ’14, Robert. If I remember correctly, the war should be over now and the boys all at home. Do you think the newspapers might have got it wrong?”

“Impossible, Alfred. The newspapers are never wrong. You misread them.”

“I knew there was an explanation. It must be my fault because it cannot possibly be theirs.”

They grew bored with the game, sat down to a traditional Christmas, uneasy because there was only the two of them at table.

A visit from the Redwoods offered little of cheer.

Victoria made it clear that the holder of the highest award for gallantry was a most desirable target for her ambitions. Alfred did not want to know – she was not very bright and would do better as a high-class tart than as an academic’s wife. He wondered what her response would be if he was to display a diamond necklace; he suspected her skirts would rise in instant reaction. Not for him!

Henrietta was inclined to expend her sympathy on Robert, to sacrifice herself to the comforting of the wounded hero. He was somewhat more inclined to sit next to her and try to hold a conversation. It was a pity she had remarkably little to talk about, not stupid but wilfully ignorant.

“Have you heard from Augusta, Sir George?”

“The occasional letter, Alfred. She has been working every daylight hour, is glad that the hard winter setting in has reduced the fighting, though the troops outdoors in the lines are falling sick with an increasing frequency. The Belgians have staffed more hospitals, it would seem, recruiting nurses and doctors from the Catholic countries and from America. They are no longer overwhelmed by the rush of bodies. She will not leave her post until the war is over. I can only respect her decision.”

Alfred had to agree. She had shown brave.

“George is settled in New York, has become engaged to the daughter of a major banker. I believe she is to inherit in the absence of a son. I do not expect to see him in England for some years. He will undoubtedly eventually return to take his proper place in the City and in Society and to allow his wife to enjoy the place she has bought. After the war, that will be.”

There was nothing to say there.

“Do you know anything of Henry, sir?”

“Nothing. I have made no enquiries. I have never mixed in the circles that might know what was happening. I have merely been informed that he is serving King and Country in an unconventional but most valuable fashion. I was informed this week that he remains in good health.”

“Then we must express our pleasure that he has found his own way of serving, sir. It is far more than I expected of him. I am glad that he has shown himself of better character than I had feared, Sir George.”

“Well put, Alfred. I had written him off as a weakling, a mere lounger about Town. He has shown himself to be more than that.”

The older man said nothing more, did not commit himself to having any liking for his son. He would however guarantee him an income for life, and at a respectable level.

“Do you know what you are to do next, Alfred? Are you to return to the Kents?”

“Not a word as yet, sir, and I do not myself know what I want. I have exchanged letters with two of my tutors at Oxford and both have suggested that Mr O’Gorman, at the Royal Aircraft Factory, is an impossible man to work with. He and he alone is the font of all wisdom at Farnborough. They have suggested that he would find me as nothing more than a competitor. He would not work with me, or allow me to work on any basis of equality with him. Such being the case, I do not think I would be well advised to enter his employment.”

“Have you heard of Sopwith? I am told he could use the services of a mathematician to take his design further than rule of thumb. He is renowned for his willingness to work with others. I could put you in contact with him. I do not know that he could pay any vast salary. He is not the wisest of businessmen.”

“I have an allowance that is more than sufficient to live on, Sir George. I have played my part in Flanders and feel I could do a lot more for my country in other fields.”

“What will the War Office say, Alfred?”

“I suspect, sir, they may wish to see me distant from any front line posting. They would not wish to see me prominent in a casualty list, giving a most undesirable front page headline.”

Sir George accepted that immediately. It was typical of how that sort would think.

“My advice, for what it is worth, Alfred, would be to talk to your people at Oxford and discover if it would be possible to return to them while acting as a consultant to Sopwith, possibly de Havilland as well. Two or three days a week with the aircraft firms, the other half devoted to your research studies. You would be contributing in several ways to the war, I do not doubt. Having been seriously wounded, there can be no public surprise that you are not to return to the firing line.”

Alfred discovered that he was relieved to hear that. If ordered, he would go back to the battalion and do his duty there. He discovered, a little to his surprise, that he did not want to. He had had enough. It was not impossible that he had already done too much. He wondered if he had become a coward…

That led to any number of other questions, none of which he could answer for himself.

Not at Christmas with guests in the house. It was no time to ask himself almost impossible questions and he certainly could not express his fears to others. The gentleman maintained the stiff upper lip; he did not admit to weakness, even to himself.

“I think I shall take your advice, Sir George. The College would be inclined to look kindly at me, I suspect. Would your two manufacturers have a use for a scholar’s advice on their supremely practical problems?”

“Geoffrey de Havilland certainly would. He is the most able of men, an intellectual in his own right. Tommy Sopwith is more of a rule of thumb man, but I think he could be persuaded by his own righthand men. It would be as well for you to speak to them personally. I could put you in contact with both.”

“I would be obliged to you if you would, sir.”

Sir George pledged himself to do so, as soon as possible. Both firms would be working again on the twenty-seventh, the Christmas holiday being of two days duration.

“Another possibility, Alfred, and one I might personally beg you to consider, would be for you to become a member of the Redwood Board. The bank is a private company, incorporated under the specific laws relating to merchant banks. We cannot accept customers’ deposits or offer current accounts. The shares are owned ninety per cent by the family, which effectively means me. The remaining ten per cent are in the possession of a pair of trusts, set up effectively for the purpose, so as to make it impossible for one person to own the bank outright, except that I do, of course. Because the bank is a company, it must have a board of directors, who meet annually, drink a cup of coffee and approve the accounts which I put before them. Their actual importance is that their names appear on the bank’s headed notepaper. One peer of the realm, a pair of MPs, four other gentlemen known to the City, myself obviously. I would like to add Major Griffin, VC, to that list. You can appreciate why I would wish to do so.”

It was a little tasteless; vulgar, in fact.

“And all I would have to do would be to show up in the City once a year, sir?”

“That is correct, Alfred. You would append your signature to half a dozen documents, eat a good dinner and go home again. I would much appreciate your doing so.”

“I think I can do that, Sir George. The families have been close for many years, after all.”

“Excellent, Alfred. By law, I must pay a salary and expenses to the directors. No great amount but it will cover your costs, ensure you are not out of pocket.”

Alfred asked no more, made his agreement then and there.

“You are most welcome, Alfred. Thank you. Your name will be of value to the bank, silly though it may sound. There are those who are impressed by important names on a Board. Yours is a name that will continue to be known. VCs are not forgotten in this country, rightly so.”

“It is a deal of fuss, sir, for a medal that recognises almost unintentional actions on my part.”

“That is the whole point of it, Alfred. I am told that men who really want the medal almost never get it. It is not awarded to the glory hunter. The VC goes to men who do what they perceive as their duty in almost impossible circumstances, for no reason other than that it is the right thing to do. There is a general agreement, by the way, that your Cross exemplifies everything the medal stands for. I am a mere civilian, I know, but I must express my admiration, Alfred!”

That again brought up the question of what he should do next. Was it still the case that duty called him back to the Salient?

He suspected he would worry about the answer to that for the rest of his existence.

He had played his part. He would speak to the aircraft manufacturers as soon as Sir George gave him the go ahead. That done, then he must confer with his colonel in the Kents, the man at the depot in Canterbury that was. Then the War Office, which he suspected might be easier. Finally, his college, which should be simplest of all.

He escorted Sir George and his wife and two daughters out to their car.

“Cold, sir! Feels like snow coming in.”

“So it does. You should go indoors, Alfred. Cut about as you are, you will feel the chill.”

“Not too much so, sir. I look forward to hearing what Sopwith and de Havilland have to say. I think you have persuaded me. Not the most difficult of tasks.”

The telephone rang in the afternoon of the twenty-seventh.

“Major Griffin? I am Geoffrey de Havilland. Sir George Redwood says we might have something to say to each other.”

A few minutes and they had agreed that Alfred should visit the de Havilland offices in the following week. The prospect of a mathematician with some knowledge of aeronautics being available seemed exciting to de Havilland. That he should be a man who had got his hands dirty in the front lines of the war was even better.

A letter came from General Delacroix, announcing his desire to pay a visit to the Place within the week. Alfred was happy to respond positively. Now that he had come to a decision on his future he was pleased to see Miss Delacroix again. A pretty girl, he knew; he suspected she might have a degree of intelligence as well.

They talked at some length, Alfred explaining his decision to take a less active role in the war.

“I am not recovering quite as quickly as I expected, Miss Delacroix. I am not entirely robust, I fear. I have been told as well that I can be of use in the aircraft industry.”

He went on to explain his research into the mathematics of the aerofoil, the aircraft wing. Currently, all was pragmatic, empirical rather than theoretically sound. The maker of the plane looked at the wing and decided he ‘liked’ the shape of it. There had to be a better, more efficient way of designing the structure.

“One must measure the pressures and the airflow and consider just how all must be balanced, ma’am. Best done mathematically – there must be equations that will tell us precisely what the various angles must be. I am attempting to develop those equations. Working directly with one of the greater manufacturers will be far more practical – will help me turn arid theory into actual, usable, tools for the designer to use.”

She knew little of mathematics but was easily able to see how the academic and the practical could marry to the benefit of both.

They enjoyed their afternoon of conversation. Both wished to repeat the experience, preferably soon.

“Pretty little girl, Alfred. Not so little, thinking on it. Obviously of marriageable age, brother.”

“So she is, Robert. I suspect I might wish to send a letter to the Old Man. Early days yet, but she is one of the most attractive females I have ever come across.”

“Better than Victoria Redwood.”

“And less easily available, I much suspect, Robert!”

“Did you get that impression too, Alfred? By way of being something of a tart, that young lady!”

“Just so, brother! Not my cup of tea, I fear. Her younger sister seemed anxious to speak with you, Robert.”

“Henrietta? Not a great deal about her, Alfred. Not unintelligent – she might well be brighter than me, but no go to her. Nothing to say she was in any way out of the ordinary. To be practical, Alfred, any young female who took me on would have to have a lot about her. Even if I can handle this new boot and tin foot, I shall still hobble at best. I don’t know what I shall be able to do for a living, if anything. This idea of yours about buying up land seems as good as anything I have heard of, but I don’t know if anything can be made of it.”

“Have a look in the newspapers, Robert. The Hampshire Chronicle regularly has land for sale in its back pages, does it not? It would be possible to get an idea of what was about and for what sort of price. Talk to local building firms, as soon as you can get out easily, and get an idea of how much a house would cost to build, and roads as well, of course. You could spend a few months working out the costs and discovering what was possible.”

Alfred was not particularly convinced the suggestion was practical, but it might give Robert an interest and get him back on his feet and busy gain. If he did not find an interest in life he would waste away, decline into inanition, die before he was thirty for having nothing to keep him alive.

He cast his mind over the staff, but none of the females were young and personable. He would otherwise have put a few pounds into one’s hands to persuade her to give Robert a new hobby, a reason for keeping active.

De Havilland’s factory was within easy driving distance of the Place. Alfred took the Rolls across in early afternoon, was brought to the presence of the Captain in his office. De Havilland was still a serving officer in the RFC, though devoting more and more of his time to manufacturing, and presented himself in uniform, as was Alfred, being on wound leave.

De Havilland made his salute, not especially military but doing his best.

“Major Griffin, do take a seat, sir.”

A few minutes and they had found common ground, were talking easily. An hour and Alfred was accompanying the flying man through his small factory.

“Pushers, the best answer I can come up with to the problem of the military aircraft, Major. Clear vision ahead for reconnaissance and the opportunity to place a light machinegun firing forwards. Trouble is, there is no reliable and powerful engine available in England just now. The best engines are those made in Germany, and I can’t get hold of them just now! Rolls Royce make too few engines and have no intention of going into mass production. They insist on hand made engines to maintain quality. Sunbeam, the motor car people, have engines on offer, but they are still not of the best – they lack the reliability required. I am trying to buy in from Hispano-Suiza, but so is everybody else! Wings are in our own control, of course. Come and see.”

An hour and de Havilland was content that Alfred knew what he was talking about, that he could apply theory to the reality of flight.

“I cannot afford to take you on full time and pay the wage you deserve, Major Griffin.”

“I was thinking of spending a day a week here initially, sir. Four days in my rooms at college and one applying the results of the previous week’s work to the actuality of an aircraft wing. Mathematics is all very well, but the equations occasionally have to dovetail with reality, and that is my prime concern now. I have seen a few aeroplanes in the sky in Flanders, and I must admit to being present when one was shot down. I want to have something to do with making aeroplanes bigger, faster, more effective. Their military potential is enormous, I am convinced.”

“So am I! Five pounds a day?”

“Done, sir!”

They shook hands and de Havilland enquired after the plane he had seen shot down.

“A Taube type. Very small but fast. A good sixty miles an hour I must have thought. I had a section of snipers. First class marksmen and with an outstanding sergeant. The Taube came towards us, very close and the sergeant led them as if he was pheasant shooting and called for a volley. Hit the pilot. Knocked the aeroplane down and it burst into flames on the ground.”

“Flying low, of course. The Taubes have no great ceiling. The wing configuration is dubious to my mind. There is a certain logic that says that the aeroplane must imitate the bird, but it is a thin argument. Birds tend not to have propellors!”

They talked another hour, parted company satisfied with each other, Alfred convinced he could be valuable in the aircraft factory.

He was called to the military hospital at Aldershot, brought before a panel of three doctors.

They examined his wounds and decided he was healing a little more slowly than they liked.

“I am to work part time for the de Havilland aircraft factory, gentlemen. I am a mathematician by training and can be of value to them on the design side for a week or two. When can I go back to the Salient?”

The senior of the three, an elderly RAMC lieutenant colonel, shook his head gravely.

“I do not believe you can, Major Griffin. I do not see any prospect of you healing fully. I am of the opinion that you have impaired your constitution to an extent and that you should not be exposed to the strains of service in the front line. I do not doubt, sir, knowing the man you are, that you wish to go back to your own men. I believe we should formally forbid you from so doing. How say you, gentlemen?”

A forty years old captain and a much younger lieutenant, both qualified doctors, spoke in turn.

“Not one hundred per cent and nor I believe ever will be. I do not consider France to be the place for you, Major. You have played your part there, sir, and will have your name in the history books, very rightly. You should not go back.”

“I wholly agree with my colleagues, Major. You have done your share, and more, sir. You should remain in England, sir.”

Alfred knew he could appeal against their findings. He discovered he had no wish at all to do so. He had played his part. He had lived. He realised that in his own mind he had been a dead man. He had not believed he could possibly survive. He had been reprieved.

“That is not what I had expected to hear, gentlemen. If in a few months I feel entirely well, can I return to you?”

“You can, Major. I do not think you should. You have done enough, sir. Indeed, you have done far more than most, as is publicly known. Your part is played, sir. Find another field to excel in – I do not doubt you will!”

They saluted him and he left, shaking his head.

A sergeant showed him the way out, the camp being huge and difficult to navigate.

“They have put me on the scrapheap, sergeant. I am not to go out again.”

“Done your bit, and more, sir. You earned the right to sit back, sir. Front gate, sir. Is that your car waiting outside, sir?”

“It is.”

“Good, sir. Sit back in comfort what you deserve, sir.”

The sergeant knew exactly what was right for a VC, was genuinely pleased to offer his little bit of assistance, signalled to the gatehouse to turn out. They gave a full salute and escorted Alfred to the car, marching stiff-backed and proud.

“They have put me out to grass, Robert!”

“Damned good thing, too, Alfred! I would not say it, obviously. Did not want to undermine you before you went back, but you are not quite the same man you were last year, old chap. Not in your head, I don’t mean that, but in your habit of body, shall we say. You are not quite so strong, don’t stand so tall as you used to. Overworked and badly fed would be one way of saying it. Give you a year and it will all come back, so I should expect, but just at the moment, you are less than you were.”

“Too much strain, Robert. Day after day unbroken. Sending too many of my men back broken and burying even more. It was a killing few months. You know, you saw it.”

“I missed more than half of it, Alfred. A staff officer don’t suffer the same way. From what I saw, I am glad I did. I feel sorry for John and Peter, still out there and not likely to be coming back home this coming year, or ever, very likely.”

“No chance of the war being fought to an end this year. If they will only start talking, then there is a chance of bringing the men Home. Not much of a chance, I fear.”

“None. Did you see the newspaper this morning? We are ‘getting our breath back’ over the winter. Spring will see a great and overwhelming attack, a march to the Rhine and victory.”

“Utter bullshit! Where do they get it from, Alfred?”

“Sir John French? It is moronically stupid, so it is well in keeping. If it does come from him, then he is planning an attack with a damned sight too few men. We are in conditions that are similar to a siege. To win, the attackers must outnumber the defenders by two, preferably three, to one. That is what they said at Sandhurst. We have fewer men than the Germans have in Flanders.”

“We need many more guns then, and we know we have fewer artillery pieces than the Boche. This is a recipe for disaster, Alfred.”

“Sir John French is a disaster on legs, Robert. We will be defeated.”

“And we shall lie to ourselves, Alfred. Britannia cannot suffer defeat. At worst, victory has been, what do they call it, postponed.”

“Well said, brother! I like that! Victory postponed. Try again next year!”

They were in rare harmony with each other, each able to see there was something very wrong in their world.

“The Military Cross has come into effect, the first awards made, Robert. Officers below the rank of major and warrant officers are eligible for the medal. Less than the DSO but more than a Mention in Despatches. A hole filled in, I think, allowing us to respect those junior officers who have shown outstanding merit. Backdated to August ’14, the beginning of the war. It will be allowable to earn a second or third, bars to the medal. There is a list in the paper…”

Alfred perused the small print of the long list, one hundred and seventy-eight names of England’s heroes, the newspaper informed him.

“Scots, Welsh and Irish don’t exist as far as Fleet Street is concerned! Ha! Lieutenant Peter Griffin, in action with the 12th Hussars. The only one of them to distinguish himself – well done whoever put his name up for that! Captain John Griffin, repeated bravery in action with the Hampshires. We know just how much your battalion did, Robert.”

“We do indeed, Alfred. Well done the pair of them!”

“A couple from the Kents, both marked as ‘now deceased’. Can’t give the Military Cross posthumously. Evidently, they would have been given the awards well before they died. Fair enough. Their families may appreciate that. Oh! They have given me an MC as a lieutenant. Give a dog a good name, if you ask me, Robert!”

“Building up the collection of letters after the name, old chap!”

“I don’t think you can put the Military Cross after the name, Robert. There has to be an Order in Council to allow that and I don’t see reference to it.”

“That will come, Alfred. It merely takes a few months for these things to percolate through the system. It will be VC, MC, BSc Hons before too long. PhD to follow, I do not doubt. KB soon after that, old chap. Need a big envelope to write your address on!”

“Sir Alfred, Knight Bachelor? That will be many years in the coming, if ever, Robert. I do not really expect it.”

“It will come, Alfred. Don’t need a crystal ball to prophesy that!”

“Now that I am not to go back to France, there is actually a chance of that being so. I wonder if it makes sense to take a wife in wartime, Robert?”

