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Introduction


THE FIRST WORLD WAR CHANGED SCOTLAND in many profound ways. In May 1914, a Home Rule Bill passed its second reading in the House of Commons, mainly as a result of the promptings of the Scottish Home Rule Association and the Young Scots Society, a radical-minded grouping within the ruling Liberal Party who were in favour of free trade, social reform and what they called ‘the unquenchable and indefinable spirit of nationalism’. The outbreak of war three months later meant that the Bill was never enacted, and the devolution debate would not be reopened until towards the end of the century. But there were other significant changes. War came as a boost to the country’s heavy industries, especially those situated in the west; it encouraged the employment of women – by 1918, the munitions industries in Scotland were employing 31,500 female workers; and in the early months of the war the proportion of men enlisting voluntarily in the 18–41 age group was higher than in any other part of the United Kingdom. To expand Britain’s small Regular Army, Lord Kitchener, the Secretary for War, had called for the creation of a huge ‘New Army’ manned by volunteers, and the response in Scotland, as in other parts of the country, was enthusiastic.


Despite initial doubts, the volunteer principle worked: by the end of 1915, the British total was 2,466,719 men, more than would be achieved after the introduction of conscription in May 1916 and just under half the wartime total of 5.7 million men who served in the army during the war years. Of their number, 320,589, or 13 per cent of the total, were Scots. By the end of the war, the number of Scots in the armed forces amounted to 688,416, consisting of 71,707 in the Royal Navy, 584,098 in the army (Regular, New and Territorial) and 32,611 in the Royal Flying Corps and Royal Air Force. Culture, too, was affected: although it would take time for the effects to be felt, literature in Scotland was transformed by the experience of the First World War.


At the time of the outbreak of hostilities, Scottish literature was in the doldrums. Robert Louis Stevenson (1850–94), Scotland’s greatest writer of the late nineteenth century, had died by 1894, and much of the poetry that was being published was either sentimental, historical verse or the mystical vapours of the Celtic Twilight. Fiction had been left behind in the Kailyard, the catch-all phrase used by the critic J.H. Millar (1864–1929) in the April 1895 issue of the New Review to describe the novels of J.M. Barrie (1860–1937), S.R. Crockett (1859–1914) and Ian Maclaren, the pen name of John Watson (1850–1907). Here was a well-defined arcadia of village life, a school of rural sentimentality that ignored the ills of turn of the century Scotland, its faltering industrial development, poverty and high mortality rate. Of Scottish drama there was nothing to be said until the 1930s, when James Bridie came on the scene. Critics like Millar regarded Scottish writing in an overall British context and doubted if Scots as a literary language was capable of survival in the twentieth century.


The signs of hope were few and far between. In 1901, George Douglas Brown (1869–1902) had exposed the limitations of the Kailyard School in his novel The House with the Green Shutters. Having borrowed many of the features and characteristics of the Kailyard – the rural setting, the raised expectations and a familiar cast of characters – he had then destroyed them by showing the impact caused by external social change. John MacDougall Hay (1879–1919) had employed a similar structure in Gillespie (1914), which includes many of the themes explored by Brown. Although neither writer lived long enough to enjoy their literary success, both The House with the Green Shutters and Gillespie pointed to one direction that would be taken by Scottish fiction.


The first reaction to the declaration of war in Scotland, as in other parts of Britain, was one of excitement and relief. Contemporary evidence shows that thousands of Scottish people were prepared to voice their support for war and found themselves taking part in demonstrations of national pride and patriotism that often bordered on hysteria. Even realists who normally had their feet on the ground were caught up in the excitement. Shortly after war had been declared, the novelist and journalist Neil Munro travelled by train to Glasgow and later shamefacedly admitted: ‘What silly patriotic and romantic elations were stirred in me when I found that already there were armed guards on every railway viaduct, on reservoirs, and the Loch Long torpedo testing station.’ By that time, Munro was fifty and a successful novelist – The New Road (1914), an adventure in the tradition of Stevenson, had just been published – but even he was caught up in the excitement of the hour and wanted to do something. That sense of enthusiastic conviction was shared by many others and gave the early days of the war an unreal quality, creating a feeling that war was a great adventure, and that man had been transformed and liberated from the doldrums of a humdrum existence. Chivalry, self-sacrifice and heroism were the catchwords of those early days of the war and there were very few people who did not respond to their call.


Artless verses, patriotic articles and short stories flooded by the thousand into local publications, speaking of the noble necessity of doing one’s duty; everywhere tub-thumping patriotism was rife, and the elation even found its way into mainstream literature. Two years later, in 1916, long after the initial enthusiasm had waned, Neil Munro produced a series of poems under the collective title ‘Bagpipe Ballads’, which were published in Blackwood’s Magazine. By then, his son Hugh had been killed in action at the Battle of Loos while serving with 8th Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, and he himself had visited the Western Front as a correspondent, but, as he told George Blackwood, the poems were a compensation of sorts, having been ‘suggested by the names of bagpipe airs, so that some of them take on that spirit of braggadocio which comes so natural to youth: and to races like the Gaels, who loiter so much in their past that they are always the youngest and most ardent when it comes to sentiment – the first and last excuse for poetry’.


Even when the volunteers started to move across to France and the initial battles brought the first heavy casualties, the mood in the country remained strangely optimistic. Following the deployment of the Regular Army in the third week of August 1914, the first Territorial Force battalions arrived in the late summer and early autumn and these were followed by the volunteer battalions of the New Army. John Hay Beith, an officer serving in 10th Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, celebrated the move in a poem ‘K (1)’, which he believed summed up his men’s feelings as they set off for France and war:


And now to-day has come along,


With rifle, haversack and pack,


We’re off, a Hundred Thousand strong,


And – some of us will not come back.


