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PROLOGUE

This book is based on actual historical events and characters. The words spoken, and actions taken by these characters are able to be reproduced because they were either captured at the time, or subsequently recorded  after the events to which they refer. Where records of conversations do not exist, their words have been “assumed” from the outcome of the events, or subsequent actions taken. The post event accounts of these characters, where they exist, can be followed in the Epilogue at the end of the book. 

The West Staffordshire Regiment is fictitious; which by extrapolation means that the individual members, and the actions of 10 Platoon, are also fictitious. 

This book reflects the social standards, language and attitudes of the time; in an almost exclusively male military service environment, under the conditions created by a continent at war.

		
	


PART 1

PRELUDE TO WAR

Wednesday 23 August 1939 –  Khodynka Airfield, Moscow, Russia.

The propellors on the Focke-Wulf Condor had shuddered to a halt only seconds before the door in the fuselage was opened and metal steps were clipped into place. The smell of aviation fuel from the warm engines hung heavily in the air as Hitler’s Foreign Minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, gingerly descended the rungs of the flimsy metal ladder, aware that everyone present was watching, and that a stumble at this point would destroy the persona he had worked so hard to create. As he stepped onto the airstrip followed by the members of the German delegation, a Soviet military band struck up Deutschlandlied. Swastika banners displayed by the honour guard flapped in the breeze; having been hurriedly sourced from a Soviet film studio where they had been used in the production of an anti-Nazi propaganda movie a short time before. Now repurposed to herald a change of political intent, they greeted the German Foreign Minister to Moscow. 

Ribbentrop stepped into the waiting black limousine, followed by his delegation; the door held open by a Russian soldier standing rigidly to attention. With hardly a sound from the engine, the vehicle moved off on the short drive to Red Square. The Germans were ushered into the luxuriously decorated room in the Kremlin where their Russian counterparts were waiting. The walls were wood panelled to shoulder height, their dark polished surface glowing in the light from wall and table lamps. From above a crackling log fire, a huge painting of Lenin overlooked the proceedings. The Russian Foreign Minister, Vyacheslav Molotov greeted von Ribbentrop with a handshake; closely followed by the Russian Premier, Joseph Stalin. The presence of the Premier took von Ribbentrop a little by surprise, but his attendance reinforced the importance and symbolism of the meeting. 

Molotov directed von Ribbentrop to the single seat at the long desk upon which the non-aggression pact rested. It was a simple one-page document, decorated by both swastika and hammer and sickle emblems, with a short passage of less than three hundred words in the appropriate national language under the corresponding emblem. The pact would run for ten years, stressing the strengthening of the cause of peace between Germany and Russia, both parties desisting from any acts of violence, aggression or attacks on each other. Von Ribbentrop was handed a pen, slowly and deliberately signing in the appropriate place under the German language text. As von Ribbentrop stood up, Molotov took the vacated seat, signing under the Russian text. Flashbulbs popped as von Ribbentrop and Molotov posed with a handshake under the picture of Lenin. Stalin then took his turn for a photograph in the same pose with von Ribbentrop. The signatories celebrated at a reception with caviar, vodka and champagne. 

The celebrations were mirrored in Berlin, as Hitler now felt confident that his planned actions in Poland would be free from any Russian interference on his eastern flank. In consideration of previous appeasement gestures from the Western Powers, von Ribbentrop had assured Hitler that Britain and France would not have the political resolve to do anything meaningful on his western flank. All the pieces of the jigsaw were now in place.

Thursday 31 August 1939 –  Gleiwitz Radio Station, Eastern Germany.

Alfred Helmut Naujocks pulled the left sleeve of his scruffy jacket back from his wrist to check the time on his watch. The watch was German Army issue; the jacket had originally been meant for wear by someone with slightly longer arms than his. It was a few minutes before 8 p.m. as two cars approached the Gleiwitz Radio Station, four miles from the Polish border inside Germany. The car tyres crunched gently on the loose gravel as they wound their way through the tree lined approach road, the wooden gates of the transmission station lying open in front of them. Above the surrounding pine trees, the transmitter mast could be clearly seen, the setting sun flicking between the wooden struts as the cars approached the three-storey building. From a white painted flagpole in the centre of the courtyard, a swastika flag hung limply in the warm late summer air. 

The time had been carefully chosen when most people would be at home, thus increasing the size of any potential listening audience, and would also facilitate their escape in the gathering darkness. Naujocks leaned forward and pulled down the sun visor on his side of the car as the angle of the setting sun reached just the right height to dazzle him. The driver did the same almost simultaneously. 

The Head of the Gestapo, Reinhard Heydrich himself, had telephoned Naujocks at 4 p.m. that afternoon, giving the codeword “Grossmutter gestorben” (Grandmother has died), triggering the operation. This was it, he thought to himself, as he closed his eyes and shook his head slightly to restore his vision from the glare of the sun. The chance to do his master’s personal bidding and earn respect and advancement. The SS seemed to work that way, but such clandestine operations also caused distrust and personal loathing between its members. In his mind, Naujocks pictured himself reporting to Heydrich on a mission completed successfully, receiving the praise of his superiors and the envy of his subordinates. He was jerked back from his fantasy as the cars stopped abruptly in a swirl of dust on the paved surface outside the building. They came to rest one behind the other, opposite the closed wooden door of the station. 

Naujocks stepped from the front passenger seat closely followed by the driver and two rear seat passengers, all four dressed in rough clothes specifically sourced for the occasion to create the impression of anti-German agitators or Polish insurgents. From the second car, having stopped a few yards behind, three men got out, again all similarly dressed. As Naujocks and his team bounded up the steps to the building, the crew of the second car struggled to remove a limp body from the boot of their vehicle. Franciszek Honiok was a 43-year-old unmarried Catholic farmer and German Silesian, well known to the authorities for sympathizing with the Poles. He had been arrested the previous day by the Gestapo, and anaesthetised only a few hours prior. He was alive but completely unresponsive, making him awkward to lift. His would-be comrades cursed and strained as they pulled Honiok’s ample farmer’s frame from the confines of the vehicle boot, unconcerned as his head and body thumped sickeningly off the lip of the boot frame and lock.

