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Frank Richards was born in 1883 in Monmouthshire. Orphaned at nine years old, he was brought up by his aunt and uncle in the industrial Blaina area, and went on to work as a coal miner throughout the 1890s before joining the Royal Welch Fusiliers in 1901. A veteran soldier who served in India and many areas of the Western Front, he wrote his seminal account of the Great War from the standpoint of the common soldier, Old Soldiers Never Die, in 1933. This was followed by Old Soldier Sahib, a memoir of his time serving in British India, in 1936. He died in 1961.
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To the Prayer Wallah in the hope that this meets his eye




FOREWORD


The charm of this book is obvious enough, but to recognize its historical importance one must first consider the old-fashioned infantry soldier who built up the British Empire in the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. He was known on the one hand for his foul mouth, his love of drink and prostitutes, his irreligion, his rowdiness and his ignorance; on the other for his courage, his endurance, his loyalty and his skill with fusil and pike, or with rifle and bayonet. Wellington referred to the troops who served under him in the Peninsular war as “the scum of the land,” but they won him a dukedom by driving the French out of Spain in a series of extraordinarily severe engagements, and finally defeated Napoleon at Waterloo. It was only after Waterloo that a generic name was found for the British soldier. It was adopted from the sample filled-out form shown to the troops to help them record the details of their service correctly: “I, Private Thomas Atkins, of His Majesty’s Twenty-Third Regiment of Foot.” There is a legend that Wellington himself supplied this name and regiment in commemoration of a soldier who had come under his notice in Spain for gallantry in the field. A new name for a familiar type.


The army that fought and swore and drank in Spain was composed of much the same sort of heroic scum as had fought and swore and drunk in the Low Countries under Marlborough a hundred years before; and it remained much the same throughout the nineteenth century, and until the Great War. It was still Thomas Atkins who in 1914 fought under Sir John French on the Marne and the Aisne, and who then as a last proof of his courage, his discipline and his marksmanship saved the Channel Ports at the First Battle of Ypres and so faded away into history.


Thomas Atkins was temporarily succeeded by the citizen soldier, and at the conclusion of the War by a new type of professional soldier, a man with a far higher standard of education, far greater sobriety and a strong mechanical bent. Beer and the rifle ceased to be the two main ingredients of Army life. Already towards the end of the War it was being jokingly said in my battalion (first, I believe, by the author of this book) that with the formation of all the new specialist groups – machine-gunners, Lewis-gunners, trench-mortar men, bomb-throwers, rifle-grenadiers, gas-specialists – the ordinary rifle-and-bayonet man would soon be an out-of-date survival who would parade at the head of the battalion on Church Parade in company with the Regimental Goat. It has not yet quite come to this, but the mechanization of the Army is progressing steadily and experts in modern war allow the ordinary infantry-man merely the status of “mopper-up” after an offensive launched with tanks, armoured cars, gas, artillery, and aerial bombing and machine-gunning.


Thomas Atkins is gone. What records remain to tell what sort of a man he really was? Few, and most of those misleading and contradictory. Some of his officers have written about him, in a gentlemanly but distant style, and he appears, more or less in caricature, in novels and plays of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries; and there are one or two miserably sentimentalized accounts of him by Victorian authors – for example, Dickens’ Private Richard Doubledick. Perhaps the best miniature portrait of him that survives is contained in the first stanza of Sir Francis Doyle’s Private of the Buffs. According to the note which accompanies the poem, the private was No. 2051 Private John Moyse, and he and some Sikhs “having remained behind with the grog-carts,” during an incident in the 1860 campaign in China, “fell into the hands of the Chinese.” They were ordered to kow-tow before a Tartar governor. The Sikhs obeyed, but “Moyse refused to prostrate himself before any Chinaman alive and was immediately knocked upon the head and his body thrown on a dunghill.”


Last night, among his fellow roughs,


 He jested, quaffed and swore,


A drunken Private of the Buffs


 Who never looked before;


Today, beneath the foeman’s frown


 He stands in ELGIN’s place,


Ambassador from Britain’s Crown


 And type of all her race.


Poor, reckless, rude, low-born, untaught…


The poem deteriorates here, but the point has been well made. Elgin, by the way, was British Envoy to China at the time (and afterwards Viceroy of India) and the Buffs are the East Kent Regiment, so called from the buff-facings on their uniform.


But when did Thomas Atkins ever publish any intimate statement about himself? Or how could he? He was an unlettered man and even if he had a gift for story-telling and could find an amanuensis, the sort of story that he had to tell would not have been considered polite material for publication. Occasionally a sergeant or sergeant-major wrote an account of his own part in some campaign – one Sergeant Lamb, for example, of the Twenty-Third Foot (the Royal Welch Fusiliers) has left a valuable record of his service in the American War of Independence. But the questions that we should like to ask about the way the troops lived in peace and war are never answered in such works; and the language is usually more studied and frigid, even, than the language of officer-historians.


Rudyard Kipling’s Soldiers Three was a literary surprise. He seemed somehow to have won the authority of Thomas Atkins to make on his behalf the first public revelation of barrack-room life in the East, with all his private joys and sorrows and sins laid out as for kit-inspection. A good deal of what Kipling wrote was interesting and accurate; a good deal was necessarily in the vein that he afterwards exploited in “Thy Servant a Dog” – experimental intuition of the feelings of a poor dumb friend; a good deal was fantasia. His Privates Ortheris, Learoyd and Mulvaney are, we feel, far closer to the truth than Dickens’s Private Doubledick, but they are clearly not the real Thomas Atkins. It was impossible that they should be. Kipling was, in the first place, a civilian and never lived a barrack-room life himself; next, he was a journalist with the journalist’s temptation to improve on a good story; and, lastly, he wrote the book at a time when nearly all the best stories that he must have picked up in conversation with old soldiers and quite all the swear-words that embellished them were still considered unprintable. What “ruddy” and “blushing” and “perisher” were to the real swear-words, Kipling’s amended stories were to the originals.