But all we ask, if that befall,


Is this. Within our hearts be writ,


This single-line memorial:


He did his duty – and his bit!


Beith was a schoolmaster and author-turned-soldier who usually wrote under the pseudonym ‘Ian Hay’ and had attracted an enthusiastic following for a succession of whimsical light novels written in the pre-war period. At the outbreak of hostilities, he volunteered and was commissioned in a New Army battalion of the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, and the experience led him to write a number of monthly sketches for Blackwood’s Magazine under the pseudonym ‘Junior Sub’ in order to preserve his identity as a serving officer. The first of these appeared in November 1914, with an account of the tribulations of learning close-order drill. Throughout the autumn and winter, The Junior Sub’s musings took the reader through the training of the fictional battalion referred to as the ‘Bruce and Wallace Highlanders’ until it was ready to cross over to France to go into action. Brilliantly conceived and narrated in the first person and present tense, it was akin to a homely correspondence and the sketches became an immediate bestseller when they were published in book form in December 1915 under the title The First Hundred Thousand.


Hay’s book is also an intensely Scottish account seen from the perspective of a man who, though born in England, was deeply proud of his northern heritage, telling his readers early on ‘we are Scotsmen, with all the Scotsman’s curious reserve and contempt for social airs and graces’. Beyond that, the novel also provided a keen insight into the military mind, so much so that many brigade and divisional commanders recommended it as reading matter for their newly joined officers. For readers at home, it was an accurate portrayal of the enthusiasm and optimism of those early days before the New Armies went into action at Loos. The reviewer in The Spectator praised Hay’s ability to capture the mood of the New Armies, while the Saturday Review claimed that finally the British soldier had found a voice by making his experience appear ‘irrepressibly brave, comical, devoted, prosaic, glorious or dull’. A similar comment could well have been made about two other Scottish novels that were equally popular and seemed to catch the mood of the moment: J.J. Bell’s Wee MacGreegor Enlists and R.W. Campbell’s Private Spud Tamson, although in the latter novel the roguish hero is transformed by the war, being promoted to sergeant, saving his Colonel’s life and winning the Victoria Cross.


However, it was not all patriotism and braggadocio. Two Scottish writers spoke out against the glory of war and condemned the gadarene rush to ‘hate the Hun’, and they are arguably the finest English-speaking Scots poets of the First World War: Charles Hamilton Sorley (1895–1915) and Ewart Alan Mackintosh (1893–1917). Both poets were similar in that they were born into Scottish families but were brought up and educated in England and stand, therefore, somewhat outside the contemporary Scottish literary tradition, with its emphasis on verse written in the vernacular. Both, though, were intensely aware of their heritage – Mackintosh was a Gaelic speaker, and in his correspondence Sorley admitted that he felt no sense of patriotism towards England. Both, too, were destined to die during the fighting – Sorley during the Battle of Loos in October 1915 and Mackintosh at Cambrai in November 1917; the poetry of both men was published posthumously.


Sorley was attending the University of Jena when war broke out. With a friend, he managed to get back to Britain, travelling by train and on a specially commandeered ferry from Antwerp. Having spent seven enjoyable months in Germany, he was disposed to be understanding about the country he had just visited, telling an old schoolmaster, Wynne Willson, in a letter: ‘They are a splendid lot, and I wish the silly papers would realise that they are fighting for a principle just as much as we are.’ But what took him aback was the hysteria and unthinking patriotism. A letter to another friend, Alan Hutchinson, reflected his exasperation with the mood he found on his return:




But isn’t all this bloody? I am full of mute and burning rage and annoyance and sulkiness about it. I could wager that out of twelve million eventual combatants there aren’t twelve who really want it. And ‘serving one’s country’ is so unpicturesque and unheroic when it comes to the point. Spending a year in a beastly Territorial camp guarding telegraph wires has nothing poetical about it: nor very useful as far as I can see.





Even so, despite his cynicism about patriotic impulses, like thousands of others of his class, Sorley soon joined up as a volunteer and was gazetted a second lieutenant in the 7th Suffolk Regiment, a New Army battalion composed of volunteers. Clearly, he realised that he had to serve his country, that joining up in the armed forces was expected of him, but he refused to take the sentimental approach of the jingoist: there is a delicate sense of irony in the final refrain of one of his earliest war poems, ‘All the Hills and Vales Along’, which he wrote shortly after enlisting. At first reading, it appears to be a traditional soldier’s poem, the rhythms reflecting the sound of marching men, but the final lines reveal a subtle understanding of the brutalisation of military life and the fate that lay ahead for many fighting soldiers:


On, marching men, on


To the gates of death with song.


Sow your gladness for earth’s reaping,


So you may be glad, though sleeping,


Strew your gladness on earth’s bed,


So be merry, so be dead.


In common with every infantryman of the First World War, Sorley had an intimate relationship with sudden and violent death; it is not surprising that the theme finds its way into his early war poems. There is also a good deal of moral indignation in the focus of Sorley’s poetry, much of which was written while he was in the trenches. In one of his last letters to his friend Arthur Watts, he admitted that the constant casualties and the sight of mutilated men had gnawed at his humanity, leaving an empty shell: ‘One is hardened by now: purged of all false pity: perhaps more selfish than before. The spiritual and the animal get so much more sharply divided in hours of encounter, taking possession of the body by swift turns.’ In that sense there is a strong feeling in Sorley’s work of the writer as witness. Like many other war poets, he believed that he had to come to terms with the experience of battle and then record it so that others could understand that there was no glory in violent death and no victory in the demise of the individual.