Naujocks and his three accomplices burst through the door and into the broadcast studio. The station manager rose to his feet in shock, subsequently being manhandled into the basement along with his operating staff. Threatening the operators with pistols but not uttering a word, two of the intruders pushed the operators’ faces against the wall and held them there as their hands were tied behind their backs. The slightest movement from the prisoners was met with forearms pushed into the back of their necks, and pistols pointed into their faces. Naujocks remained in the broadcast studio with the group’s Polish speaker, Karl Hornack. Hornack leaned down so his mouth was close to the wire mesh of the station’s microphone and nodded at Naujocks who fired his pistol into the ceiling before Hornack spoke in Polish. 

“Attention! This is Gliwice. The broadcasting station is in Polish hands.”

The sound of the gunshot told the hostage takers in the basement it was time to leave. They released their grip on the operators, pushing them away roughly before turning and running back up the stairs to the broadcast studio. Naujocks waited in the doorway with pistol in hand, gesturing his accomplices outside and pulling the door closed behind him once they had passed. Lying on the station steps was the limp body of Honiok, carefully positioned by the occupants of the second car. Naujocks paused over the unconscious man before raising his pistol and firing three rounds into  the unconscious Honiok’s chest. Blood splattered onto the victim’s face as the bullets tore into his heart and lungs. Naujocks calmly returned the pistol to his holster as he walked the few yards to the car, the door lying open and the engine already running. It moved off with a swirl of dust before he had time to close the door.  

Shortly after 8 p.m. the German News Agency reported an attack on Gleiwitz radio broadcasting station by Polish partisans, who had forced their way into the studio and broadcast a statement in Polish. The report stated that several such incidents had taken place along the border with Poland, some involving Polish soldiers alongside the partisans. In all cases, the Poles had been overpowered by German police who opened fire on them, killing several. 

Using these seemingly unprovoked attacks against German facilities, with the bodies of dead Polish soldiers and partizans as evidence, Hitler would subsequently justify the invasion of Poland. The dead bodies were those of concentration camp inmates, or undesirables such as Honiok, carefully dressed to resemble Polish soldiers or partisans, before being transported to the scene and shot. As the newspapers were printing their front pages describing the attacks, nearly one and a half million German troops stood ready to cross the Polish border at 4.45 a.m. on Friday  1 September.

Friday 1 September 1939 –  Free City of Danzig, Baltic Coast, Northern Germany.

The Polish Post Office in Danzig had opened in 1920 under the terms of the Versailles Treaty which ended the Great War, and its buildings were considered Polish property. The ornate brick and stained-glass entrance was surmounted with the Polish national eagle, and a large sign declaring the building’s function. As tensions between Poland and Germany grew throughout August, a Polish combat engineer, Lieutenant Konrad Guderski, had reinforced the building in preparation for possible hostilities, and trained the staff in defensive duties. The Post Office staff had been supplemented by ten Reservist non-commissioned officers in mid-August, bringing the number of employees on the morning of 1 September to fifty-six. This included the building caretaker and his 10-year-old daughter Erwina who lived in the complex. A cache of weapons had been smuggled in and secretly stored inside, consisting of three machine guns, forty other firearms and three chests of hand grenades. 

At 4 a.m. the telephone and electricity lines to the building were suddenly cut from outside, and at 4:43 a.m. the German Battleship Schleswig-Holstein slipped her moorings in the port of Danzig, moving a short distance to lie opposite the Polish military depot on the Westerplatte peninsula. As a training ship for German Naval Cadets, the arrival and continued presence of the vessel in Danzig since 25 August had drawn no suspicion. Being launched in 1906 she was a naval relic, obsolete even before the Great War had begun. The high-profile arrival, with flags flying and cadets carefully arranged on the deck disguised both her intent, and the presence of two hundred and twenty-five Marines hidden below decks. The Westerplatte depot served as an unloading area for Polish military hardware and ammunition; outwardly unimpressive, consisting of a barracks, mess and warehouses, protected by a ring of blockhouses and barbed wire. Despite being limited by treaty to a garrison of eighty-eight, the growing tensions meant the Polish garrison had secretly been increased to two hundred and ten, supported by an armoury of machine guns, mortars and anti-tank weapons. 

To coincide precisely with the time that German troops were crossing the Polish border, Captain Gustav Kleikamp ordered all guns on the Schleswig-Holstein to open fire on the depot. Within seven minutes, five tons of explosive fell on Westerplatte, smashing trees, blowing craters in the earth and damaging the buildings and blockhouses. When the ship’s guns fell silent, and the dust from the explosions still hung in the air, the ground assault began. As the German Marines moved along the peninsula, following their out-of-date maps, they came under fire from all sides when attempting to scale the perimeter wall of the depot. Machine gun fire from unseen positions tore through their ranks at a range of forty yards. The Marines fought for an hour to gain a foothold in the depot, but were forced to withdraw when casualties became too great. Watching from the Schleswig-Holstein, Captain Kleikamp ordered another bombardment as the Marines broke clear, landing a further forty-six tons of explosive on the depot. The second assault began shortly before 9 a.m. initially meeting with greater success, before this too was forced to withdraw after the mortal wounding of the Commanding Officer, Leutnant Henningsen. 

A simultaneous morning attack plan was initiated against the Post Office by the Danzig Police in armoured cars, supported by local German Stormtrooper and SS volunteers. Having been notified in advance, journalists from local newspapers and the state radio station arrived to cover the event. The first attack was repelled, although some Germans managed to temporarily enter the building through the front entrance. A second attack through a hole blasted in the wall of an adjacent building was also unsuccessful, although Lieutenant Guderski was killed in the fighting.

At 11 a.m. reinforcements were requested from the German units fighting at the Westerplatte. A mortar team arrived and fire was directed onto the building, but was too inaccurate to influence the situation. The Germans declared a two-hour ceasefire at 3 p.m. during which they offered surrender terms to the Poles in the Post Office, whilst simultaneously digging under the walls of the building and loading 1,200 lbs of explosive in the void. When the ceasefire period elapsed at 5 p.m. without a Polish surrender, the Germans detonated the mine, collapsing the wall, and occupying the building on the subsequent assault. 


The Polish defenders who survived the explosion were forced into the cellar from where they continued their resistance; until the Germans pumped petrol into the cellar and set it alight with a hand grenade. The first to emerge from the building was the Post Office Director, waving a white towel. He was met with a volley of shots, killing him instantly. The next out was a Polish Army Reserve Officer who was set alight with a flame thrower, dying in agony as he rolled on the ground trying to extinguish the flames. The screams of a child were heard as the caretaker brought out Erwina whose clothes were on fire. The caretaker, Erwina and those that filed out behind were taken prisoner.

