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            PREFACE

         

         The first time I read Other Ranks it would have been a near impossibility to find much information on the characters and events mentioned in the book. Nearly thirty years on, with the availability of records on the internet, WWI became well-worn keys on my computer. Other Ranks has also been singled out for mention in various websites as having literary merit, and enquiries followed in regard to possible republication.

         I first took a serious interest in the book when I came across a handwritten letter sent to my husband John’s uncle, Ernest Magnall, dated December 1931 (see below, pp. 243–4). This was from the book’s author, Bill Tilsley – William Vincent Tilsley, known to his family as Vincent, and in my mind as WVT – who I now know to be ‘Bradshaw’ in Other Ranks. The tone of the letter is very warm, and talks of WVT being pleased that the book has elicited a response from Ernest. As well as referring to how they have both fared post-war, the letter acknowledges that Ernest is Bagnall, and that proper names could not be used in the book ‘without running the risk of hurting certain people’. The wish of the author was ‘to be truthful without being spiteful’.

         What I found poignant when I researched WVT was that his ‘small boy of two years’, John, who was mentioned in the letter, died suddenly aged ten. This tragic event was followed two and a half years later by his own untimely death. WVT left his widow, Bessena (Bessie), but no direct descendants. By chance and through his membership of a bowling club (many years ago!) I was able to trace Bessie’s nephew Don Wild, who miraculously had WVT’s copy of Other Ranks. The book had been dedicated to his son John, and it contained a photograph of him in uniform dated 1918.

         I was able to find more about WVT through his great-niece and nephews. WVT’s younger brother Frank had become a celebrated novelist and broadcaster. It was Frank’s granddaughter who directed me to his great-nephew, David Tilsley, who is the Lancashire Archives Collection Manager, and David was able to provide me with some very interesting information (see below, pp. 230–7). The Tilsleys, though from a modest background, were a very talented lot.

         Having had confirmation from WVT’s letter that Other Ranks was based on real events and that the characters had existed, I reread the book (several times) and started to look for the names behind the pseudonyms. The author and dedicatees were easy enough: Tilsley = Bradshaw, Magnall = Bagnall, O’Neill = Driver.

         Ernest Magnall’s family has a reputation for not throwing anything away. His service records no longer exist, but every piece of paper they were given from his time in the war survives, including documentation issued after he was taken as a wounded prisoner of war at Passchendaele.

         The search for Charles O’Neill wasn’t quite so straightforward. Despite many clerical errors and misspellings of his surname I eventually discovered his records. It would have been a tall order looking for an O’Neill descendant in the Manchester area – with or without the right spelling. Fortunately while looking at a post for Charles on the Loyal North Lancashire Regiment website I found a comment left by his nephew Francis. The site owners enabled contact, and I was keen to tell Francis about Other Ranks; in turn he gave me a copy of a photograph of Charles as a boy and a rich account of his discoveries (see below, pp. 248ff).

         Many resources have been available online. None was completely accurate, but I would have been unable to find information about the soldiers without them. I cross-referenced the Loyal North Lancashire Regimental Book and diaries, the records of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC, originally the Imperial War Graves Commission) and the British Army, and checked with the volunteers at the Lancashire Infantry Museum in Preston. They were able to give me the service numbers of the Manchester and East Lancashire drafts who joined the 1/4th Loyal North Lancashire Regiment in August 1916, and with familiarity I found that the numerals gave information as to whether the men were ‘Festubert’ (veterans of an attack at Festubert on 15 June 1915), Regular, Derby (recruited under a voluntary scheme instituted by Lord Derby), or conscripts.

         The pattern that emerged from the British Army records was that, in the main, soldiers in the 1/4th Loyal North Lancashire Regiment who had been killed in action (or otherwise died) had their service records removed and filed in a different section. The War Office repository was bombed in September 1940; these records, classed WO363, survived, and became known as the ‘burnt documents’. The casualty form which is part of the service records gives details of postings, illness, death, and quite often handwritten at the top of the page the company that the soldier had served with.

         I restricted my search to the men of C Company between 16 August 1916 and 20 September 1917, with two exceptions: Lt Agostini in B Company (whose daughter I made contact with in Florida), and Jem Fletcher, medical orderly, in D Company.

         As one finds information or sees photographs of the characters mentioned in Other Ranks there is a real feeling of having known them. For some of his fellow soldiers his modus operandi to disguise their names was to change the odd letter here and there: Hogg/Fogg, Hore/Gore, Isles/Wiles. But if they had died, or he was going to be a little too candid in his account, he would alter the name completely. That would also happen with the dates of death. In a letter to Thomas Hope Floyd (also a former soldier and author) WVT makes the point that in some published works a little more care could have been taken in the spelling of place names, etc., so clearly his changes in chronology were not just mistakes! In the Floyd correspondence there is reference to the ‘binge’ and ‘march’ of 15 and 16 June 1917, which are also spoken of in the Regimental Book.

         Two features stood out when I looked at the records of the soldiers – their height and build, and their religion. Ernest is described in Other Ranks as tall compared to his companions. We know him to have been 5 ft 7½ in. That would not be regarded as tall now; but after viewing the medical forms in the surviving records I found that the average height of these men from the cities was about 5 ft 5 in., and that they had a slight build. The second was religion. I learned from my mother, who grew up in 1920s Manchester, that Catholics and Protestants did not mix. But in the war men from all religions were thrown together. In Other Ranks the religion of the three main characters is not mentioned, except for Bradshaw’s late baptism on the front. We now know it is unlikely that WVT came from a religious family: his sisters did not get christened until the outbreak of war, and his brother stated ‘atheist/C of E’ on his enlistment papers. But this didn’t appear to be a barrier to him becoming close friends with Charles O’Neill, a practising Roman Catholic, and Ernest Magnall, a Methodist.

         WVT states at the beginning of Other Ranks that ‘None of the characters in this chronicle is fictitious.’ It had not been my intention to discover the identities of so many soldiers, but with each reread and search of the internet another name and lead would turn up, often in an unexpected way. One of the characters is Downes. There was a Lowndes listed in the Regimental Book as a casualty with B Company, but some time later when looking through another soldier’s record I came across Lowndes’ casualty record: it had been misfiled, and clearly showed he had served with C Company. This happy find also recorded that from 22 September to 10 October 1916 he had been in a working party attached to XV Corp Salvage Company, possibly as stated in Other Ranks alongside Bradshaw/WVT.

         More than fifty characters are identified to date (see below, pp. 263–4), and there are still men I would like to put a real name to: Lt Gray (Uncle), Lt Stanbridge, Slater, Birtles, Stansfield – and more. From the new year of 1917 it became more difficult to ascertain which regiment a soldier had belonged to, as more men were sent via Base Depot to strengthen the depleted companies. I have found that on CWGC records some soldiers are listed as serving with the 1/4th although they had been attached from other regiments. It was also difficult to trace a soldier if he had been transferred to or from another regiment and chosen this as his preferred medal choice.

         Initially I had some misgivings about revealing the true identity of the men who were held in low regard by WVT. Presumably any soldier of C Company who read Other Ranks when it was published would have recognised those officers and men. With the passage of a hundred years I don’t feel the concealment to be as necessary.

         WVT describes Bradshaw landing in France in August 1916 as an innocent nineteen-year-old, with little comprehension of what he was about to encounter. Over the next fourteen months he vividly encounters the horrors and ‘fed-upness’ of daily life, and through the chronicle of Other Ranks we see the change in him from month to month. By Christmas 1916 he has become one of the ‘old hands’ who had so awed him when he first arrived.

         In addition to the interest of the book itself, I think that anyone who found that their relative had served with the 1/4th Loyal North Lancashire Regiment on the Somme and at Ypres would find a good account of their time and conditions in Vincent Tilsley’s Other Ranks.