Now, unexpectedly, Private Frank Richards, who happens to belong to the same regiment as did Sergeant Lamb and the original Private Thomas Atkins, has supplied the very document that has been so long missing from the archives. It is an old-fashioned British soldier’s own record of service, written in his own language, unimproved and uncensored: “I, Private Thomas Atkins, of His Majesty’s Twenty-Third Regiment of Foot …” The words “His Majesty’s” are not idle. “Our Royal Family was always popular with the rank and file,” Richards reports.


The word “uncensored” reminds me of the time that I first became aware of Richards’ talents as a writer: it was in trenches, two days after the Battle of Loos, in September, 1915. He was a signaller in my company, and we had both been lucky not to be killed: the Battalion had lost heavily in an attack against good German troops, posted behind uncut barbed wire. There had also been a number of gas-casualties from our own gas, which was being used for the first time: it was altogether a bad show. I was now censoring the company letters, as usual a dull task: “This comes leaving me in the pink which I hope it finds you. We are having a bit of rain now. I expect you will have read in the papers of this latest do. I have lost a few good pals but was lucky myself. Fags are always welcome, and also socks.” Seldom any more than that, and signed “ever your loving husband,” or “ever your respectful son.” Then I came on a long letter addressed to someone in Wales and giving a detailed, accurate and grimly joking account of what had really happened – the uncut wire, the bungling of the gas, the casualties, the strange behaviour of the Scottish troops on our flank, the readiness of our own men to continue the suicidal attack, had not Major Charlie Owen, the Adjutant, in temporary command, sworn angry oaths and called it off.


I handed the letter to a regular officer (one of the very few left) who was sharing the dug-out with me, “Can I pass this?” I asked.


He read it through. “The man ought to be crimed, really. But every word is true, and the official communiqué will be all lies, and people at home ought to know what really happened. You know this Richards, of course? – a good man. The best signaller we’ve got, and the oldest soldier in the company – fifteen years’ service. Here, I’ll pass it myself.” He scribbled his initials on the envelope.


I was in the Battalion with Richards in 1915, in 1916 (when I was wounded during our capture of High Wood), and early in 1917; after which I was invalided home for good. Richards, who had been with the first troops who arrived in France after the declaration of War, brought off a twenty-thousand to one chance: he stuck it out until the Armistice, never missing a battle, never getting wounded, never applying for promotion or a transfer, serving under a dozen successive commanding officers, seeing the Battalion constantly smashed up and constantly reorganized. He was at the battle of Le Cateau in August, 1914, and again at Le Cateau when the German advance ebbed back there in November, 1918. His Distinguished Conduct Medal was won at a time when few were given, because of the pension that went with it. The Military Medal, which carried no pension, had been instituted as the commoner decoration; Richards won that too. I admired Richards – tall, tough, resourceful, Welsh, and the company humourist – and was as friendly with him as a very young officer was permitted to be with a very old soldier: indeed, the burden of keeping up the social conventions fell chiefly on Richards.


In civil life Richards was a timber-man in a South Wales coal-mine, but the War left him with a weakness that prevented him from continuing work down the pit, and he had to take up clerical work, occasionally getting a job in a Labour Exchange. Three years ago in an interval of unemployment he wrote out the story of his war-experiences in France and Belgium, and sent it to me one day as a surprise, asking whether it was worth anything. I told him, yes, it was worth a lot, and that I would do my best to find a publisher for it, but that as it would be classed as a War-book, and as War-books were no longer in fashion … However, it turned out better than I had expected. Old Soldiers Never Die was widely read, and as a book about the Army rather than about the War.


I then urged him to write out the story of his pre-War soldiering in India and Burmah, to make the record complete. This was something that would interest people even more than the other book. He said that he would try, but that he found pen-pushing a wearisome occupation and had enough of it, filling out forms all day long at the Labour Exchange. I persisted and eventually he sent me the task completed, remarking that he thought very little of it, and that if I was of the opinion that it should be destroyed I should frankly say so; but, if not, would I kindly (as I had done with the previous book) glance my eye over the punctuation and the paragraphing – he had never been good at that sort of thing. This I was glad to do for him. I also asked him a number of questions about barrack-room life in India, and about the authenticity of certain odd stories I had heard, twenty years before, from old soldiers in the Battalion. His answers he has incorporated in the story.


Richards’ literary style witnesses to his long training as an Army signaller. Each anecdote or descriptive passage is like a private message flagged out or sent by helio to a friend at a neighbouring signal-station with the formal “AAA” at the close. His reported dialogues and monologues read like authentic speech memorized for sending. Certain provincialisms occur – “enough of money,” “the both of us,” “better than what I could have done” – and frequent zoölogical metaphors, but the style is lucid, economical and never in the least pretentious. The end of the adventures of Gerald the gentleman-ranker, where Gerald pays for the beer of fifty time-expired men and for their bread and cheese, “and the pickles too,” illustrates Richards’ method. A less gifted writer would have mentioned only the beer, or perhaps gone as far as the bread and cheese: but “the pickles too” are to this story what the extra twopence given to the innkeeper is to the Gospel story of the Good Samaritan. Similarly with Richards’ account of the fight between the two silver-bellied eagles on a rock high up in the Himalayas.