Friday 1 September 1939 –  Whittington Barracks, Staffordshire, England.

It was fifteen minutes before 11 a.m. The officer and non-commissioned officer instructors in the company office were becoming uneasy as they nervously looked at their watches; wary of the approaching parade start time of 11 o’clock and quietly reminding the Company Second in Command that they needed to leave very soon. As was the custom before every recruit passing out parade, the instructors had gathered together to mark the end of the three-month training course by drinking a toast to the newly trained soldiers, prior to them leaving the Depot and joining their battalions. 

The chatter of the families assembled in the stands outside was clearly audible through the partially opened windows as they excitedly waited to see their sons, on what was for many the most important event in their young lives to date. Exactly at the arranged time, the Regimental Band began playing to entertain the waiting families, starting the formal events for the parade sequence, and triggering those present in the office to look at their watches again. Just prior to everyone gathering, the Company Clerk had been neatly arranging two bottles of port and glasses ready for the toast, when the Company Commander received a telephone call and hurried from the office. The poured port now sat untouched awaiting his return.

“We’ll give the Company Commander two more minutes and then you have to go.” said the Second in Command attempting to settle the growing unease, cognisant of the requirement for those in attendance to be somewhere else. Just as he finished speaking, the office door opened and Major Harvey stepped through, looking pale and flustered. The waiting gathering sprang to attention as he entered the office. He took off his cap and laid it on the clerk’s desk along with his swagger stick.

“Gentlemen, my apologies for keeping you waiting.” began Harvey in a calming voice that belied his appearance, before taking a deep breath and continuing. “But I have just been informed that Germany invaded Poland at dawn this morning.” After a few seconds of stunned silence, he continued.  “I am expecting all leave to be cancelled, and I know some of you have made plans for time with your families; but those plans are likely to change.” He waited a few more seconds for the information to sink in before continuing. “Don’t tell the soldiers just yet. Let them enjoy lunch with their families and the Commanding Officer will address them later when more information may be available.” He moved slowly to the table where the port was waiting and lifted a glass; each of those present following his lead. When everyone had a drink in hand, he raised his glass in the usual tribute. “To the next generation.” 

The repeated tribute from those in the room was half hearted. The instructors set down their empty glasses and hurriedly left to join their soldiers formed up outside, waiting excitedly to begin their parade. Harvey set down his empty glass and lifted another full one, immediately downing that as well. 

“Oh Christ, not again.” he murmured to a now empty room. He lifted his hat and stick from the clerk’s desk and closed the door of the office  as he left.

***

As he stood on parade, Private Martin Kyle had searched along the rows of faces in the stands for his mother, until he spotted the flowery dress that she wore to every special occasion. Just as he identified her, she waved, as if sensing that he had seen her. He marked the spot in his head, now knowing where to find her after the parade. 

It had been practiced so many times that his participation in the event seemed to be removed from reality. Determined not to make a mistake, his concentration was so intense that he didn’t have the presence of mind to appreciate what was happening or enjoy the occasion marking the culmination of three months’ work. His fully conscious mind only returned when the backslapping and handshakes began as nervous energy overflowed from the recruits when the parade was dismissed by the Adjutant. Pushing his way through his celebrating colleagues, Kyle hurried back towards the stands to find his mother. He recognised her dress in the area of the stands he remembered and broke into a run, as fast as his studded boots would allow on the parade ground surface. She was standing with her back to him, talking with a man in uniform when she heard his call. Turning her head at the sound of Martin’s voice, she gently touched the uniformed sleeve of the man beside her as if to excuse her departure, and ran to meet him. She flung her arms around him as they met, then still holding his shoulders, pushed him to arm’s length.

“Let me have a look at you.” She paused as she looked him up and down. “So smart and so handsome.” she said proudly. The uniformed man had approached at a slower pace, and sensing his proximity, she turned, touched him again on the arm and introduced him to her son. “Martin,  this is Seamus McCann. He has been a family friend for years.” Martin immediately noticed the crown insignia on his lower sleeve, denoting a Warrant Officer Class 2. Not appreciating the niceties of military rank, she was somewhat surprised when Martin sprang to attention as appropriate when about to be addressed by a Warrant Officer. 

“Very pleased to meet you again, son.” McCann spoke in a broad Southern Irish accent and held out his hand. Martin relaxed and shook McCann’s offered hand replying, “Sir.” His hand was dwarfed by that of McCann’s, his firm grip reflecting a muscular frame with broad shoulders. His complexion indicated a combination of outdoor life and a fondness for alcohol, which had reddened his cheeks and nose.

“Don’t worry about the Sir, Martin.” joked McCann with a huge grin. “Today, I’m just Seamus. I’ll be Sir next time, once you’ve joined the battalion proper, after your leave.” McCann put his arm around Kyle’s shoulder, gently guiding him in the direction of the dining hall. “Now, let’s get your mother some lunch, and something to drink for you and me.” continued McCann with a beaming smile. As Kyle moved in the direction of the cookhouse, McCann gently slapped him on the back as he passed. “Lead the way, son.” he said.

There was a short queue at the door of the dining hall which moved quickly as the newly trained soldiers and their families made their way inside. The dining hall had been smartened up from what Kyle had come  to expect from the previous three months. Tablecloths had been placed on the tables with small bunches of flowers in vases placed in the centre of each. Cutlery and seating had been arranged to provide six settings at  each table. Only the unmistakeable smell of mass-produced Army food remained the same. 

As they passed through the door, McCann and Kyle removed their headdress, hanging them on the rows of hooks on the wall for that purpose. Now uncovered, Martin noticed a scar running from behind McCann’s left ear to the crown of his head. He had a full head of hair but the mark was clearly visible despite this. The excited chatter of the gathering families was building up as they sorted out their groups and took their seats. McCann selected a free table and strode towards it. He pulled out a chair and gestured to Kyle’s mother.

“There you are, Elizabeth.” he said as she sat down, and then pushed her chair in towards the table. Kyle sat on his mother’s left and McCann sat on her right. Kyle felt a hand on his shoulder and looked round to see his friend Private Kenneth Watts. They had been allocated adjoining beds in the barrack room on the day of their arrival and had formed a solid friendship as they trained together. 

“Mind if we sit here, mate?” asked Watts, gesturing at the unoccupied seats opposite with a nod of his head. 


“Fire away Ken, mate.” replied Kyle. Watts hurriedly sat down beside his friend, swiftly followed by a heavily set woman who made a sigh of relief as she slumped into the next available seat. Kyle glanced across and smiled. She was a woman who made an instant impression; in that she wore her make-up a little too thick and her clothes a little too tight.