Other writers were more strident in their approach and made little secret of the fact that they detested what was happening. John Maclean, a teacher by training and Marxist by evolution, was totally against the war: following his first arrest in October 1915 on the charge of ‘making statements likely to prejudice recruiting’, he made no secret of his opposition to the war, claiming in court that he had ‘enlisted in the Socialist army fifteen years ago, the only army worth fighting for’. His anti-war publication, The Vanguard, was closed down under the Defence of the Realm Act, the catch-all legislation for preserving the nation’s security, as was Tom Johnston’s Forward in 1915 during the Glasgow rent strikes and industrial action in the Clyde shipyards. Other similar sentiments could be found in the writings of many of the women connected with Dr Elsie Inglis’s Scottish Women’s Hospitals. Nor were mental issues ignored. A.F. Whyte’s ‘Sunk’ describes a naval officer clearly suffering from some form of post-traumatic stress disorder; albeit writing after the war, the novelist Lewis Grassic Gibbon was unsparing in his description of a man facing the firing squad, having suffered a different kind of mental anguish.


As happens in most conflicts, the private writings of frontline soldiers provide an immediate response to the conflict and Scottish writers were no exception – from Douglas Haig and James Jack wrestling with the problems of command to Willie Fraser and John Jackson giving a fighting soldier’s view of battle. The same can be said of the correspondence produced by Sorley, Hugh MacDiarmid and Naomi Mitchison. Their letters and diaries have the right to be counted as literary offerings, not least because they betray a great deal of the character and personality of the authors, all of whom were involved in one way or another in the war effort. Even official papers can reveal the character of the author. Throughout the war Haig’s private papers expose a man who believed that in no small measure he was an instrument of God’s will, a belief that was clearly fashioned by his faith and his Presbyterian background. In no other piece of writing can this be better demonstrated than in his famous ‘backs to the wall’ Special Order written on 11 April 1918, when it seemed quite possible that the great German Spring offensive might succeed in its objective of rupturing the Allied line. Haig’s message was not just an order to the army but a personal plea to every soldier as well:




There is no other course open to us but to fight it out. Every position must be held to the last man: there must be no retirement. With our backs to the wall and believing in the justice of our cause each one of us must fight on to the end. The safety of our homes and the Freedom of mankind alike depend upon the conduct of each one of us at this critical moment.





On a different level, James Bridie, Eric Linklater and Compton Mackenzie continued to be fascinated by the war long after it was over. It would have been surprising if this were not the case, for all had different experiences of combat. Linklater and Bridie were under fire in front-line positions and Mackenzie experienced the ill-starred campaign in Gallipoli. Naturally in each case there is a strong sense of the writer distancing himself from past events and, in the case of Bridie and Linklater, of making light of the difficulties, but they still manage to convey the horror, futility and boredom of war. It is also instructive to compare Mackenzie’s and Sir Ian Hamilton’s accounts of the Gallipoli operation.


War, the great bringer of change, also transformed the course of Scottish writing and the country’s literary scene. Twenty years after the end of the First World War the poet Hugh MacDiarmid (Christopher Murray Grieve) addressed Scotland in his poem ‘Towards a New Scotland’, and asked:


Was it for little Belgium’s sake


Sae mony thoosand Scotsman dee’d?


And never ane for Scotland fegs


Wi’ twenty thoosand times mair need!


In a sense MacDiarmid had already answered the question himself. He had served on the Salonika front as a sergeant in the Royal Army Medical Corps and on demobilisation he had been transfigured, literally and metaphysically. During the war he had written little of any value for publication, but in the 1920s he began writing poetry in Scots and from those efforts he evolved the idea of a renaissance movement whose aim was to dissociate Scottish writing from the sentimentality of the vernacular-based poetry of the pre-war years and to bring it into line with contemporary European thinking. His first serious publication was Northern Numbers (1920), an anthology based on the example of Edward Marsh’s Georgian Poetry. It was followed by two further editions, in 1921 and 1922, and the contributors included many writers who had written poetry or fiction during the recent war – John Buchan, Violet Jacob, Roderick Watson Kerr, Joseph Lee, Neil Munro, Charles Murray and Mary Symon. He founded a magazine, the Scottish Chapbook, and began to challenge established literary assumptions in a series of articles for the Scottish Educational Journal under the title ‘Contemporary Scottish Studies’. His campaign also had a political aspect: he was one of the founders of the Scottish committee of International PEN and in 1928 he joined the National Party of Scotland. As described by Catherine Kerrigan, Grieve had used his time in the military to good effect to develop his literary and political ideas:




With an almost military precision he began putting his plan to transform the Scottish cultural scene into action and within a few years Quartermaster-Sergeant Grieve had metamorphosed into Hugh MacDiarmid, the modern Scottish vernacular poet and leader of what he was optimistically to call the ‘Scottish Renaissance’.





Like other poets of the immediate post-war period – Yeats, Eliot and Pound – MacDiarmid was aware of the exhaustion of English culture in the 1920s and of the need to explore new means of national self-expression. He was also aware that the war had changed the cohesion of European civilisation in general. In those circumstances it would be the duty of countries like Scotland to redeem those cultural values and like many of his contemporaries he realised that in no small measure the global conflict had been fought to protect the rights of small nations. In that respect the First World War hastened the development of Scottish literature, and the soldier-writers of that period can be seen as harbingers of that change.




 


 


 


J.J. Bell


The Alarm


To the astonishment of his family and his best friend Willie Thomson, Wee Macgreegor has enlisted in the 9th Highland Light Infantry, the Glasgow Highlanders. Partly he has done this out of a sense of patriotism but it is also to impress his girlfriend Christina. The Glasgow Highlanders, a Territorial Battalion, mobilised at Greendyke Street in Glasgow in August 1914 and crossed over to France on 5 November that same year, which makes a deployment to Gallipoli (Dardanelles) impossible.
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It came, as Christina would have expressed it in her early days, like a ‘blot from the blue’. On a certain fine morning, while battalion drill was in progress, a mounted officer dashed upon the scene and was forthwith engaged in earnest conversation with the colonel. The news was evidently urgent, and it was received with an obvious gravity. A thrill ran through the ranks; you would have fancied you heard breaths of anticipation.