When we reached the rock we both gazed in wonder at the great splashes of blood all over it, and asked each other how the birds could have flown at all after losing so much blood; what struck us also was the small quantity of feathers that they had lost, considering how viciously they had used their wings.


Many writers could not have resisted the temptation to make the battle-ground as littered with feathers as a poulterer’s shop in Christmas week. Many writers, also, would have failed to carry on the story of Bern the murderer beyond the point where he was sentenced to death. But Richards has no fear of anti-climax, because the importance of the story lies less for him in the simple tale of a man sent mad by wounded pride and affection, than in the relation of individual tragedy to the whole disinterested military setting: more important than the fact of murder, to the troops at Kilana, was the keeping up of race prestige during the hanging. Richards’ AAA is only signaled after the Bishop has finally sanctified the grave amid the ribald remarks of the men who witnessed the ceremony.


His success in conveying the meaning of Indian summer heat on the Plains by a quiet enumeration of its physical effects on the troops is remarkable. Kipling’s method was to introduce the element of hysteria (as in his story of the man who ran amuck on the parade-ground with a rifle) leaving the physical rashes and blisters to the imagination. Richards’ only hint of any weakening of spiritual resistance is his story of H company’s hoodoo, the crow in the cemetery; but frayed nerves are sufficiently indicated by the midnight cry of “Cinch, you black bastard,” and the running kick at the ribs of the exhausted punkah-boy.


The simplicity of Richards’ outlook is based on a moral sureness which seems largely the result of his upbringing. The South Welsh miner has a very limited moral code, but sticks to it; and it tallies well with the Army code. The prime virtues both in pit and barrack-room are courage and openness, generous loyalty to one’s friends, and honesty. “Thou shalt not kill, thou shalt not steal, thou shalt not commit adultery” only make sense in the context of these virtues. “Thou shalt not kill – in a mean or cowardly way.” “Thou shalt not steal – from a friend.” “Thou shalt not commit adultery – and be a respectable chapel-goer.” Ostentation and inefficiency seldom deceive the old soldier or the old miner. Note, for example, Richards’ verdict on Sir Hall Caine’s novels, and on the turnouts in the parade of Rajahs at Agra.


It is unlikely that anyone will quarrel seriously with the broader passages in this book. Richards never sniggers in the perverted modern fashion; he manages his anecdotes as the more vigorous eighteenth-century novelists did, never letting disgust get the upper hand of laughter in his reader. He writes in the same language as he talks, with the natural eloquence of the South Wales miner. He has complained to me of the difficulty of knowing what one can say in print without getting into trouble, for he always expresses himself freely in conversation and “what would shock a soldier would cause a packman to drop his pack.” As for his opinions about the proper treatment of orientals, he would not be the authentic Thomas Atkins if he held others. (“Let dusky Indians whine and kneel,” as the Private of the Buffs had held.) The opinions that Richards’ predecessor, the old Bacon-wallah at Meerut, held about natives were still more severe; that they were not unrepresentative of the Army in India during the Mutiny can be judged by the bloodthirsty letters that young Lieutenant Roberts, V.C., afterwards Earl Roberts of Kandahar, wrote home at the time to his family. Since Richards’ day there has been a further decline in severity. What has been won by the sword is freely ceded by the pen. Indians wear boots when and where they like and no punch on the spleen follows. Curzonism has conquered. It should, however, be noticed that Richards and his comrades showed a strong sense of justice in their dealings with Indians: they did not maltreat them unless they offended first. The old soldier (and a man did not remain a young soldier for long in India) felt the responsibility of his title “Sahib” and, as “ambassador from England’s Crown,” seldom behaved like a bully. A man like Private Crickett who cheated the bungalow-servants of their pay was the exception, not the rule; the story of Private Robb’s murder of the Chinaman was incomplete, for Richards, without the moral sequel of retribution; and Richards is careful to point out that “The Soaker,” who robbed the Ragwallah at Jhansi, belonged to a regiment not his own.


I do not think that there is anything further for me to say, except that wherever I have been able to check the story it has proved correct; and that I hope that its popularity will encourage the publishers to issue Old Soldiers Never Die as well – a most moving story and a perfect companion-picture to this.


ROBERT GRAVES




ENLISTMENT


I have some recollections of my father and mother but will commence my story in the year 1893, when I was left an orphan at the age of nine and adopted by an uncle and aunt who were living at Blaina, Monmouthshire. My Uncle, who was Welsh, was a twin-brother to my mother; my Aunt was also Welsh, and at the time of my adoption they had four children of their own, two boys and two girls. David was three years older than me, Evan was about the same, the girls were both younger. As the years rolled on more children arrived, but my Uncle and Aunt treated me exactly the same in every way as they did their own children: no boy could have had better parents than what they were to me. I was quite happy with my cousins and we always shielded one another in any scrape we were in; even today we still regard ourselves as brothers and sisters.


Blaina was a busy industrial town, with seven coal-pits, a large tinplate works, blast-furnaces and coke-ovens – all working regularly. In those days if a man or a boy was dissatisfied with his job he could always leave it and immediately get another. In fact, there was such a shortage of labour that one of the bosses of the blast-furnaces, situated just off the main road, used to stand on the road the greater part of the day, stopping tramps as they came along and begging them to sign on and start work at once. My Uncle was a roller in the tinplate works and earned very good money. He was fond of his pint but always looked after his home. He had never been to school in his life and could not read or write, not even so much as his own name. But he was shrewd about money and figures and could work out sums in his head quicker than we children could on paper. Nothing pleased him better than when my Aunt read something out of the paper to him which interested him: he would get it by heart and be able to repeat it very nearly word for word some days later. He could speak a little Welsh, but it did not come natural to him to do so.