“Martin, this is my mum.” said Watts, gesturing to the woman who had just sat down. Kyle half rose from his seat as a courtesy as he spoke. 

“Pleased to meet you Mrs Watts, I’m Martin Kyle.” and touching his mother on the upper arm to get her attention continued, “This is my mum and Mr McCann.” She had been talking quietly to McCann and turned at her son’s touch to respond to the introduction. 

“Hello, I’m Elizabeth Kyle.” As she spoke, McCann stood up, nodding his head forward in a respectful gesture before he spoke. 

“Seamus McCann. I’m glad you could make it today. The boys did very well. Very smart.” 

“Oh yes. I thought they were wonderful.” gushed Mrs Watts. As she spoke, she reached across and rubbed her son’s face, pulling his head towards her to try and kiss him. He resisted, visibly embarrassed by his mother’s actions in front of his friend. “Were you part of the parade, Mr McCann?” she asked.

“Not today, Mrs Watts.” he replied. “I’m here to represent D Company, and meet the new soldiers who will be joining us after their leave.” Growing impatient with the small talk, he remembered his priority and changed the subject. “Now, what can I get everyone to drink?” With everyone having given their orders, Kyle stood up to help. “Sit yourself down, son.” said McCann. “This is your day, so just relax and enjoy it.” 

As Kyle sat back down, McCann made his way to a makeshift bar that had been set up in the corner of the dining hall. As McCann stood in the queue, Kyle saw Major Harvey approach him, followed by a distinctly warm greeting. Being obvious acquaintances, the two men chatted boisterously, interspersed with raucous laughter as they waited to be served by the barman. The two ladies at the table were talking loudly across the two friends, now feeling trapped between them. 

“He has put on so much weight, I hardly recognised him.” exaggerated Mrs Watts, throwing her head back with an annoying, shrill laugh. This time she did succeed in landing a kiss on her son as she swung forward again in the chair. She licked the tips of the fingers on her left hand and pushed an unruly tuft of hair back from his face without realising she had done it; an action obviously completed so many times it had ceased to register with her anymore. Kyle saw McCann gesturing at him from the bar, and jumped at the opportunity to leave the table. 

“Give us a hand with these glasses, son.” gestured McCann as Kyle approached. He had three glasses clamped in a triangle with his huge hands. Kyle lifted the remaining two and followed after him back towards the table. “The last time I saw you was after….you barely came up to my waist.” The obvious break in McCann’s sentence gave away his change of mind in what he was about to say. He tried to recover the situation. “Now the boy has become a man, and we’re having a drink together.”

They had just sat down when the Depot instructors arrived at the table to serve food; the tradition being that the instructors served the newly trained soldiers their lunch after the passing out parade. Corporal Hutchinson, a Section Commander who Kyle had grown to respect greatly because of his patience and dedication, whispered in his ear as he set down his food.

“What the hell are you doing sitting with Genghis?” Kyle looked up at him, the confused expression on his face prompting further explanation from Hutchinson. “Sergeant Major McCann. Genghis McCann. He’s a madman.” 

“He’s a family friend. Seems really nice actually.” whispered Kyle in response. 

“He’s a bloody maniac.” said Hutchinson in an exasperated tone; his volume rising above a whisper. “Why do you think we call him Genghis?”

“Everything alright, Corporal?” said McCann, having picked up on his nickname being uttered.

“Yes, Sir. Just congratulating Private Kyle on passing out, Sir.” lied Hutchinson quickly and confidently, before hurriedly moving away to continue his serving duties. 

The table settled into silence as they ate their food. Kyle watched McCann, now intrigued after the comments from Corporal Hutchinson. He ate slowly and deliberately, taking great care to prepare every forkful of food before gently putting it in his mouth. On his left, both members of the Watts household  were attacking their food as if in a race. Kyle had noticed many times the speed at which his friend ate during training, nothing unusual with young men experiencing hard physical work, but now saw it was a family trait. 

With the meal finished and the tables cleared by the instructors, McCann offered another round of drinks and got up to make his way to the bar. Without waiting to be asked this time, Kyle followed. Sensing that his presence at the parade and obvious closeness to Kyle’s mother may need some clarity, McCann used the time waiting in the bar queue to fill in some gaps.

“I served with your father in the Great War.” he began. “I was a newly enlisted Private soldier in 1917, and he was the Lance Corporal in my section.” He paused and smiled to himself as the memories returned, subconsciously raising his hand to run his finger along the scar on his head. “We got promoted together; him to Corporal and me to Lance Corporal. We believed we had the best section in the whole Army.” He paused slightly as if choosing how much of the story he would reveal. “We were inseparable, and I was Best Man at your parents’ wedding when we got some leave in the summer of 1918.”

Kyle felt there was more to come, but the story was curtailed by their arrival at the front of the queue where McCann ordered a repeat round for the table. Kyle picked up the first drinks served and made his way back to the table, where his mother and Mrs Watts were still engaged in lively chatter. McCann arrived a few moments later and as he sat down, a loud, gruff voice echoed through the dining hall.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, can I have your attention please?” It was the Depot Regimental Sergeant Major. The chatter in the room decreased, but without achieving the perfect silence he had expected, the Regimental Sergeant Major repeated the request, this time with a greater emphasis on  the “Please”. There was a scraping of chair legs on the floor as the guests orientated themselves to look towards the origin of the intrusion, and the room fell silent. Bemused glances were exchanged as the Depot Commanding Officer strode in, positioning himself right in the centre of the hall. The Regimental Sergeant Major saluting smartly as he passed.

“Relax everyone please.” requested the Commanding Officer in a nasally monotone voice. He paused momentarily, then visibly gathered himself before speaking again. “I have an announcement to make that will affect us all.” He paused again, as if not wanting to disclose what he had to say. Then he quietly cleared his throat. “This morning at dawn, German soldiers crossed the border with Poland in what seems to be a deliberate and full-scale invasion of that country.” There was an audible gasp from those seated and a short burst of murmured conversation. The Commanding Officer held his hands up and gestured for the room to be quiet before continuing. “Details are limited at this time, but I have no doubt you will get more from the newspapers and radio in due course.” In order to exploit the silence just created, he continued immediately. “I’m afraid to say that all military leave has been cancelled, and those newly trained soldiers who were expecting to go on a period of leave today before joining their battalions, will unfortunately not be doing so.” A louder murmur broke out that the raised hands of the Commanding Officer this time failed to quell.