         
             

         

         Gaye Magnall
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         ‘THE strength of the raiding party will be 2 Officers and 30 Other Ranks.’ The ancient operation order was lying on my table – had the raid been finally enforced, it would probably not have been – at the time when Mr. Tilsley’s book was brought to me, so that I might have the privilege of an early perusal. I was trying to pierce the obscuration of fourteen years, and to shape again the figures and the characteristics, the business and the condition, of the 30 Other Ranks. The other officer named, for many reasons, was at once clear and animated in my memory; I heard him dryly commenting, as he looked up from lacing his tall boots, on the paper warfare which accompanied all our enterprise. As I scanned the list of the other raiders – the bombing and blocking parties, the mopping-up party, liaison party, and covering parties, I found that many names had gone from my mind, and not many faces looked out from the shadow of the sanded steel hats. It was not all the fault of time and the blessings of peace. The Battle of the Somme had beaten the life out of our battalion; reinforcements had come and many of them had gone; we had been almost hourly changing, and I had scarcely set eyes on a large number of the men now about to be under my direction.

         What their daily and nightly experience was, and against what background, it was easier to revive, although in general terms. I saw them as Fate’s prisoners, under a winter sky, sometimes darkly twining more wire on the eastern extremity of our snow-grey prison yard, sometimes moving westward – a few hundred paces – along the concealing wall of clay and metal, with burdens that sometimes moaned. I saw them in erratic processions, desperately ‘keeping touch’ as they met with puzzles of the trench system and traffic, or new obstacles where shells had turned the ditches into clammy mounds; and I saw them in isolated groups, eyeing the opposite parapet, nodding in anxious short sleep, dishing out the tea and cheese and bacon, and waiting for the retaliation which would fall on them in return for our gunners’ work on the German sentry-groups. Then there they were in the town behind the line, marching to the baths in some brewery, organising little estaminet suppers, laying out rows of kit for inspection in their loft, and on parade with every button and buckle and badge polished as though, after all, that art gave as rich a satisfaction as any in the world. I was only at the beginning of my thought of these men. Had I pursued it, I knew that I could never completely reconstruct their war. Between the ordinary infantry officer and them there were wonderful bonds; bombardment, mud, attack, sleeplessness, exposure, over-strain, fear, humour, home, affected all in the prison of the front line; we often shared the same mug of tea, and the same smother of clods and cordite. Intense friendships were formed that defeated the barriers of military rank.

         But tradition, routine, and management, together with the impossibility of being in more than one place at one time, did prevent the Officers from being entirely in the intimacies of the Other Ranks; each type, indeed, respected the other’s right to a world of its own; and that is why, from the first, Mr. Tilsley’s account, with all its openness and its circumstantial nicety, was a great discovery. For me, in particular, it had also the fascination, which I have almost given up trying to analyse, of showing me a period and a number of places and episodes which I had passed through; Mr. Tilsley’s Potijze is the sub-sector in which the raiding party mentioned above was intended to ‘capture prisoners, secure identifications, and kill as many of the enemy as possible’. Probably I saw Bradshaw, and he saw me, when my Division was relieving his; I remember the agonising wet cold in which I first followed his battalion doctor round those dejected breastworks, behind which the lively expressions of some of his Other Ranks seemed as actual light and heat in the livid dusk. When Mr. Tilsley says Haymarket, I know which Haymarket he means; indeed, I have never quite recognised the other one. All this is personal, but war-books are largely so. I have met innumerable strangers with whom the of a name like Harley Street – not everybody’s Harley Street! – or Kemmel was a sudden means of hearty and natural conversation. It may be that the recollections aroused are wholly terrible in themselves; but the names, now meaningless to the majority, are talismans of mutual approach to those who have moved on from Cuinchy and Dickebusch to Oldham and Market Deeping.

         There must be, in Mr. Tilsley’s resourceful and beautiful narrative, a number of terms of several kinds which, to the survivors, are everything, and to the rest are little or nothing. The title itself, which in its use during the war obtained such a complexity of significance, cannot now be instantaneous in its effect on a new generation, any more than the sight  of a solid street reveals the Ypres of this book to the tourist. The map of Flanders in its war arrangement, which underlies all narratives of this kind, is no longer familiar to the public. In a way, Mr. Tilsley’s war will be less bewildering in its topography than others, for, once his characters had been moved north to the salient, they (like my own Division) had the bad luck to stay there, month after month, as if for ever. Whatever these technical difficulties may be, they are in sum no important disadvantage; the humanity of the work presses on, the nervous exaltation and the tragic action are such as to bear the reader over all the momentary intrusions of a forgotten terminology.

         It would be a bold man who could assure himself that even the most poignant statements of the nature of the war 1914–1918 have the power of restraining the race from future confusion of the same sort, and perhaps deadlier. If Regan and Goneril had been persuaded to borrow from their libraries the latest work on the atrocious behaviour of an earlier Regan and Goneril to the King their father, would they have refrained from proceeding with their own intrigues against Lear? Were I of the new generation, should I have the imaginative sympathy to turn away from present delights and perplexities and to bind my thoughts to the monotonous emplacements of an obviously absurd and long-finished war? Should I connect the past with the future so curiously as to suppose that by knowing the past I might have some influence on the future? Probably not. Yet it is to be wished, and remembered in our prayers, that the new generation shall have time and matter for clear reflection before the next challenge arises, before the spirit of adventure and ambition of ‘glorious life’ are again made to serve a cause which ought not to have their help.

         I should call Mr. Tilsley’s book one of the most valuable warnings that have been written; in the first place, it is written with natural strength and decision, and its words and their movements convey, almost physically, an eager picture of the strange multitudinous original. Then it has the voice of the men (some hardly more than youths) who truly bore the burden of the war, the sort of men who on March 21st, 1918, especially were the loneliest of their race, and were destroyed in their places on the parapet. They were the ‘willing horses’, like and more numerous than the tired but unconquerable subalterns in Mr. Sherriff’s play; their experiences were extreme, and the few of them whose excellence did not lead to their extinction are rarely ready writers. Mr. Tilsley is of the few, and has written in a masterly style a specimen of their terribly multiplied experiences. His reader has not to wait long for a record of what they encountered in the Battle of the Somme on a September afternoon. ‘Where was everybody?’ There were degrees of misery in the prison, and these men accepted the worst. What was the worst? They never seemed to touch bottom; for some passed with scarcely a break from the Somme of 1916 to the Passchendaele battle of 1917; from that to the storms of 1918. The newspapers reported that ‘Sliding is Tommy’s Chief Recreation on the Western Front’ when these men were being blown out of frozen shell-holes by torrents of shattering flame.

         Weariness was their principal protest, if it can be called such; and in this I feel the fidelity of Mr. Tilsley’s retrospect. He does not advance arguments in frenzying effects. His scenes (he missed nothing) are completed without an eye to his own personality. The ground is incidentally reported in its hideousness; its immediate interest is that it is to be crossed by the battalion, and it will only be crossed by superhuman exertions and resolution. The forces of death, even, seem subordinated to this tired but onward soldiering; Bradshaw, doing what is demanded of him, scrutinises the latest sacrificial arena coolly. The colours of gun-flashes impress him as the sign of a barrage of unprecedented concentration – and very extravagant. A huge shell dropping just behind him only makes him think of the Arabian Nights. When he is hit, he accepts the opportunity as the only one which could relieve him from the line moving on to the concrete forts; but he finds his way out of the battle with the method of one who has learned all that can be learned of the ways of the artillery, and even as he passes through he criticises a roaring area bombardment as expensive and wasteful. Such were the men who usually remained as Other Ranks until death or wounds transferred them, the closest witnesses of war, the men we trusted to be the same in the next attack as they had been in the last, and to go on leave once to our own three times. They have a candid historian and a survivor in Mr. Tilsley.

         
             

         

         EDMUND BLUNDEN

      

   


   
      
         

         
            None of the characters in this chronicle is fictitious.