“Very much so, old chap. Particularly when you are thinking of such a handsome and sensible young female. A damned good match and everything in its favour!”

“I shall send a letter to the Old Man, I think…”

General Griffin found time to read the mail from England. He actually had a little of spare time now that winter had set in hard in Flanders. There was no movement in the Salient, both sides having chosen to crouch low in their trenches, wrapped up in blankets and huddled over their fires, swearing at the snow as it fell equally upon them.

A lengthy letter from Alfred and a sigh of relief from the older man. He turned to his senior staff officer.

“My son, Alfred, the VC. Won’t be coming back to us. Medical Board has ruled him unfit for active service. Not healing as he should from his collection of wounds. Going to work with the aircraft factories and continue his Mathematics at Oxford.”

“He has done his share, and more, sir. I do not doubt he will pull his weight back at Home.”

“Knowing him, he will. Thinking of getting married as well. Very sensible choice of a bride. Belgian girl, General Delacroix’ granddaughter. Good family, for foreigners, and I believe not a small amount of money. I would not expect the chateau and lands to be worth very much, these days, but the Germans will have a big bill for reparations when the war is over.”

“So they should, sir. They hit the French with massive payments after the War of 1870, only right the same should be done to them this time round.”

General Griffin had not known that, but it made it entirely fair to dish out the same medicine to the Hun.

“I shall send the message to my two boys in the Hampshires. They may well envy Alfred.”

Henry Redwood would not have envied Alfred in the least. He was most comfortably set up in Geneva, enjoying a fat income and a leisurely way of life. He was actually saving money! Never before in his life had he managed to spend less than the totality of his income but there it was, nearly a thousand pounds excess in his account at the bank. He did not know what to do with it. Despite being a banker’s son he had never learned anything about money other than how to spend it.

No matter. He could deal with that on another day.

He had been taken off on ‘business’ twice since his first excursion and had performed his duty with no worries at all. He had read the headlines in his copy of the Telegraph, delivered regularly to Switzerland only three days out of date, had seen the accounts of good old Alfred Griffin’s doings in France. He must have killed a hundred and there were no moral qualms there.

His superior arrived, early in the morning as was his habit. Henry did not enjoy doing business at eleven o’clock but the man seemed to be one of these ‘early to rise’ sorts.

“Confirmation of you last little job, Mr Redwood. Well done! Neat and tidy and suggestions that he was killed by the Germans themselves. The local press in Liechtenstein – their one paper, that is – have said that the fellow was thought to have been a secret agent working for the British and he was shot by a nine millimetre bullet!”

“Ha! Definitely foreign, sir. The English use the forty-five or thirty-eight, never these millimetre things!”

They had a quiet laugh together.

“Your bank account reflects our pleasure, Mr Redwood. The Swiss police have opened a file on you, however. My fault, not yours! I am known to be an associate of yours and I have been identified as an employee of one of the British agencies. Consequently, old chap, we are moving you. Across the border this afternoon and through France. Onto a train from Barcelona and to Cadiz by way of Madrid. Take ship there and you will be in New York ten days later – a slow passage but the Spanish have no big, fast liners. An amount of trade for you in the States, of course and you may have occasion to travel into Mexico as well.”

Henry was mildly annoyed – he liked the life in Geneva. He did not fancy an existence in a Swiss prison cell and accepted he must go.

“Very well, sir. You know you have but to give me an order. One thing, is New York right for me? My brother Mr George Redwood is a representative of Redwoods Bank, on Wall Street. It is a big city but it is not impossible we might bump into each other.”

It was not impossible, they agreed.

“Might be wiser to place you elsewhere, Mr Redwood. You are quite right. A big city but the circles of Society are not so very great. Elsewhere may well make sense. We shall see… Got to get you out of Switzerland, but there might well be an alternative to New York. The car will be here for two o’clock.”


Chapter Eleven

“Cold, miserable, bloody freezing! I have ice in my eyelashes!”

Captain Peter Redwood was not a happy young officer. He carried little spare flesh and felt the cold more than most. The tip of his nose was red and his ears had lost all feeling.

“Damned good thing they sent the woollies out from England, John. I don’t know I would have survived without them.”

His brother was equally cold, less inclined to mention the fact.

“We have a delivery of goatskins, Peter. Made up into waistcoats, sleeveless jackets in effect. The man say they are warm and windproof but they are already smelly.”

“What do they smell of?”

“Goat.”

“Ah. Logical in its way… Too cold to scrub them. Never get them dry. Pity. Must keep the men warm. What do they look like?”

“Goats.”

“Also logical, John. Do I gather you are inclined to disapprove?”

Major John Griffin occasionally remembered he was a regular soldier.

“I should, certainly, Peter. I cannot order them away. The cold was breaking the men, their greatcoats inadequate for these conditions. We have braziers coming, we are told, and coal to burn in them. Not sure that is wise.”

“Black smoke?”

“In part. The biggest concern is that the men will set them up in their dugouts, to dry them out as well as keep them warm. You know they have stopped up all the draughts, blocked off the entries with double hanging blankets. Put in a coal fire, or even worse coke, burning overnight and the fumes will kill them. Even if they build in a chimney, the risks will be massive.”

“They must be kept warm, John.”

“Accepted. We must police the dugouts, every night. We cannot lose men to smoke.”

They agreed, gloomily, knowing they would have to rise at least twice every night to walk the length of the trench and inspect every dugout personally. There was no certainty the sergeants and corporals would understand the need.

“No casualties to shellfire this week, John. Just one shot by a sniper.”

“But he was Winslade. I thought that boy might be going to survive and become a useful officer.”

They shrugged. Winslade had shown himself habitually at the same spot on the parapet. Only for ten seconds at a time but the sniper had taken his aim and squeezed the trigger the moment his head had appeared.

“Only a second lieutenant. Plenty more where they come from.”

There did seem to be an inexhaustible flow of green, not very bright, sheltered public schoolboys, all determined to win the war personally. They had noticed that the schools were becoming increasingly obscure, could more accurately be called ‘private’ schools in fact. All seemed to produce slightly inane, fairly athletic, very sheltered youths with exaggerated King’s English accents. They appeared, gave their names, fell to snipers or stood under an exploding shell, and were carried away without making any impact on the battalion. A few of them survived and mostly became competent officers. One or two were good.

“Do you think they should be trained first, John?”

“No. Can’t. They don’t need to be given military skills. They need an injection of common sense and, preferably, a degree of intelligence. Most of them die as a result of applied stupidity. We tell them not to expose themselves to the Boche. They smile and salute and agree and then stand up on the parapet to have a look around them. ‘Can’t win the war singlehanded if one don’t take a look at the foe, Captain!’ Born stupid and practised hard, Peter!”

“That is true, one must admit, John. Time we promoted our own men from the ranks.”

John was inclined to agree. They were flogging a dead horse and needed to learn lessons themselves. There were able men in the other ranks and they should be brought on in the service. The Navy did it. Such being the case, why not the Army?

Major Leggett agreed. Colonel Caine thought it was a possibility, though not entirely desirable.

Brigadier-General Rossiter did not like the idea at all, though he might possibly be persuaded if there was no alternative.

Major General Griffin was certain there were still properly-bred boys in England to come out.

They did not hear the opinion of Corps and Army.

“Perhaps we would be less short of working officers if we were to winnow through the staff at each level, sir.”

“No, Peter! Last thing we want to do. They are on the staff because they are unfit for any other purpose. As well ask for officers from the cavalry!”

There was a plethora of cavalry officers, it seemed, the regiments all at full in their messes. None of them were even in distant sight of the trenchlines.

“Must keep the cavalry at full, Peter. They will win the war when they are finally unleashed. It is our fault for not allowing them the opportunity to make their great charge. If we would just get out of the way, clearing the trenches opposite us, then the horse boys could get on with their proper job of winning the war.”

“Of course. All is entirely the fault of everybody else. Well known fact. Pass the port, Carruthers!”

“Fifty thousand of them, sat on their great fat arses and doing nothing of value to man or beast. This is a badly run war, Peter!”

“Worse than the Boer War, it would seem, and that was a bloody shambles. Artillery fire!”

They ducked into the side of the trench, waited out a ten minute hate.

“Big shells, John?”

“Substantial. Eight inch or bigger, I would have thought. None landed actually in the lines, I think.”

They peered cautiously around, listened for yells of ‘stretcher-bearer’, slowly relaxed.

“Registration of a new battery, perhaps?”

“Probably. If so, that is a battery of eight inch to add to at least a dozen of something like a six inch and a score of field guns, twelve pounders likely. All in the half a mile or so opposite us. How many hundreds of guns have they in the Salient?”

“More than twice as many as we do, John. Almost harmless while we stay low in the trenches. I would not wish to attempt an assault on their lines, not in daylight hours.”

“No. Any attack must take place at night when the guns can’t zero in on us. Have we lost wire to the shelling?”

“A couple of posts gone. Nothing major.”

Peter bobbed his head over the parapet, took a swift glance then scurried thirty yards along the trench and had another quick peep.

“Almost nothing lost, John. The wire is uncut, just sagging in a couple of places. We can put it back later in the week. Won’t take an hour. Not tonight. They will have spotted the damage and will have Spandaus trained on the two spots, ready to fire at the first sound.”

“No bodies spare tonight. Digging parties out in the second line and in the communications trench. We are not making the progress HQ wants on building the second line.”

It seemed peculiar that there should be such concern about the rear of what was supposed to be a temporary fortification.

“There is to be a Big Push, in early spring, Peter. The attacking troops will be marshalled in the second line and will need protection from shellfire as they organise themselves.”

“That don’t make sense, John. You could not put more than two battalions into the trench behind us. With us, that makes a single brigade attacking along the battalion’s front. They need far more than that to be successful. We estimate the Boche have twice as many men in their lines as we do. Say they have two battalions directly in front of us, that means we must attack six battalions strong to be able to make a breakthrough and send men marching forward to exploit the breach.”

“That would be about the numbers they teach at Sandhurst, certainly, Peter. We cannot hide an attacking force in the second line. We must march several divisions up immediately after sunset and make an attack in massive strength in the middle of the night. That is not the current plan.”

“What is the plan? Do you know?”

“I should not know, certainly, brother. Colonel Caine has been informed and spent some time blowing his top in the company of myself and Leggett. In complete secrecy, Peter, a night attack has been officially decreed to be impossible of success. Experience of the Boer War tells us that it is very difficult to maintain a proper direction at night. More importantly, officers cannot see all of their men at all times. The men cannot be trusted, being of the lower classes. They must be watched at all times and be under their officers’ immediate supervision, or they will run away. Only the properly-bred understand duty, honour and bravery, you see.”

“What utter tosh, John!”

“Sir John French and his coterie firmly believe it to be so. The rank and file must be watched at all times for being fundamentally untrustworthy. All attacks must be made in daylight so that discipline may be maintained. The infantry battalions must march forward in their lines, led by junior officers to their front and with captains and above behind, in place to see what is happening and to shoot those who attempt to run. Only thus can the masses be controlled. While we had a small professional army, it was possible to give the men a degree of independence and initiative. Now that we have the masses to deal with, only the sternest discipline will be successful.”

“But that is obvious nonsense! These men are volunteers who have chosen to serve their country.”

“Caught up in the excitement of the moment, dear boy! Now they have had experience of war, have discovered the actuality, they will all wish to run away, not having centuries of breeding to stiffen their backbones.”

“That is so much nonsense, John! If they spent a few days in the trenches with these men they would discover just how reliable they are.”

“They do not need to discover anything, Peter. They already know everything they need. They are aware of the facts and need merely to apply the fruits of their wisdom. The Big Push will be made by men advancing shoulder to shoulder in straight lines, under the plain sight of their officers. This will have the overwhelming advantage that the Hun will see them coming and be terrified. It is a well-known fact that the Germans are a nation of cowards and will take the excuse to mutiny, shoot their officers and run. The initial bombardment will have frightened them; the sight of our men advancing, bayonets fixed, will break them.”

“Crass stupidity!”

John managed to laugh.

“Have you met Sir John French? I have, a couple of months before we came out. Did not speak to him, of course, he was not about to speak to infantry lieutenants! I was in company with the Old Man, greeting each other in passing when on exercise on Salisbury Plain, when French buttonholed him. Something about our ammunition wagons cutting up the turf where the cavalry expected to pass during the following afternoon. The man could hardly produce two consecutive coherent sentences! He ended up leaving the discussion to his staff, who were as stupid as him but some of whom could at least be understood. That is the quality of our commander-in-chief!”

“When the senior man is a half-wit, one cannot expect sensible commands to follow. How did he become a general, John?”

“He is a friend of the King. I don’t know how and where they met but French is regularly invited to Sandringham and Balmoral. The Army was seen as unimportant in late Victorian and Edwardian times. All they had to do was hold India and shoot down the tribesmen in Africa, which they generally managed. It did not matter who became a general and the politicians tended to ignore them. If a general was a halfwit, so what? He could do no great harm and nobody cared. If the King had a good friend and would be pleased if he was promoted – what did it matter? The King is a harmless sort of chap and does as he is told in anything important. Let him dress up in fancy uniforms and be surrounded by a clique of military idiots – it all makes good pictures for the illustrated newspapers and amuses the ordinary run of the people.”

Peter showed comprehension. In time of peace, nobody cared about the Army. Now, it was wartime, and the Army was incapable of meeting the demands placed upon it because it still had the peacetime leadership.

“It will all change after the first Big Push, won’t it, John?”

“Why should it? The attack will fail – for reasons beyond French’s control. It won’t be his fault. He is the King’s friend. Blame French and by implication you are questioning the King’s judgement. Can’t do that, old chap. It’s not as if the King is important in government, but we can’t blame him for things.”

“That means that French will do the same again. He is too stupid to accommodate anything new. He will probably decide the preliminary bombardment was too light, not that the whole concept of his attack was incorrect.”

“Exactly, Peter! When faced with a brick wall, the sole logical means of attack is to batter one’s head against it. If one does not succeed initially, then batter it harder next time!”

“Ah! The problem is that one’s head is too soft. The thought that you might undermine the wall, jump over it or go around it does not occur.”

“Just so. The wall is not to be defeated by thought. As French is fundamentally incapable of thought, that is a satisfactory conclusion as far as he is concerned.”

“Could not his staff officers…”

“No. A general has the power to select his own staff. They may be his close relatives – sons or brothers are quite normal still. Whoever they may be, they will not be of a sort that embarrasses him. You may be absolutely certain that French will not surround himself with men of greater intellectual powers than his. He is fundamentally dull. The bulk of his staff will be actively stupid, so that he may take satisfaction in being cleverer than them.”

“Christ, John! That is appalling! Surely, the politicos must recognise this and do something about it!”

“No. Why would they? These are people who use the word ‘clever’ as an insult. Think back to your schooldays, Peter. I presume you were never bullied, for being an active sort of fellow as well as keenly intelligent, but what happened to the overly bookish boys in your class?”

“The rugby players pushed them around, were always on their backs. You are right, of course – they were ‘swots’, people who used their brains rather than their muscles. It is the rugby players who become the politicians in most cases. The actively intellectual, such as Asquith, rarely rise to the top. Admittedly, he is an awful Prime Minister, John!”

“He makes a balance to Lloyd George. Without the Welsh demon, Asquith could not survive because he cannot make things happen. Lloyd George can do things; Asquith can only think about them and is if anything opposed to the very concept of ‘action’. But, yes, Asquith is hopeless under wartime conditions.”

It seemed to Peter that his brother was saying that the stupid leader was a disaster in time of war, while the intellectual sort was a hopeless ditherer.

“What sort of leader do we require, in your opinion, John?”

“God alone knows, Peter. I don’t. All I can say about leadership is that we have none that is worthwhile on either side in this bloody war!”

“Heard from Colonel Caine that Alfred will not be returning, Peter. Got the message from Brigade this morning. His wounds a little worse than first thought and not healing properly. Sounds as if some the bayonet cuts went down deep into the muscle and have left a weakness. Bad luck, in some ways. He is to go into the design and building of aeroplanes, using his mathematics.”

“Good! The best of us will survive this war, John.”

“Can’t argue that, brother. I might have preferred to see him back again purely from the military point of view. With him there, the Kents would be a stronger battalion. From any personal and family angle, I am glad he will remain in England. I just hope he does not decide that he needs to fly the bloody aeroplanes in order to test out his designs!”

Both considered that highly likely. It would be typical of Alfred.

“A good way of getting dead quickly, flying aeroplanes.”

They saw aircraft on most days, generally single machines pottering overhead at sixty or seventy miles an hour, going out to look at the German lines or coming across to peer at their own trenches. The snipers would generally take a pot at the German machines but had not repeated the success the Kents had had. The sole crash they had seen had been a German plane experiencing engine failure immediately behind them and dropping rapidly to the ground. The Kents had taken the pilot captive. They had all found time to go back and look at the wreckage, amazed at just how small the machine had been.

“I have been thinking of putting my name in for flying, John. I don’t know that I can handle this life in the trenches. Day and night, freezing cold and covered in mud, sitting here and waiting for something to happen. It’s an insane existence.”

“You’re mad! They fly those string and sealing wax crates every day, out over the lines, just waiting to be shot at. Pottering along no faster than a car can manage and going out looking for trouble. I don’t know how long they reckon to live, Peter, but I will bet they won’t sell you life assurance!”

“Going back to a warm mess and a bed with a mattress and blankets, John! A dinner that might not be lukewarm mutton stew, every day. It would be worth the risk!”

They glanced at their watches and decided it was time to patrol their length of trench, to inspect the dugouts and check the health of the men. Too many of the private soldiers would not go back to the MO, would not report sick even when obviously ill for fear of being called malingerers.

A slow hour, talking to the sergeants and corporals and exchanging a quick joke with the bulk of the men, taking note of those who would say nothing, feeling unwell or depressed and needing to be watched. They had had one suicide in the month, a man who had tucked his rifle under his chin and used a bare toe to depress the trigger. The officers had blamed themselves for not spotting his mental state.

Sergeant Chitty had said the man’s mother had suddenly died, had sent a cheery letter one week, followed by a notification of death the next.

“Hit him hard, it did, sir. Didn’t expect him to top himself, even so.”

None of them had expected such an event, which was why they were trying to watch the men more carefully.

“What are the signs that a man is considering suicide, John?”

Peter thought that a regular soldier might have some knowledge of such things.

“He’s stuck in a cold, muddy ditch in a foreign country with lousy food and no way of going home. I would think most men would be considering suicide at some point.”

“So, you don’t know either.”

“Not the foggiest, Peter. I have no idea at all how to tell if a man is thinking of ending it all. Talk to them, that’s all I can suggest. If they won’t talk, maybe they have nothing to say. Maybe they are down in the dumps and thinking about ending it all. Maybe they think you’re a bloody fool who don’t know what he’s talking about and are too polite to say so.”

Peter suspected they were right. He lacked the experience and knowledge to talk equally to the bulk of the men. He informed his brother he needed to drop back to the rear area for an hour, was given instant permission to do so – he would not have asked without good reason. He made his way to Colonel Caine’s dugout, larger than most and wood lined, an office as well as a bunk space.