“Pay attention everyone.” intervened the Regimental Sergeant Major loudly, immediately bringing the hall to silence again.

“All those soldiers who passed out today will be moving to join their battalions on Sunday morning.” the Commanding Officer continued. “The preparations must begin immediately, and all guests are kindly requested to depart.” 

Kyle’s mother gripped his hand tightly under the table. He looked round at her, but she had her eyes closed and her head bowed. The dining hall suddenly erupted into a clamour of voices and movement. McCann got up, and placing his hands on Mrs Kyle’s upper arms gently helped her to her feet.

“Come on, Elizabeth. Let’s get you out of here.” he said quietly. “The boys will have some preparation to do.” She rose to her feet as if in a trance, before suddenly snapping back to her senses and placing her hands on each side of her son’s face. 

“Telephone and tell me what’s happening.” she ordered, as she looked directly into his eyes.


“Yes, Mum. As soon as I know anything.” Kyle stuttered in reply.

“Come on, Elizabeth. Let’s get you home.” spoke McCann soothingly. He looked at Kyle with pursed lips and nodded gently as he turned his mother away and led her towards the door. The families were being ushered out by the instructors, their tables and chairs left in disarray; their drinks unfinished. Watching their families leave, the newly trained soldiers gathered in the middle of the hall, deflated, and uncertain what to do next. The Regimental Sergeant Major brought order to the situation. 

“Right, you lot. Get yourselves back to your platoon blocks, quick as you can.” 

Sunday 3 September 1939 –  Lichfield Train Station, Staffordshire, England.

The tailgates of the Bedford transport vehicles swung open with a metallic clunk as each one came to a stop in a single line behind the others. Voices of non-commissioned officers yelled for the occupants to get out. The two soldiers nearest the back jumped down, kit bags and equipment being passed the length of the vehicle and out the back to those waiting. The rest of the occupants jumped down in turn, searching to find their labelled bags and put on their packs and webbing equipment. Once they had sorted themselves out, they were ushered into the station and formed up on the platform. Outside the newspaper kiosk, an advertising poster displayed the headline “Hitler Invades Poland” in large black letters. 

Two Military Policemen who had been standing outside the entrance, followed the soldiers into the station and took up positions at the exits to deter or prevent any potential deserters; their red topped caps in stark contrast to the khaki of everyone else. A train stood ready, passenger carriages filling almost the complete length of the platform, its engine hissing steam as if impatient to depart. Sergeant Major McCann paced slowly up and down in front of the ranks of waiting soldiers. He looked at the young, pale faces of the men; mostly the newly trained recruits that had passed out only forty-eight hours before. Included also were some of the instructors returning to their battalions after finishing their Depot postings, and here and there, some soldiers from other Regiments and Corps who had been recalled from leave in the area. McCann knew exactly how they were feeling, having himself stood nervously on a railway platform as a newly trained soldier, bound for France twenty-two years previously.

As Captain Roberts approached, McCann brought the parade to attention. He saluted smartly and announced the parade present. Roberts, who himself had been on leave, knew McCann well. Both served together in D Company; Roberts as Second in Command and McCann as Company Sergeant Major. Captain Roberts returned the salute then looked at his watch.


“Fall the men out, Sergeant Major.” Roberts ordered. “Give them five minutes with their families, then get them on the train.”

On command, the parade dismissed, some soldiers heading straight to the newspaper stand to buy the paper and cigarettes. Some of the families who lived close by had come to see their loved ones depart. As the parade fell out, Watts’ mother rushed to embrace her son. She took quick but short steps, her pace constricted by a pencil skirt. She pulled his face towards hers as he tried to resist, a failed kiss smearing her lipstick across his cheek. She tried to rub it off, but unsure of how much remained, he rubbed the area himself inspecting his fingers to measure his degree of success. His sudden movement in avoiding the kiss caused his cap to slide from his head and land on the platform. His mother picked it up and placed it back on his head, pushing it down hard as if to ensure it would stay in place. The pressing action squeezed his unruly hair tuft from under the cap, leaving it protruding across his forehead. 

“That hair of yours. Always that bit at the front.” she tutted, licking her fingers and pushing it back underneath the cap.

A whistle sounded, easing Watts’ immediate discomfort as his mother jumped at the sound and released her grip on him. Shouts from non-commissioned officers to board the train were greeted by whimpers of distress from mothers, wives and children as they realised their time together was at an end. Kyle had told his mother the time and place of his departure as she had requested, but she was nowhere to be seen. He looked around nervously for her, the whistle blast heightening his sense of unease at her absence. Corporal Hutchinson moved among the families on the platform gently separating the final embraces and ushering the soldiers onto the train. McCann and Roberts stood together on the quickly emptying platform as the soldiers boarded the train. 

“Don’t worry, Mrs Watts. I’ll look after him.” Hutchinson reassured her as he guided her son towards the open doors of the waiting carriages. Kyle saw his friend climb in and reluctantly followed him on board, pulling the door shut behind him, then turning and sliding the window down. Using the extra height of the carriage, Kyle leaned out, scanning the remaining crowd for a sight of his mother. He then heard her voice shouting out McCann’s name as she ran onto the platform.

“Where is he, Seamus?” she pleaded as she approached McCann, grasping his sleeve. McCann turned and shouted as loud as he could.

“Private Kyle. Make yourself known.” Kyle leaned further out the open window waving frantically.

“Mum, over here!” he yelled above the noise.

McCann grabbed her hand and pushing through the families gathered on the platform edge, led her to where her son was leaning through the window. She threw her arms around his neck, her weight unbalancing him, almost pulling him from the train. 


“I thought I had missed you.” she sobbed, as much in relief at finding him as in sadness at his departure. 

“Don’t worry, Mum. I’ll be alright.” Kyle responded reassuringly.

“I’ve had him sent to D Company where I can keep an eye on him.” McCann assured her. “He’ll be alright, just as he says.”

She held both her son’s hands, saying nothing. Words seemed pointless now. She just wanted to hold him for as long as she could. McCann and Roberts were the last to board as the guard waved a green flag and the train slowly moved off. The remaining families on the platform broke into a cheer as the carriages started to move. Those on board waved their caps from open windows in response. Kyle’s mother continued to hold his hands as the train moved, walking faster as it gathered speed. When she could no longer keep up, their hands slipped apart. Kyle looked back to see her waving before the steam and smoke from the engine blurred the scene.