A minute later the companies were making for camp at the double. Arrived there they were instructed to repair to billets and, with all speed, pack up. And presently ammunition was being served out, a hundred rounds to each man; and, later, ‘iron’ rations.


‘We’re awa’ noo,’ gasped Macgregor, recovering forcibly from Willie’s greedy clutch a pair of socks knitted by Christina.


‘Ay, we’re awa’; an’ I’ll bet ye we’re for Flanders,’ said Willie, no less excited.


‘Dardanelles!’ shouted Macgregor, above the din that filled the billet.


‘Flanders!’ yelled Willie, wildly, and started to dance – unfortunately upon a thin piece of soap.


‘Dardanelles!’ Macgregor repeated, as he gave his friend a hand up.


‘Oh!’ groaned Willie, rubbing the back of his head. ‘But what’ll ye bet?’


‘What ha’e ye got?’


‘I’ll bet ye thruppence – the thruppence ye lent me the day afore yesterday.’


‘Done! If ye win, we’ll be quits; if ye loss—’


‘Na, na! If I win, ye’ll ha’e to pay me—’


‘Ach, I’ve nae time to listen to ye. I’ve twa letters to write.’


‘Letters! What aboot the bet?’


‘Awa’ an’ chase yersel’! Are ye no gaun to drap a line to yer aunt?’


‘No dashed likely! She’s never sent the postal order I asked her for. If I had got it, I wud ha’e payed what I’m owin’ ye, Macgreegor. By heavens, I wud! I’ll tak’ ma oath I—’


‘Aweel, never heed aboot that,’ Macgregor said, soothingly. ‘Send her a post caird an’ let me get peace for three meenutes.’


‘Ye canna get peace in this,’ said Willie, with a glance round the tumultuous billet.


‘I can – if ye haud yer silly tongue.’ Macgregor thereupon got his pad and envelopes (a gift from Miss Tod), squatted on his bed and proceeded to gnaw his pencil. The voice of the sergeant was heard ordering the men to hurry up.


‘I’ll tell ye what I’ll dae,’ said Willie, sitting down at his friend’s elbow. ‘I’ll bet ye a’ I owe ye to a bob it’s Flanders. Ye see, I’ll maybe get shot, an’ I dinna want to dee in debt. An’ I’ll send the auld cat a caird wi’ something nice on it, to please ye . . . Eh?’


‘Aw, onything ye like, but for ony sake clay up! Shift!’ cried the distracted Macgregor.


‘Weel, gi’e’s a fag . . . an’ a match,’ said Willie.


He received them in his face, but merely grinned as he languidly removed himself.


The two scrawls so hastily and under such difficulties produced by Macgregor are sacred. He would never write anything more boyish and loving, nor yet more manly and brave, than those ‘few lines’ to his mother and sweetheart. There was no time left for posting them when the order came to fall in, but he anticipated an opportunity at one of the stations on the journey south.


Out in the sunshine stood the hundreds of lads whose training had been so brief that some carried ammunition for the first time. There were few grave faces, though possibly some of the many grins were more reflected than original. Yet there was a fine general air of eagerness, and at the word ‘attention’ the varied expressions gave place to one of determination.


‘Boom! boom! boom! . . . Boom! boom! boom! Dirl and skirl; skirl and dirl!’ So to the heart-lifting, hell-raising music of pipes and drums they marched down to the railway.


At the station it seemed as though they had been expected to break all records in military entraining. There was terrific haste and occasional confusion, the latter at the loading of the vans. The enthusiasm was equalled only by the perspiration. But at last everything and nearly everybody was aboard, and the rumour went along that they had actually broken such and such a battalion’s record.


Private William Thomson, however, had already started his inevitable grumbling. There were eight in the compartment and he had stupidly omitted to secure a corner seat.


‘I’ll bet ye I’m a corp[oral] afore we get to Dover,’ he bleated.


‘That’s as near as ever ye’ll be to bein’ a corporal,’ remarked the cheerful Jake. ‘But hoo d’ye ken it’ll be Dover?’


‘I’ll bet ye – Na! I’ll no tak’ on ony mair wagers. I’ve a tremenjous bet on wi’ this yin’ – indicating Macgregor – ‘every dashed penny I possess – that we’re boun’ for Flanders. He says the Dardanelles.’


All excepting Macgregor fell to debating the question. He had just remembered something he had forgotten to say to Christina; also, he was going away without the ring she was to have given him. He was not sorry he was going, but he felt sad . . .


The debate waxed furious.


‘I tell ye,’ bawled Willie, ‘we’re for Flanders! The Ninth’s been there since the—’


A sudden silence! What the – was that? Surely not – ay, it was! – an order to detrain!


And soon the whisper went round that they were not bound for anywhere – unless the – old camp. The morning’s alarm and all that followed had been merely by way of practice.


At such a time different men have different feelings, or, at least, different ways of expressing them. Jake laughed philosophically and appeared to dismiss the whole affair. Willie swore with a curious and seemingly unnecessary bitterness, at frequent intervals, for the next hour or so. Macgregor remained in a semi-stunned condition of mind until the opportunity came for making a little private bonfire of the two letters; after which melancholy operation he straightaway recovered his usual good spirits.


‘Never heed, Wullie,’ he said, later; ‘we’ll get oor chance yet.’


Willie exploded. ‘What for did ye get me to mak’ sic a – cod o’ masel’?’