“Beg pardon, sir, but I am thinking about applying to the RFC. Would you accept such an application?”

“Unwillingly, but yes, Griffin. You are an active, bright young officer, with a great deal of potential. I am not convinced that you are best off standing in a trench. Whether you would be well suited by the existence of a pilot in the RFC is dubious – but I really know very little of them. You would have to drop to your substantive rank of lieutenant. You could not go in as a captain.”

“I have made the promotion once, sir, I expect I can do it a second time. I would add that I am not at all certain I have the experience and knowledge required of a captain, have felt something of a fraud in the rank.”

“You have all the skills I demand of my captains, Griffin. If you think you could serve your country better in the RFC, I will not hold you back. Write your request and I will forward it. The adjutant has pen and paper and will assist as necessary.”

Colonel Caine sent Peter off to produce the proper document, much inclined to support his exit from the battalion. The boy was too clever for his own good as an infantry officer. He would certainly cause offence to a senior officer, sooner or later. The Army was no place for a quick-thinking youngster with a witty tongue. For his own good, young Griffin should be somewhere else.

A week later a movement order arrived. Acting-Captain Griffin P. to report to RFC Larkhill in his substantive rank.

The order was accompanied by travel warrants.

“I am to go, John.”

“Then do not delay, my brother. Wave to us when you pass overhead. I have talked about your transfer and accept the Colonel’s argument. You are too quick-witted and careless with your tongue to stay with us. When the Big Push comes you might well explain to a staff officer just why the plan of attack was moronically stupid. I do not want to see you as a private soldier, Peter!”

“Do you think I might be broken, John?”

“A damned sight too easily, Peter. You were lucky that your Hussars were wiped out to the last man before they could see you put before a court. You were right, but you should not be in the habit of thinking for yourself in this man’s Army!”

“Hopefully, the RFC will be different.”

“With luck. Off you go! Best wishes. Fly high in the sky, my brother!”

Peter took a lift on a waggon going back to Ypres, made his way to the railway there, discovering a plethora of Military Police double-checking every passenger thinking to go down the line to the Channel and the boat home.

He presented his identity papers, movement order and travel warrants.

“To proceed to Larkhill, Sergeant. RFC training camp. Substantive rank of lieutenant for joining the RFC.”

“All correct, sir. When do you cease to be a captain, sir?”

“My colonel said I am a captain in the Hampshires until I join the RFC, Sergeant, and I am to keep the three pips until I reach the gatehouse at Larkhill.”

“That is my understanding of the regulations, sir. Pass through, sir. My private will lead you to the next train to depart.”

The sergeant was much of the opinion that any man going off to join the flyboys should be given an easy passage. Poor fellow was likely to be short-lived.

The railways depot did not resemble a station in any way. There was a cluster of lines coming to an end beside a dozen of platforms and loading bays, with hopeful passengers standing at each.

“Number Four, sir, is about to pull out. Six hospital cars, sir, and one for officer passengers.”

Peter sat down in the almost empty carriage and the train rolled out within the minute. He noticed men running to try to get aboard, none of them succeeding. He wondered why he had been given such preferential treatment.

The redcap asked the question of his sergeant.

“Griffin, Smith Two! What is son to the General and brother to the mad bugger what picked up the VC a few weeks back. And he’s got the ribbon of that new MC on his chest. He’s as bloody mad as his brother, I don’t doubt. No harm to looking after that sort, Smith Two. As well as that, he’s off to join the Flying Corps, poor bugger!”

The train made a rapid passage to Boulogne, no doubt because of the wounded that made up the bulk of its passengers. Stepping out at the much enlarged docks station, Peter went straight to the police at the barrier, papers in hand. He repeated his destination and identity to an old corporal.

His papers were checked and his name noted in a log of the day’s passengers.

“Ferry loading at Gate Four, sir. What have you by way of baggage, sir?”

“None, Corporal. Lost the lot in the big retreat. Given away my winter woollies. The uniform I am standing in is all I possess. I came out in August with a single trunk so I haven’t lost a great deal.”

“What do you intend to do for uniforms, sir?”

“Straight to Gieves and order more, Corporal. I am due to report at Larkhill on Monday morning and today is Wednesday… I think it is, anyway. Lose track of the days in the Salient. That gives enough time to pick up the basics.”

“Very good, sir. If you double, you will be able to get aboard the next boat out. There are four loading at Gate Four. The sergeant there will put you on the right one.”

Peter obeyed orders, reporting to another sergeant. There was only a thin trickle of men passing through the barriers. He had expected more.

The sergeant glanced at his papers, waved him through.

“First gangway on the left, sir. Officers’ accommodation on the next boat out. They have loaded the wounded aboard, so you won’t be in the way.”

The redcaps were respectful to an officer but Peter realised they knew they were in command. If they decided his papers were not correct, they had the power to arrest him on the spot.

“Thank you.”

The sergeant nodded, aware of Peter’s thoughts.

He climbed the gangway, stepped onto the ship’s deck, looked about him to see where to go.

“Field and general officers to the stern accommodation. All other officers amidships. Other ranks on deck at the forecastle.”

He moved to the appointed place, found himself in a large saloon with a very few officers sat at tables, the cabin three parts empty. A steward nodded him to a vacant chair.

“Ham sandwich and a pale ale, sir? Anything else, you pay for.”

“I have no money on me. Ham sandwich it is.”

“Salient, sir?”

“Yes.”

“Always come out from there with no baggage and empty pockets, sir.”

The ‘ham sandwich’ was four - thick cut bread and full of fresh meat, well buttered.

“Generally hungry, sir, most of the officers out of the Salient.”

A second glass of India Pale Ale appeared, gratis, as he finished the first.

At Dover he was directed onto the London train, no other destination served. The compartment was empty and he dozed to Victoria Station and then faced the problem of travelling across to Waterloo, penniless.

The redcaps at the barrier read his papers thoroughly, knowing they were the last hurdle any deserter must overcome. They saluted and passed him through.

“Just come out of the Salient and got no money on you, sir?”

Peter managed a smile, half expecting them to give directions for a long walk.

“By the big archway, sir. Small office what says ‘warrants’. Talk to them, sir.”

Peter had spotted the board, assumed it had meant warrant officers. He went across to the little window by the door.

“I have just come away from Ypres. The Salient. I have no money and the clothing I stand up in.”

A corporal pushed a form towards him.

“Name, rank, regiment, sir, if you please. Happens most days, sir. Block capitals, sir. Most men out of the Salient are shaking so much they can’t write joined-up.”

That was understandable. Peter was amazed that the Army made allowance for it.

“Very good, sir. Captains get ten pound, sir. Advance against arrears of pay, sir. Don’t know how that works out, myself, sir, making an advance against pay the Army owes you, but that’s what it goes down as.”

“While I have some money to take me to Gieves, I am not too worried how it works out, Corporal.”

“One five pound note. Four one-pound Treasury notes. Eight half crowns, sir, for convenience.”

“Thank you. Where is the taxi rank?”

“Round the corner to the left, sir. Might be better taking a bus, sir. Not many taxis about these days. Any one of the buses with Oxford Street up on the front, sir, if you are going to Gieves.”

Peter had never taken a bus before. It was an adventure. Amazingly, the bus conductor who took his money was a woman. It was hardly believable.

“Just back from France, sir? Things have changed a bit these last months. Sit down next to the platform, sir. I’ll tell you when to get off.”

She pointed out Gieves as well, suspecting he had never walked there before.

It was a relief to enter the old precincts of gentility, to escape from the new world of hustle and bustle.

“Peter Griffin, sir. Currently acting-captain in the Hampshires, to become RFC from Monday next as substantive lieutenant.”

“Very good, sir. RFC uniform or Hampshires with RFC badges? Either is convenable.”

“RFC, if you please. I have lost all of my uniforms, possess only the dress I am standing in. better make a completely new start.”

“Certainly, sir. The Griffin account, I presume?”

“If you please. I shall discuss the matter with my father when next I see him. I have no idea of how I stand financially just now. We did not see paymasters in the Salient.”

“So we have been told, sir. I think, sir, it will be wise to check your measurements. Those we took in July may no longer be wholly accurate.”

He was thinner, not an ounce of spare flesh remaining.

“The grey streaks in the hair are rather distinguished, sir. They were not present when last we saw you.”

Peter was unaware of them, peered in the nearby stand mirror.

“Good God! I am nineteen years old. That fellow in the mirror looks forty!”

“A hard few months, sir. You will observe the RFC tunic to be unlike the infantry pattern, buttoning to the side as it does.”

“Unusual. I am to report to Larkhill on Monday next. That leaves little time for fittings.”

“None at all, sir. Fortunately, the RFC does not make the same demands of a tailor as, for example, the Brigade of Guards. We shall deliver your trunks to Larkhill, sir. They will be awaiting you when you arrive. Two trunks, sir, though you will probably rarely use dress uniform, unless called to the Palace. That is the ribbon of the Military Cross, sir, which will appear properly. May I ask if you have received any other honour, sir?”

“Mention in Despatches, but that has no ribbon.”

“Some regiments wear a Mentions button on the necktie, sir. I will enquire of RFC habits.”

A brief discussion of shoes and flying boots and Peter was permitted to leave. Gieves had no difficulty in finding him a taxi to take him to Waterloo station.

Two hours saw him on the doorstep of the Place, greeted by Alfred and Robert.

“Wounded, old chap?”

“Not me! I leave that to the heroes of the family! No, I am transferred to the RFC, at my own request. Due to start training on Monday. Dropped into Gieves on my way through. John is a major, did you know? He was untouched when I left him this morning. The colonel thought I should be sent away from the presence of staff officers, for lacking the patience to deal with imbeciles.”

They laughed, accepting it was a problem any man might be faced with in the Army.


Chapter Twelve

Four days at home was hardly long enough to unwind. Peter found himself unable to sleep for as much as two hours unbroken, jerking awake, jumping out of bed, grabbing for his boots before relaxing as he recognised his own old room. Then it would be to sit down, relax, calm his thumping heart, persuade himself back to bed, drop off for another uneasy hour or two before repeating.

He was downstairs before dawn, sitting with a book, accepting a cup of tea, an early breakfast, watching the sun rise through the clouds of a wet winter.

Alfred joined him an hour later, Robert never moving before full light.

“Not sleeping, Peter?”

“Need to break the habit of the line, Alfred.”

“Took me a month to sleep more than two hours unbroken.”

They breakfasted, quietly content that each knew exactly what the other had been through.

“It don’t matter too much what comes next, Alfred. After the fighting in the Salient, the rest of my life is anticlimax.”

“Everything after the age of eighteen is a lesser experience… A pity, but I suspect you are right, brother. We shall never know the like of that again. Nearly four months on the march, fighting most days, then weeks in the trench line, never less than active. Unique, I suspect, Peter. There will be those of us who were there and all those who will never know anything quite the same. Can we ever go back to a war of movement?”

“No. The defence is stronger than the attack. Even when we were pushed back, we won every battle, killing more of them than we lost. Until a new form of war is invented, we cannot win, and neither can they. All that can sensibly be done is to dig deeper and cut our losses.”

Alfred agreed.

“It is obvious to any man with two brain cells to rub together that we are at stalemate. We cannot win in France. Neither can we lose. This war must be won elsewhere, or, much more sensibly, be brought to an early negotiated peace. The sole sensible course for the Army is to stand still in France and devote its energies to other fronts. I do not know if this business in Turkey will do the job. It seems an unlikely place to commit troops. A mountainous peninsula with multiple lines of defence, difficult to get supplies in or casualties out. Not my choice of a fighting ground.”

“Only wogs, Alfred! Get the cavalry in. One good charge and the business will be done and dusted!”

They laughed. Both feared that was exactly how the generals and politicians had thought.

“Anything planned for today, Peter? My last week of idleness. I start with de Havilland next Tuesday and will settle back into rooms in the College from Wednesday. Four days a week of the old academic grind and one day of strictly practical application of mathematics to manufacture. It promises to be fascinating.”

“In uniform or out, Alfred?”

“In, for the meanwhile. My precise status is to be discussed at some length. It might be convenient to make me an Engineer, so that I can be kept informed of all that is happening in military circles. As a civilian, I must be kept ignorant of secret inventions.”

“From the little I have heard, it might be more comfortable to have a uniform to wear. I hear strange tales of white feathers and such for men in civilian clothing.”

“Heard that myself, Peter. Don’t know if it is actually true or not. It sounds outrageous and highly unlikely, which is good reason to suppose it is correct.”

Peter managed a laugh. The whole world was outrageous, it seemed.

“Should we pay a call on the Redwoods, do you think?”

“Rather not, old chap, unless you particularly wish to.”

“No, not if you don’t want to. What are they doing just now? I vaguely heard that old George had gone to the States but Gus had ended up in France in his place. Good looking girl but I always felt she was more of the man than George could manage. What about Henry? Has he found a backbone?”

“Damned good question, Peter. I am told that Henry has joined one of the cloak and dagger outfits, is overseas performing dark acts in back alleys.”

“I expect he will be good at that, Alfred. Sort of thing that suits him!”

“Yes… Not the most salubrious of characters, young Henry. Some thoroughly unsavoury tendencies, in my opinion. All one hears of spies and such types suggests he is ideally suited for that existence.”

“Essentially idle and expecting to live a life of leisure, never needing to work or to meet responsibilities to his family. He was set up in rooms, was he not, Alfred?”

“He was. A sufficient income and his father available to tidy up debts if any resulted from unavoidable causes. I believe he was already a member of a pair of Soho nightclubs that partake of the nature of the brothel rather than a place of legitimate entertainment. Not the most expensive whorehouses, at that!”

“Unhealthy!”

“Very much so, Peter. A nasty piece of work, Henry Redwood. His father informs me that he is overseas and busy in his employment, but I cannot imagine what he could do that would make him useful to any subterranean department.”

“No more can I, Alfred. What of the girls?”

“Augusta is driving an ambulance with the Belgians. Our people would not accept FANY’s services but the Belgians were glad to take them on and report most positively on their performance. She will not return until the war ends. Victoria is on her way to becoming a tart. If she is not warming an officer’s bed yet it is for lack of opportunity, no other reason. She made a hardly disguised offer to me, a reward for the VC, I believe. Not the most pleasant of females. Henrietta is simply drippy! Not an ounce of go in the girl. I believe she may have a vague intention of consoling Robert in his wounded state. I much hope he will not take her on – he would benefit from an active, go-ahead girl, not from a soppily sentimental weakling!”

“Well put, Alfred! George, of course, has managed to put the Atlantic between himself and the war. A true banker, that man!”

“His father does not think so. He intends to sell up and let George inherit a substantial trust fund and his title. The bank will not fall to George’s inadequate hands.”

“Title?”

“Had you not heard? He has a baronetcy, and apparently for free, awarded for his services to the Treasury. He will be made baron in another couple of years, or so I would expect. Sir George to become Lord Redwood.”

“George to marry into blue blood, one presumes.”

“No. He has already pledged himself to the daughter of an American millionaire.”

“Very wise. He will come out of this war rich and privileged, and untouched by the bloodshed.”

“We shall, if we survive, also be rich, Peter. Father has told me that his financial people have put our money into any number of ‘good things’, have turned our hundreds of thousands into millions already and expect to do better yet. We will not be untouched, however.”

“No more we shall, Alfred. Henry dead, poor lad. Robert never to walk comfortably again. Yourself carrying wounds that will remind you of Flanders as you get older and the arthritis sets in.”

Alfred waited for Peter to complete the survey of the family.

“Yourself, Peter?”

“If I live, Alfred, then I will be a different man to the one I am now. The chances are no more than fifty per cent, I should imagine. String and canvas flying machines are not conducive to healthy, long lives. The Salient was certain to kill me, however. John may well survive – he is a stronger character than me and better able to discipline himself. He is capable of keeping his head down. I am not. Inevitably one day I would want to see what was happening at just the wrong moment. He will maintain self-control. He would make a damned good general, you know. I shan’t!”

“He is most like the Old Man of all of us. A good thing for the eldest to be so!”

“So it is, Alfred. What are we to do? The Redwoods are out. Who is in?”

They visited the Delacroix family, Peter rapidly realising that Mademoiselle was the sole interest of his big brother. He responded by drawing the General to talk about his experiences in the Congo and in his turn giving a description of the fighting in the Salient.

“Obviously, sir, my brother has more of a tale to tell than ever I have.”

The old man shrugged. That was inevitable. Also inevitable was that such a man would not wish to speak at length of his experiences.

“One thing you might perhaps enlighten me upon, Captain Peter. Your Place is a large house but seems to have no more than small gardens surrounding it…”

“My great-grandfather returned from the Indian Mutiny a rich man, sir. He built the Place. It was clear to him that farming was not, and could never be, profitable in England. So, he chose not to purchase land. There is no estate and our wealth has benefitted greatly from that wise decision.”

“The Griffin family is parvenu, you would say, Captain Peter?”

“Not as such, sir. A long line of soldiers going back into the Eighteenth Century, but never more than small squires. The family has risen since the Mutiny. My father is a major general and will probably make lieutenant general this year or next. That will certainly bring a knighthood, may produce a baronetcy. No prospects of a peerage, of course.”

“The same for the Delacroix family. Descended from younger sons but with a substantial holding of land in Belgium. We have holdings in the Congo that may one day make a fortune. Perhaps! My granddaughter will come with an amount of money in hand now, more to come when she is of age and an amount more again when I pass on. The value of Belgian land is debatable – the Boche will have destroyed so much!”

“My brother will undoubtedly make his way to a knighthood, sir. I believe my father will ensure he is comfortably situated. He is not the eldest but my father will be able to ensure he has an ample income.”

“Excellent. Remains only for the pair to decide what must happen next.”

“She is a handsome and clever girl, sir. She would make an excellent wife for a man of Alfred’s ability. He, I think, has much to offer her.”

“A fine pair, in fact, Captain Peter!”

“I will be delighted to dance at their wedding, sir. I shall, obviously, hope to meet her match one day. Not for a few years. I am but nineteen.”

The old gentleman showed surprised.

“You are the Major’s younger brother, Captain Peter? I had thought you to be his elder. What sort of war have you been fighting, sir?”

Peter stepped out of the Rolls at the gate to Larkhill camp, glancing at his watch.

“Nine o’ clock precisely. Thank you.”

He had forgotten the chauffeur’s name, tried to make up for his lapse with a smile and a pound note. He had visited the family bank in Woking and had ensured he had cash and to spare on him.

“Good morning, sergeant. Lieutenant Griffin, late of the Hampshires, reporting to training.”

The gate sergeant ticked off the name on his list.

“Good morning, sir. If you would just show me your papers, please.”

Peter had them in his hand, could not have imagined being allowed inside without a check of his identity.

“Very good, sir. Private Tompkins will show you the way to the correct hut, sir. The buildings are not easy to navigate.”

An old private soldier, his sleeve showing the markings of previous stripes, led Peter along a slight slope to a collection of huts of various ages, turned into the largest.

“Adjutant’s office, sir.”