The guard watched until the train cleared the station and returned to his office, leaving the forlorn relatives still standing on the platform. He crossed the threadbare carpet to the stove and filled the teapot from the kettle that was always kept boiling on top. He slumped down in his battered brown leather chair, checking his pocket watch against the clock on the wall. It was 11:15 a.m. Leaning over to the sideboard, he switched on the wireless before settling back into his chair. The unmistakable voice of the Prime Minister crackled from the speaker.

“I am speaking to you from the cabinet room at 10 Downing Street. This morning, the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note stating that unless we heard from them by  11 o’clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently, this country is at war with Germany.”


Sunday 3 September 1939 –  Aldershot, Southern England.

With his cap placed between his head and the window as a makeshift pillow, Martin Kyle had been able to sleep for most of the journey. It had been a frantic few days, and he was using the enforced break to catch up; wakening intermittently when the train stopped to see the station names on the journey south. As the brakes screeched again, he opened his eyes just enough to see the sign indicating Aldershot. Watts was lying across two seats opposite, and as far as Kyle could establish had slept the whole journey. He heard voices approaching from adjacent carriages calling for all West Staffords to get off the train. 

“This is us, mate.” he said wearily as he shook Watts awake. Corporal Hutchinson appeared through the carriage door, walking between the seats and shaking awake anyone he found still asleep. Seeing Kyle and Watts awake but inactive he hurried them along.

“Right, boys. Get your stuff and get yourselves outside. Make sure you don’t leave anything behind.” His voice continued down the carriage repeating his call for all West Staffords to get off, before fading as he moved into the next carriage. As Kyle and Watts stepped down from the train, they could see other soldiers already forming into ranks in the middle of the platform. 

“Hurry up and fall in.” Sergeant Major McCann’s voice was unmistakable even with all the noise of a busy railway platform. It had the desired effect, as Kyle and Watts scurried to join the gathering group. Non-commissioned officers pointed at individuals as they counted the formed ranks, then counted again; and once content that everyone who should be there was on parade, the group was marched off the platform and out of the station to a line of waiting trucks. It was the usual melee as kit and equipment was loaded, and the soldiers climbed up to take their seats in the back of the Bedford trucks. The tailgate was raised and locked, and a thump of a hand on the vehicle side panel indicated to the driver that loading was complete and he could move off. 

Having slept well on the train, Kyle was refreshed enough to take in the surroundings through the open canvas flap in the gathering gloom of early evening. Some young children waved as the convoy passed. Kyle found it amusing and waved back, much to the excitement of the children who had managed to elicit a response. After a fifteen-minute journey, the vehicles entered Aldershot Garrison, a red and white barrier being raised to let them pass. When through the barrier, the vehicles stopped and orders to dismount were shouted.

Watts and Kyle found themselves feeling lost, standing idly with the other newly trained soldiers, as those who were familiar with Aldershot collected their baggage and equipment and moved off to their accommodation. Corporal Hutchinson produced a list of names, calling out those at the top of the alphabet first, giving them a platoon number and the name of their Sergeant. He then directed them towards three Sergeants who were standing chatting outside the guardroom. Half a dozen names had been called before it was Kyle’s turn.

“Kyle, 10 Platoon, Sergeant Preston.” shouted Hutchinson.

Kyle acknowledged the instruction, lifted his equipment and began walking towards the group of Sergeants, who had started to form lines of the new soldiers allocated to them. His slow pace invited encouragement from one of the Sergeants.

“Don’t bloody walk. Run.” demanded an unknown voice. Kyle broke into a run heading directly towards the gruff Scotsman who had just berated him, coming to a halt a foot away.

“Are you Tenpiltoon?” inquired Sergeant Preston, running the words together in his broad Scottish accent.

“Yes, Sergeant. Private Kyle.” he replied.


“Stand there and don’t talk.” said Preston, as they were joined by another soldier that Kyle recognised from Depot training as Private McEnearney. McEnearney grimaced at Kyle as he passed, as if to silently question what they had done wrong to get such gruff treatment. Sergeant Preston accepted a cigarette from one of the other Sergeants that were collecting their new arrivals. All three huddled together to light their cigarettes from the same match. Kyle could see Watts was the last new arrival awaiting designation,  and heard him being assigned to 10 Platoon by Corporal Hutchinson. Kyle gestured for him to hurry over, and he joined the line behind McEnearney and Kyle before Sergeant Preston had returned to his position. When Preston turned back, he saw three soldiers where there had previously been two. 

“Are you Tenpiltoon?” Preston asked, addressing Watts.

“No, Sergeant. Private Watts.” he answered with a wavering voice.

There was a few seconds’ pause as Preston’s neck seemed to swell and overflow his tunic collar. Barely controlling his obvious rage, Preston grabbed Watts by the front of his tunic pulling him up on to his toes, a not unimpressive feat considering that Watts was dressed in marching order and still holding his kit bag. Watts felt the heat of Preston’s breath on his face with a whiff of cigarette smoke and alcohol as Preston’s mouth came within inches of his nose.

“You cheeky little bastard.” Preston hissed slowly through gritted teeth before regaining control of his temper and demonstrably releasing his grip, letting Watts drop back down onto his feet. Gathering himself further, he stared hard at Watts for several seconds.

“Corporal McIlwaine.” Preston yelled without breaking his eye contact with Watts, before turning and clearing the three steps into the Guardroom in a single bound. Raised voices could be heard from inside.

“What did you say that for?” Kyle whispered accusingly at Watts as they found themselves alone. 

“He asked me if my name was Templeton.” replied Watts, incredulous that his apparently only correct answer had seemingly caused some yet to be experienced unpleasant event.

“He asked if you were 10 Platoon, you bloody fool. He’s Scottish.” replied Kyle, sensing that any impending punishment was about to be shared equally by association, despite himself and McEnearney having no part in the exchange that had just taken place.

“We’re for it now.” added McEnearney, with a note of impending doom in his voice. A Corporal emerged from the Guardroom hurriedly fixing his belt and headdress as if he had been stung by a bee. 

“Which one of you is Watts?” he asked.

“That’s me, Corporal.” replied Watts sheepishly, turning his head towards the rapidly advancing non-commissioned officer. McIlwaine stopped in front of him. He was a diminutive individual with a pocked face from teenage acne and eyebrows that joined in the middle.