         

      

   


   
      

         
            OTHER RANKS

         

         NOT until he saw those seven peculiar-looking kite balloons, steel-grey and still against the evening sky, did Dick Bradshaw realise he was actually near the front. Even then, with those sentinels marking the line of the trenches, he believed some power would impose itself, single him out, expose his deficiencies, and send him back on some duty where he might help only from behind. All the way from Étaples he had been expecting an inspection, when some great general would stand before him and say: ‘Fight for England – you? Run away, boy, and come back when you’re a man!’

         But his draft, and another from an East Lancashire battalion –all of them Derby men – had reinforced a depleted West Lancashire battalion without any such interruption. Now he tried to analyse his feelings, for the hundredth time, towards fighting.

         He walked thoughtfully along the river-bank – the Somme, he supposed – towards those balloons, on his way to a B.E.F. canteen. The centre one appeared much higher than the three on either side, and, as he looked, a number of small dark puffs sprang around it, like bees about a hive. He walked up quickly behind a group of soldiers whose divisional mark – a square red patch under the collar – proclaimed them as old stagers. He learnt that the bees were German anti-aircraft shells, aimed at some British aeroplane in the same line of vision as the sausage balloon. 

         In the canteen, he shyly bought several bars of chocolate, then moved quickly away from the sophisticated groups at the counter towards the door, where he met Driver, of their draft. Driver was round-eyed. He motioned Bradshaw outside and cocked up his brow, ears intent.

         ‘Hear anything?’

         From where the balloons were came a rippling vibration, with louder sounds like a distant shaking of blankets. Neither of them could believe that each of the separate explosions making up that quivering of the air was the discharge of a gun. Driver entered the canteen, reappearing in a short time with a steel shaving-mirror. Bradshaw wondered whether he had purchased it for the same reason that he himself had done so at Étaples – to push in his breast pocket because everybody said they were bullet-proof.

         Back at the billets a sergeant was calling from house to house: ‘Fall in, the new draft!’ and they arrived barely in time to line up in the roadway before a pale, moustached, irritable sergeant-major jostled them into position with repeated warnings to ‘Get fell in!’

         He marched them to an adjacent piece of ground, and presently a lieutenant with a clipped sandy moustache appeared, motioned them to squat on the grass and smoke, and delivered himself of a short homily. He was Mr. Armstrong, temporarily in command of the company.

         ‘You fellows have come to a good battalion, and a good company. You have a good C.O., good officers, and good N.C.O.s. If you make as good soldiers as the men you join, you’ll do nicely.’

         He tapped a neatly puttee’d leg with a yellow cane, and Bradshaw wondered why he continually looked down at it. Suddenly he looked up, staring amongst them with fixed gaze.

         ‘It’s a bloody business, this war is, as you chaps will discover before long. Old Fritz isn’t cracking up, as you might have heard. He’s fighting tooth and nail, and all the ground we take is dearly paid for. We are winning all right, but there’s a lot to be done first – the Boche isn’t beaten yet. The division you have joined attacked at Guillemont on August the 8th – luckily I was on the B Team and so missed it – but we hadn’t much success. The artillery failed to destroy the Boche wire, which didn’t matter a great deal at first because there was a heavy mist that morning. But the mist lifted too soon, and the Boche machine-guns got busy. In the confusion that followed, an unauthorised order was passed along to retreat, so we had over two hundred casualties without gaining anything. I am ordered to tell you that under no circumstances whatever must there be a repetition of that unordered retreat. The word retreat must be cut out entirely. Two companies of one of our sister battalions managed to get into Guillemont village, but were sacrificed because of lack of support, largely as a result of that order. The village is still in enemy hands.’

         Still rapping his leg, he concluded with a few words on the discipline of the 55th Division – the ‘Cast Iron Division’, it was known as – and Bradshaw came away wondering at the officer’s seeming pessimism. It recalled the atmosphere of Étaples, where base details gloated over the human toll taken by the Battle of the Somme. Only twenty-one of the Koylies came back yesterday, they would tell the timid Derby men; or, the King’s Own lost three hundred in two days. Yet the wounded in Camier and Étaples spoke confidently of Jerry being back practically on open ground, so it might be over by Christmas after all.

         Anyway, for the first time Bradshaw had heard a first-hand opinion that carried more conviction even than the colonel’s quiet welcome earlier in the afternoon.

         
             

         

         THE horizon had assumed a burnished coppery yellowness before they turned in at the billet, but the murmuring had ceased. From grumbling at there being no pay, the old hands had taken to ragging each other for the benefit of the newcomers, who, glad there was no display of acrimony because they were Derby men, grinned their appreciation. One man, whom the others referred to as ‘Legs Eleven’ because his legs were so thin, grinned across at Driver and asked:

         ‘Arter lousy yet, chum?’

         Driver looked horrified.

         ‘No!’

         ‘Well, tha soon will be.’

         Bradshaw also looked startled. Surely there was no need to get lousy if you took a little care? He looked across at the sprawling figures, features indistinct in the low yellow candlelight. Two of them had tunics over their knees, poring over the seams and neck. Every few seconds there was an audible ‘Tchk’ as thumb-nails met, followed occasionally by a grunt of satisfaction. 

         ‘That was a big bee!’

         Another, and obviously a favourite of the rest, was a boy they all called ‘Chick’, extremely youthful and precocious. He came from Preston, and was proud of it. Pausing in the act of pushing his feet into the sleeves of his tunic – there were no blankets – he looked across at the equally boyish Bradshaw and asked:

         ‘Wheer’s ta coom fra’?’

         Bradshaw still resented the fact that he had done all his training with the Manchesters and then had been parted from his friends when being drafted to the Lancashires. He said shortly:

         ‘Manchester.’

         Chick grimaced, and winked noticeably at Legs Eleven.

         ‘Manchester? Pooh, that’s the spot wi’ two teams at the bottom of the First Division, howdin’ aw’ t’others up!’

         The others laughed. They knew that Manchester City and Manchester United had been in low water; that Preston had been going great guns, and had a championship team. Bradshaw grinned with the others, then asked quietly.

         ‘Where do you come from?’

         Chick had wanted this moment, and, bucked with the prowess of his team, replied:

         ‘A coom fra’ Preston, chum. Proud Preston!’

         Bradshaw hesitated a few seconds; cocked his left eyebrow and rubbed his chin, as if pondering.

         ‘Preston? Ummmmm – Preston? Let me see – they have a football team, haven’t they?’

         Chick nearly exploded. For a moment Bradshaw expected trouble, but Robinson burst out laughing again and soon they were all joining in, even the discomfited Chick. The atmosphere cleared.

         Bradshaw settled himself for kip between Driver and Anderton, eyeing doubtfully the thin layer of dirty straw that littered the floor. Before he turned over to sleep he reviewed the happenings of the last two days.

         No need now to take pains to hide surprise at the things you saw or heard. You could feel amazed at the incredibility of it all without exciting comment. Here he was, lying peacefully, whilst the great battle tossed and turned so near. He laughed to himself as he thought of preconceived notions of what to-day was to bring. When they left Étaples yesterday morning the battle seemed imminent. A few hours’ grace perhaps, and he had expected being caught up in a whirlwind of yelling, hacking, hair-raising confusion; a ceaseless battle that encompassed the whole line and would end only with death or exhaustion. And always he had tried to imagine what would happen when he met one of those big Germans in a hand-to-hand encounter.