A battered captain, in his thirties, well scarred and with a bent nose, stood clumsily to make his greeting and accept a salute.

“Griffin, sir. I have my joining instructions.”

“Don’t need them except for your name, Griffin. Military Cross and Mentions button. You will stand out on this course, Griffin. Mostly schoolboys, the rest of them. Salient?”

“Went out in August, sir. Marched into Belgium and came close to being thrown out again. Ended up outside Ypres itself.”

“I crashed there, three months ago. Why did you choose to join us, Mr Griffin?”

“Two main reasons, sir, that I can identify. Might be a lot in the back of my mind that are not entirely clear to me. But the smell is a major factor. I fancy fighting in clean air. Also, sir, I do not fit in too well to the Army. Trying to keep my mouth shut in the company of bloody fools is something I have always had difficulty with. Sooner or later, sir, I was going to run into a staff colonel or a general and say something honest. I don’t want to spend the rest of the war as a private.”

“They normally call me Uncle in this unit, Griffin. Come on through and meet the Major.”

Peter realised he had just passed an entry exam. He thought it was all rather casual.

“Lieutenant Griffin, sir. Stood down from Captain in the Hampshires to join us. For good reason, it would seem, sir.”

The Major stood and exchanged salutes.

“Brambell, Major, in command at Larkhill Camp. I have the privilege of overseeing your attempts to take to the air. Welcome aboard, Mr Griffin. You will remain here until either I give you your wings as a competent pilot or I throw you out as no use to man or beast. Alternatively, you may end your enlistment with us in terminal fashion or decide the air is not for you. If you find you want out, come and tell me so. You will be sent off as a lieutenant to a battalion somewhere overseas, not back to the Hampshires. There will be a note against your service record as unsuitable for flying duties on medical grounds. Some men find themselves with acutely painful earache, quite incurable but only affecting them when pressure changes as they rise in the air. You will not be stigmatised if you discover flying is not for you.”

“Thank you, sir. I very much hope my ears will remain suitable for service.”

“As do I. You will be flying from tomorrow. Have you uniforms with you? I know some men coming in from France have nothing to hand.”

“Gieves promised to deliver a pair of trunks, sir. I came out of the Salient with the clothes I was standing in. I instructed them to put in all that I would need for the Flying School, sir.”

The Adjutant informed them he had had a pair of trunks cluttering up his office. He had already sent them off to Griffin’s billet on the assumption that he would show up.

“Good. Working dress today. Mess dress for dinner, not for luncheon. Meet your batman and go to your course’s mess, Mr Griffin.”

The Adjutant led him out and placed his name on the payroll.

“I have all of your details to hand, of course. Mess fees amount to the whole of your pay as a lieutenant. Because this is the RFC, you have flying pay in addition, which is substantial and will allow you to live without need for a private income. I see you have been Mentioned three times, Mr Griffin, as well as having a Military Cross. This may appal the younger boys, of course. Do be kind to them!”

“They will not be a great deal younger than me, sir.”

The Adjutant had not looked at date of birth, did so and apologised.

“Sorry, old chap, I had thought you were my age. Most distinguished, the hair.”

“I had not been aware of it, Uncle. Gieves made much the same comment. Not to worry. What are the rules for servants, by the way?”

“As an experienced officer, you get a single room and your own batman. Give him five bob today and look after him as normal.”

“Good. We had trouble keeping servants in the Salient, you know.”

The Adjutant laughed, sent Peter off with a private to show him the way around the randomly sited buildings.

“Sticks them up anyplace they do, sir, when they wants a new one.”

The room was small and Spartan but would suffice. The bed had a mattress, blankets and a pillow, luxury after the Salient. There was an enamel washbasin.

His servant appeared.

“Isham, sir. As what I am to be your batman, sir. My last gentleman was on the last course in, sir. He crashed in his third week, sir. My first lasted four weeks before he crashed, sir.”

“Third time lucky, Isham. Needs to be or they will start calling you Jonah. How long is the training course?”

“Can’t fly when it rains, sir, so wet weather buggers everything. Can be two weeks in summer, so they says, sir. Depends how long it takes you to go solo, sir. Most like to be five or six weeks at this time of year, sir.”

Isham palmed the pair of half crowns, almost managing a smile.

“Cup of tea for seven o’clock, sir. Breakfast at seven forty-five, generally, sir. Gets earlier in summer, so they says, sir. Bathroom at the end of the corridor. Kazi next to it. Tell me when you wants a bath, sir, and I book the hot water for that hour. Opened your trunks and hung up everything already, sir.”

“Well done! Thank you, Isham. I like my tea black, half a spoon of sugar. Is there a chance of coffee ever?”

“Not in the barracks, sir. Can get coffee in the Mess, sir. Don’t recommend it, sir.”

“Right. The Adjutant said working dress during daylight hours, mess dress for dinner only.”

“Yes, sir. Don’t have no Dining-In or Guest Nights, sir. Won’t need dress uniform, not ever at Larkhill. Don’t get no generals or such here, sir. Best thing is you go across to the Mess now, sir. Meet the other gentlemen on the course, and the instructors. Don’t drink until after dinner, sir. The bar will be open but they will be watching who uses it.”

“Again, thank you, Isham. Tea or coffee only during the working day. Worth knowing. Any other tips?”

“None you needs, sir. You been in since it started. Most of the others is schoolboys or them undergraduates, sir.”

“I was an undergrad when I joined in July, Isham.”

“Christ, sir! You don’t look it!”

“The Salient has aged me, Isham. If I had stayed much longer, it would have killed me too. Grey hair before I am twenty – unusual, what?”

“It ain’t grey as such, sir. More like grey streaks through it.”

Isham moved across to the huge wardrobe that covered the length of one wall.

“Working dress, sir. Don’t wear the button on the tie in working dress, sir. Boots, not shoes. Save your feet if you catch fire and can’t get out quick, sir. Ribbon is up on all your tunics, sir. Khaki shirt with working dress.”

Isham showed him the way to the Mess, a simple matter of three different paths past six huts, most of which seemed to be barrack rooms.

“Four courses here at any time, sir.”

He was first into the Mess from his course, introducing himself to the Mess Sergeant, knowing exactly what to do from long experience. Every mess was fundamentally the same, whether in England or India or any point in between.

“Coffee, please. Black, no sugar. Are there any reserved chairs?”

“No, Mr Griffin. Don’t have none of them, sir. Not a flying day for your course today, sir, so the bar is open.”

“Not for me at this time of day, Sergeant!”

“No, sir. Luncheon serves at twelve thirty, sir. Working dress. Seven days a week, sir, being as you need to fly on any dry day, whatever it is. What was your previous regiment, sir?”

“Hampshires from the end of August. I spent a couple of weeks with the Twelfth Hussars before falling out with their colonel. A few hours before he led them to charge the Spandaus, that was.”

“Not much chance after, sir.”

“None at all. I was lucky.”

The Mess Sergeant glanced at the Military Cross ribbon and made no comment.

“Most officers what transfers across keep their original uniform, sir, putting RFC badges up on it.”

“I came out of the Salient with the uniform I was wearing, Sergeant. I had to buy new so I made a fresh start.”

“Not at the depot, sir?”

“I have never seen the Hampshires’ depot. I was transferred across as a second lieutenant at Ypres, not much more than a schoolboy still. I grew up fast.”

“That’s another one from your course just coming in, sir. He’s still a second lieutenant.”

The Sergeant made no comment about growing up, merely going across to greet the very young gentleman.

“Hats off in the Mess, sir. Saves all that bother of saluting. I am the Mess Sergeant.”

The youth showed blank, realised he was to give his own name.

“Ah! Crosbie, Sergeant. Here for a week or two while I pick up how to pilot one of these jolly aeroplanes. Take it out to France by the end of the month, you know!”

“No doubt, sir. It is not a flying day, so the bar is open, sir.”

“Oh, good! A pint of bitter will go down well – coming up for lunchtime, is it not? Nothing like a pint to make the meal go down, I always say!”

Peter did not catch the eye of either man, quietly sipped at his coffee. He suspected Crosbie to be barely eighteen, recently released from school and probably never to have touched a pint glass in his previous existence. There was no need to comment.

The Mess filled over the morning until the course of a dozen men were all present. The other courses were out flying, leaving just the single group to meet each other.

A pair of older men had come in and gravitated to Peter’s side, one with coffee, the other taking tea. They ignored the noisy group of schoolboys who had congregated at the bar.

“Mason, old chap.”

“Huntley.”

Both wore regimental uniform with RFC badges.

“Joined in August and grew tired of life in the depot, old chap.”

“I was sent to garrison outside Dublin. Not what I joined up for. Thought the RFC might provide a bit of spice. What about you Griffin?”

“Just came back from the Salient. Joined in August and was in France four days later. Better than going back to Oxford for a final year. I don’t see myself ever doing that now. The company of schoolboys is none too appealing and undergrads are no more than that for the most part.”

“Ah… The grey hair just a fraction misleading, old chap.”

“I shall be twenty in a few months.”

“Very misleading, old chap.”

They glanced at the medal ribbon with greater comprehension.

Luncheon was called and eaten properly, the youths all knowing how to behave in company, showing as a little more than schoolboys. Their instructors joined them as they sat back afterwards, digesting their mutton chops.

“Captain Lepper. I am instructor to Griffin, Crosbie and Howard. If you would care to join me, gentlemen, we shall just sit down in a classroom.”

They followed on behind the captain, Crosbie showing a degree of excitement, either at starting training or as a result of the three pints he had consumed.

Lepper seated himself at a desk to the front, invited the trainees to take the other side, in comfortable chairs.

“We don’t have a great deal of desk work here, gentlemen, but you will be taught the basics of map reading and you need to know some Military Law as it applies to us in the RFC. It is different in some ways to that of the Army as a whole. That said – not today! This is the merest introduction. Starting with me – I have been RFC for three years, which makes me an old hand. Training here since last July and I have a promise of release to a squadron next month, so please don’t kill me first! Now, in order, left to right. Who and what are you?”

“Crosbie, sir. Couldn’t stand to be a schoolboy any longer so I joined on my eighteenth birthday. From Harrow, sir. Played for the First Fifteen, sir. Ridden all my life, of course. Jolly glad to be here, sir. Might go out to the same squadron if we are lucky, sir.”

“Howard, sir. Wanted to join my father’s regiment but they are full so the RFC seemed next best to Dragoons. Talked to the old chap when he took leave at Christmas and he didn’t quite understand what flying was but he agreed I must go out to France, sir.”

“Griffin, sir. Hampshires as acting-captain and decided I might prefer to fly over the Salient rather than wade through its mud. Went out in August when I joined from Oxford.”

“I am told, Mr Griffin, that the grey streaks do not announce old age?”

“I am still nineteen, sir.”

“And that tells us much of the reality of the Salient. Military Cross and three Mentions, I believe?”

“Yes, sir. Mostly luck, sir – being seen in the right place. There were a hundred others, more, who might have taken the same awards. Most of them are dead now, of course.”

“We have all seen the lists from Ypres, Mr Griffin. I believe your brother was also seen in the right place.”

“Alfred? Yes, sir. In his case, one could hardly not see him, I am told. Well out to the front and more than once, revolver in one hand, bayonet in the other and carving his way through the Boche. Hell of a fellow, my brother! I wish I was one half the man he is, sir!”

“Well said, Mr Griffin. So do we all, I doubt not. To business now! We shall start flying tomorrow. Two of you to watch while one performs at any given moment. Important that you do watch, too. You can see what your fellow pupil does right and where he goes wrong. Then in your turn you can copy good practice and avoid the bad. Keep your brain alert at all times. It is possible that you may be a natural pilot. That is unlikely – only a very few are. Most are like me, good at the job for learning exactly how to do it. Flying is work, gentlemen. If you don’t work at your trade, you won’t learn it and that can result in one of two things. What do you think they are, Mr Crosbie?”

“Well… I suppose one might fail the course, sir.”

“Yes, that is one possibility, the less likely one. What’s the other, Mr Griffin?”

“Crashing, I must imagine, sir. Ending up like the adjutant, if we are lucky. The only crashes I saw in the Salient ended up in petrol flames on the ground and a cooked pilot in the middle.”

“Precisely, sir! Got it in one! Fried black in the middle of an indistinguishable pile of ashes!”

Crosbie looked as if he might be about to lose the three pints he had taken.

“Can we say that flying is an unforgiving trade, sir?”

“We can, Mr Griffin. You are right to refer to it as a trade. There are specialised skills, unique to flying that must be learnt. Once you have them, they become innate, ingrained, impossible to forget. But you must learn them. You won’t just pick them up in passing. You must actively learn what to do and how to do it. There is a knack to flying that you must actively seek out. There is no place for the jolly good amateur. Professional or dead – nothing in between.”

Lepper was met by silence, hoped it was because his words were being digested.

“Mr Crosbie, do you accept what I have just said?”

The boy smiled as he shook his head.

“I don’t think you are allowing enough for the gentleman, sir. No need for us to work at picking up flying. It must come naturally to the sporting man, sir, and that’s what the true gentleman is.”

“Mr Howard?”

“Flying’s new to me, sir. Got to learn the basics before I can pick up the skills. As Crosbie says, the sporting gentleman is what you need for true success, sir, which is why we will always be better than the Huns. But there must be some things to learn.”

“Mr Griffin?”

“I don’t know how to fly, sir. If you teach me, then I shall learn how to do the job. I have served with a lot of sporting gentlemen in nearly six months in Flanders. Second lieutenants came out nearly every week, to replace the previous week’s dead. I suppose one in ten lived, sir, mainly because they learned the rules, very quickly. I don’t think this war has any place for sporting amateurs, sir. The need is for working men. Professionals only.”

Lepper smiled, having heard exactly what he had hoped for.

“That is my opinion, Mr Griffin. Come, gentlemen. Let us go out to the hangars and introduce ourselves to the aeroplanes and to the mechanics who keep them in flying condition. We as pilots demand much of our planes. The mechanics allow the planes to give all we ask for. Always be very polite to your mechanics. You need them!”

“Shorthorns, gentlemen. Slow, stable and forgiving. They will often allow you to correct a mistake. They are simple machines and easy to learn on. Occasionally, men survive from crashing one. Take a look at the machine, gentlemen.”

A biplane, essentially open to the elements, a great mass of wires crossing each other and apparently holding the bits together. A pusher engine with a tall propellor. Two seats, one of them with a very few controls to its front. An empennage with a pair of rudders to the rear.

“Simple enough, is it not, gentlemen?”

They nodded, cautiously, even Crosbie remaining silent.

“Watch, out on the field.”

There was a background noise of engines which they had taken little notice of, too bound up in their instructor’s words. They turned to look out across the expanse of paddock, saw a Shorthorn turning at the end of the field, pointing almost directly towards them.

“Landing into the wind, gentlemen. Vital to do so. Take off and land into the wind, thus giving your wings a grip on the air. Nose down now, not too steeply. Throttle back. A smooth line down onto the grass… There we go. A successful landing. Why is it successful, Mr Crosbie?”

“Because the aeroplane is down, sir, and still under control and being brought in here to the hangar?”

“Exactly. The rule is simple. Any landing is successful that ends with the pilot stepping down in one piece.”

“That is not a very high standard to maintain, sir.”

“High enough, Mr Crosbie. I know a young pilot, flying since he was fourteen, years behind him, who has said to me that as he takes off, he says to himself, ‘you are a dead man’. Then he spends the rest of the flight proving that he is wrong.”

Peter gained the impression that Crosbie was starting to wonder if he had chosen the right regiment. From the grin on Lepper’s face, he was thinking the same.

“Tell me gentlemen, do any of you possess wings?”

None of them had.

“Good! Flying is therefore unnatural to you. Mankind is not designed to fly. Consequently we need machines to get us up into the air and, hopefully, back down again. Machines have no brains. They cannot think. We can. We use those brains to control the aeroplanes, to make them take us into the air and then bring us down again. The rule is simple, gentlemen. Use your brains! Put them to work. Learn and think. The minute you stop thinking in the air is the minute you start dying. Please note – it is a two-man plane. When you start dying, you start killing me!”


Chapter Thirteen

“Changed our minds, Mr Redwood. Can’t send you to New York. There is, as you sensibly pointed out, too great a chance of bumping into your brother, or into someone acquainted with the pair of you. So, you will not cross the Atlantic on this occasion. We do have to take you out of Switzerland, however.  We want you in a convenient neutral country, close to our working area. The north of Italy is the answer for the while. Turin will do for the next couple of months. After that, we shall see. Probably Spain, though it might be sensible to send you off to Stockholm.”

Henry Redwood did not particularly mind where he ended up, provided he was housed in comfort with a modicum of female company and the occasional club or something like to go out to. He was enjoying his war and had no wish to fall out with his employers.

“You take me where you want me, sir. I will have no hesitation in performing the tasks you set me, sir.”

His minder agreed he was a model employee.

“We are looking in fact at a job in Switzerland, Mr Redwood. The fellow in question has only recently shown himself to be opposed to us. Undercover and became careless. Thing is, he is a family man. Might have to knock off inconvenient witnesses in the house.”

Henry supposed that to mean wife and children. He was not entirely certain he would wish to do that. He ventured to say as much.

“Oh, no! No, you mistake me there, Henry! No children in the house. Wife, certainly, and a manservant and one or two maids is the problem.”

“Could be untidy, sir. Five of them perhaps – not easy to do that without them taking the alarm and running off all over the place.”

“No great difficulty. It’s a farmhouse. Out in the country. Nowhere for them to run to.”

“Oh, well and good, sir. Take a second pistol with me, so as to avoid a reload.”

His minder agreed that was sensible before leaving, sending Henry out to the car waiting for him.

“There he goes now, sir.”

Henry’s anonymous manager had been joined by a far more senior officer from London, the second in command of the Department.

“Cold blooded and absolutely ruthless, you say?”

“Not entirely. He was a little concerned that I might be instructing him to kill children. Wife and servants do not worry him at all.”

“Well, I suppose that is something… He is a most unpleasant character, as you have told us. What do we do with him when the war ends, assuming that it does?”

“Continue to use him, sir. Send him into Ireland?”

“No. It will be possible to come to some sort of compromise with the Irish. But not if we have butchered half of their leadership. We may well need him to keep the French in line, of course. I do not know what will result at war’s end, but I doubt we shall enter into a Promised Land of peace and harmony. His sort will be useful still. Keep him out of England, for Christ’s sake! Send him off to Canada, perhaps, easily available to work in the States if need arises, which it probably will. We cannot retire him, that’s for sure.”

“A bullet instead of a pension, sir?”

“No. Too valuable to simply put him down like a mad dog. How many men do you know who can simply kill without thought or conscience?”

“Never met one before, sir.”

“Nor me. He is insane, obviously, missing the lump of his brain that makes the rest of us human beings. What do we do if he ever decides to marry?”

Minder laughed.

“Marry? Him? Why buy a book when you can go to the library? He would not understand the concept of marriage, unless he was presented with a millionairess in need of a husband. He is not like any ordinary young man, sir.”