My Aunt spoke Welsh as well as she did English, or better, and she could also read and write both languages fluently. She did her best to teach us children Welsh, but the little I learned as a boy I soon forgot in after life. My Uncle regretted his own lack of education and was always drumming in our ears the importance of attending school and never missing a lesson: the only time he ever severely chastised anyone of us was when he discovered we had been playing truant. There was a school-attendance officer in the district, but he did not have the power at this time of summonsing the parents of a child who was absent from school: all he could do was to report the fact of the child’s absence to the parents and leave them to deal with the matter. Evan and I detested school; we were always thinking of the time when we would be twelve years of age and could begin real work. Between the ages of ten and twelve we must have been absent from school more times than we attended it; Evan and I used to keep count of the number of hidings we had from my Uncle and the number of canings we had from the schoolmaster during that period, but I for my part have forgotten the final score.


I can’t remember my Uncle ever going to Church or Chapel; I often heard him say that the men he associated with in the pub had a more genuine Christian spirit than the men who attended Church or Chapel. My Aunt was a little religious, however, and often attended Chapel on a Sunday morning, taking us children along. After dinner she would send us to Sunday School, which I also detested. Only twice did I go there and afterwards invariably played truant, going birdnesting or roaming the mountains; and came home to my tea with a far better appetite than what I would have had if I had sat through Bible lessons. My Aunt often said that I was fast going to the Devil and when she found out, just before I began work, that I had ceased to say my nightly prayers she started to cry and said that she was afraid I was already in his clutches.


I left school and began work on the very day I was twelve. My first job was door-boy in a colliery. I had to be down the mine before seven in the morning and finished in the evening at five o’clock. My job was an easy one. I had to open and close one of the ventilation-doors for the hauliers and their ponies to pass through with their full or empty trams. I was paid seven shillings and sixpence a week. I worked two months as a door-boy and then got a job in the tin-works. This also was an easy job: with a bucket of grease and a brush I greased the cold rolls, as they were called, to prevent them from getting heated. The majority of the tin-workers did eight-hour shifts, but the boys and young women who worked at the cold rolls did twelve hours. My wages were now nine shillings a week. I never became an expert at this job and somehow managed to get more grease over my clothes in one day than what I could put on the rolls in a week. I had soon more or less ruined our kitchen chairs: when I returned from work and sat in one of them I found that I could not rise without bringing it up also, stuck fast to my backside. This job did not suit me at all and it also affected my health. More for the sake of my health than the furniture my Uncle and Aunt decided that I must go underground again.


A week or two later I was back in the pit working for a man in a stall at the coal-face, who paid me a weekly wage of eleven shillings, which was considered a high wage for a boy of twelve. The stalls were driven to left or right of the main headings. Although in the same seam of coal, some stalls were better for working in than others; some had a good roof overhead and coal easy to cut, while others had a poor roof and difficult coal. I had to work very hard at my new job, but I did not mind that. My buttie was an excellent man in every way and although sometimes he swore ferociously, he never swore at me or even grumbled at my work during the six years I worked with him.


The pit I worked in was one of five owned by a private company. There was a head-manager who visited each of the five in turn. He was a deeply religious man who attended Chapel regularly; and the majority of the over-men, foremen and staff of the pits followed his example, to keep on the right side of him. It was noticeable that most of the good places in the pit were worked by men who were deeply religious, so men who had hard places found it advantageous to turn deeply religious too, and attend the Chapel where the manager worshipped. He noticed their presence and as soon as their bad stalls had finished they were sent to turn new stalls where the roof was good and the coal easy to cut. Stalls were rarely driven more than sixty yards; they were then cut by headings which were driven for that purpose. In one stall where we worked my buttie and I could always tell when the manager was down the pit and approaching us through the stalls on our left: because the man in the stall immediately on our left, as soon as he saw the manager with his staff approaching, would immediately strike up a hymn. By the time the manager reached his place he was working and singing like a demon. But although this man attended the correct Chapel and although the manager usually stopped for a few minutes’ earnest chat with him when he came by on his rounds, he never got the main heading which he was angling for, where more money could be made than in a stall. I never cared much for this hymn-singer; he was always grumbling at the boy who worked with him and calling him a lazy young hound. After working alongside him for nine months I came to realize how lucky I was to be working with a man who made no pretence at being a Christian but succeeded better than many of his deeply religious mates.


It was the custom at the dinner hour for a number of men and boys to collect together underground in one road. I enjoyed myself at these dinner hours, especially when a roadman who cleared the main headings of little falls of rubbish was present. He was an old soldier who had served in different countries and his wonderful yarns of India so enthralled me that I vowed that when I was old enough I would be a soldier and see this wonderful place which, he said, was a land of milk and honey. He was always telling us what a damned fool he had been to leave the Army, and that if he had his time over again he would enlist at once and not take his discharge until it was forced on him.