         Well, they had reached farther up the line than many a thousand volunteers who had been in France a year and more. Everything calm, if uncomfortable, and the others talking as though they expected going on rest! It wasn’t quite the thing to ask questions about such moves at this juncture, but surely the others wouldn’t jump on Robinson so (for suggesting that the new draft meant a return to the trenches) if they hadn’t all been taking a rest for granted? Funny that he knew as little about Driver and Anderton as these Lancashire lads. Rotten that he, Platt, and Wilson should have been parted and sent to three different units after being so long together at Codford and Witley; and all three afraid to approach that big bull-necked sergeant-major to see if he could arrange for them to go up together. Were all drafts split up indiscriminately now, all nominal rolls so strictly adhered to? Well, it was perhaps better that they should have been split up; couldn’t expect a trio to remain long unbroken out here … the other two might be in action now.

         He marvelled at the calm acceptance of the war by these Lancashire men. No fuss or flurry; nothing at all to suggest they had been in action. You’d to question them directly about the battle to get any information at all; even then you weren’t sure whether they were joking. And the way they referred to the Germans – almost affectionately. Old Fritz, or Old Jerry! Might be an ally!

         He drew comfort from the knowledge that the new draft wasn’t to be hurried at once into action. That proved some sort of order; the situation was in hand.

         He looked up at the low roof. Somebody blew out a candle. Strange he should come to France on August the 4th, exactly two years after the war commenced. In 1914 – and early 1915 – his mother had repeatedly told him how thankful she felt that the war would be over long before he was old enough to join. All the time he was in that remote warehouse, going to bed at night thinking what a superhuman being he could become by acquiring some of the strength that was being wasted every day in France, these men had been here in the trenches!

         Yet the awe he felt when listening to them was tempered with a certain disappointment. British they might be, but none of them spoke enthusiastically of their battles; he had detected definite relief in their appreciative acceptance of the coming rest. Comforting to know there was still a respite. Might enable one to get the hang of things first.

         The last candle went out. A whispering reached his ears from opposite.

         ‘I don’t like the look of things, anyway, Jem. Don’t be surprised if we go up again in the morning instead of down.’

         ‘Well, they’ll come in handy for fatigues.’

         ‘Aye, but it’ll be four to a loaf again to-morrow.’ He turned on his side; sniffed at the musty straw. A funny day it had been. Scuffling with fellows to get a place at the open door of a cattle truck so you could sit comfortably and dangle your legs. Buying canned fruit so you could use the tin as a receptacle for char. (Perhaps they’d issue mess tins to-morrow?) Being separated from your friends without warning and feeling a vague distrust for new acquaintances. (Ten to one they’d borrow things.)

         Anyway, they were clear of Étaples and that sand. What a place! Tents and marquees, wired-in I.B.D.s; Y.M.C.A. huts and canteens, with men leaning on them all round, or sprawling in the sand. Fancy the Jocks not wearing anything under their kilts!

         He wakened with a start. A pale blue-green haze hovered round the doorless entrance to the little billet. Somebody cursed, then a silhouette outlined itself in the doorway, stood for a few moments, and returned. About four o’clock, thought Bradshaw. How quiet and chilly. A match spluttered opposite, flamed, and went out. A cigarette glowed. He made no sign. He disliked men who rose in the night to indulge in insanitary practices. 

         A faint tremor quivered on the air. Over the top; whilst he, untried and unblooded, lay scatheless, with the prospect of further unlooked-for freedom before him. He tried to imagine the attack, but after the snippets of conversation he had picked up he knew that all his notions were far from reality. If these people were to be believed, hand-to-hand encounters were rare. You didn’t run or charge across No Man’s Land, but simply walked. Also, you saved your breath, and went silently! No attempt made to intimidate the enemy with blood-curdling yells as at Witley Camp; you offered yourself as a target. If you came out all right, you grinned, and agreed that Old Fritz had put up a good show. If you got a Blighty wound – très bon!

         You had to learn not to talk shop, either. Only the boy called Chick had volunteered any information, and he could be excused, being so young. All the same, Bradshaw doubted some of the things he said. Piled on! What was it he’d said when Bradshaw asked him if they still kicked footballs across like they did at Loos?

         ‘That’s all my eye and Peggy Martin. No Man’s Land is tough going – all oop and down wi’ t’shell ’oils and tangled wi’ barbed wire and things. They blow a whistle to let ’em know we’re coming, too. Tha’s no time for lakin’ at football when tha’s goin’ ower – tha’art fagged too quick. They on’y feed us like rabbits. We’d a’ give Fritz hell at Guillemont but th’artillery hadn’t cut t’wire proper … and later it got so hot that watter-bottles was soon empty. Men were drinking their own afoort’ day were ower. Wettin’ their lips, onnyway. And take a tip from me. Next time we go ower, fasten thi’ trenchin’-tool heead in front so it covers thi’ privates. Jimmy Blount got a short burst there – near on twenty bullets …’

         The guns again. Their first faint mutterings had disappointed him in much the same way as did his first view of the Forth Bridge. He expected something mightier. But as he listened, lying, their power grew on him; almost dismayed him. Only stout hearts could stick that out.

         
             

         

         Sergeant Whiteside burst in on them first thing next morning. A strong-jawed, fresh-faced man of twenty-five with the reddest hair Bradshaw had ever seen. He bubbled over with good spirits; spreadeagled Robinson and Armour, a deft movement hidden under a cloud of khaki and straw-dust; threw a bundled greatcoat at Chick; all the time roaring gleefully:

         ‘Show a leg, you lazy bees. D’you know we’re going down the line? Up, you stinkers! What d’you think you’re on? Abbeville, me lads. Abbeville, hundreds of miles out of this, and a pay parade to-morrow. Vin blong and egg and chips till you bust. Get out of it, you nobbuts!’

         Whilst the rudely-wakened rubbed sleep and straw from their eyes, he turned to the newcomers.

         ‘Lucky sods, getting this far and then going back. After breakfast parade get packed up, and leave the place tidy. See these lazy bees do their share of straightening up, too. Chick, you ––––, going off again! Out of it!’

         Breakfast was haphazard and rather dismal without mess-tins, but several were passed across and they all mucked in. Bradshaw had left most of his fastidiousness on the filthy tables of the Étaples dining-huts, so drank from a stranger’s mess-tin without recoiling. 

         But no orders to fall in came. Instead there was a rifle inspection, and doubt entered exuberant minds. Would they go up after all? In the afternoon the old hands had a pay, and everything connected with war was forgotten. Four men left the artillery canteen hopelessly drunk, and at midnight a disturbed reveller – Legs Eleven again – tripped over somebody’s feet and fell heavily across Bradshaw, who squatted with his knees up whilst the belching man laid everything before him. The smell of beer and vomit nauseated Bradshaw; he didn’t go to sleep again. Next morning Legs Eleven wakened unaware how he had managed to get back to billet. Robinson pointed to Bradshaw’s greatcoat.

         ‘Look at that! All covered wi’ nast. Make him clean it, chum. Great clumsy ha’porth.’

         
             

         

         THEY went out, the three new men, next evening, again along the river-bank. Everything around looked worn and tired, as if a peaceful countryside, resenting this intrusion, were withholding its beauty. At nine o’clock they returned to a farmhouse, where a cinematograph picture of the Somme Battle was being shown in the yard on a white sheet hanging down one side of a barn. Men crowded the yard on either side under the deepening sky, and Bradshaw saw little propaganda in the picture. It shocked him. Thin lines of strung-out infantry, yards between each man, crouching forward in the haze-laden air. Were those the waves of advancing infantry he heard of? Several attackers toppled over backwards into the trench. One lay athwart the parados like a dirty bolster – too white and natural to be faked. The most unreal and outrageous attack that could be imagined, yet the picture bore an official stamp. Enough to completely dam any flow of recruits, if shown at home.

         The little daylight left scarce sufficed to show them the way back. Méricourt, village though it might be, became a maze. They walked timidly into three billets before they found their own, and Bradshaw, fully expecting to hear a violent denunciation of the film, hardly heard it mentioned. A trifling argument over whether the white-faced corpse lying across the parados was genuine or not, that was all.