“Get yourself into the Guardroom now.” yelled Corporal McIlwaine, his upper body leaning forward with the effort and saliva spraying from  his lips as he shouted the command. Watts moved faster than either of his colleagues had seen him move before. As Watts and Corporal McIlwaine disappeared up the steps and into the Guardroom, Sergeant Preston re-emerged, pulling another soldier by the arm. 

“Take these two to 1 Section block and get them settled in.” he  directed, roughly pushing the newcomer towards the waiting Kyle and McEnearney. “Watts will be along later.” he growled, turning back  towards the Guardroom steps.

“Welcome to 10 Platoon.” said the newcomer through a beaming smile, straightening his headdress and a thick lensed pair of wire rimmed glasses that had shifted when his body jerked forward from the push by Sergeant Preston. “I’m Smith, but everyone calls me Smudger. I see you’ve already met Sergeant Preston.” he remarked, nodding his head in the direction of the departing Sergeant.

“Is he always like this?” Kyle questioned, hoping for a reply in the negative.

“Not all the time.” replied Smith. “He’s never completely calm, but is always worse if he’s had a drink. Best just to stay out of his way if you know or think he has been on it.” Kyle and McEnearney looked at each other, both silently asking the other what they had gotten themselves into.

“Now, who is who?” asked Smith. 

“I’m Martin Kyle, and this is Tom McEnearney.” replied Kyle with a nod of his head towards his comrade.

“Grab your kit and follow me.” Smith cheerfully quipped as he moved off. Kyle and McEnearney hastily lifted their kit bags and hurried after  Smith who was already moving at a fast walk down the gently sloping road towards the centre of the camp. They passed single storey wooden huts on each side of the road as they struggled to keep pace with Smith under  the burden of their equipment and kit bags. Dim lights shone through the curtained windows of the huts, with the occasional sound of men talking  and laughing. Smith suddenly turned right, pushing open the door to one  of the huts. 

Kyle and McEnearney followed him in to a small hall with three doors; two directly facing and one on the right-hand side. Entering the door on the right they were immediately struck by the smell of floor polish carried on hot air. The hut had ten metal framed beds, five down each side, with a wardrobe sized wooden locker to the right side of each bed. In the middle of the room were two tables with some wooden chairs arranged around them, a table on either side of a black stove in which logs were burning. There were single windows behind each bed with a larger double window in the middle of  the gable wall at the far end. Two soldiers sat at one of the tables, smoking and playing cards; another lying fully clothed on his bed, feet crossed with his hands behind his head. None paid any attention as the new arrivals walked in.

Smith walked to the furthest end of the room and pointed at two unmade beds, one on each side of the hut. The sheets and blankets were neatly folded in blocks at the end of the mattress furthest from the wall.  A yellow stained pillow lay at the head of each bed.

“Take your pick. They’re both free.” he said, pointing at the two unmade beds. Both of the new arrivals threw their kit bag onto their chosen bed and unbuckled their equipment, dropping it to the floor. Smith ran through the ground rules.

“There is a kit layout pinned inside the locker door. That’s the way your uniform and equipment must be laid out for inspection. Your bed must be made up the same as everyone else, and each person is responsible for keeping the area around his own bedspace clean.”

Kyle opened his locker door to see a printed page attached to the inside with two drawing pins at the top and bottom, the corners of the paper beginning to curl inwards with age. It was a diagram of where each piece of clothing and equipment was to be stored or hung up inside the locker.

“The non-commissioned officers stay in the rooms you passed on the way in, and the next hut down is the ablutions.” continued Smith. Gesturing for them to follow, he moved back towards the middle of the room, stopping at the soldier who was lying on his bed; a muscular and somewhat dishevelled looking individual. “This is Private Bell, known to everyone as Dinger.” said Smith. Bell opened his eyes and raised his head to look at the new arrivals, grunting his acknowledgement. “Martin Kyle and Tom McEnearney. Just arrived from Depot.” offered Smith as a way of introduction.

“Welcome to 1 Section.” muttered Bell as he closed his eyes and lay back down again, in an apparent state of exhaustion. 

“Always tired and always hungry is our Dinger.” explained Smith, leaning over and patting him on the lower leg. “No matter how much sleep  he gets, or how much he eats.” Bell raised his hands in the air, as if surrendering in grudging acceptance of Smith’s personal assessment as the trio moved off. As Bell’s hands were exposed, Kyle noticed they were huge, and his knuckles were covered in callouses and warts. “These two gentlemen are Privates McCafferty and Orpin.” continued Smith as he introduced the two card players, indicating with his hand which was which. McCafferty offered a wide grin, exposing a set of badly discoloured teeth for a man only just in his twenties. He had obviously not used a toothbrush for a considerable time. He had particularly bright ginger hair, made starker by an unhealthy looking white skin tone.

“D…do any of you p…play cards?” he asked in a stuttering broad Liverpool accent, tapping the deck on the table to straighten it before beginning to shuffle. “Y…You’re more than welcome to j…join in.”


“Leave the boys alone, La La; at least wait until they get paid to make it worth your while.” giggled Orpin in a droning nasal voice, very obviously from the English Midlands. “You don’t want to be playing with him lads, unless you know how to spot a cheat.” Both players looked at each other and laughed at the barbed accusation.

“The non-commissioned officers live in here.” gestured Smith towards the two separate doors as he continued the block tour back the way they had entered. “Lance Corporal Tetlow stays in here. He’s the Section Second in Command.” said Smith, tapping the door with the toe of his boot, “And we are getting a new Section Commander on return from a Depot posting.  A Corporal Hutchinson.” Tapping the other door, Smith pursed his lips and shrugged his shoulders to display the name meant nothing to him.

“We know Corporal Hutchinson from Depot.” chirped Kyle, speaking for both himself and Private McEnearney, somewhat relieved that at least he had a familiar face to associate with his new surroundings. “He was on the train with us from Lichfield.” 

“Well, I hope he knows his stuff, because Tetlow is a useless bloody nightmare.” explained Smith. “He’s on platoon guard duty tonight with a lot of the other lads, but you’ll meet him tomorrow. Been in the Army for twelve years and reached the dizzy heights of Lance Corporal. Say no more! He’s a creature, but you’ll find that out for yourselves quickly enough.” He ran through the names of the other Sergeants in the company; Sergeant Toner in 11 Platoon and Sergeant Allen in 12 Platoon. Then the Corporals in 10 Platoon; McIlwaine and Hill in 2 Section and Thomas and White in 3 Section.