I was far healthier working underground than I had been in the tin-works. The air was quite good in the workings. The head-manager had the main airways kept in excellent condition, and saw that the roof and timber overhead in the roads were high enough to allow a pony to walk along without roughing his back. The miners were keen on sport, especially rugby football. Pick-up games were frequent at the pitheads and the play though friendly was extremely rough. Blaina had always had a good rugger-team. About 1900 soccer was introduced, but rugger will always remain the miners’ favourite game, I believe. In agreement with the owners all miners took a holiday on the first Monday in every month: this was called “Mabon’s Monday” after the principal leader of the South Wales miners. Many matches that had been made for whippet-racing and rabbit-coursing came off on this day in the fields on the mountain-side. There was cock-fighting too, which was illegal and had to be arranged carefully with scouts put out to signal the arrival of the police. An occasional knuckle-fight also came off on the top of the mountain. I remember witnessing one bout from which much had been expected. One of the principals was a dashing fighter and the other was said to be a skilful man at fighting on the retreat. Both lived up to their reputations on that day. The fight ended in a draw seven miles from the spot where it had started. It was not customary to fight in a pitched ring, and the retreating fighter kept his face to his foe throughout the battle: he was a man so clever on his feet that he could have easily walked backwards, without stumbling once, from John O’ Groats to Land’s End. My cousins David and Evan were keen on boxing, and so was I; we were always practising together in the cellar of our house. David was too strong for us, but it was good practice.


I had well passed my fourteenth birthday when the whole of the miners in South Wales came out on strike. This was in 1898 and the strike lasted six months and, like all other strikes before or since, ended up in a victory for the coal-owners. A year or two before this the tin-works had closed down, and my Uncle had been working at various outside jobs for hardly a third of the money that he had been earning in the tin-works. He had never worked underground in his life and always said that he never would; and he never did. He was a very big man, weighing between fifteen and sixteen stone and as strong as an ox. A month after the strike began he got a job, rolling in some tinplate works about twenty miles from Blaina. He lodged there during the week and came home for week-ends. Luckily for the family, he was now earning sufficient money to provide for the whole household, and we were never short of anything during the strike. But the strike threw David out of work and he enlisted in the South Wales Borderers. My Aunt was terribly cut up about it. She wrote and told him that if he did not like the Army he was to let her know at once and she would find the money to buy his discharge. He wrote back saying that he was as happy as a trout and that he intended to complete the term of service that he had enlisted for, which was seven years with the Colours and five on the Reserve. I had a glorious time during the strike. Most of it I spent watching the sport on the mountain-side or playing marbles. I was considered a bit of an expert at marbles, and played with men old enough to be my father and grandfather too. The older men were even keener at the game than the boys. Very nearly every day that I played I made a copper or two by selling back the marbles that I had won to the men or boys whom I had skinned.


Most of the miners’ families had been for years dealing with the same grocer and butcher, whom they paid once a fortnight. During the whole of the strike the grocers and butchers allowed their old customers credit, trusting to their honesty to pay them back once the strike was settled and work in full swing again. Many of the customers did pay them back, but many didn’t, so quite a number of grocers and butchers went bankrupt in South Wales that year or the next. It was very hard lines on families that did not have shops to fall back on, but most of them lived very well indeed, especially those that possessed kitchen gardens. They generally managed to raise the wind to buy sufficient bread for the household needs, and if they occasionally went a little short of butter and cheese they never went short of meat. There were thousands of sheep grazing on the hills around Blaina, and a good many hundreds of these found a happy resting-place in the stomachs of the strikers and their families.


At this time the South Wales miners were not in the Miners’ Federation of Great Britain, though shortly after the strike was settled they joined it. The only money the strikers were getting was an occasional shilling from collections made for them in various parts of England. The parish granted no relief and even if it had done so it is very doubtful whether the strikers or their wives would have accepted it. People who took parish relief would have considered themselves disgraced for ever. South Wales was very proud and very independent and also very narrow-minded. Even the aged and infirm, and destitute widows, were treated with scorn if they accepted a little parish assistance, and I often heard it said, better to do away with oneself than go to the parish. But I must admit that things have greatly changed since that date. I think it is Socialist propaganda that is responsible for the change. People, rightly or wrongly, have come to regard parish relief or Government relief as their natural birthright and something to fall back upon if things go wrong. In 1921 (and on several occasions since) the heads of households who were drawing a high scale of relief came to be voted heroes of the first water. This strike at last came to an end and I went back to work with my old buttie, who had gained about a stone in weight. One dinner hour I overheard him telling the old soldier that he was so fed up with mutton that he had informed his wife that if ever she brought any of it into the house during the next twelve months she could look out for squalls.


There were only two political parties then, the Conservatives and Liberals: the Labour party was as yet in its infancy. The only general election I can remember as a boy was the one that took place just before I left school. At this election Sir William Harcourt, one of the great Liberal leaders, had been defeated in the seat he had contested elsewhere. West Monmouthshire was a stone-wall certainty for the Liberal party, so the Liberal member for West Monmouthshire in the previous Parliament, who was again contesting the seat, withdrew his nomination and Sir William Harcourt took his place. During his electioneering campaign Sir William visited Blaina and gave a speech at the Market Hall whch was applauded to the echo. Before he arrived at the Hall he rode in his carriage and pair for a good two miles through cheering lines of spectators. About a mile from the Hall some enthusiastic Liberals stopped the carriage and, taking out the horses, got between the shafts themselves and pulled their hero triumphantly along to the Hall. But my Uncle, who was a fervent Tory, and was wearing his party colours as conspicuously as possible, remarked as usual that the country was always a lot more prosperous under a Tory government than under a Liberal one. Sir William was returned by an overwhelming majority, which caused my Uncle to say that there were more damned fools in West Monmouthshire than even he ever suspected.