         Candles, spilling themselves on tin-helmet crowns, added some warmth to the dingy room. A set of hanging equipment cast a fantastic shadow on the dirty wall, and pools of darkness linked the recumbent figures. Chick again searched for lice inside his trousers, running a light along the seams. A smell of scorched khaki hung around as he hunted.

         ‘Breadcrumbs wi’ legs on’, he called them, and claimed to house the biggest, squashiest specimens in the battalion, any colour.

         ‘’Ast a getten a diary, theer, chum?’ he asked across the floor to Bradshaw, occupied in making notes. ‘Tha’ll be for it if they find out. Ah! got thee, tha’ fat bee. Tchk! Hear him splash!’

         Bradshaw felt already that in Driver he would find a companion more suited to his taste than in the other lads, either Lancashire or Manchester. He had a natural fastidiousness that shrank from many little habits and tendencies so common in the others: yet laughed at them rather than condemned them. He knew himself to be superior in education, speech, and upbringing, but looked upon these doubtful assets as things to hide and keep back from the others whenever possible. He wasn’t going to refuse drinking from somebody’s dirty mess-tin if such an act would foster the impression that he was priggish. He wanted to be one of them.

         The others, however, were far too interested in the coming rest to bother about a very ordinary boy of nineteen who had only just come out. The prospect of a few drinks was far more alluring than any number of aspirates.

         Driver spoke the King’s English, and besides a nice mind had nice manners. Both he and Bradshaw recognised very clearly what poor belongings these were to bring to a war. Nothing but the power of making oneself invisible or indestructible was of any value. But Driver also had other virtues. He neither drank nor smoked, and there weren’t many companies in France that boasted two non-smokers and non-drinkers. That was the trouble with Anderton. Always a fag in his mouth, and always game for a drink. Weakness of will-power, Bradshaw called it chidingly; not without the suggestion of a sneer.

         Having found in Driver such an equable companion, it was natural that a mutual understanding sprang up between them. They kipped together and ate together, one drawing rations for both when the other happened to be absent. Though there was six inches difference in their heights, they contrived always to get next to each other on parade, and found some comfort in doing so. Both felt that the others were too free and easy in their ways, airily borrowing tackle that didn’t belong to them and assuming that no remonstrance would be forthcoming from the owner.

         Neither mentioned that the suspicions each began to entertain at Étaples – that the war wasn’t going as well as it might have done – had received some confirmation during their short stay near the scenes of operation; both hoped they would deport themselves with the same degree of optimism, or resigned acceptance, shown by the old hands under conditions that were, to say the least, unfavourable (and, as far as the actual fighting was concerned, distinctly hazy).

         In a simple way, Bradshaw had tried to jot down his impressions in a small diary, in staccato fashion. He wondered idly what use it would be keeping a record that might at any time come to an abrupt end, but each day brought some fresh incident that either shocked, surprised, or intrigued him, and, incredible as they seemed to him at the time, he meant to chronicle them. He was collecting quite a store of these surprises, but would anybody believe in their authenticity afterwards?

         Those children at Boulogne who canvassed their sisters’ bodies … The men who, too lazy to get up properly at night, used their boots and claimed that it softened the leather ….

         
             

         

         He turned to Driver.

         ‘Coming for a stroll? You, Anderton?’

         They went out into the darkened streets, under a solemn sky, low and heavy. Without being aware of it, they approached the cage of German prisoners. They stared curiously but kept walking.

         ‘I’ll never be taken prisoner, if that’s what it means’, said Anderton emphatically. 

         Bradshaw looked with some fear at the dark, silent figures hovering against the barbed wire. These were the type they were matched against. Had he smoked he would have flung all the cigarettes he possessed over that wire barrier. Half starved, bearded, miserable-looking lot. He couldn’t imagine meeting one like them in No Man’s Land without feeling hollow. You’d get no quarter from fellows like those, unhappy as they now appeared. Good job that wire was pretty hefty.

         ‘I’d rather be taken prisoner than lose a limb’, ventured Driver. ‘Rotten to lose your right arm.’

         ‘Some of the old hands don’t seem to worry about an arm or a leg’, put in Bradshaw. ‘Getting blinded’s worst of all’, he added.

         They met Brettle and Bates, two aggressive-voiced older men whom the sorting out at Étaples had thrown together. They had travelled up in the same compartment as Bradshaw, who had been forced to listen to a eulogy of Brettle’s wife and a summary of that man’s intentions when they charged the Germans. ‘I’ll be among ’em red hot’ (only he didn’t say red hot). ‘I’ll make the bleeders squeal. They’ll not have the same heart now we’ve got ’em on the run. Mucking swine! Got my young brother. I’ll make ’em pay for that. Them or me. An’ if I cop a packet, well, I’ll see as half a dozen o’ them swine go west with me. Just let me get among ’em!’

         ‘Well, you’ll get the chance soon’, Anderton had shot out from the corner, whilst Driver maintained his timid silence. Before they arrived at Romecamps Brettle and Bates had exchanged home addresses, maudlin sentimental, ‘in case they didn’t come back’. When the train stopped, everybody had tumbled out into the canteen for refreshment. They had no mess-tins, but bought tins of fruit merely to use as receptacles for tea. The train stayed there for nearly three hours, during which Brettle, Bates, and several others made good use of the wet section of the canteen. They came out drunk. Bradshaw discovered that Brettle’s wife was not of such a loving disposition as before. In fact, during his stay in the canteen she had been unfaithful with a greengrocer named Pettitt, whose shop was merely a cloak for a ‘bookie’ business. Brettle hinted darkly that that shop would also receive from his hand a due measure of violence next time he got leave. Then Anderton had put in pungently: ‘Didn’t you have a draft leave?’ and Brettle, finding some difficulty in holding himself in rein, vomited through the window.

         These things passed through Bradshaw’s mind as the trio paused at Brettle’s question: ‘’V’y’eard we’re going down? Bloody muck-up. Let’s get stuck into the swine.’ He glowered at the prisoners’ cage. ‘Aren’t they an awful mucking bunch? Lousy bastards. Should shoot ’em all; eatin’ good rations.’

         ‘Lucky, not having that blighter in our billet’, said Anderton as they passed on. ‘You know that quiet little bloke in the corner opposite me – the one they call Jem? He had a court martial for being asleep on sentry duty, but they let him off. He’d been ill, I think, beforehand.’

         When they got back, boisterous sing-songs were in progress throughout the company. Brettle sounded to be the only one sorry – if he were really sorry – to be going down the line. A few short days ago Bradshaw would never have believed that soldiers could hang about singing and joking whilst on the edge of a big battle. He thought that every man in the area would be taking an active part in the offensive all the time. Now he found the war so big that men could go on rest during the battle. He couldn’t grasp things. Instead of the great yelling charge he had depicted – where thousands attacked in a sweeping mass and you gained courage by being amongst it, carried along with it; where everybody fought till they dropped from exhaustion, wounds, or death –were these thin waves of extended single lines that moved at walking pace; where everybody was in front and nobody lagged. And so big was our army that you weren’t in front all the time. You came out on rest after a stunt, whilst a battalion that had been resting took your place. Quite a business. Not long ago he imagined that anyone at the front in an attack could look on either flank and see thousands upon thousands of men, stretching farther than the eye could reach, packed solid; that a backward glance would also be filled with the same limitless sea of faces; and that keen eyes would be able to discern an outstanding figure on horseback, surrounded by flags and staff; Sir Douglas Haig surrounded by his mighty army.

         The songs also were an illumination to Bradshaw. Instead of ‘The Long, Long Trail’, ‘Pack up your troubles’, and ‘Tipperary’, they started with innocent ditties like ‘She wore a tulip’, and ‘Somebody’s waiting for me’; but the interest really began with ‘I wish I was single again’, the last verse of which Bradshaw heard as he moved through the hazy candlelight to his place. Then they had the Amours of a young lady from Armentières, which lasted for about seventeen verses; the exploits of a licentious monk of great renown, ‘Old Riley’s Daughter’ (for some time a puzzle to the Manchester men because the Lancashires pronounced it ‘dowter’); and a rather disgusting verse about a man who loved his wife very, very dearly. The new men listened and laughed, and Bradshaw went to sleep wondering how much of it he dared record.