“Thank God for that. The thought of him as a father appals me. Look after him. Use him. Pay him highly. I will make discreet contact with the other departments – we meet at intervals now, needing to coordinate wartime activities – and suggest that we have a cold killing man if they wish to pay for his services. I shall make clear that he is a mercenary sort and we need subventions to keep him happy. I suspect they may be relieved to have such a service available.”

Henry was a little surprised to find his services required every three or four weeks, but he was paid a substantial bonus for each completed task and was happy to inspect his bank account, still held in Geneva, safely away from the taxman.

“Corporal Redwood, to the office, please.”

“Coming, Boss.”

“Take a seat, Corporal. We are to expand FANY, opening a second ambulance depot. There will be four ambulances initially, with your own garage. Yourself in command as a lieutenant, in the first instance. There are discussions in London, relating to the possibility of FANY extending its services to a greater part of Flanders, providing ambulances to the BEF as well as the Belgians. That will not happen while Sir John French retains the command, but he is unlikely to survive this year. General Haig will probably succeed him and will be willing to accept women drivers.”

“Will I be able to drive still, Boss?”

“Not the whole of every day, obviously, but for a good half of your time. Much will depend on the efficiency of the administration you create.”

“What of the sergeant major, Boss?”

“She will continue to work to me here. She is getting married, which is rather pleasing. It will make a reply to so many of the damned men in London who say that any woman who wishes to do our work must be a dyke!”

Augusta was taken aback by the overt admission of the habitual abuse they were all aware of. They tended to ignore the comments, suspecting they were true for some few of their people. Wiser far not to know if that was the case.

“I shall like to be an officer, I suspect, Boss. I do not doubt my father will be pleased.”

She was tired, knew she had lost weight, was happy in herself. The work was like nothing she had ever imagined but she was doing as much as any man in this war. A motor haulage firm after the war, perhaps. She was to be her own woman, possibly with a husband, if she could find a man of character to stand at her side. If not? She would make a life for herself. She saluted and strode out of the office, running through the first steps of organising her own depot, knowing exactly which inefficiencies she had spotted at the base and just how she would do better. The war had been the making of her life as a free person. She was inclined to revel in the liberty it had granted her.

“Victoria… Where did you go yesterday afternoon? You said to Mama that you were to visit the Hewitt family, on the outskirts of the village, but I saw Monica Hewitt this morning and she did not mention having seen you at all recently.”

Henrietta Redwood was amazed when her sister turned on her and accused her of being a spy and poking her nose in where it was not wanted. She gained the distinct impression that her sister wished to keep her whereabouts a secret. She wondered why. It mattered little to Henrietta. She wandered off to her room to sit with a book and regret how their lives had changed due to this wicked war. She hoped it might end soon so that their lives could return to normal.

Victoria left the house by a rear door, through the kitchen gardens and out of the park by a wicket gate. There was a clump of woodland there which hid pedestrians on the back lane from sight of the house. A quarter of a mile took her to the old Lodge Cottage, recently rented by Commander Thompson, a naval man on wound leave, injured aboard HMS Bacchante and recovering slowly. He was an experienced man in his thirties and had regained his fitness in certain aspects. Victoria was tucked up in his warm bed within ten minutes, continuing the education he had commenced the previous week. She was an apt pupil.

“What if I should fall with child, Sebastian?”

“I know a doctor in London. He will make all right. Nothing to concern yourself there, my dear.”

She was content with his reassurance. All would work out for the best, she did not doubt. For the while she had other things on her mind.

Sir George Redwood sat at his desk, appending his signature to a pair of documents that finalised the biggest loan his bank had ever negotiated. It had been a complicated deal to arrange, involving banks in Switzerland and the United States, but it had resulted in some two hundred millions of pounds in foreign exchange coming into government hands. The rate of interest had been high, but that could be dealt with in later years, the loan inevitably renegotiated in time of peace. For the while, it had committed the greatest financial institutions on either side of the Atlantic to a loan that could only ever be repaid if England won the war. It absolutely guaranteed that the Swiss and American governments would be placed under the greatest pressure never to come to an accommodation with Germany. The money men were committed to an English victory and it would be a rare government that withstood the political clout they could bring to bear.

He could do little to win the war, he reflected, but he had just done a hell of a lot to prevent it being lost. He signalled to his secretary.

“Mr Lloyd George’s telephone, if you please.”

Two minutes and he was speaking to the man himself.

“The loan is completed, Chancellor. The funds in American dollars and Swiss francs will be placed to our accounts this day.”

Lloyd George made his acknowledgement of the service done by Redwood’s Bank.

“My people will contact yours later this day, Sir George. For the while, my personal thanks, sir. Your loan will be turned into munitions and foodstuffs within a matter of a very few weeks. You have performed a great service for your country.”

Sir George also knew he had shored up the Asquith government, ensuring that the war would not fail and that hunger would not stalk the streets of England. He had no doubt that the political favour was much the more important in Downing Street.

He was made Baron Redwood, for services to the Crown, that afternoon. It was implied that further endeavours must result in an earldom; higher rank than that was probably impossible, bearing in mind his lack of family. He was content as it stood, however. He sent a telegram to his eldest son.

George Redwood was greeted by the wire when he entered his Wall Street office. He proceeded instantly to ring his prospective father-in-law.

“I say, sir, just come over the wire. My father has achieved his barony already. He has every hope of an earldom eventually!”

The congratulations flowed. George was an even more valuable catch. A certain English lordship was a matrimonial prize of the highest order.

George settled to the papers on his desk, supremely content. It was an excellent war for his family!

“Is all well, Henry? Last night’s job went off as it should?”

“Untidy, sir. I made a mess of it, I am afraid. Might be we have to pull out in a hurry.”

Henry’s minder was not dismayed. He had never expected a record of one hundred per cent success. He gave quick orders to the staff of Henry’s large apartment to pack and get out, to go to the appointed fall back location, all in military style.

“What happened, old fellow?”

Henry shrugged. It had not been his fault, he believed.

“I was dropped off outside the farmhouse, all as planned, sir. The back door was unlocked and I entered, using the hand electric lantern, as instructed. Found the back stairs and mounted them. Short hallway at the top, third door, entered, one man, sound asleep, smelling of brandy, all as expected. Put a round through his head. No problems. Left the room and the hall light was turned on and some fellow in uniform started shouting at me. He was carrying a rifle of some sort. I put two rounds into him and ran downstairs and there was another one in the back kitchen. I shot him and ran outside. Got to the car and we took off like a bat out of hell. Dropped me off here half an hour ago. Thing is, don’t know if I killed either of the men in uniform.”

His minder showed sympathetic.

“No telling why they were there, either, old fellow. Might be somebody had talked and they were expecting you. No telling if it was you personally they were after or just some unknown body. Makes you a risk in Italy for the while, old chap. Better bring you clear of all danger, Henry.”

The minder took a slow step to the side, behind Henry in his armchair. He drew a small pocket pistol and put it to the back of Henry’s head, shot twice.

‘Poor fellow became a liability. Easy come…’

The body was left in the chair in the deserted apartment. No doubt there would be an investigation in time, when the rent was not paid or the neighbours noticed a smell. The minder and his people would be long out of the country by then.

The minder returned to London, to the head of his department.

“Henry made a cock of his last job. Left live men behind him, sir.”

“Damned nuisance! All tidy now?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Very good, Christopher. I shall inform his father that the boy gave his life for his country. He will not be broken-hearted. Made the peerage only yesterday, in fact. I expect that will console him for the loss.”

“One more among the tens of thousands who have already died, sir. I am sure he will be remembered, at least until tomorrow.”

Lord Redwood invited the unknown gentleman to his office. He had come with a brief recommendation from the Chancellor’s own lips – listen to all the fellow had to say, not unimportant.

“Your son Henry, my lord. On active service with the department, as you know. Ran into trouble, night before last, and was shot in the line of duty. Fatally, I am afraid, my lord. He had performed several important tasks for the department and will be difficult to replace. He had a surprising talent for certain aspects of our work. I am sorry, my lord.”

“He died performing his duty. That is more than I had ever expected of him, sir. I had in fact always expected him to become involved in some sort of scandal, am glad I will not have to hurry him out of the country. The war has quite possibly saved my family’s reputation.”

“You are candid indeed, my lord. I will admit that we used your son’s less conventional talents for what is sometimes called ‘cloak and dagger’ work. We would not wish to say a lot more than that, my lord. Suffice it to say that he performed well for some little time and enabled the department to solve a number of difficult problems. He served his country.”

“And now he is gone, silently in the night, I presume?”

“Utterly so, my lord. There will be no funeral.”

“So be it. Am I free to inform the family of his loss?”

“One might prefer you did not yet do so, my lord. If you find it essential, that is another matter, but we would prefer no mention to be made of his work or his loss.”

“Let it be so, sir. At war’s end we shall include his name on a plaque in the parish church. No mention of him before then. He has no acquaintance in Town who will enquire after him, I believe.”

“Not quite, my lord. Are you familiar with the Rabbetts family?”

“Viscount Sunderland, is it not?”

“That is the family. He has a younger brother who inherited heavily - normal thing, Indian uncle together with land left by the mother. The younger is far the better off, which is not entirely popular with the Viscount!”

“They came to know Henry?”

“Son at school with him. Younger boy again, not at all clever, man about Town, drunk more often than he is sober. Apparently, he allowed a sister, younger again, to come into contact with Henry with undesirable results. The Rabbetts have made a number of enquiries after your son, shotgun in hand, one might say. You might find it wise to inform them of your son’s death, my lord.”

“On the quiet, I presume. How remarkably embarrassing!”

“Untidy, my lord.”

“Quite! Do you know if there are offspring?”

“Fortunately, no, my lord.”

“Then count my blessings, I suspect. I shall make contact with the family. I wonder why they have not come knocking on my door already.”

“Keeping all quiet until the girl is old enough to be legally married, I suspect, my lord.”

“That bad! I am glad the little sod is dead! I knew he would create a scandal one way or another!”

Viscount Sunderland was in Town, it transpired and Lord Redwood was able to pay a call on him.

“Relating to my younger son, my lord. I have recently been informed that he had been in contact with your family.”

Sunderland knew nothing. He rarely spoke to his brother, had not seen him in a year.

“Suffice it to say, my lord, that my son had caused his family substantial offence. He had in fact behaved criminally. The full details are unknown to me and hopefully will remain so. My son is dead, my lord. Working for one of the clandestine departments and killed overseas within the last week. I trust the manner of his death may in some ways compensate for his misbehaviour while alive!”

“You do not seem greatly distressed, Redwood.”

“I am not. I much suspect he joined the department solely because he had made Town too hot for him. I cannot regret an early ending to a life that would probably have been an ongoing embarrassment to me.”

Lord Sunderland said he would inform his brother of the sad event and of his father’s comments.

“No doubt, all can be kept quiet, my lord.”

“I would hope so, my lord. We can ask for nothing more than that.”

Lord Redwood gave the matter of Henry’s death some little thought and decided he must inform the Griffin family. It was not impossible that the Rabbetts might make contact with them, knowing they were friendly. He called at the Place on his Saturday morning – he was a banker, did not work at the weekend, war or not. He found Alfred and Robert present.

“Untidy and unpleasant business, gentlemen, and one I would prefer not to mention except that the Griffins are known to be friends to the Redwoods. Henry!”

“I had heard he had joined up, my lord. My congratulations on the peerage, by the way. Eminently well earned, I do not doubt!”

“Thank you, Alfred. A matter of bringing in foreign finance for the war, a good few millions! Not what I am here for. I have discovered why Henry found it wise to leave London by the sole means available to him. He died on duty last week and his senior informed me in person of the event, and warned me of the possibility of scandal still arising. A word to the wise seems as well, gentlemen.”

Lord Redwood told the tale as he knew it.

Neither Robert nor Alfred knew of the Rabbetts family.

“Peter might, being closer in age to Henry. I will ask him if he returns here on leave before returning to France. He has transferred across to the RFC, my lord. Almost exhausted by the Salient, his colonel thought he would do better in the fresh air. Not my idea of fun, but Peter is a most capable soldier and may well do very well in the air. Military Cross and three Mentions say the youngster has something about him, my lord.”

“It runs in the family, Alfred!”

They smiled at the compliment, turned the conversation to Alfred’s return to a more academic existence at Oxford and with de Havilland.

“Makes good sense that you should do so, Alfred. I can only respect your wisdom, sir. I wish my own family displayed your judgement! Augusta has been made lieutenant and given command of an ambulance depot in France. I am most proud of her, though her brother George cannot approve! He is settled on Wall Street and is in fact serving the bank well there. The country needs American foodstuffs and munitions and must borrow heavily in America for the purpose. He is doing useful work for the war. I must imagine that the family can be said to be doing its bit – but not to compare with yours, Alfred!”

“Ours is a military family, my lord. Robert, of course, must now discover a civilian occupation. I am accounted for and may indeed wed in the near future. A Mademoiselle Delacroix, Belgian, of course. Her father is a general.”

“Congratulations, Alfred! I wish you joy, sir.”

Lord Redwood had no suggestions to offer Robert. He could not think of employment for him.

“I have had a look in the newspapers, Alfred, as you suggested. There are certainly some few of landed estates on the market just now and no mention of them being snapped up. I have checked some few and discovered two actually on the mainline to London and with stations immediately to hand. It might be possible to make contact with the agents who have them for sale, simply to test the water, one might say.”

They took the Rolls and visited the nearer real estate agent that morning.

“The Warboys estate, Major? We have the privilege of acting for the executors, sir. A difficulty inasmuch that the estate must be kept in production. The country needs wheat. The family is no more. Colonel Warboys died in September. His two sons followed his example on the next day. They were cavalry officers, all three. No daughters. Mrs Warboys died two years ago. There is a nephew, but he is resident in Australia and will not come to live in England. The estate must be sold.”

“What can you tell us of the land, sir?”

“Just eight hundred acres, sir, of which no more than one hundred is good arable. Two hundred, more or less, pasturing a flock of about eighty sheep. Five hundred of poor woodland, silver birch country, good for riding and little else. The house is of twenty bedrooms, dating to Georgian times and in need of renovation. There is a Home Farm with house and buildings, in good condition, the estate having been mindful of its obligations to its tenant.  Offers have been made for the wheatland, separate to the estate as a whole. None such have been accepted by the executors. Any purchaser will wish to examine the estate, naturally.”

“What say you, Robert?”

“It might well be worth taking a look, Alfred.”

The estate agent was as alert as any of his breed, hopeful he might be about to get rid of the burden of the estate.

“Is that Major Alfred Griffin, sir? My apologies for not immediately recognising you, sir. I should have done. I am not the military sort and do not know the medal ribbons, sir.”

Alfred managed a smile.

“In the circumstances, sir, I feel I should say a little more about the Warboys estate, sir. You will observe the railway line, sir, running along the northwestern boundary of the estate. That happens to be where the wheat fields lie, sir. Twice in the past twenty years hot cinders from passing engines have landed in ripening wheat and burnt out the whole of the fields. All of the crop lost. I believe the insurance companies will no longer offer cover on those fields, sir.”

“That is worth knowing. Thank you. I presume that is why local men have shown unwilling to purchase. I believe the estate is near a station?”

“Less than a mile from the station at Hook, sir.”

“Conveniently close, in fact. What sort of price might one be looking at?”

“Perhaps three thousands for the wheat lands, sir, plus two thousand for the pastures. The woodland is so rarely sold that it is difficult to set a value to it. At most three thousand for the five hundred acres, sir. House and Home Farm to go for two thousands more, perhaps. A bid of ten thousands must be very favourably considered, sir.”

“What say you, Robert?”

“Rather a lot for a speculative venture, Alfred. Nothing to do with the land until the war is ended. A trivial income from the Home Farm and that is it. I could not possibly justify spending so much of my father’s money on this particular estate.”

“The Army is seeking big houses in the vicinity for military purposes, gentlemen. They might well wish to rent the Warboys house and they pay generously.”

“Even so, sir. I do not really believe I could offer anything even close to ten thousand. Best to let it go, I think. Thank you for your time, sir.”

They were the first to display even the least interest in the whole estate. The estate agent was most unwilling to let them go.

“I could contact the executors, sir, and ask for a minimum acceptable price to them…”

They told him to make contact at the Place. They could at least listen to anything the vendor had to say.

“Two large houses and gardens to an acre. Four of smaller places. Say four hundred of big houses, located in the woodland, keeping as many as possible of the silver birches and perhaps retaining an amount of parkland. Two thousands of houses on the remaining acreage. Roads to be built, leading directly to the station. A small acreage retained for local shopkeepers to set up necessary businesses. There is the possibility of a massive profit, I would have thought, Robert. Managers and senior staff in the City able to get out of the Smoke and live in a modern suburban estate, close to the countryside. Quite possibly you could simply establish plans and sell the estate after the war for existing builders to actually bring to fruition.”

Alfred was concerned to give Robert an occupation. If it worked and actually made him a profit, well and good. If it was an absolute failure financially, he would have been forced to keep himself active, to remain alert. Idleness would be the death of him.

“The prosthetic people visited me earlier this week, Alfred. They brought a first version of the boot that will support the remaining foot. An interesting couple of hours. They asked permission to photograph the process, possibly for a brochure to send to surgeons, recommending their product. Even with the rough first model, walking was easier. They expect to be back next week with a version for me to walk on for a fortnight, to give it a trial. Then they can build the final boot for my permanent use. The other foot will be ready next week as well, for a first test. I have great hopes for walking far more freely when I am equipped with both boots.”

“Good. That may change your whole life, Robert. It may well give you back your freedom.”

Robert hoped it might. He might, he thought, be able to purchase a motor car and actually be able to get out of the house without having to rely on a helper.

“I might perhaps be offered employment with the manufacturer, Alfred. If the photographs come out well, I might be useful in advertising the prosthetic and possibly going around the hospitals to encourage them to buy the product.”

It seemed a little low to Alfred, but he could appreciate that a walking user of the boots would be able to sell many of them.

“A good idea, Robert. You would be busy and of the greatest service to other wounded men, allowing them access to a superior boot and a better life.”

They drove back to the Place to find their father recently arrived from the Salient. His uniform had been modified.

“Lieutenant General, sir! Well done! Thoroughly deserved, if I might say so. What comes next for you?”

“The Palace on Tuesday. I have a knighthood as well. Will you be able to come?”

Robert thought not. He would not be able to stand for so long.

Alfred was delighted to commit himself.

“Peter must be too busy, I would think. I know nothing of the training process but must imagine it will be intense. Do you know where you are to be posted next, sir?”

“I have a corps in Kitchener’s New Army. A year and more of training and then to take them out to France in the summer of ’16. The aim will be to steamroller the Hun and push our way direct to the Rhine. Bit of a problem there, of course, because getting across that damned great river will be no easy task! Assuming the bridges are down, and they must be, then it will be Hell’s own task to make an amphibious crossing.”

“Send the Navy up the river, sir. It is deep enough for a cruiser and their guns can flatten any opposition.”

“The mouth of the Rhine lies in neutral Holland, Alfred.”