‘Cod o’ yersel’? Me?’


‘Ay, you! – gettin’ me to send a caird to ma – aunt! What for did ye dae it?’


Macgregor stared. ‘But ye didna post it,’ he began.


‘Ay, but I did. I gi’ed it to a man at the station.’


‘Oh! . . . Weel, ye’ll just ha’e to send her anither.’


‘That’ll no mak’ me less o’ a cod.’


‘What way? What did ye write on the caird?’


Willie hesitated, muttered a few curses and said slowly yet savagely:


‘“Off to Flanders, wi’ – wi’ kind love” – oh, dammit!’




 


 


 


 


 


James Bridie


The Three Musketeers


In common with much of his drama, James Bridie’s autobiography One Way of Living is evasive, amusing and suffused with extravagant exuberance. Written in ten chapters, or ‘fives’, the narrative follows the course of the author’s life from childhood in Glasgow, through university and his military service, to his fiftieth year. In the opening pages Bridie declared that he reserved ‘the right to break the narrative with any reflections that seem pertinent to my purpose’ and that helped to set the tone for the book. However, not everyone approved or understood. Reviewing it in The Spectator, Evelyn Waugh found that ‘The bulk of the book is discursive and, I think, humorous in intent, rich in anecdotes which perhaps need to be told aloud by one Lowland Scot to another Lowland Scot for their full point to be clear. Pawky is the word.’


Following a brief description of his wartime experiences on the Western Front as a medical officer, Bridie launches into a typical reverie involving his superior officer and fellow doctor Douglas Reid King. Marlowe is probably the shade of Christopher Marlowe and the inclusion of the three musketeers is apposite, as it was in Arras that D’Artagnan encountered the mysterious stranger ‘whom I have always met with when threatened by some misfortune’.
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‘I find your War petty and frivolous,’ said Marlowe.


‘I cannot help that, you bombastic old blatherskite,’ I replied. ‘I wish you had seen all the guns of Ypres opening fire on the morning when the Bosche first put over blazing treacle when I was wandering about Sanctuary Wood. That would have given you something to bang your big drum about. For me, I play the penny whistle and, at times, the oboe. King and I were once talking about that – I mean about how impossible it was to describe this War in rousing words. We were very comfortable. We were sitting by the fireside in an Arras music master’s house. The front windows of our room opened on the pleasant Quai de Caserne, the back on a tangled garden and a glass-roofed porch. We were having our bedtime toddy and the Germans were shelling a 75 battery along the street. All of a sudden a shell hit our house and down came the glass porch. King crouched under the windowsill and I sat down in an arched doorway, while the air became full of flashes and bangs and clatterings. We then bethought ourselves of our faithful batmen who slept upstairs and were rushing to their aid when they knocked us backward downstairs. They were wrapped in blankets. We adjourned to the cellar, but it was full of water and the shelling soon stopped.


My room on the first floor was full of moonlight and I walked on two inches of finely powdered dust. The blanket window screen had been blown in and the nosecap had gone through my bed at the point where my umbilicus would have been if I hadn’t persuaded King to have one more toddy. But that wasn’t War . . . I remember . . .


Aramis, Porthos and Athos dined in the house of Athos twenty years after. Because they did not know each other very well, Mrs Athos, Mrs Porthos and Mrs Aramis went to the drawing room after the fearless old fashion instead of staying to drink port wine and smoke cigarettes with their husbands.


Aramis, Athos and Porthos were silent for a little, began to talk all at once and then begged one another’s pardon.


‘You were saying?’ said Athos.


‘No, no, you go on,’ said Aramis.


‘It was nothing,’ said Porthos.


‘Please, Aramis,’ said Athos.


‘No, Porthos was speaking,’ said Aramis.


‘Go on, Porthos,’ said Athos.


‘I was just thinking,’ said Porthos, ‘that twenty years ago today I was sitting in the Hotel de Paris at St Pol eating truffles and drinking Louis Roederer 1906 at eight francs the bottle. I should have got it for less if I hadn’t been on the Staff. That was an inn, Aramis, where they could roast a chicken. I had come from the blasted Salient – Cassel, you know. Talk about hardship! My groom was my cook. I found he could do macaroni and cheese. Very well, I said. You cook. So he cooked macaroni and cheese, day in day out, week in week out . . . My God! And bully rissoles. And do you remember that vang rouge? Though you could make salad dressing with vang rouge and melted butter, you know.


‘It was after a month of such horror, as I dare not describe to you fellows, that St Catherine of Sienna, or some such blessed saint, materialised. The local padre told me of her. She was living in sin with some gendarme in the neighbourhood. The padre said she could cook. Cook! . . . Oh, luncheon! Little bits of this and that like a fairy dance for hors d’oeuvres. Fat olives, most benignant. The soup looked like Primavera’s dress and dreamt its way down as yachts do in a light wind. Then there were artichokes, green and melting and sentimental. Then a round of beef. Damned Canterbury, gentlemen, moulded and transformed by some ultra-sculptural cantrip, and swimming in dark mahogany sauce . . . I beg your pardon, Athos, you gave us a very nice dinner tonight, but your cook is only a woman. And some Barsac, all golden. The drink you cannot take across the water. And I only paid her fifteen francs a week. And then the General came. Well, Porthos, how are you? Sir, will you wait for dinner? I have a cook.


‘Ah! Forgive me, friends, there was an Ercildoune dreaming on me, and I knew not what I did. The General stole her. More, he sent me, like the Hittite in the Bible, to the thickest of the fight. To St Pol . . . Ah well! They could roast a chicken there!’