         After breakfast some overdue mail arrived from Étaples, but, whilst they were in the midst of reading letters and sorting out the contents of parcels, a sharp order came to fall in quickly on the road. The entire company assembled, and were told to be ready to march off by two o’clock, everything packed and billets tidy. Back at their mail, Anderton discovered that somebody had won two of the four tins of cigarettes he had just received.

         
             

         

         SAIGNVILLE might have been in Cheshire. A village smaller than Méricourt, and infinitely cleaner and fresher. Always for Bradshaw it remained the one and only place he saw that bore any resemblance to a Fair France. It lay snug in a shallow depression ringed by trees, untouched by the war till these, the first, Tommies came.

         No. 9 Platoon had a good-sized barn for its billet, with fresh clean straw thickly cushioning the floor. They tumbled amongst it gleefully, old and new alike, good-naturedly wrestling like schoolboys. The war was over, for a time.

         They were happy days, those at Saignville, the war an outcast; never mentioned save during some explanation of tactics on parade. Bradshaw liked the training – mild when contrasted with the ‘I’ll-make-you-sweat’ variety of the Bull Ring, and far more instructive. After tea, except for an occasional picket or guard, everybody was free to follow his own pleasures. Most of the men flocked to one of the two little estaminets, squashing in or squatting outside. Bradshaw considered this a great waste of time, throwing away precious hours of mellow sunlight. He walked the quiet country lanes with Driver – also afraid of drink – or played chess on a grassy secluded bank with a pocket set of chessmen. Anderton accompanied them several times, but his heart rested in the little estaminets on these occasions, where soldier songs were bawled in all their gross humour. Every evening the lusty lungs declared:

         
            
               Apree le gu’rre finee,

               Anglay soldats partee.

               Madamersell bokoo piccanninnee,

               Apree le gu’rre finee.

            

         

         And every night Anderton returned to the barn, cap well back over moist forehead, tunic open at the neck, saying:

         ‘I’ll get one of you blighters drunk before we leave Saignville!’

         Bradshaw found the greatest difficulty in understanding the Lancashire dialect. Greatcoats became ‘top-coits’; nothing but, ‘nobbut’. Chorley, from which town many of them came, was pronounced Chorler, and dirty articles – like boots after parade – were ‘covered wi’ nast’. Everybody was either ‘chum’ or ‘mate’.

         One afternoon Bradshaw came across Dickson bent on an excursion in which were concerned a pair of trestles supporting a long, horizontal tree-trunk, and an excavation, in the open field behind the farm.

         A few minutes later, with both embarrassingly perched over the excavation, Dickson asked:

         ‘Come across any lice yet?’

         ‘No. Have you?’

         ‘No. Not yet.’

         As he left the field, however, Bradshaw looked back to see the other busily searching the innards of his trousers. He was too new – still ashamed – to admit having felt more than once lice creeping on his chest and legs. He wondered if Driver had been troubled in the same way.

         The weather remained perfect, and to Bradshaw the days passed like a country holiday. The war was thought of little, and spoken of less. One or two optimists always hankered after news, believing we might have forced a break-through, but the majority had resigned themselves to an indefinite campaign. New articles of equipment were issued daily. New cap badges and numerals, P.H. gas helmets (in duplicate, in case one should get punctured by bullet or shrapnel); breech covers. A three-inch square of plain scarlet material was stitched under each collar between the shoulders to distinguish the battalion, and decorations in the form of a red rose occupied prominent positions high up on each sleeve below the epaulet. In fact, Bradshaw felt that nobody could distinguish them from old campaigners. He would have preferred webbing equipment to the leather he wore, but a time would come when webbing would be lying about spare.

         They drilled on a well-turfed field not two minutes from the billet, dug trenches in the innocent pastureland, marched the leafy lanes happily and vigorously, and after the leisure evenings slept like logs. Bradshaw felt as fit as a fiddle. Training for the war here proved to be far more interesting and pleasurable than at the Base, where the main object seemed to be to get you so fed up with life you’d be glad to go up the line.

         On their last night in Saignville, when Anderton had gone for his usual ‘allowance’, the other two boys sat on an old tree-trunk overlooking a vista of golden-green fields. The village murmured on their right, out of sight but close. Driver sat quieter than ever, absorbed in the view.

         ‘We’ll be pretty useless at scrapping compared with a fellow like Anderton, don’t you think?’ said Bradshaw, knowing Driver to be less a fighter, even, than he.

         Driver grinned. ‘They can’t make soldiers of my kind. I’ve a feeling already that the first time we get to bayonet-fighting I shall come off second best. I feel too – too young, somehow.’

         ‘Yes!’ broke in Bradshaw, ‘me too. I don’t feel equal to it; not grown up enough. I often wonder if it’d be any better to run a bit more wild. Start drinking and swearing. Might help.’

         ‘These fellows don’t seem to worry about things, do they? They’re as happy as larks with their beer and cigarettes. Perhaps they don’t think about things…. That’s my trouble. Always trying to imagine what the fighting will be like; my own little share in particular. Wondering whether I’ll be a coward.’

         ‘Ah! And I suppose you attested to prove you weren’t a coward? I did. Mother was always saying: ‘Well, Fred’s gone; thank God it’ll be over before you’ll be old enough.’ She didn’t know. I tried twice to get in the artillery with a pal at home. Too small, they said, except for a driver. I’m afraid of horses.’

         ‘I expect they think at home we’ll be fighting or chasing each other round like maniacs by now.’ Driver grinned again, then added quietly, ‘It would break my mother’s heart if I got killed.’

         His altered tone frightened Bradshaw, who had hitherto felt confident of the issue. Any chum of his ought to feel the same about coming through, too. But your own opinion was no talisman. Thousands and thousands must have felt quite as confident as he; thousands who had been killed months ago. Driver, putting into words a possibility he had beaten away every time it crept into his mind, disturbed him. The possibility became nearer a probability. He strove again to make himself believe that the question of a future for himself was not at all problematical. He laughed.

         ‘Here, don’t put the wind up me. Talking like that before we’ve seen anything.’

         ‘Oh! I’m not getting morbid. Only bullets don’t pick and choose.’

         Not another word was spoken about the war. Both decided enough had been said. They tried chess, and Bradshaw was twice beaten. He couldn’t concentrate. What was left of the evening slowly dissolved itself into a deep, blue-gold brilliance. No bugle-calls jarred. Nothing disturbed the lustrous serenity of the summer night. Because of its beauty, an insidious thought tapped on the window of Bradshaw’s mind. The rest was at an end. It would be wasted for many, because they would be killed before they could strike a blow.

         Blew a whistle to let ’em know we were coming, did we?

         Anderton was already in the billet when they got back, joining in the choruses like any old hand. The sweat-laden air smote Bradshaw as he walked in. Men from other billets had crowded into the barn, attracted by the droning of Chick’s mouth-organ. They had ‘Riley’s Daughter’, ‘Inky-pinky-parley-voo’, and several other old favourites, when, during a lull, a black-moustached face poked itself round the doorway. Immediately there was a cry from the perspiring singers.

         ‘’Ow, Fred, cow thi’ darn. We bin waiting for thee to give us ‘Burlington Bertie’. Wheer’s ta’ bin ––– square pushin’?’

         Somebody murmured, ‘Georges Carponteer’, and after some laughter had subsided Chick said:

         ‘Ay, Fred, show these fellers how tha con do “Burlington Bertie”, then tell ’em about “Georges”.’ The black moustache cocked up at the ends as its owner grinned. He got no further than ‘I rise at ten-thirty’ before three or four other red faces squashed in at the door. One of them repeated the last two words of each line, a second late, and nearly buried itself in the straw as its supporting companions vociferously applauded.