“If we are obviously winning, the Dutch will have no objections at all, sir. How do you propose to break through the trenchline, sir? What is the new weapon to do it?”

“None, Alfred. Lines of men after a great bombardment. That will have to be the plan.”

“It will not work, sir. Utterly impossible. There is no way riflemen will batter their way into defended trenches. If there is one thing we learnt in the first week of the trench war, it is that the defence is massively stronger than the offence. A head on attack will fail, sir. Every time.”


Chapter Fourteen

The Farman Shorthorn was a boring machine. It had evolved from the crazy Longhorn by a process of removing everything that was wrong with the original aeroplane; the designers had neglected to add anything new. It was a slow, stable, workhorse, just capable of seventy miles an hour, rumoured to be able to reach something in excess of ten thousand feet, though no pilot knew of anybody who had achieved that. It was in use in substantial numbers in France for reconnaissance and bombardment, though it could carry only a little in excess of one hundred pounds weight of bombs.

As a trainer, it was surprisingly good. It was stable and forgiving. Provided the trainee was awake, it often gave him a chance to correct a mistake. It was so slow that a learner could change his mind after committing it to a landing. The pusher engine was well to the rear and it was possible to hear the instructor’s shouted comments and orders.

Peter Griffin found it easy to learn the basics of flying in a Shorthorn. The machine was wholly undemanding and he could concentrate on his own performance. Captain Lepper was pleased with his progress, found himself able to relax when sat in front of Peter, calling out his instructions and comments and telling him what to watch out for. He sent him solo after six hours.

“You don’t need me, Griffin. You can spend the next week in a spare machine, getting two or three hours a day in turning your learned skills into habits. By the end of next week, you need to be able to sit into the bathtub, catch the engine and take off almost without thinking. Your brain should be watching the sky, seeing who else is up and where, picking out anything interesting on the ground, generally looking outside the aeroplane. That way, you will be useful to the RFC. I will have the privilege of spending extra hours with Crosbie and Howard.”

Crosbie was bright, alert and knew he was to win the war single-handed. He would be a much-decorated colonel within the year, a general in two. He had, as everybody in the mess now knew, been head boy designate at school but had chosen to join the RFC at the earliest possible age instead. He had surrendered his place as captain of the First Fifteen to join up! Success was a certainty – he had never failed at anything! He had narrowly failed to crash the Shorthorn on three separate occasions, was expected to succeed on a fourth. Captain Lepper abandoned all hope whenever he joined Crosbie in his aeroplane.

Howard was simply dull. He knew very little and had done less but his uncle was a minister in the government and his elder brother was a staff officer to Sir John French. More importantly, his mother had been a mistress to Lloyd George. Young Howard was born to success and had no doubt it would be given to him. The concept of work had escaped him, as had more than the basic traces of literacy. He could count up to ten with some ease.

Lepper had tried to fail Howard but had been informed that he was premature. He needed to display a little more patience; the boy would certainly achieve success. All Howard needed was his wings. As soon as he had gone solo, he could be sent off to HQ where a staff officer’s place was waiting for him. He, too, would be a colonel in the RFC within a couple of years, could sit at a desk to make policy, as was only right for a man of his background.

Lepper had informed the major that Howard would probably kill him and that if he failed, Crosbie would do the job.

“Can’t have that, Captain Lepper. Crosbie’s family is far too important and Howard even more so. The war is being run for their benefit, you know – a vehicle for their careers. Can’t allow them to fail. Literally, that is. If I failed them, then I would be in France in the next week and my successor would be ordered to ensure that they passed. I know they should not be allowed to continue, but I cannot prevent them doing so, Lepper!”

Peter stood in front of the Major and was formally handed his wings.

“First of your course, Lieutenant Griffin. Well done. Captain Lepper tells me you are to spend a few days honing your skills before posting. As it should be, of course. We have an Avro 504 coming in and you can learn the rotary engine in that. A different set of skills, the rotary engine making demands upon the pilot that the pusher of a Shorthorn does not. I do not doubt you will do well, sir!”

Peter had been told that the new Avro was coming because the three previously at the field had all been crashed in the past month. He gathered that the aeroplane was less easy to fly.

He took up a spare Shorthorn to make circuits of the field, practising his landings more than anything else, training himself to bring the aeroplane down at the exact same point on the field at the same angle of glide and speed, every time. He saw Captain Lepper walk out in company with Crosbie, ushering the boy into the pilot’s seat and climbing up in front to the observer’s place as always.

Peter eased himself out into a wider circuit, giving Crosbie a lot of air space. He grinned as the boy failed to catch the engine on the first spin of the propellor, knew he would be red-faced and humiliated at his error. Crosbie rolled out and into the wind, gave the engine full revs and pulled into his take off, bouncing as he tried to lift the aeroplane too soon, finally staggering into the air and then pulling into a hurried climb to a thousand feet.

Lepper directed Crosbie to fly cross-country for a few minutes, presumably to calm down and bring himself back under control. Peter turned to his eighth landing and brought the little aircraft back to the hangar, suspecting he was low on petrol. The fuel gauge gave no more than a rough indication of the state of the tank. He stepped down, spoke to the mechanics, turned as he heard a shout, followed a pointing arm.

Crosbie’s Shorthorn was nose down, almost vertical, perhaps a couple of hundred feet up. It performed a single spin before crashing, still nose first. The petrol tank blew within the second.

“Good night, nurse!”

The mechanic’s comment was unnecessary. Neither man aboard could have survived.

“Did you see what happened?”

“Yes, sir. What I heard his engine, sir. He suddenly pushed it up to full revs and I spotted him over the middle of the field and pulling the nose up high and stalling out, sir. Don’t know what he was doing, sir.”

Lieutenant Mason was waiting for his instructor, was due to go up a few minutes later. He was generally quiet, rarely entered any conversation. He had something to say on this occasion.

“In the mess, last night. Crosbie bet Howard he could loop the Shorthorn. Said he would show him over the field today. Howard bet a brandy he couldn’t. Howard wins. I doubt he will get his brandy.”

“Crosbie won’t be buying it.”

They watched as the wreckage burned down, very quickly, leaving the engine and a few wires in the middle of a heap of ash.

“Wood and canvas. Don’t leave a lot after a petrol fire, Mr Griffin.”

The adjutant was quietly upset, remembering the crash he had crawled out of, leaving his pilot behind. He had had a few more seconds before the wreck had caught alight. With a broken leg, he had been unable to help his pilot, still wondered if he should not have done better.

“String and sealing wax, Uncle, burning hot. Lost a good man in Captain Lepper.”

“He deserved better than that.”

They said no more. The RFC did not grieve its dead.

Mason’s instructor appeared.

“Take off to the side of the field, Mr Mason. Come along now. Lesson started five minutes ago!”

Mason took his Shorthorn out of the hangar, steered well clear of the few remaining flames and indulged in a steady take off and landing, followed by his own solo flight. He came back down, just a few yards from the group of aircraftmen shovelling up the ashes and setting a few bones to one side.

He joined Peter in the mess a little later, waving his own set of wings.

“Second after you, Griffin! Made it!”

Mutual congratulations and a brief discussion of the little they knew about the Avro 504, all over a celebratory pot of tea. Neither would touch alcohol when they still might be flying on the day.

Huntley, the third of the slightly older men joined them.

“Just saw Howard going out the gate, gentlemen. In the back of the major’s staff car. Saw them loading his trunk up in a Crossley tender to follow after.”

“Posted out?”

“Looks like it, Mason!”

All had been told the same on joining. If they decided the RFC was not for them, they could say so and would immediately be sent off to a battalion in France, no questions asked. Howard was the first they had ever heard of to take that way out.

The adjutant appeared, took a whisky and knocked it back, shook himself and turned to go.

“I say, Uncle…”

“Yes, Mr Huntley. Burst into tears and said he could not fly again. Sent off to a dragoon regiment in France, as a cornet. He will be safe there!”

Peter nodded.

“Ten miles behind the trenchline and no chance of ever getting closer. He will prosper there, I do not doubt, Uncle.”

“Damned right he will, Griffin! I am sure he will have a jolly good war.”

The exchange was heard by the few in the big room and would be put into some letters home. It would take a very few weeks for the word to spread that a trainee pilot had lost his bottle and been put into the cavalry because he had the right sort of parents.

“What happens after that?”

They did not know. None of the three came from high society. There was a single Guards lieutenant who suspected the word would reach the horrible youth’s regiment within a very few months and that he would then be frozen out.

“Posting out to India, like as not. Out of sight and mind. Lieutenant in an Indian Army regiment and dumped in a posting in a fort in the back country.  Burma or the Karen Hills, most likely. Won’t see him again. If the fever don’t get him, the whisky will.”

“And poor old Lepper is still dead.”

They ignored that comment. The dead were forgotten in the RFC.

Three days and the promised Avro arrived and Peter was put into it with another instructor.

“Well, Griffin, you have your wings and have learned to fly.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Jolly good show! Now forget all you know and learn to fly a rotary. It is different.”

It was not so very hard, provided the pilot had a modicum of intelligence and was prepared to use it. The rotary engine spun hard to the right, the whole engine rotating around the crankshaft, or so he understood, not being technically inclined. Consequently, the whole aeroplane wanted nothing more than to spin to the right itself. Provided the pilot never forgot that and allowed for it in flight, and on the ground to a lesser extent, he could control the plane and fly it faster, climb harder and manoeuvre more snappily than the Shorthorn could possibly manage. A moment’s inattention and the Avro would go into a spin.

“It is theoretically possible to get out of a spin, Mr Griffin. No pilot has ever succeeded in putting the theory into practice. You spin, you die!”

That seemed a good argument for concentrating when flying the Avro.

Two days and Peter had the hang of the Avro. Another week and he was sure he would be a competent pilot in the machine. He received his posting next morning.

“Back to home territory for you, Mr Griffin. The Salient, a field a mile or two south of Ypres. Reporting next Monday. Home for four days of leave first, ship out of Dover on the Sunday afternoon. Papers and warrants here, Mr Griffin. Off you go, well done. Don’t try to win the war singlehanded and you may survive.”

“Thank you, sir. I have a greater chance of surviving in the RFC than I had as a foot soldier in the Salient.”

“Seriously, Griffin?”

“My company took in two or three second lieutenants every month, sir. It was rare for one to last a week. I suspect things may calm a little now that the war of movement is over. Funny thing, sir, last a month and you might well survive the next six. I was never wounded. My brother John, now a major in the Hampshires, was equally untouched. Alfred in the Kents picked up a number of bayonet wounds in his last fight but was unharmed until then. Unusual to come to bayonets, sir.”

“Alfred Griffin – the VC?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And you with four decorations. What about your brother John?”

“Same as me, sir. We were unbroken in action from August to January.”

“Hell of a family! Joined the RFC as a rest cure, I presume!”

“Not entirely, sir. Fewer of senior officers to hand, sir, and less chance of offending one of the breed.”

“You may well be right at that. Tell me, what did you think of Howard? You were one of Captain Lepper’s three, so you must have known him. Take a seat.”

Peter relaxed, understanding that the formal interview was over.

“I will not say I ‘knew’ Howard, sir. Nothing to know. Not at all bright, no personality, no opinions, nothing to offer. I would have said he was too damned stupid to be let out on his own, sir. I do not think he could ever have been sent out as a pilot. I gather he has gone to a cavalry regiment. Should be ideal for him. He can sit back and let his horse do all his thinking; it will certainly be more intellectually capable.”

“Would you have expected him to break down in tears, say he was unable to cope with flying?”

“No. Highly unlikely. I would not have thought him capable of expressing any emotion. I would not have thought him possessed of emotions. He showed himself to be almost illiterate and incapable of reading a foot ruler when it came to map work. I suppose he might just have been, what do they call it these days, repressed? I thought he should have been suppressed and oppressed, sir. I wonder what his parents are like? Who are they?”

There was no attempt to answer that question. The wit was frowned upon.

“Off you go, Griffin. Good luck!”

He was given a ride into Salisbury in the staff car, put down at the station where he took a train to Southampton before going up the fast line to Woking where he was fortunate to find a taxi. Another hour took him home.

“Surprised to see you here, sir!”

“So am I, Peter.”

The Old Man was in civilian clothing, sat in his lounge with a pot of tea, rarely relaxed.

“Promoted, my son! Sent back to England to bring together a corps in this New Army. Apparently, we are to win the war. Summer of next year. Sir John French expects to win the war this summer. I suspect he should talk to Kitchener.”

“I thought only God could do that, sir.”

The general chuckled and agreed that it did seem so on occasion.

“I shall be at the Palace on Tuesday. Alfred will accompany me. Can you come?”

“I take a ferry on Sunday afternoon, sir.”

“Pity! Where to?”

“Ypres, I gather. A field just to the south of the town. Diekebusch, I believe it to be, sir.”

“Dicky Bush? Best route will be to take the new light railway down from the yards at Ypres. The Engineers are building narrow gauge and tramways all over the Salient. Are you equipped for uniforms?”

“Fully, sir. I put them on your account with Gieves. I believe I have a chequebook in my room, sir. I shall square up with you now.”

“No. Don’t bother about that! The allowances they give me as a general are ridiculous. I can lose your uniform account in one month’s expenses. Have you got an automatic pistol, Peter?”

He had not.

“Then we shall go up to Town in the morning and procure a pair. I am told they are popular in the RFC. Leather flying coat? One of these long things from neck to toes? Again, much preferred to the official issue thing which is a heavy woollen cloth that soaks up moisture and weighs a ton and gets cold and wet in the air. Much better to buy leather. Silk scarf, to protect the neck from chafing, also much recommended. Been thinking of learning to fly, myself, you know, ever since the RFC proved how useful it is. Horse soldiers are bloody hopeless in this war. The flying machines have done more than them and far better.”

They talked for hours, dining on better food than either was used to.

“Alfred spoke with General Delacroix, whose daughter he is to marry. The old man has produced a chef, a refugee more than happy to have a job in England. The man has converted me to his ideas of food, I will tell you, Peter.”

Peter agreed, happily.

“After the food we ate in the Salient, I was pleased with the mess at Larkhill, sir. This is immeasurably better again. I don’t think I have ever eaten so well.”

“Makes a change, don’t it? What say you, Robert?”

“Not a lot to say, sir. It ain’t English food, that’s for sure. I think maybe I ought to leave England after tasting this!”

“You seem far happier, Robert. Has three weeks made a difference somehow?”

“I have my boots, Peter. I can walk. Not freely, admittedly, but comfortably with a single walking stick and every prospect of doing without that in time.”

“Oh, that is good news, brother! To regain some amount of mobility must make a huge difference to your life. Have you any plans for the future?”

“The company that makes these prosthetics has asked me to work for them. I have accepted an offer. Two or three days a week, visiting at hospitals and talking to the surgeons, mostly.”

“Even better! It will do you good to get out of the house and to busy yourself with something useful. I can’t think of anything worse than being stuck indoors, day after day and with no prospect of escaping. Add to that, you will be helping so many other men in the same position as you.”

Robert had not really thought that far but accepted that he was in fact to do a valuable job, not merely to earn some money.

“Put like that, Peter, you make it sound even better. I have it in mind to buy a car in a month or two. I suspect I could work the brake and clutch with my foot and have a hand throttle installed. A big engine would mean I would not need to change gear so often. I would be independent again!”

“More power to your elbow, brother! A young lady as well and life will be back on course again!”

Robert had not thought that far. He had known he could not, should not, consider marriage as a cripple. If he was to surmount the challenges and become his own man again, then a lady friend, a wife even, made good sense.

“Might be we could call upon the Redwoods, do you think, Peter?”

Peter caught his father’s eye, shook his head.

“Young Henrietta doesn’t seem to have a lot about her, Robert. You might say that Victoria has too much!”

“Oh! Is that what Alfred meant… He suggested that she seemed to him to be a lively sort of girl. I gained the impression he did not approve but thought nothing more of it. Getting a bit of a reputation, is she?”

“Perceptive sort of chap, Alfred. He sees a lot more than ever I do. I do know that Victoria was by no means averse to a little slap and tickle in a dark corner and I always thought that she might be willing for a lot more if the opportunity arose.”

The Old Man commented that he had always thought her to have something by way of a roving eye.

“The youngest one is a bit wet, to my mind. No go to her at all. It’s a pity the middle girl has not got the principles and guts of the eldest. Admirable lass, Miss Augusta!”

Robert was not certain she was the sort of female that appealed to him.

“More get up and go about her than ever I had, sir. That said, one can only respect what she is doing. Not a visit to the Redwoods in the immediate future, sir. On another topic, you will wear uniform to go up to Town tomorrow? I am told it can be unpleasant for men in mufti.”

“Yes. I have been told by my people coming back from a spot of sick leave that to be seen in civilian clothes can lead to some unpleasantness. We shall both show our commitment. I will in any case be proud to be seen next to Peter with his ribbon up!”

“Wings as well, sir. An achievement, that!”

They congratulated themselves on their successes, aware that too many they had known were in a grave instead. It seemed that any pleasure was guilty in this war.

A flying coat was easily obtained, Gieves now keeping them in stock.

“There is a call for several of these each week, gentlemen. Also, we have found, a sleeveless waistcoat, sometimes called a gilet, in sheepskin, to protect the chest from the bitter cold of great heights.”

They made the extra purchase, it being difficult to refuse the gentleman. There followed a search for an English automatic pistol.

The suppliers of sporting guns now carried revolvers as well, but none could offer a reliable English made automatic pistol of acceptable calibre.

In the end they bought a pair of Colts.

“The 1911 model, sir. Wholly reliable and in an acceptable forty-four calibre. Provided one is rigorous in a cleaning regime, they do not jam. I am afraid one cannot say that of the English models that have been shown to us. I believe the Germans produce Mausers and Lugers, both of which are models of reliability, though in smaller calibre. Their engineering is, of course, superior to the British. I believe the subject is taught in both schools and universities there.”

Peter accepted the comment. He had already been told, at length, that German aircraft engines were superior by far to anything the English made.

“The RFC finds it has to teach its mechanics from basic principles up, sir. Schoolboys entering the Corps know nothing other than self-taught from motor car engines. It is a great problem.”

They shook their heads and purchased a pair of Colts and one hundred rounds of ammunition.

“A sufficiency for practice, sir. The pistol handles differently to a revolver.”

They put their purchases into the back of the Rolls and spent a while examining the shops in Oxford Street, debating whether to enter a bookshop. It seemed to both that solitary reading was not the proper sort of behaviour for a military man.

“After the war, sir, I can return to academic pursuits. For the while, I must simply be an officer.”

“Drink too much, patronise only the best brothels, stand at the head of one’s men, salute one’s superiors. Not too complex an existence, Peter.”

The younger man was almost taken aback, started to laugh in shock at his father’s perception.

“I had always thought you to be the epitome of an officer, sir. Not the sort to think about the military life at all!”

“Not quite, Peter. I merely had sense enough not to permit it to be seen that I had something between my ears. Not the jolly thing to possess an intellect, old boy! I am told that the RFC has any number of thinking men in its ranks – wartime entry and pushed across from the general run of the Army. It is a maverick institution, the RFC. You will fit in well, I suspect. That or go into Intelligence.”