‘The first cocktail I invented during the war,’ said Athos, his fine face deeply lined with thought, ‘was in the Chateau Barly, on the Western Front. It was called a Tangerine Sling. It was a cocktail rather of necessity than of choice. The only two drinks left to us in the mess after the Christmas dinner were St Julien and rum. There were also some tangerine oranges and raisins. Into one glass I put a tablespoonful of rum, into another two tablespoonfuls of claret. I put two crushed raisins into the rum and squeezed the juice of a single lith of the orange into the claret. With a spoon I then squeezed and buffeted the peel of the orange in the claret glass. I then threw the peel and the two raisins into the fire, mixed and shook the two beverages, placed a second tangerine lith in the mixture, and put it on a frosty windowsill to cool. After ten minutes I shook it again and finally drank it. It imparted a pleasant and enlivening sensation to the fingers and toes, and made me wish to join the Flying Corps. The last cocktail I invented was after the armistice in Tiflis. Long drinks were the vogue, as at that time the weather was warm. The drink was called the Pink Devil. It contained gin, orange bitters, Angostura bitters, lime juice, liqueur whisky, cherry brandy, cognac, burgundy, sherry and vodka. I would tell you the proportions and how to mix it, but I really think we ought to join the ladies.’


‘When I was in Amiens, I took the French General’s mistress to dinner one night,’ said Aramis. ‘The French General complained to GHQ in the following terms . . .’


‘Another time, perhaps, old boy,’ said Athos. ‘But the ladies will be impatient.’




 


 


 


 


 


John Buchan


The King of Ypres


In May 1915, John Buchan visited the Western Front as a special correspondent of The Times. His role was to report on the Second Battle of Ypres and the subsequent articles were notable for his grasp of detail and ability to evoke the war-torn landscape. There were also romantic touches, such as the story of a British private who had been left behind by his battalion and who restored a modicum of order. This found its way into a short story, which was published in 1918 in the collection The Watcher by the Threshold.
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Private Peter Galbraith, of the 3rd Lennox Highlanders, awoke with a splitting headache and the consciousness of an intolerable din. At first he thought it was the whistle from the forge, which a year ago had pulled him from his bed when he was a puddler in Motherwell. He scrambled to his feet, and nearly cracked his skull against a low roof. That, and a sound which suggested that the heavens were made of canvas which a giant hand was rending, cleared his wits and recalled him to the disagreeable present. He lit the dottle in his pipe, and began to piece out his whereabouts.


Late the night before, the remnants of his battalion had been brought in from the Gheluvelt trenches to billets in Ypres. That last week he had gone clean off his sleep. He had not been dry for a fortnight, his puttees had rotted away, his greatcoat had disappeared in a mud-hole, and he had had no stomach for what food could be got. He had seen half his battalion die before his eyes, and day and night the shells had burst round him till the place looked like the ironworks at Motherwell on a foggy night. The worst of it was that he had never come to grips with the Boches, which he had long decided was the one pleasure left to him in life. He had got far beyond cursing, though he had once had a talent that way. His mind was as sodden as his body, and his thoughts had been focused on the penetrating power of a bayonet when directed against a plump Teutonic chest. There had been a German barber in Motherwell called Schultz, and he imagined the enemy as a million Schultzes – large, round men who talked with the back of their throat.


In billets he had scraped off the worst part of the mud, and drunk half a bottle of wine which a woman had given him. It tasted like red ink, but anything liquid was better than food. Sleep was what he longed for, but he could not get it. The Boches were shelling the town, and the room he shared with six others seemed as noisy as the Gallowgate on a Saturday night. He wanted to get deep down into the earth where there was no sound; so, while the others snored, he started out to look for a cellar. In the black darkness, while the house rocked to the shell reverberations, he had groped his way down the stairs, found a door which led to another flight, and, slipping and stumbling, had come to a narrow, stuffy chamber which smelt of potatoes. There he had lain down on some sacks and fallen into a frowsty slumber.


His head was spinning, but the hours of sleep had done him good. He felt a slight appetite for breakfast, as well as an intolerable thirst. He groped his way up the stairs, and came out in a dilapidated hall lit by a dim November morning.


There was no sign of the packs which had been stacked there the night before. He looked for a Boche’s helmet, which he had brought in as a souvenir, but that was gone. Then he found the room where he had been billeted. It was empty, and only the stale smell of tobacco told of its occupants.


Lonely, disconsolate, and oppressed with thoughts of future punishment, he moved towards the street door. Suddenly the door of a side room opened and a man came out, a furtive figure with a large, pasty face. His pockets bulged, and in one hand was a silver candlestick. At the sight of Galbraith he jumped back and held up a pistol.


‘Pit it down, man, and tell’s what’s come ower this place?’ said the soldier. For answer, a bullet sang past his ear and shivered a plaster Venus.


Galbraith gave his enemy the butt of his rifle and laid him out. From his pockets he shook out a mixed collection of loot. He took possession of his pistol, and kicked him with some vehemence into a cupboard.


‘That yin’s a thief,’ was his spoken reflection.


‘There’s something michty wrong wi’ Wipers the day.’


His head was clearing, and he was getting very wroth. His battalion had gone off and left him in a cellar, and miscreants were abroad. It was time for a respectable man to be up and doing. Besides, he wanted his breakfast. He fixed his bayonet, put the pistol in his pocket, and emerged into the November drizzle.


The streets suddenly were curiously still. The occasional shell-fire came to his ears as if through layers of cotton wool. He put this down to dizziness from lack of food, and made his way to what looked like an estaminet. The place was full of riotous people who were helping themselves to drinks, while a distracted landlord wrung his hands. He flew to Galbraith, the tears running down his cheeks, and implored him in broken words.


‘Vere ze Engleesh?’ he cried. ‘Ze méchants rob me. Zere is une émeute. Vere ze officers?’


‘That’s what I’m wantin’ to ken mysel’,’ said Galbraith.