         ‘Now “Georges,” Fred!’

         Nothing loth, the black moustache wagged in the candlelight, and became the centre of a score pairs of round eyes. War was forgotten!

         ‘We was at Bethune, in ’15, but the town was out of bounds because there was a Red Lamp there. Me and Joe Lewis was havin’ a drink at a little estam. a couple o’kilometres outside o’ t’ town, and playin’ about wi’ one o’ them racing machines –like you see on t’ pier at Blackpool. Each puts in a coin,then you wind the ’andle and the winner gets ’is brass back.

         ‘We was both fed up, an’ on’y lakin’ at t’ racin’ oojah to pass time, but an owd Frenchman watched us aw’ time, proper interested to see who’d win. Well, Joe ses to me, “Ah’m stalled o’ this, Fred. Does ta think this old fogey’ll know wheer we con get a bit o’ loose?” I ses, “Ask ’im; you speak gradely French.” Wi’ that, ’e gives the ’andle such a vicious jerk that th’ machine jams and won’t work. Well, Joe (’e’s dead now – killed at Guillemont) ses, “That’s –––– it!” and, loosin’ the ’andle, ’e turns to the Froggie and ses, “Compree jig-a-jig?” but the Froggie looks numb, so Joe ses again “Jig-a-jig – filly – you know!” and makes curves with ’is ’ands. After a bit the Frenchie suddenly ses, “Oui, oui!” about a dozen times, and motions us to follow ’im. Then ’e sets off down towards Bethune, so we pulls ’im up sharp an’ tells ’im the Red Caps’ll nab us. Then ’e takes us a roundabout road over some fields, and we mucked all our boots and putty’s up scrambling over bloody ditches. Anyway, after about an hour’s skirmishin’ ’e lands us in the outskirts of Bethune, all eager and pantin’. The streets was nearly dark, but all of a sudden ’e stops outside a little pub wi’ a sign over it “GEORGES CARPONTIER,” and pushes t’ door oppen…. Inside, servin’ beer, was a right piece, young and juicy. Joe nudges me and whispers, “That’ll be ’oo,” and makes to go up for a drink, wearing ’is best smile.’

         He paused for breath, beads of glistening sweat trickling down his face, and chuckled gleefully at certain signs of impatience from some of the onlookers. He wiped his moustache slowly, exasperatingly, then opened his tunic neck. 

         ‘Phew! It’s ’ot! Well, Joe never gets near that wench. The old Froggie takes him by the arm and leads us into the next room, saying, “Voila! Voila!” all the time; and pointin’. In the corner of the room was another of them bloody racing machines.’

         
             

         

         Bradshaw went to sleep dreaming that some divining hand went through the company marking out for the B Team – which stayed in reserve – certain members who were destined to be killed in the next attack, and that the company came out scatheless.

         
             

         

         Next morning, as they packed up, the most slovenly, melancholy, and overladen soldier Bradshaw had come across shuffled into the billet, and flopped on to his pack in a very dejected, exhausted manner.

         ‘So they’ve bunged thi’ back ageean, Ginger’, said Legs Eleven. ‘Time, too. Tha’s getten too fat for owt. Mak’ him a bay’net mon, corp.’

         Several others wanted to know why Ginger had lost such a cushy job as officer’s servant, and Ginger cursed volubly.

         ‘Cushy be –––– ! I’m glad to get back to t’ company. That bee isn’t safe, makkin’ a bleedin’ target of hisself. Ah wouldn’t do it ageean for a’ gold clock!’

         ‘Well, young Crawley jumped at the chance’, put in Corporal Hartley.

         Ginger grunted indignantly. ‘Ay, wait while he’s to foller ’im across No Man’s Land on a B.F.’s expedition. You know why ’e sacked me? Last time up ’e tuk to walkin’ along t’ parapet afore we went ower. When I follers ’im – up on top, o’ course – Lieutenant Gillow sez to me, “Come down into t’ trench, man – if ’e wants to commit suicide, let ’im.” So I ’ops down from be’ind him, and when ’e turns round a bit later on an’ finds me in t’ trench ’e goes ravin’ ’airless and maks me get back up. Daft bee!’

         ‘Ne’er mind, Ginger, we’ll mak’ thee permanent orderly-man’, said the corporal.

         
             

         

         They left Saignville on August the 28th, after serving the pleasantest period of army training Bradshaw had known. Instead of poking at your ribs and slapping your puttees with their canes, the junior officers had acted like foremen, always ready for a joke, more on the same footing, and as a consequence getting done what they wanted. Death had become such a possibility that it mattered less to these old hands. If you came out, bon! If you didn’t, well, there were plenty to keep you company. But Bradshaw hadn’t yet got past marvelling at this stoicism. Midnight found them marching through the main street of Abbeville in aloof darkness. Their songs brought women to the open bedroom windows, and girls who giggled when the officers’ flash-lamps whisked on to their nightgowns. Their adieux touched Bradshaw. Not so indifferent as they looked during the daytime!

         Soon enough came signs to show that their direction was shaping towards the Somme again. For a short period light, care-free banter dwindled to reflections of Guillemont. The peaceful stagnation of Blaireville and Bretoncourt was not to be theirs again. But by the time Dernancourt was reached spirits had revived.

         ‘Come on, my lucky lads – up, over, and home!’ 

         They camped in tents at Bouzincourt, near Albert, from where the leaning Madonna was distantly silhouetted against a low, ruddy sky; the reflection of another abounding sunset. The war wouldn’t be over till that monument fell, everybody said, and the pioneers had railed off a square of road underneath it. They spent a week of fine, cool nights in a set of exhibition trenches, all beautifully sand-bagged and drained. Two companies attacked the remainder in mimic warfare; they executed raids and patrols. Each morning Bradshaw looked eagerly for the leaning Madonna.

         Three miners left the company from Bouzincourt, recalled to the pit. They left envious, well-wishing friends behind them. Birch, the biggest of the ex-Manchesters, got his first stripe. On September the 6th the battalion marched towards the front, the sound of the guns getting stronger and stronger. They learnt that Guillemont had at last fallen. On the roads everything was bewildering bustle and nervous agitation; G.S. waggons, pioneers, water-carts, gun-carriages, and men in never-ending streams dammed and flowing in turn.

         
             

         

         CLOUDS gathered with the evening, bringing a steady downpour of searching rain. In the wet dusk ‘C’ Company was turned into a saturated cornfield near Mametz, and told to do the best it could for shelter. The old hands immediately, almost cheerfully, set about rigging up cornstacks as shelters, showing great adaptability. The new men made no effort to bag their share of the stacks; there were few enough, and the others had prior claim. Bradshaw had heard a lot about ‘roughing it’; he wanted to do the thing properly. So he slushed about in the sodden, rapidly muddying grass between corn-stacked couples, and always with him came Driver, whom he had now commenced to call Jack. Their greatcoats, trousers, tunics, and feet were soaked, and it never occurred to either of them to wonder why more tents – like that little cluster for officers in the highest corner of the field – were not available.

         ‘The first night we had in the army, down at Codford’, remarked Bradshaw with a genuine chuckle, ‘some of the fellows complained of the blankets feeling damp. Nice picture, this, of British soldiers moving up for action, eh?’

         ‘Yes, it’ll undo all the good Saignville did us’, replied Driver, thinking of the bronchitis he was susceptible to. He shivered. All night they kept on their feet, trying to pierce the impenetrable gloom ahead. At times the ridge there seemed to take on a faintly luminous outline, as though shells exploded behind it. But they heard no sound till about three in the morning, when a whining ‘sphweee-sphweee’ reached them, followed by several dull crashes and a wild neighing. A salvo of shells had dropped amongst some tethered horses on the near side of the ridge. They saw the red bursts against a sea of blackness; their first shells.