“Not for me, that last, sir. I was amazed to hear that Henry Redwood had joined their ranks. Not the sort to think for himself, poor old Henry.”

“No. I was surprised as well, sufficiently to ask a couple of questions. I did not much like the answers I was given. Better never to ask just what he has been doing, Peter! Occasionally necessary, but exceedingly unpleasant!”

Peter still did not know what his father meant.

“It is occasionally necessary to eliminate an enemy who has gained too much knowledge or who has shown himself willing to kill one’s own people. In such cases, the Intelligence people set one of their own slaughterhouse men loose. Henry is employed as a killer, Peter. I am told it is hard to find such people. There are very few who will callously put a bullet into the head of a specified victim. One thing to fire at the advancing enemy. Something completely different to sneak up on a particular person and cold bloodedly shoot him dead. I think such assassins have something wrong with them, an important part of the self missing. I am told they rarely last more than a year or two in that trade. I did not ask for further detail.”

“Good God! I could not have imagined that we would stop to such tricks, sir. Sort of thing you might expect from foreigners, these Black Hand Gangs and that sort. Not at all English, sir!”

“No. It is not. I wholly agree with you, Peter. Was I you, I would keep well clear of these Intelligence sorts. Can’t trust them. Strangers to all that is good about England. They say they are working to protect the country, but they betray the very spirit of the British.”

They returned to the Place, back into the countryside, the heart of the country where the better sort of people were to be found.

“Nasty place, London. I never find I enjoy myself there, sir.”

“Agreed, Peter. I am only glad I shall not spend my days there. I suspect most big cities are the same. Are you fully equipped to go back out to France?”

“I shall need to go to the bank tomorrow, sir. I want to pick up some gold sovereigns to take with me. Always possible to buy for gold whereas paper money is nowhere near so acceptable.”

“Quite right, my boy. You may not be able to draw gold from the bank. The Bank of England is withdrawing sovereigns from circulation, replacing them with Treasury notes. Gold is too useful in overseas trade. Damned foreigners often will not take our notes. I wouldn’t if I was an American. Gold coins are always worth having. Consequently, Peter, I happen to have a couple of hundred to hand. No sense being rich if you don’t use your wealth!”

The Old Man explained further that his money men in the City were investing cannily, had vastly increased the family wealth on the back of the war. He felt just a little guilty to be earning millions while young men gained only the grave. He was happier to give some of his money away.

“Only in the family, of course!”

It did not make simple sense, but there was a logic to it.

“John will be happy to inherit, sir. He must be a colonel at war’s end, don’t you think?”

“Provided he is still there at war’s end, certainly. John will not be ‘inheriting’ as such. He will have the Place, certainly, but only a quarter of my wealth. The remainder is to go equally to the three of you. I have written my will, so that is all made tidy. You have all four of you – it would have been five – gone to war as a man should and you all have a claim on a soldier father. The prospect of half a million or more apiece will give you the freedom to be whatever you want after the war. I suppose I have at most twenty years in me, more likely to be ten, to be realistic. That means that you do not need to worry about an income when you become middle aged. You will be free to pursue whatever avocation appeals to you – university, politics, business, leisure, whatever you wish. All you have to do is live out the war. Achieve that, and you will have the right to be free of ordinary constraints.”

“I can feel sorry for those who will not have such freedom, sir. The majority of my men will have faced the same enemy as me and will then have to go back to England and take up the challenges of making a living. I do not know that I could become a politician, but I do feel something should be done for them. This appalling government will do nothing for the men in khaki.”

The three agreed that was certainly true.

“The post-war government will be made up of men such as George Redwood, reappearing in London after a war of hardship on Wall Street. I do not doubt he will become a politician.”

“Will he not be a banker, sir?”

“No. His father, Sir George, believes him to be incompetent, to lack the necessary skills to run a merchant bank. He intends to sell out and to create a trust fund. George will be unable to fritter away his capital but will have a very substantial income to live on. No doubt he will need to pay out to keep Victoria’s indiscretions quiet - and probably pay for her abortions! Henry will probably be dead, as we have discussed, Peter. That said, George will live a prominent life, a cabinet minister and a leading figure in the country. I think I shall spend my declining years in Australia – sat on a beach with bottles of ice-cold beer.”

“If I survive, I shall join you, sir.”

“You will be welcome, Peter.”

“I will stay in England, sir. I might well be able to find a seat myself. A wounded veteran must always have a place in politics. I could, perhaps, provide a counter balance to George Redwood.”

“You could indeed, Robert. Alfred to be a leading figure in the world of aircraft manufacture and in the universities. John, the professional soldier. Yourself the honest politician. What of you, Peter?”

“A comedian, sir, playing the more exclusive nightclubs and offering an acerbic commentary on the world as I see it.”

“No doubt you will be able to write a column for one of the great newspapers, their licensed jester.”

“The whole world is no more than a black joke just now, sir!”


Chapter Fifteen

Slowly up to Waterloo Station on a Sunday stopping train, calling at every station en route. There was no practical alternative other than using the car on the chauffeur’s day off. Across London, his single trunk in the taxi with him and into Charing Cross, no service running from Waterloo East for another couple of hours. Wartime or not, the railways did not like Sunday travel.

It was just early enough for the mass of travellers not to be moving. Men who had managed a spot of leave and those on posting would generally go out at the last possible minute. Peter was able to sit in comfort in First Class and read the Saturday newspaper he had brought with him.

There was a ferry tied up, waiting on the train, pulling out of harbour within thirty minutes and then pushing up to prewar speed, making the crossing of the Channel in little more than an hour. A naval destroyer ran escort, suggesting they were worried about submarines.

He picked up his trunk at quayside, a seaman from the harbour party pushing it on a handcart.

“Where to, sir?”

“Ypres. Dicky Bush airfield, precisely.”

“Got a Crossley tender here, sir, from Dicky Bush. Picking up supplies off the boat for the officers, sir. Should be able to take you as well.”

Peter would have much preferred the train but the offer had been made and could not be refused. The tender had solid rubber tyres and passengers felt every bump in the road.

“Sergeant Pyke, sir. Are you one of ours, sir?”

“Griffin, Sergeant. Posted to Dicky Bush.”

“Very good, sir. We have room for you and your trunk, sir.”

Pyke inspected Peter, picked up the ribbon and the Mentions button and decided he was out of the ordinary run of new pilots, must be treated with a modicum of respect.

“If you would sit in the front, sir, next to the driver.”

That meant Pyke must sit up in the rear, on the longitudinal, hard seats. Peter realised he was being given out of the ordinary consideration. Green pilots were not normally given precedence over experienced mess sergeants.

“Thank you, Sergeant Pyke. The extra comfort is appreciated.”

The courtesy was noted. This officer knew his way about; he was not just another eight-hour wonder from the training field.

The back was quickly loaded - crates of whisky and gin predominantly, a single barrel of beer - and the tender pulled away from the harbour.

“Slow old run, I am afraid, sir. Can’t get speed out of these things.”

“More convenient than hanging about the railway tracks at Ypres, trying to find a train going to the right place and stopping there. Not set up for passengers, Ypres.”

“Been through it before, sir?”

“Last month. On my way out, when I transferred to the RFC. I was Hampshires previously.”

“Ah! Most officers keep their original uniform, sir, putting RFC badges on.”

“No uniform left, other than what I was standing in, Sergeant. Everything new, so I decided to buy RFC tunics. Besides that, I was acting-captain at the time and would have had to change the shoulders.”

“Yes, sir.”

Pyke picked up the message. The new man had been over the hill and up the mountain; he was new to the RFC but he most definitely was not green.

“Came out in August, sir?”

“First day. I was with the 12th Hussars then. They threw me out for using a rifle to kill the Boche. Should have been a sabre. Terribly infra dig. Lucky for me. They charged Spandaus a few hours later. I was put across to the Hampshires then and stayed with them.”

“Lucky, sir. The cavalry charged the guns several times, I recall, sir. Killed a lot of cavalry.”

“From both sides. Waste of horses and other ranks who were good soldiers. Wouldn’t give you tuppence for a cavalry officer.”

“We have a few who transferred out, sir. Some of them have become good pilots. Not all.”

“What are we flying, Sergeant?”

“BE2c, sir. Replaced our Shorthorns a couple of weeks ago. A better aeroplane.”

From the little Peter knew, that was true. The BE2c was faster than a Shorthorn and equally stable, was well thought of in England as a reconnaissance machine.

They passed a marching battalion, fresh out of England and well together, making their proper time and singing as they made their way forward.

“Poor sods! On their way to the Salient, I presume.”

“Looks like it, sir. New men in. No old soldiers in those ranks, sir.”

They were young and fresh-faced, taller than average. Prewar regulars were short and undernourished generally, the products of the gutter or from Irish fields.

“They will learn, Sergeant. The songs will soon come to an end.”

“So they will, sir. Very young, the officers, sir.”

“Most of them will grow no older, Sergeant. The few who do will pick up their grey hairs quickly enough. I am their age.”

Pyke had noticed the white streaks in Peter’s hair, had wondered just what his age was.

“Major Alfred Griffin, sir…”

“My elder brother, a couple of years my senior. An able man and a damned good brother. He will not be back. Some of the bayonet slashes he took cut through the muscle and will not heal properly. He is working with de Havilland for part of the week, at his university for the rest, working on the mathematics of building aircraft wings. Don’t ask me more than that – I don’t know!”

Pyke did not know how wings could have mathematics, but he did know that Alfred Griffin had won a good VC. That would do for him.

“Have you used a Lewis Gun, sir?”

“Never so much as seen one, Sergeant. I hear they only went into production in December. Just a few prototypes out before that.”

“The word is we are to be armed with them, sir.”

“Rifle calibre, pan fed, forty-seven rounds, I believe. Shorter barrel than a Vickers. Lower muzzle velocity as a result. Probably be useful at a hundred yards, no more. What are we supposed to shoot with it?”

“That has not been vouchsafed to me, sir.”

“Do tell me if you hear, Sergeant.”

They discussed the war, briefly, and Pyke informed Peter there was to be a ‘Push’ at Arras, which would include the Salient, probably in May, according to current plans. Security was so lax that the details of the battle were being widely discussed in the BEF. General opinion was that it would fail, for lack of artillery rounds.

“They want a week long bombardment, sir, but have barely got the shells for a day. Add to that, too many of the guns are eighteen pounders and loaded shrapnel. Can’t cut wire with them, sir, and the Boche are putting up more wire every night. We ain’t bothering too much with wire, sir, because we are going to be out of the trenches and back to a war of movement any day now, or at least as soon as the Battle of Arras is fought. Sir John French is certain we can cut the wire and let the cavalry loose.”

They made no comment, it being impolite to give their opinion of the commander-in-chief.

Peter arrived at Dicky Bush an hour after dinner. Knowing they would be too late for a meal, they had stopped in a small café a few miles down the road and had eaten egg and chips with good bread instead of Army beef wellington. Peter suspected they had enjoyed the better food.

“Griffin, sir. Reporting to join.”

“Captain Arbuckle, Adjutant. Normally known as Fatty, for obvious reason. Let me introduce you to Major Fludger, our CO.”

Arbuckle was a penguin, slightly singed and limping, showing wings but unable to fly. Fludger was in his early twenties and looked older, tired, at the end of his tether. Both men were sober, but it was early in the evening.

“How many hours have you, Griffin?”

“Solo, sir? Eight in a Shorthorn and four in an Avro 504. I can take off in both and land them, sir.”

“But you claim little other proficiency. At least you know your shortcomings. You will fly in company with three others when possible. We call them Flights and they have a captain in command, when possible. You come with a good record, Griffin. Better than being a schoolboy. The Adjutant will show you your billet and give you a servant. Come on back to the mess and we will introduce you to Captain Connor, who has your Flight.”

The room was single, which was the sole point in its favour. It was small and draughty, on the second floor, up two flights of stairs, in an ancient hotel backing on the field, taken over by the Army and rapidly given to the RFC. It was generally believed that the ‘hotel’ had been the small town’s brothel, and not the best quality of those.

“Facilities down the corridor, Griffin. Everything disinfected! That includes your servant.”

An ancient, flat-footed private soldier smiled, used to the gentleman’s humour.

“Morcomb, sir.”

“Very good, Morcomb.”

Peter palmed a pair of half crowns, dropped them in Morcomb’s hand, the Adjutant carefully not seeing them.

“Morcomb will see to your trunk, Griffin. Just the one?”

“Yes, sir. Lost everything in the war of movement, sir. Baggage was all thrown out of the waggons to put wounded in and we never saw it again. Replaced with the necessary minimum when I was sent back to training, last month.”

“Explains why you are wearing the maternity jacket. Only schoolboys in the RFC uniform, generally speaking. You obviously are not that. Just to make things tidy, how old are you, Griffin?”

“Nineteen, sir.”

They ignored Morcomb’s mutter of ‘bloody hell’.

“Come to the RFC for a rest cure, by the looks of it.”

“A chance of living longer, certainly, sir.”

“No ‘sirs’ in this shambles, Griffin. I am Fatty and you will be whatever the boys come up with tonight or tomorrow. Everybody has a nickname in the RFC.”

A nickname seemed to be necessary for acceptance. Peter smiled and decided it would be none of his choosing – he would take whatever name he was given.

Morcomb put up mess dress and he made himself acceptable for trotting downstairs at Fatty’s side.

“What’s the habit with the button, Fatty?”

“Wear it with mess dress, or with full fig, which most of the boys don’t possess anyway. We don’t dine-in or indulge in guest nights and that sort of nonsense. Don’t put it up in working dress. You must have the Military Cross ribbon on display, of course. No choice about that. How many Mentions have you picked up so far?”

“Three.”

“Not enough! They should have given you one a month for surviving that bloody cock-up!”

Peter shrugged. It had been interesting.

“Helped me grow up, Fatty. I was a big-mouthed undergraduate when I joined in August. I’m still big-mouthed, but I ain’t a student any more.”

“Going back to university when it’s all over?”

“Highly unlikely! The company of immature, sheltered old men posing as repositories of wisdom no longer appeals.”

“Well put. I have a brother who is a don. Never known a head so big or so empty of common sense!”

“One doesn’t realise it when one is there. Very true, however.”

They entered the mess, full of cigarette smoke and noise, groups of young men bellowing at each other, trying to be heard.

“What will you drink, Griffin?”

“A beer, please, Fatty.”

He was given a pint glass of something French and claiming to be beer. It was alcoholic, certainly.

“Let me pass you across to Captain Connor.”

Connor was still sober, thin as a rake, lined face, somewhere between twenty and sixty years old. His moustache was bigger than he was.

“Ha! Griffin. Flying number four with me. What do you know about flying, Griffin?”

“Not much, Captain.”

“I’m Paddy. No pack drill in the mess.”

Peter managed a smile in response.

“I have an amount to learn, Paddy.”

“So have we all. It’s a new game and we haven’t written the rulebook yet. What were you before this?”

“Acting-Captain in the Hampshires. I grew tired of the smell and thought fresh air would suit me better. Joined in August and came straight out. I was 12th Hussars for a few days and was sent across to the Hampshires as unsuitable. I was found not to believe in cold steel.”

“Ah! A heretic! England is full of those. You were lucky. Don’t I recall the 12th being wiped out to the last man?”

“Yes. Their colonel threw me out and went in search of some Spandaus to charge. He found them a couple of hours after I had turned up at Ypres looking for a battalion to give me a home. My father being in command of the division made it easier for me to be accommodated without having to go back to England.”

“That explains much, of course. Impolite question, old boy, how old are you?”

“Nineteen. I didn’t have the grey hair before I joined the cavalry.”

“Understandable!”

Connor called two very young men across, both slightly tipsy.

“Dusty and Kidney, Mr Griffin who has just joined to take what’s-his-name’s place.”

He explained to Peter that they never remembered the names of those who chose to leave the squadron.

“Chose, Paddy?”

“He flew into machinegun fire. There was perfectly empty air to either side which he could have flown through instead.”

“Strange thing to do, of course. Not habit-forming, however!”

“Well put, Griffin!”

They decided Peter was the right sort on the back of that comment.

“What were you doing before this outbreak of unpleasantness occurred, Griffin?”

“Very little. Undergraduate at Oxford. Just completed the second year. Classics, for some strange reason. Shan’t be doing that again. Joined up with two of my brothers, one just finished his first year and the other working to a PhD. Made five of us in, plus the Old Man.”

“All in the Hampshires?”

“No. Two regulars in the regiment and we thought three more might be excessive. They joined the Kents and the Surreys.”

“Ah! The one in the Kents… Alfred Griffin?”

“Yes. Did rather well. Gone back to Oxford now. Cut about a bit and likely to be a year or two before the muscles come back together. He is working with de Havilland as well.”

“Good for him! No argument with what that man chooses to do.”

“Agreed. Just the two of us still out here. One with feet blown off and just starting to learn to walk again. The other caught a bullet in August, youngest of us, that was.”

They had heard similar stories. Only one dead from five could be argued to be a low incidence of casualties.

“What do you think of this French beer, Griffin?”

“Do I have to think about it as well as drink it, Kidney?”

They laughed and called for another.

“Reconnaissance this morning, Griffin. Same as every other morning. Normally, you will be sent out on your own, your observer giving you a course. Today, you are privileged! Stick with me. We shall be out for about an hour and a half. Observe the landmarks so you know where to come back to. Your observer will guide you if we get separated. If you lose me, come straight home. Sergeant Eastbrook will tell you what to do if you are in doubt.”

Eastbrook made a half-hearted salute which Peter could not return, the flying helmet having no badge.

“Your mechanics, Griffin. You will keep the same two while possible. You will fly the same aeroplane, Number Sixty-Three, again while possible.”

The BE2c looked old and battered, showed signs of hard work. Peter knew it could be no more than a couple of months in service but it looked as if it were the least desirable machine in the squadron.

It was fair enough. He suspected he was the least desirable pilot in the squadron.

“Flying in twenty minutes. Wear your side arm whenever you fly. If you have anything extra, bring it with you. Eastbrook will have his rifle in the cockpit with him. I have a broom handle Mauser I picked up in September.”

“A pair of Colt automatics, sir?”

“No brass in sight – Paddy. Bring them with you. We occasionally go head to head with the Boche. If we see one of their Taubes, we try to bash it. If we come across one of their biplanes, we exchange shots and fly away, honour satisfied. One day, they will find a way of putting up a Spandau. Then we will be buggered!”

“They say the French have a way of firing through the propellor, Paddy. Steel plates on the blades so that any bullet that hits is deflected off and most get through. Fellow named Garros is supposed to have knocked down half a dozen of the Boche.”

“Bad habit, that. Just means they will come up with something better and use it on us. I suppose if you have a two bladed propellor, it might work… Don’t know that I fancy trying it. Not in one of these cows, anyway. Take a pee then time to fly, Griffin. Cold if you wet yourself on high!”