‘Zey are gone,’ wailed the innkeeper. ‘Zere is no gendarme or anyzing, and I am rob.’


‘Where’s the polis? Get the Provost, man. D’ye tell me there’s no polis left?’


‘I am rob,’ the wail continued. ‘Ze méchants rob ze magasins and ve vill be assassinés.’


Light was dawning upon Private Galbraith. The British troops had left Ypres for some reason which he could not fathom, and there was no law or order in the little city. At other times he had hated the law as much as any man, and his relations with the police had often been strained. Now he realised that he had done them an injustice. Disorder suddenly seemed to him the one thing intolerable. Here had he been undergoing a stiff discipline for weeks, and if that was his fate no civilian should be allowed on the loose. He was a British soldier marooned here by no fault of his own and it was his business to keep up the end of the British Army and impose the King’s peace upon the unruly. His temper was getting hot, but he was curiously happy. He marched into the estaminet. ‘Oot o’ here, ye scum!’ he bellowed. ‘Sortez, ye cochons!’


The revellers were silent before the apparition. Then one, drunker than the rest, flung a bottle, which grazed his right ear. That put the finishing touch to his temper. Roaring like a bull, he was among them, prodding their hinder parts with his bayonet, and now and then reversing his rifle to crack a head. He had not played centre-forward in the old days at Celtic Park for nothing. The place emptied in a twinkling all but one man whose legs could not support him. Him Private Galbraith seized by the scruff and the slack of his trousers, and tossed into the street.


‘Now I’ll hae my breakfast,’ he said to the trembling landlord.


Private Galbraith, much the better for his exercise, made a hearty meal of bread and cold ham, and quenched his thirst with two bottles of Hazebrouck beer. He had also a little brandy, and pocketed the flask, for which the landlord refused all payment. Then, feeling a giant refreshed, he sallied into the street


‘I’m off to look for your Provost,’ he said.


‘If ye have ony mair trouble, ye’ll find me at the Toun Hall.’


A shell had plumped into the middle of the causeway, and the place was empty. Private Galbraith, despising shells, swaggered up the open, his disreputable kilt swinging about his putteeless legs, the remnant of a bonnet set well on the side of his shaggy red head, and the light of battle in his eyes. For once he was arrayed on the side of the angels, and the thought encouraged him mightily. The brandy had fired his imagination.


Adventure faced him at the next corner. A woman was struggling with two men, a slim pale girl with dark hair. No sound came from her lips, but her eyes were bright with terror. Galbraith started to run, shouting sound British oaths. The men let the woman go, and turned to face him. One had a pistol, and for the second time that day a bullet just missed its mark. An instant later a clean bayonet thrust had ended the mortal career of the marksman, and the other had taken to his heels.


‘I’ll learn thae lads to be sae free wi’ their popguns,’ said the irate soldier. ‘Haud up, Mem. It’s a’ by wi’ noo. Losh! The wumman’s fentit!’


Private Galbraith was as shy of women as of his Commanding Officer, and he had not bargained for this duty. She was clearly a lady from her dress and appearance, and this did not make it easier. He supported her manfully, addressing to her the kind of encouragements which a groom gives to a horse. ‘Canny now, Mem. Haud up! Ye’ve no cause to be feared.’


Then he remembered the brandy in his pocket, and with much awkwardness managed to force some drops between her lips. To his vast relief she began to come to. Her eyes opened and stared uncomprehendingly at her preserver. Then she found her voice.


‘Thank God, the British have come back!’ she said in excellent English.


‘No, Mem; not yet. It’s just me, Private Galbraith, C Company, 3rd Battalion, Lennox Highlanders. Ye keep some bad lots in this toun.’


‘Alas! What can we do? The place is full of spies, and they will stir up the dregs of the people and make Ypres a hell. Oh, why did the British go? Our good men are all with the army, and there are only old folk and wastrels left.’


‘Rely upon me, Mem,’ said Galbraith stoutly. ‘I was just settin’ off to find your Provost.’


She puzzled at the word, and then understood.


‘He has gone!’ she cried. ‘The Maire went to Dunkirk a week ago, and there is no authority in Ypres.’


‘Then we’ll make yin. Here’s the minister. We’ll speir at him.’


An old priest, with a lean, grave face, had come up.


‘Ah, Mam’selle Omèrine,’ he cried, ‘the devil in our city is unchained. Who is this soldier?’


The two talked in French, while Galbraith whistled and looked at the sky. A shrapnel shell was bursting behind the cathedral, making a splash of colour in the November fog. Then the priest spoke in careful and constrained English.


‘There is yet a chance for a strong man. But he must be very strong. Mam’selle will summon her father, Monsieur le Procureur, and we will meet at the Mairie. I will guide you there, mon brave.’


The Grande Place was deserted, and in the middle there was a new gaping shell-hole. At the door of a great building, which Galbraith assumed to be the Town Hall, a feeble old porter was struggling with a man. Galbraith scragged the latter and pitched him into the shell-hole. There was a riot going on in a cafe on the far side, which he itched to have a hand in, but he postponed that pleasure to a more convenient season.


Twenty minutes later, in a noble room with frescoed and tapestried walls, here was a strange conference. The priest was there, and Galbraith, and Mam’selle Omèrine, and her father, M. St Marais. There was a doctor too, and three elderly citizens, and an old warrior who had left an arm on the Yser. Galbraith took charge, with Mam’selle as his interpreter, and in half an hour had constituted a Committee of Public Safety. He had nervous folk to deal with.


‘The Germans may enter at any moment, and then we will all be hanged,’ said one.


‘Nae doot,’ said Galbraith; ‘but ye needna get your throats cut afore they come.’