         They were on the edge of it!

         In the morning rum was issued, and Bradshaw foolishly gave his tot to a shivering Rimmer. Later the sun came to dry their clothes on them. On the crest behind perched an amazingly long naval gun, on stupendous mountings. He learnt it would fire a shell fourteen miles. Still further behind, in a deep basin between the ridges, a diminutive battalion of the Guards paraded, fascinating the overlookers by its precise, machine-like movements. One – one, two! Along the road leading through Happy Valley wormed a toy-like procession of transports. The Lancashires were to follow them, that evening, for two days in front. Their baptism.

         Valises, each marked in indelible pencil with the owner’s number, were discarded in favour of Battle Order, and the B Team – a skeleton of officers and Other Ranks on which a new battalion could be formed if the existing one suffered extinction – had been picked. September the 7th. Over a month in France. The B Team, all smile and salute, Godspeeded them with friendly farewells as they wheeled past towards Montauban. Bradshaw marched obsessed by two thoughts. He might not come back. Jack might not come back. The little fellow in front with ‘knock knees’ – he might not come back. (Somebody behind might probably be wondering if he would come back.) Then he would feel a certain elation; they credited him with sufficient soldierliness to fight for England! That general wouldn’t come now!

         A plague of shells had desolated the ground they now reached. Montauban resembled little more than a series of brickwork heaps and twisted ironwork. Guns lurked round corners and under camouflaged netting and futuristic paintwork. Gunners grinned imperturbably as their shots frightened the new men, who ducked scaredly and hurried under their fire. A clump of shabby trees accentuated the dusk, and quickly hundreds of men, horses, and limbers were inextricably jammed at a cross-roads, through Montauban. Officers fretted and fumed; walked up and down with clouded brows and pursed lips. The battalion disentangled itself. Men started forward; crowded on each other’s heels. Stopped, started, and stopped again. A battalion of company strength passed them, untidy, straggling. From the line? Neither party sang. Some cross-nodding; a few faint smiles. Bradshaw wished somebody would start singing. He nudged Driver; indicated several gaping shell-holes.

         Darkness was touching the stark tree-tops of Bernafay Wood as they dropped down the slope before Longueval. The road got rougher; the guns louder. Several men in front of Bradshaw stumbled over some wreckage on the roadside. A message came down. Two shells burst ahead with spiked slashes of red and yellow, and gruff explosions. A battery on the road bank spat with venom. The men lost their fours formation, squeezing themselves between the flashes. Bradshaw’s nostrils twitched from fumes as he hurried across a gap. Vivid flashes silhouetted the men in front. Jack kept near him.

         The whine of another German shell was drowned in the fire of more British guns. The night was split by its gleaming red burst. The air-displacement punched Bradshaw sideways. He reeled forward under a spattering of earth, crying ‘Jack! Jack!’ Something screwed up behind his chest. He felt a strange tightness there; an emptiness lower down. He had the wind up. He no longer seemed to possess a body, but head and feet must have been attached, because he found himself marvellously running into the men ahead. Tree-trunks sprang up at each side in the next flashes. Gruff, gruff, GRUFF! A triple rending crash and a cry of pain. He ran forward again; heard the smacking of missiles cracking into the tree-trunks, splintering. Another flash from the banking, lighting up three men in front, crouching forward; Driver nearest. A livid upheaval blotted out everything else in front, flinging him backwards. He regained his feet, stretched his arms forward, and ran on blindly; chin tucked in chest. He tripped, and, crying out despairingly, fell heavily. He heard curses and a groan; flickering flashes showed several men on their knees. One wore a dim white armlet. A stretcher-bearer.

         The ground rose, and trees on the right disappeared. Several bright, flickering Very lights lit up billowing smoke-clouds, casting uncanny shadows among the black trunks. The path wheeled at the edge of the gutted Delville Wood. Shells whined incessantly. Three burst with ear-splitting crashes just ahead in the open ground. Bradshaw recognised Birch, the new lance-jack. Wounded in the arm. A Blighty one, the bearer said. Two others wounded; one on the ground, Fraser standing.

         CRUMP! CRRRUMP! SCHWEEEEE – SCHWEEEEE –

         The rough track grew suddenly uneven; disappeared in a background of smoke, dark and menacing. A Very light peeped brilliantly through the drifting folds, then two greens and a red. Somebody behind cursed. He looked round; saw Driver almost abreast, and a straggling file of men. In front the same, and dirty emptiness on each hand. No other troops within a hundred miles. One jerking centipede of scared khaki.

         Then came a bounding barrage from the rear, a rushing, roaring, and whining of shells such as Bradshaw had never imagined. He didn’t know for certain they were British shells. He bent double, yet felt like a long, wide chimney with a strong draught blowing up through it. A series of hideous crashes broke out ahead, red bursts darting and spitting. He caught at the breath whistling through his body, babbling excitedly:

         ‘It’s all wrong, Jack! You can’t be hit before you’ve been in action! Firing should stop till we reach the front trench!’

         Immediately he felt foolish, growing calmer. More shells dropped near. Men were hit. Bradshaw heard someone say: ‘You lucky bleeder!’ Then a louder cry, ‘Is Drummer there? Gaukroger and Irlam hit ….’

         The black mass of Delville Wood receded in the left rear, but still they lunged on behind some wonderful brave in front. Flashes and explosions flung the night away all round, creating a perpetual semi-light. A flitting figure passed along, saying quietly, authoritatively:

         ‘Line up behind the trench. Keep down and jump in immediately the others leave.’

         They lined up and flung themselves down. A Very light hovered surprisingly near, almost suspended. The shrieking and whining went on unabated, and Bradshaw lay terrified and flat. Two yards away he could see a small depression, but felt incapable of moving into it. He just pressed himself against the dry, smelly earth, believing that all the flying missiles were directed at him. Once he prayed, and several times wondered whether the Germans would attack. Almost sure to; nothing to stop them this side!

         He knew himself to be incapable of resistance; pictured his own abject surrender. What he didn’t know was that there were no more Germans across No Man’s Land than Britons on his side. His mind pictured thousands and thousands of them, ready to press forward. Because he couldn’t see into the unfathomable mysteries behind and under those graceful, curving lights he fancied all manner of furtive gatherings. Could they know how few we were? Not many yards away Chick sat nonchalantly on the parados, legs dangling in the trench, asking the men there what kind of a time they’d had. (Not so bad, considering. Went over yesterday. Bit of a muck-up. Snipers busy in ‘Devil’s’ Wood.)

         The whizzings and whinings encompassed him; they were sure to get him in the end. He no longer felt confident of bearing a charmed life. What was the placard he had seen on his last leave in Manchester? ‘HELL WITH THE LID OFF’. John Bull, of course.

         The sergeant came along again bent double. Jump in. The trench swallowed him up in a greedy gulp. It had a dry bottom and comforting sides. He sank exhausted, glad to make himself scarce. Corporal Hartley of the big blue eyes brushed up.

         ‘You … you … and you. Sentries. You’re on first. Get on t’ firestep, tut sweet.’

         Bradshaw was the last ‘you’ referred to. His heart thumped. He looked round at Driver, the second ‘you’, then scrambled on to the firestep, monstrously elevated and afraid. Why should he be first on duty? Shouldn’t an old hand …?

         He looked into No Man’s Land. Thin masses of black and grey cotton wool moving regularly to the left made thundery by the glow of fluttering Very lights. Impenetrable darkness on each hand – black enough to sting in the few seconds after each blinding flash. Unfriendly half-lights in front. Sudden brightnesses that sent stealthy shadows creeping about the uneven ground at his eye-level. How far were they off? Was this really the very front line? No wire. No agitated rifle-firing, as expected, across No Man’s Land. Just watching. Watching with staring, starting eyes.
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