In October 1899 the Boer War broke out and David came home on a few days’ leave before proceeding to South Africa. He was in magnificent condition and was looking forward to active service as a glorious adventure. My Aunt now felt different about David being in the Army and told her neighbours that she was proud that she had bred a son who had gone to Africa to fight for his Queen and Country. Before the Boer War it was commonly believed in the village that any young man who joined the Army did so either because he was too lazy to work or else because he had got a girl in the family way. Hardly anybody had a good word for a soldier and mothers taught their daughters to beware of them. The War had not been progress a week before everybody became wonderfully patriotic, and soldiers home on leave were feted like proper heroes. If a soldier walked down the main street of Blaina he was followed by admiring eyes and all who met him wanted to shake hands with him. Everybody sang “’Tis the Soldiers of the Queen, my lad” until they were blue in the nose, and another song, “Good-bye Dolly Gray,” about soldier-boys a-marching and the bugles calling and hearts breaking, was murdered right and left.


When the news came through that Mafeking had been relieved I remember that my Aunt was so overjoyed that late in the evening she made a huge bonfire with four old straw mattresses on some waste ground in front of the house. It turned into quite a celebration. The flames attracted all the people in the street and some from the adjoining street as well; patriotic songs were sung and some of the women said that if they had been given notice that there was going to be a bonfire they would have made a Guy of Lloyd George to improve it. One patriotic old lady caused a good laugh when she said that she would like to improve it still more by using Lloyd George himself. Lloyd George had made himself very unpopular by his pronounced pro-Boer views, and he was lucky to get away with his life when he addressed a meeting at a large hall in Birmingham. The crowd was after his blood and he only escaped by the skin of his teeth, under the protection of a strong body of police and disguised as an under-sized policeman. They would have torn him to pieces if they had got their hands on him.


Politics are a farce – one has only to look at the way a man like Lloyd George goes up and down, or Ramsay MacDonald. He’s the same man all along, namely a politician; but when I recall Lloyd George as the Guy on Mafeking night, and then again Lloyd George at the time of the so-called Khaki Election, in December 1918, when nothing in reason or out of it was too good for the Hero who had won the war and who would hang the Kaiser (if we gave him the necessary authority) as a sacrifice for the sins of the World – well, it makes me do a grin. And Ramsay MacDonald, the “pro-German” and pacifist, whom patriotic people were desirous to bum as a Guy during the War, succeeded Lloyd George as the Saviour of his Country – this time not from the Germans but from the Reds. Personally, though I have lived ever since the War in a part of the country which has been severely hit by industrial depression, and have suffered severely from it myself, I can’t help agreeing with my Uncle that a Tory government is likely to bring more prosperity with it than what a Liberal or Labour government ever brings. And in spite of all the Socialist propaganda that goes on about me I remain a rank Imperialist at heart: I am afraid I must have a kink somewhere.


I was growing into a tall, skinny lad and in 1900 I visited a recruiting-sergeant who lived a few miles away. I did my best to convince him that I was over eighteen years of age, but he would not believe me. He told me to clear off and pack twelve months’ dinners in my belly, and then perhaps I would be big enough around the chest to pass the doctor. I waited another twelve months and meanwhile put on a lot of weight for a growing youth. I was now seventeen and a half years of age and big enough, I thought, to join any regiment in the Army. The war in South Africa was still in progress. I did not go to the recruiting-sergeant who had sent me away before but to Brecon Barracks, thirty miles off. The recruiting-sergeant there told me that I would pass the doctor in a canter; but he was disappointed when I told him that I wanted to join the Royal Welch Fusiliers. He did his best to persuade me that the South Wales Borderers were the finest regiment in the service – he wanted to know whether I had never heard tell of the Defence of Rorke’s Drift. Well, then! – but all in vain, and he finally enlisted me for the Royal Welch Fusiliers. (My Aunt was disappointed too when she saw that I was not in the same regiment as David.) The reason I insisted on joining the Royal Welch Fusiliers was that they had one battalion in China, which had taken part in the suppression of the Boxer Rising, and the other battalion in South Africa, and a long list of battle honours on their Colours; and also that they were the only regiment in the Army privileged to wear the flash. The flash was a smart bunch of five black ribbons sewed in a fan shape on the back of the tunic collar: it was a relic of the days when soldiers wore their hair long, and tied up the end of the queue in a bag to prevent it greasing their tunics.


I passed the doctor with flying colours; the only comment he made was that I was a finely built lad but looked extremely youthful for my years. For instead of putting six months on to my age I had put on eighteen months: I was determined this time that if I was big enough I would also be old enough. The recruiting-sergeant never questioned my age and no birth certificate was required. If I had only been big enough the first recruiting-sergeant would not have questioned my age either: he would have been only too glad to pocket the fee that recruiting-sergeants received for each man they enlisted who passed the doctor.


I arrived at Wrexham, North Wales, which was the Depot of the Royal Welch, and my first night at the red-brick Barracks I spent in the receiving-room. The following morning I was examined by the Depot medical officer and on the 12th April 1901, I was a full-fledged soldier of His Majesty’s forces – His, not Her, Majesty, because Queen Victoria had died that January, to the great and genuine grief of her people. I was given a rifle, a bayonet, and white buff straps with two white pouches which would hold about fifty rounds apiece. I then drew my soldier’s kit from the Quartermaster’s Stores, which consisted of one greyish-black top-coat, cape and leggings, one suit of scarlet, one suit of blue for drill and fatigue purposes, boots, shirts, socks, and other small necessary articles too numerous to mention. Every six months a man was entitled to a new pair of boots, and every twelve months to a new suit of scarlet, but he had to wait until he had completed twelve months’ service before he was entitled to a proper scarlet tunic of more expensive cloth than the serge he got at first. He also was then issued with a busby, the tall fur head-dress reserved for Guards and Fusiliers. The ones issued about this time could have done with a little hair-restorer, but they were very light to wear. (An officer’s busby, which was known as a “bearskin,” cost some twenty or thirty pounds, I believe.) At the Depot we wore forage-caps for all parades.