‘The city is full of the ill-disposed,’ said another. ‘The Boches have their spies in every alley. We who are so few cannot control them.’


‘If it’s spies,’ said Galbraith firmly, ‘I’ll take on the job my lone. D’ye think a terrier dowg’s feared of a wheen rottens [rats]?’


In the end he had his way, with Mam’selle’s help, and had put some confidence into civic breasts. It took him the best part of the afternoon to collect his posse. He got every wounded Belgian that had the use of his legs, some well-grown boys, one or two ancients, and several dozen robust women. There was no lack of weapons, and he armed the lot with a strange collection of French and English rifles, giving pistols to the section leaders. With the help of the Procureur, he divided the city into beats and gave his followers instructions. They were drastic orders, for the situation craved for violence.


He spent the evening of his life. So far as he remembered afterwards, he was in seventeen different scraps. Strayed revellers were leniently dealt with – the canal was a cooling experience. Looters were rounded up and, if they showed fight, summarily disposed of. One band of bullies made a stout resistance, killed two of his guards, and lost half a dozen dead. He got a black eye, a pistol-bullet through his sleeve, a wipe on the cheek from a carving-knife, and he lost the remnants of his bonnet. Fifty-two prisoners spent the night in the cellars of the Mairie.


About midnight he found himself in the tapestried chamber. ‘We’ll hae to get a Proclamation,’ he had announced; ‘a gude strong yin, for we maun conduct this job according to the rules.’ So the Procureur had a document drawn up, bidding all inhabitants of Ypres keep indoors except between the hours of 10 a.m. and noon, and 3 and 5 p.m.; forbidding the sale of alcohol in all forms; and making theft and violence and the carrying of arms punishable by death. There was a host of other provisions which Galbraith imperfectly understood, but when the thing was translated to him he approved its spirit. He signed the document in his large sprawling hand ‘Peter Galbraith, 1473, Pte, 3rd Lennox Highlanders, Acting Provost of Wipers’.


‘Get that prentit,’ he said, ‘and pit up copies at every street corner and on a’ the public-hooses. And see that the doors o’ the publics are boardit up. That’ll do for the day. I’m feelin’ verra like my bed.’


Mam’selle Omèrine watched him with a smile. She caught his eye and dropped him a curtsey.


‘Monsieur le Roi d’Ypres,’ she said.


He blushed hotly.


For the next few days Private Galbraith worked harder than ever before in his existence. For the first time he knew responsibility, and that toil which brings honour with it. He tasted the sweets of office; and he, whose aim in life had been to scrape through with the minimum of exertion, now found himself the inspirer of the maximum in others.


At first he scorned advice, being shy and nervous. Gradually, as he felt his feet, he became glad of other people’s wisdom. Especially he leaned on two, Mam’selle Omèrine and her father. Likewise the priest, whom he called the minister.


By the second day the order in Ypres was remarkable. By the third day it was phenomenal; and by the fourth a tyranny. The little city for the first time for seven hundred years fell under the sway of a despot. A citizen had to be on his best behaviour, for the Acting Provost’s eye was on him. Never was seen so sober a place. Three permits for alcohol and no more were issued, and then only on the plea of medical necessity. Peter handed over to the doctor the flask of brandy he had carried off from the estaminet. Provosts must set an example.


The Draconian code promulgated the first night was not adhered to. Looters and violent fellows went to gaol instead of the gallows. But three spies were taken and shot after a full trial. That trial was the master effort of Private Galbraith – based on his own regimental experience and memories of a Sheriff Court in Lanarkshire, where he had twice appeared for poaching. He was extraordinarily punctilious about forms, and the three criminals – their guilt was clear, and they were the scum of creation – had something more than justice. The Acting Provost pronounced sentence, which the priest translated, and a file of mutilés in the yard did the rest.


‘If the Boches get in here, we’ll pay for this day’s work,’ said the judge cheerfully; ‘but I’ll gang easier to the grave for havin’ got rid o’ thae swine.’


On the fourth day he had a sudden sense of dignity. He examined his apparel, and found it very bad. He needed a new bonnet, a new kilt, and puttees, and he would be the better of a new shirt. Being aware that commandeering for personal use ill-suited with his office, he put the case before the Procureur, and a Commission de Ravitaillement was appointed. Shirts and puttees were easily got, but the kilt and bonnet were difficulties. But next morning Mam’selle Omérine brought a gift. It was a bonnet with such a dicing round the rim as no Jock ever wore, and a skirt – it is the truest word – of that pattern which graces the persons of small girls in France. It was not the Lennox tartan, it was not any kind of tartan, but Private Galbraith did not laugh. He accepted the garments with a stammer of thanks – ‘They’re awfu’ braw, and I’m much obliged, Mem’ – and, what is more, he put them on. The Ypriotes saw his splendour with approval. It was a proof of his new frame of mind that he did not even trouble to reflect what his comrades would think of his costume, and that he kissed the bonnet affectionately before he went to bed.


That night he had evil dreams. He suddenly saw the upshot of it all himself degraded and shot as a deserter, and his brief glory pricked like a bubble. Grim forebodings of court-martials assailed him. What would Mam’selle think of him when he was led away in disgrace, he who for a little had been a king? He walked about the floor in a frenzy of disquiet, and stood long at the window peering over the Place, lit by a sudden blink of moonlight. It could never be, he decided. Something desperate would happen first. The crash of a shell a quarter of a mile off reminded him that he was in the midst of war – war with all its chances of cutting knots.


Next morning no Procureur appeared. Then came the priest with a sad face and a sadder tale. Mam’selle had been out late the night before on an errand of mercy, and a shell, crashing through a gable, had sent an avalanche of masonry into the street. She was dead, without pain, said the priest, and in the sure hope of Heaven.
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