Peter festooned himself with Colts and service revolver and went out to his plane, one of four in a row outside the hangar. He inspected it properly and then sat in his seat at the front, checking the controls. The ailerons flapped properly and the rudder turned in the desired direction; the control wires had been correctly connected up. He had been told it was possible, but highly unlikely, that the wires might be crossed by a hurrying mechanic.

“All well, Sergeant Eastbrook?”

“All in hand, sir.”

Peter signalled to the mechanic and went through the procedure of starting the engine, catching it correctly, to his relief. Paddy pulled away and he signalled for his own chocks to be removed and opened up the throttle. He took off just thirty feet distant from the Flight commander and concentrated on staying there.

They landed after ninety minutes, as planned. Paddy led Peter to the ready room and a cup of tea.

“What did you see, Griffin?”

“Not very much, Paddy. The trenchline. Some black puffs in the air which I thought must be anti-aircraft fire. A village or two on the ground, a bit bashed up. That was about it.”

“More than I spotted on my first flight. Well done. We go up again at eleven o’clock. Keep an eye on me and look around you as well. It will be easier next time.”

He saw nothing in the air but picked out a gun line behind the German trenches and spotted a battalion marching northeast, away from the front.

“Well seen. You did not spot the pair of Taubes down at five hundred feet, no more than a couple of hundred yards behind the trenchline?”

“No. Didn’t see them, Paddy.”

“You will soon enough.”

Two more days of being nursemaided and he was sent out on his own, Sergeant Eastbrook to navigate.

“Over the lines by ten miles, to this bridge where the railway line crosses the canal. Observe whether it and the road bridge close to it have been rebuilt.”

“I helped break that down a couple of months ago. Scraped a full brigade of Huns off our tails as we ran.”

“Well done. It is believed they are rebuilding busily. We are to confirm it is back in use. The cavalry will wish to cross the canal there after the coming battle, when the trenches have been broken through.”

“Don’t matter what we say then, Paddy. The cavalry won’t be there to see it. The trenchlines are unbreakable.”

“Not official policy, old chap.”

“Fact, nonetheless.”

They did not argue, sent Peter out in the early afternoon. Sergeant Eastbrook gave him his course, and yelled when he varied from it, and took him across at a steady eighty miles an hour plus a wind of another ten or so. He crossed the canal at three thousand feet, made a full turn and came back at two thousand, risking the lower level because he could see no guns in the area.

“Got both, sir. Clear view of them. There’s a train coming. Look!”

Peter circled and clearly saw the train cross the bridge without slowing. A few minutes and he saw a single horseman on the road bridge.

“Go back to three thousand, sir. Due south.”

He obeyed, after a minute or two saw Eastbrook pointing a little to the southwest, picked up a pair of Taubes, pottering along at five hundred feet, small single-seat machines, probably on a training exercise. They were easy machines to fly and no doubt provided new pilots with useful experience.

“Dive and come up on them from behind and about fifty feet higher, sir. Not too fast.”

He throttled back and brought the stable machine in a slow and shallow dive onto the tails of the two machines. Sergeant Eastbrook leant out with his rifle, fired five rounds in rapid time. He hit one of the pilots, his little machine flipping onto its side and straight down.

Peter opened the throttle a little, pulled up behind and to the left of the remaining machine, no more than thirty feet distant, its pilot looking around him turning his head wildly, trying to see what was happening. Peter drew one of his Colts, fired eight rounds rapid, aiming low in the body. One round at least hit and the pilot fell forward over his controls, the aeroplane going into a nosedive.

The two Taubes crashed and burned, a mile apart.

“Home, sir, Hard to starboard and climb to three thousand, throttle full open! They ain’t going to be pleased with us!”

They climbed through the fire of a pair of guns on the ground, seeing lines of tracer hundreds of yards distant, then pushed the old machine up to its maximum to cross the trenchline. They saw a dozen exploding shells, none within a hundred yards.

Peter landed after being out for a bare hour.

He reported to the Intelligence officer for the first time, Paddy having spoken for him previously.

“Saw the two bridges, Spy. Both in use, train passing over one, a single horseman the other. No sign of workers on either so I would say all repairs complete and the bridges fully functional. Returning saw a pair of single-seat Taubes at about five hundred feet and a mile on their side of the lines. Dived down on them and Sergeant Eastbrook killed one with his rifle. Hit the pilot and it rolled over to the right and went down, catching fire on crashing. Then I closed on the other machine, within thirty feet, and emptied a magazine from a Colt automatic and hit the pilot. He went down nose first and blew up.”

“Well done. Sergeant Eastbrook?”

Eastbrook made an identical report.

“Bloody well done, both of you! I will get on the telephone, see if any of our artillery spotters can confirm.”

The remainder of the squadron returned over the next thirty minutes and were told of Peter’s claim. They cheered and demanded lunch. They were starving hungry. All of them were hopeful but none would outright believe without confirmation. They were eating tough mutton chops when Fatty came into the anteroom.

“From RFC headquarters! Spotters in an artillery balloon saw two Taubes go down this morning after coming into contact with a BE2c. The number Sixty-Three seen on the BE! First kills for the squadron – one to Lieutenant Griffin, one to Sergeant Eastbrook. Congratulations from on high, well done both! Pistol Packing Pete has broken our duck!”

‘Pistol’ he was from then on.

He went out with the Flight after luncheon, spent nearly two hours in the air, spotted a two-seater in the distance and saw a train a few miles from the trenches. He found he could now concentrate on his flying, watch the location of the other three in the Flight, check what else was in the air and occasionally see what was on the ground. It demanded a set of new habits that could be learnt, as soon as the need for them was perceived.

They landed to discover General Henderson on the field, driven across to meet and congratulate the victors.

Sergeant Eastbrook became Flight Sergeant on the spot, the promotion affecting pay in the rank and his flying pay and coming to a full ten shillings a week extra, which was well worth having.

“Lieutenant Griffin, a family well-known for valour in this war, sir. Can’t make you up to captain yet – wouldn’t fit in the squadron. A fourth Mention in Despatches for you, sir, and your name to be noted for future reference. I see you have a breadth of experience in this war. First decoration for an action with the cavalry. Led your troop to wipe out a German force twice as large. Thrown out of your regiment for ungentlemanly conduct in using your rifles to kill the Germans rather than attacking them in a charge with swords, which would have resulted in them killing you. Into the Hampshires where you picked up another two mentions and a Military Cross in short order. Why did you join us, Lieutenant Griffin?”

“Had enough of the Salient, sir. The smell as much as anything. I decided I fancied fresh air. Add to that, sitting about in trenches ain’t quite what I joined up for.”

“Runs in the family, obviously! Well done, Griffin! Glad you are with us. Keep on breathing that fresh air, man!”

Henderson spoke to a few others in the squadron, indulged in a walk-through of the hangars, talking with some of the mechanics and loudly telling them that the pilots needed them. There could be no success in the air without the men on the ground.

“No more flying today, gentlemen. Let the bar be opened!”

Peter was led in and officially christened Pistol Pete. He responded with the correct words.

“Have one on me, chaps!”

The sergeants’ mess was also observed to be busy.

The squadron flew with a headache next morning, glumly carrying out the instructions given and reporting on movements on the ground. How accurate they were was a matter of guesswork.

Peter flew every dry day for a month and added one hundred and twenty hours to his logbook. He now believed he knew what he was doing in the cockpit and was inclined to be irate that he should have been sent out after such sketchy training.

“Barely a dozen hours in my book, Paddy! I now have ten times as many and am almost competent as a pilot in the squadron. Unfair on the squadron and on me to send a man out with such a ludicrous parody of training.”

“So it is, Pistol. Don’t tell me. Complain to the War Office. I am sure they will be delighted to talk to you.”

“And post me to the Suez Canal Zone to patrol the waterway in a Longhorn. No thanks, Paddy.”

“You lack a sense of humour, Pistol. I agree with you. We have requested better trained men but have been told that real training can only sensibly take place in operational conditions. All that can be achieved in England is to teach basic control of the aeroplane. They may have a point.”

It was arguable. Peter had survived and was now fairly much competent. They might adduce that as evidence they were right.

“Killed a Hun as well. Not many of us have that distinction. There is word that squadrons are to be stirred up, by the way. There are to be bombardment and pursuiter squadrons as well as reconnaissance.”

“Flying what?”

“Yes.”

In the absence of British aeroplanes - soon to be remedied, they were promised - the creation of bombardment and pursuit squadrons was delayed. It was merely a postponement, they were assured. The squadron continued its reconnaissance duties. At intervals, several weeks apart generally, pilots were caught by machinegun fire, once by actual anti-aircraft guns, a shell and an aeroplane coinciding in midair. Peter slowly became more senior, discovering four pilots junior to him by the time the puny bombardment commenced and heralded the Big Push that was to lead to early victory and the end of the war.

“There’s nothing happening, sir.”

There was a staff officer from headquarters come to hear reports of the great success of the bombardment. He did not want to be told of failure.

“Were you in the right place, Lieutenant?”

“I was, sir. In the Salient, over the Hampshires’ trenches. I helped dig them – I know exactly where they are. In front of them there is a desultory barrage, not particularly accurate, and consisting of small shells which occasionally land in the German wire and totally fail to cut it. I presume they are firing shrapnel, which does not cut wire.”

“Of course it does! Must do!”

“It never has in the past. I do not see why it should do now, sir. Only HE cuts wire, and needs be at least a six inch shell to do it. Eighteen pounders achieve nothing in the trenches. As has repeatedly been reported, sir, field guns firing shrapnel are a waste of time in the trenches. They are not clearing a path for the infantry now, sir.”

“Must be a quirk of local conditions! They will be doing the job elsewhere. Bound to be!”

The staff officer left to report there were occasional failures by the guns. Presumably a few batteries were firing inaccurately.

“Well said, Pistol. I expect your posting to come through within a very few hours. Men who disagree with staff officers for no better reason than being right tend not to survive long.”

“All the rest of us have seen the same, surely, sir.”

“They have, and have said so to Spy. He sent a report in which is why the staff officer came here in the first instance. He wanted to know what was wrong with my people, whether they were all blind, perhaps. Unfortunately, you were the first one down after he arrived. You drew the short straw.”

Peter flew again and came back to report the wire still standing. He was taken away by Fatty.

“I have told your servant to pack your trunk, Pistol. You are posted to Fifteen Squadron, north of here, next to the Belgian sector, away from the site of the glorious victory soon to come. They are flying Bristols and Morane Parasols, single seaters. You have of course no experience at all with them so it is a logical posting for you. That will teach you not to argue with staff officers simply because you are right and they are wrong! The staff car is available to you. Fare thee well, Pistol! Might even see you again one day.”

He set off north after being given just sufficient time to change out of flying gear and into working dress. Headquarters wanted him far away before the Big Push could take place.

The attack was called off that night, postponed indefinitely, due to the failure of the supply lines, insufficient ammunition for the artillery having reached France. It was certainly not the fault of headquarters in Flanders.


Chapter Sixteen

“No big push this spring, Major Griffin.”

“It seems highly unlikely now, sir. We are officially told that our great attack is postponed pending the build up of stocks of shells for the artillery. Also a need for rifle calibre ammunition so we can make full use of the Vickers, and hopefully deploy additional Vickers in the trenches.”

Colonel Caine winced – that was plain speaking and would not be popular if it came to the ears of headquarters. The Treasury had demanded that the use of machineguns should be much reduced, on the grounds of cost; they were wasteful in their expenditure of ammunition.

“They do fire thousands of rounds for every man they hit, Major Griffin.”

“More than rifles, sir?”

“Very much so, provided, of course, that the riflemen are trained and experienced. Our new men in are neither of those, of course.”

“I presume from that, sir, that there is small chance of our receiving light artillery for trench use.”

“No chance!”

“A pair of pompoms would be most welcome, sir.”

“They might be. We will not get them.”

“A pity.”

“The RFC suggests that troops are being moved back from the German lines. Intelligence reports also say that there is a commitment to assist the Austro-Hungarians who are experiencing difficulties on their Russian and Servian fronts. It has been suggested that the remaining troops in the trenches may show aggression to disguise the movement out of their people.”

“I will pass word to my officers to watch for any signs of activity.”

“The word is that any attack will be focussed on the Canadians and the French forces in the Salient. We shall be peripheral to anything that happens.”

“We can, of course, sir, trust every word the Intelligence people say to us.”

“Not damned likely, Griffin! You know better than that! I should add that Servia is now officially Serbia. It has been decided that the implications of servility are unacceptable in our bold ally.”

“What utter bloody nonsense, sir!”

“I do not doubt there was a long conference with the newspapers to come to that conclusion, Griffin. The powers of government were unleashed upon the issue.”

“Will we win this war, sir?”

“No. The sole question is whether we shall lose it. The best we can hope for is some sort of stalemate, every country worse off for having engaged in this ridiculous conflict. Europe will never recover from the losses of its best young men – and they have only started as yet! This war is the end of our civilisation, and there is no sign of any to replace us. Off you go, Griffin! We still have no choice other than to fight this war to its bitter end, and bitter it still will be.”

“Bombardment, sir. Southeast of us, down on the Canadians and French, sir. Something wrong with it, sir. Can hear the guns fire but there’s no explosion from the shells.”

“Can’t all be duds, Marchant. Must be some other reason… Smoke shells, to provide cover for advancing lines of men?”

It was an obvious explanation, satisfied them initially.

“What do we do, sir?”

“Wait on orders and be thankful it is not us this time around. Ordinary readiness – we are always alert, so it makes little difference to us.”

The bombardment continued for an hour or less then changed into more ordinary shellfire, the crash of high explosive sounding across the bare ground.

“They are hitting behind the lines, sir. Does that mean they have broken through?”

It was possible but unlikely.

Word came after a couple of hours. The French had broken under a gas attack, something completely new in warfare. The Canadians were holding in part. The Germans were advancing only slowly. They were shelling the town of Ypres, closing many of the roads through the city centre.

John did not appreciate the significance of the last piece of information. Colonel Caine enlightened him.

“The road and rail network, Griffin. All pass through Ypres. Block off Ypres and communications are cut for days, weeks perhaps, while roads and railway lines are made anew, going around the town. The whole point of holding Ypres was because of the roads and railways. Now, they are destroying the network. I suspect they have given up on actually capturing the place but are making certain we take no benefit from it. They are turning it into just another bit of territory to be fought over.”

“The French and Canadians were holding the higher ground, were they not, sir?”

“They were. Once the Boche get in there, they will be the Devil to get out again. Can’t be helped. Could not have expected a bloody gas attack! Utterly vicious! Banned under the Conventions, as well. It is a war crime to use poison gas.”

“Hang the Kaiser! Which means laying hands on him first. A reasonable war aim, one might think, sir.”

“Unacceptable, Griffin. He is Queen Victoria’s grandson. He is not to hang. Can’t be done, old chap!”

“It ought to be, sir.”

“Bad precedent to set, Griffin. Can’t go about making our leaders responsible for their actions. Where would we stop? More like where would we start, in fact. In any case, we don’t want to spread the idea that kings can be killed for no better reason than breaching international law, which don’t exist, anyway. The Tsar has enough problems as it is, not to speak of the Emperor in Vienna. China as well, for that matter. Damned near every king on Earth is shaky just now. Not up to us to make things worse.”

“Perhaps not, sir. What are we to do just now?”

“Hold and watch to the south. We will probably find ourselves having to pull back a mile or two to form a tenable new line. Don’t want to be left out exposed with the Boche on our flank as well as our front. Can’t go too far if we are to hold Ypres itself. Can’t lose Ypres after fighting so hard to hold the place. No bloody use to us now but we have no choice other than to hold on. Far too public a loss if we pull back from Ypres. It would be seen as a major defeat. Washington would lose confidence in us.”

It was clear that could not be allowed. The flow of trade across the Atlantic was essential to feed Britain, let alone to fight the war.

“The Americans are neutral on our side just now. Lose Ypres and they might think it would be wise not to offend Germany. We must hold on and appear to deliver victory. If we can’t do that, we must avoid defeat at all costs. Lose here and the food ships may stop crossing the oceans.”

“We must pull more troops in from India, sir.”

“Government will not tolerate that. The cost to the Empire would be too great. We cannot allow India to become independent. That would be the price of a million sepoys coming to our aid.”

“They would rather lose the war instead, sir?”

“To men like Churchill, that would be a far preferable outcome. We must keep India at all costs. The Empire must last a thousand years.”

“Why?”

“Only a traitor could ask that question, Griffin. It is obvious.”

“I think I was born in the wrong country, sir. I cannot see any reason at all why England must rule more than half of the world.”

“A great pity, Griffin. Certain truths are so great they do not need explanation. They simply are.”

“That is bloody nonsense, sir!”

Colonel Caine laughed.

“Only just realised that, old boy? Everything is a bloody nonsense, if you dig deep enough. This war is certainly a nonsense. We still have to fight it, however. Be ready to fall back to a more defensible line. Brigade will identify it and tell us where to go, and hopefully when. I will get the word to you at soonest. I believe it is a certainty we shall have to pull back. Brigade is trying to organise a labour battalion to start digging, so we have a made trench to fall back on. If and when you go, destroy gun pits and dugouts behind you, assuming that to be possible.”

“Assume we shall not be coming back, sir?”

“Assume we shall be bloody lucky to hold the new line, Griffin.”

The Colonel returned to his command post, leaving John to work out the precise orders he needed.

“Sergeant Chitty!”

The NCO ran, scuttled bent over along the trench.

“We shall be pulling back, Chitty. Probably tonight, maybe not until tomorrow. Make all ready to go to a new line, which we shall probably have to dig for ourselves. The French are broken to the south and the Canadians have taken a hammering but are holding in places. The line has to be rebuilt, some miles further back. We must still hold Ypres, but the town is being battered flat. We are losing the higher ground.”

“Right, sir. Stores go back to where?”

“Brigade, in the first instance. Do you know anybody there?”

“A couple of bodies, sir. They will look after what needs to be kept safe.”

“Good. Use working parties as you need.”

John did not know but was utterly certain that Chitty had a store of unlawfully acquired goods of various sorts, almost all of which would be used to the benefit of the company. That must not be lost.

“Your servant, sir.”

“Not seen him this morning, Chitty.”

“Gone back to the aid post, sir. Won’t be back again. Chest playing up and too old for it now. Your replacement should be in the dugout now.”

“All change, it might seem. Have we heard any word of my brother?”

Chitty would have heard the unofficial whispers, never spoken to an officer.

“Posted out of Dicky Bush, sir. Sent up to the north, almost as far as Nieuport, wherever that is. Gone to a new squadron forming up. He told a staff officer he was a bloody fool for not knowing that shrapnel couldn’t cut wire, sir. He was right and they called off the Big Push for the wire all still being in one piece. They threw him out of his squadron for being right when they were wrong. Gave him another Mention, sir, for shooting down a German aeroplane. Him and his observer got one each. It was because of that they couldn’t break him but just had to send him out of sight, sir.”

“His bloody mouth is going to be the death of him, Sergeant!”

“Clever man, your brother, sir. No place for that sort in this Army, sir.”

“No. Only bloody fools in this place. Carry on, Chitty. Pick up the pieces and soldier on.”
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