I was shown to a whitewashed barrack-room overlooking the square, where there were twelve other recruits and two old soldiers who had been abroad and were called “duty men”. A corporal who had served sixteen years in the Regiment was in charge. A man called Toombs showed me the way to fix my straps for drill purposes and also told me what cleaning tackle I would require: I could buy it at the dry-canteen. He taught me how to fix my black kit-bag and top-coat on the rack over my bed and how the straps should hang on the pegs above the head of the bed. After he had given me a few further instructions and hints he said in an old-soldier’s manner: “Well, youngster, when I first enlisted I had to watch what other men did and nobody gave me any hints or instructions about my straps or kit in anyway. From now on you want to keep your eyes skinned and you’ll soon drop into the hang of things.” Toombs had just completed three months’ service.


During the evening Toombs showed me around the grounds of the Barracks, in which there were relics of former wars that the Regiment had taken part in. Outside the guard-room hung a large ornamental bronze bell which dated from the Burmese War of 1885, and in front of the Officers’ Mess was a field-gun which had been captured during the Crimean War by Captain Bell, v.c., an officer of the Regiment. When we were outside the Canteen Toombs said he was sorry that he could not take me in to have a drink, as he was stony broke. Although young, I knew how beer tasted and was fond of a glass now and then. I told him to lead on and he could have a drink at my expense. I had about fifteen shillings and after a couple of pints he borrowed five of them, saying that he hated to see me paying all the time. It was my first appearance in a military wet-canteen, and everything seemed strange, including the weakness of the beer. Several men got up and sang songs, sentimental or comic ones, which were loudly applauded, but when one of the old soldiers out of my barrack-room rose to his feet to give one he was clapped and cheered to the echo. Toombs turned to me and said, “Now, youngster, you are going to hear a singer who in my opinion is second to none in the whole of the British Army. Before he has done singing I think you will agree with me.” I did not expect to hear an opera-star but I did think that I was going to hear a singer out of the ordinary deliver a really classy song. I was sadly disappointed: the old soldier had a voice which resembled two rusty tin cans being slowly rubbed edgeways together. He sang a long ballad with a short chorus which was taken up with great gusto by the company present. I have heard some pretty far-fetched songs during my life but this was the king-pin of them all. It was called “The Girl I nearly Wed.” I can only remember the tail-end of one of the later verses, which ran:


I wake up sweating every night to think what might have been,


For in another corner, boys, she’d stored the Magazine,


The Magazine, a barrel of snuff and one or two things more,


And in another corner, boys, was the Regiment forming fours.


The chorus, four times repeated, was: “She was up the bleeding spout.” When he finished, the singing was so rapturously applauded that he was forced to give an encore, which he did with “The Ballad of Abraham Brown and the Fair Young Maiden,” which was something to bring a blush to the cheek of the most hardened prostitute that ever lived.


In the midst of this song, not all the words of which I understood, two men raised their voices in argument, but immediately became quiet when the temporary chairman roared at them: “Order there, you lousy bastards, or I’ll come over and knock hell out of the both of you. Have you no respect for music?” The chairman, who was a duty man, was handy with his dukes, Toombs said, and wouldn’t allow any nonsense.


The Canteen opened at noon for three-quarters of an hour, and again from six to a quarter-past nine. At stop-tap Toombs and I were quite sober, which made me remark that one could drink a great many glasses of this sort of beer without feeling the effects of it. “You are quite right,” he replied, “that old bastard in charge of the Canteen has been using the water-can on it to some order today. But if I’m not on duty tomorrow evening I’ll take you around the town, where a man can get a decent drink of beer, though it costs double what it does in Barracks.” (Beer was only three-halfpence a pint in the Canteen.) We walked out in the town the following evening, each with his regimental swagger-cane without which we were not allowed through the gates, and coming along the road Toombs said that we would visit a pub where a few respectable clean skirts frequently called. He said that he was quids in with one of them and that she generally had a companion with her whom he could introduce to me. Up to then I didn’t know what women were – that is, to have sexual intercourse with them – but my companion, who was four years older than I was, knew all about them, or so he thought, and told me during the course of the evening that he enjoyed nothing better in the world than a nice bit of skirt. I was so innocent that I honestly did not know what he meant by “respectable clean skirts,” but I did not give my ignorance away: I pretended to be as knowing as he was.


We had been in the pub about an hour, sitting in one of the side-rooms, when in walked two young women, who greeted Toombs in a friendly way and asked to be introduced to me. After a drink or two Toombs was soon in deep private conversation with the one of them who, he had told me when we were out at the back together, was his own bit of goods. She was a married woman whose husband was away working and only came home every other week. I was soon paired off with the other one whose husband, so she said, was also absent from home. Her conversation pleased me very much and when, just before dusk, she said that she would be glad to go out for a breath of air, I volunteered to accompany her. The room was certainly getting stuffy. She whispered to her companion and a few minutes later, by arrangement, they left the pub together. We followed about twenty yards behind until we were on the outskirts of the town, where we paired off again. We walked a little further and my lady-friend then suggested a rest. We went off the road into a field, and my companion with his lady went on another fifty yards before settling down in the same field. The respectable clean skirt soon found out how innocent I was: we had not been resting more than a minute before she began to kiss and caress me. I laughed and told her to stop it, and made a half-hearted attempt to get away from her which only made her kiss and caress me more. In less than no time I had lost my senses and also my innocence. I have been with many women since then, some cold and some warm, but though it may have only been that she was the first, I fully believe this one was the warmest of them all. About an hour later I was brought back to my senses by Toombs shouting: “Come on, youngster. Just time enough to get back to Barracks.” I parted from my lady-love, promising to meet her on the following evening, when she said that she would not have her companion with her. As we hurried back to Barracks Toombs said I was a lucky devil to drop on such a lovely clean skirt, and that he and several other men had tried to walk her off but there was nothing doing.


Toombs was a good friend to me. He taught me to recognize the various bugle-calls that were continually sounding from Reveille to Last Post, and also warned me of the usual tricks that are played on recruits. For instance, he told me that if ever I made my bed in the evening before going out for a walk in the town I was to examine it carefully on my return in case it had been “set.” The bed was an iron cot, supplied with biscuits (straw-filled mattresses), blankets and a couple of rough sheets which were changed once a month. The cot was in two halves, one of which was made to slide under the other, to allow more space in the room by day. The two halves could be disconnected and then balanced together in such a way that they held up until the owner tried to lie down: then they collapsed with a crash and his backside got a nasty jar. My bed was set for me on my third night and I spotted it at once. I then played a trick on the trickers by once or twice pretending to be just about to sit down on it, and then remembering something and putting off my intention. Finally, when I was undressed, without saying a word I lifted off the bedclothes, connected the two halves again securely, put the bedclothes back, got in between them, and was soon fast asleep.


One of my fellow-recruits when he had only had two days of service was called up by an old duty-man and asked whether he knew where the Guard-room was. When the recruit proudly said that he did, the old soldier asked him, for a favour, to go to the Sergeant of the Guard and beg him for a lend of the whitewash brush. Off went the recruit, but presently he returned and said that the Sergeant wanted to know what the brush was needed for. “To whitewash the Last Post, of course,” the duty-man replied with a solemn face. The Sergeant of the Guard then informed the recruit that he would require a special brush for that purpose; maybe he could get it at the Quartermaster’s Stores. But the store-man there sent him on to the dry-canteen, and the dry-canteen sent him on to the Canteen, and from there he was sent to the Married Quarters, and then on to the Sergeants’ Mess; and that was as far as the joke carried him, because all the Sergeants burst out laughing in his face. This was the oldest joke in the Army, but there were always new recruits to play it on.


Toombs soon left with a draft for Plymouth. He told me how sorry he was that he could not pay me back the five shillings he had borrowed from me. I told him to forget it, but months after, when I met him at Plymouth, he insisted on paying me in full, saying that he had just had a good win at cards. Toombs passed out of my life when he went to South Africa and I have never seen him from that day to this. During the rest of my time at the Depot I met my lady-friend pretty often and we had some delightful evenings together. I was sorry when I had to say good-bye to her; but I soon forgot her.


The Depot staff consisted of a colonel, an adjutant, a few young officers, a sergeant-major, drill-sergeants and corporals and about a dozen old soldiers. One of the old soldiers, called Pond, had over twenty-one years’ service. It was said that during the first twelve months of his soldiering he and another man had deserted from Dum Dum in India where the First Battalion were stationed at the time. They had made their way for over a thousand miles towards the North-West Frontier, when Pond’s pal died. Pond buried him and then made his way back to the nearest military station and gave himself up. He was tried for desertion and served a term of imprisonment. After he came out of prison he turned over a new leaf and proved himself a model soldier. After he had completed his eight years with the Colours he was allowed to make it twelve years and later to extend his service to twenty-one years. He had lately completed his twenty-one years but had been allowed to extend his service for another four years. In 1914 when I rejoined the Regiment as a reservist Pond was still pottering about the Depot. By that time he had completed thirty-five years’ service, and the true facts of his early adventure had been forgotten: it was now believed that he had deserted on the North-West Frontier and gone with his pal through Afghanistan, eventually surrendering to the British Consul at Jerusalem. He was a moody old chap who would never speak of his experiences in India or anywhere else, and it was seldom that he opened his mouth to speak to a recruit at all.


In summer Reveille was blown at half-past five, in winter at half-past six. As soon as the bugle sounded from the Guardhouse the Corporal in charge of our room would shout: “Show a leg, get out of it, open those blasted windows and down with that p—s-tub!” If any man rolled over a few times before getting up, the Corporal would seize hold of his bed and pitch him out on the floor. Each recruit took his turn as orderly man for the day. His duties were to draw the rations, bring the food from the cookhouse and wash up the plates and basins after meals; he had also to take the urinal tub away in the morning and bring it up again in the evening, the tub being placed on the landing just outside the door. The tub was always very full on the morning following pay-day and that day’s orderly man had to have assistance to carry it down. A man’s daily rations consisted of one pound of bread, three-quarters of a pound of meat, vegetables, tea and sugar. We lived, dined and slept in the same barrack-room, which we had to scrub out twice a week with hot water and soap.

OEBPS/Images/cover.png
‘..aremarkable and fascinating account...
BBC

old Soldler Sah1b

FRANK RICHARDS






OEBPS/Images/144.jpg
PARTHIAN