Moving back outside, he immediately turned right into the next hut in the row. A sign on the door read 10 Platoon Ablutions written in chalk on a black painted board. Smith pushed open the door which led into a small porch. On the wall inside the porch was a noticeboard with some documents pinned to it. 

“This is the block jobs list.” he said. “It shows who is responsible for cleaning the showers, toilets and accommodation blocks and emptying the bins on what day. The cleaning materials are in the store just there.” he continued, pointing to a narrow wooden locker, hidden when the main door was opened. “Sergeant Preston produces the roster, and if you get on the wrong side of him, you’ll get extra block jobs in return. Your names are not on the cleaning roster yet,” continued Smith, running his finger down the list of names, “but I suggest you get familiar with the routine and see how it’s done for when it’s your turn.” 

Stepping through the second door into the ablutions, there was a central island of white ceramic washbasins, five in a row and back-to-back, separated by a line of cracked and discoloured mirrors, one over each sink. A line of  six urinals ran along the wall on the left, with a universal cistern on the wall above from which the sound of trickling water was continuous. A line of saloon doored toilet cubicles was on the right. Kyle was struck by a smell of stale urine, and noticing his reaction to the smell, Smith reassured him. 

“It always gets a bit ripe later in the day, but it smells fresh enough after cleaning in the morning.” Following Smith around the washbasins they passed through another door at the opposite end of the room. “On the left is the showers and a bath, and on the right is the laundry and drying room.”  A wave of heat came from the drying room as Smith pushed open the door, carrying with it the smell of wet woollen clothes. 

“This ablution block is for the whole platoon. You’re just lucky that your barrack room is next door. The other two sections have to come across the road from the barrack rooms opposite; rain, hail or shine!” He turned and made his way back towards the barrack room they had just left, followed by Kyle and McEnearney, stopping outside the door without entering.

“Get yourselves unpacked and settled in. I’ll collect you when I come off guard tomorrow morning at half seven and take you to the cookhouse  for breakfast. Be washed and shaved and dressed as you are now. The Commanding Officer wants to speak to the whole battalion in the cinema at 9 o’clock, so something big must be happening.” 

Kyle and McEnearney watched for a few seconds as Smith hurried up the slope towards the guardroom, then went back inside the barrack room. Bell was still lying on his bed, cutting slices from an apple with a penknife, and the card game continued uninterrupted. Kyle unclipped the fastener on the top of his kit bag and began to pull the contents out onto the bed. Referring to the locker plan, he began to arrange his clothing and equipment in accordance with the diagram. He felt empty inside, just as he did when he started training at the Depot, but told himself this would pass in a few days like before, once he knew his way around and settled into a routine. 


Monday 4 September 1939 –  Aldershot Garrison, Southern England.

The cinema was a wooden structure with a line of small windows running the length of each side just below the level of the panelled ceiling. Blackout curtains used during film screenings had been pulled aside to let in the light, and their drawstrings tied around cleats at shoulder height on the wall. There was a stage at one end running the full width of the building, and with a similar black curtain covering the complete wall. Six wooden steps on either side allowed access up to the stage floor level, where four chairs now sat  in the middle of the stage. The Battalion Officers occupied armchairs in the first row of seats, the rows behind being folded out wooden slatted chairs arranged facing towards the stage, with a ten feet wide space left empty down the middle for access. The room buzzed with the sound of voices, undoubtedly discussing their thoughts on the impending announcement.


Kyle and McEnearney had been collected by Smith and taken to the cookhouse that morning as arranged, and although the food was not as good as they were served at Depot, and eating time was restricted due to the numbers trying to get fed, they had eaten heartily on porridge, bacon and bread. The section was now seated together in the cinema in the same row; the musty smell of damp and cigarette smoke from impregnated uniforms pervading the space. This was the first time the new arrivals had got to see their section colleagues. Corporal Hutchinson sat in the seat closest to the central gap, and as Kyle leaned forward to look along the ranks, Hutchinson caught his eye, smiled and winked. An unknown Lance Corporal sat next to Hutchinson that Kyle assumed must be Tetlow. He looked older than others of a similar rank, as Smith had alluded to, but there was something about his bearing that made him seem detached and disinterested. He slouched in his seat with his legs stretched out in front and was probing inside his nose with his index finger, which he then examined carefully before wiping it on the backrest of the seat in front of him. Sensing someone was looking at him, Tetlow quickly turned his head and stared straight at Kyle who had been mesmerised by his actions. Kyle instantly averted his gaze and then slowly turned his head away in an attempt to disguise that he had been watching. Feeling very self-conscious that Tetlow was still staring at him, he startled when he felt a tap on his shoulder, turning abruptly round in his chair to see Watts grinning at him from the row behind.

“How are you settling in?” Watts enquired. 

“Bit early to say for sure, but so far so good. I’m in 1 Section. The others seem nice enough.” he replied. “How about you?”

“I’m in 2 Section. They all seem friendly.”

“What happened to you last night when they took you to the guardroom?” asked Kyle. Watts half smiled and shrugged his shoulders. 

“Got accused of being insubordinate to Sergeant Preston. After a bit of yelling and shouting, they made me take my boots off and put on a pair with double soles that were much too large. Weighed a bloody ton they did! Then the Corporal held a stick out level in front of me at waist height, and I had to mark time making sure I touched the stick with my thighs each time.”

McEnearney, who was sitting on Kyle’s left had turned to listen to the story and both he and Kyle began to laugh as they pictured Watts being punished.

“It might be funny to you now, but it wasn’t at the time.” Watts continued. The sweat was running down my back and between the cheeks of my ass.” This made Kyle and McEnearney laugh even more. “Every time  I didn’t touch the stick with my leg, Corporal McIlwaine made me go faster. He only stopped when I fell in a heap on the floor and couldn’t do any more.” Their attention was drawn to the front of the stage from where a voice boomed around the cinema. 


“Company Sergeant Majors, report to me!” It was the Regimental Sergeant Major, the sound of whom made everyone in the cinema stop talking. Four Warrant Officers hurriedly approached, each springing to attention in turn as they stopped in front of the Regimental Sergeant Major. He scribbled some notes in a grubby notebook as each of the Warrant Officers reported, then dismissed them before climbing the steps up onto the stage. Quiet chatting began again, eliciting an order for silence from the Regimental Sergeant Major. He stared around the room, as if daring anyone else to talk, before stamping his feet nosily on the wooden stage and springing to attention. 

“Sit Up.” he snapped loudly.

Chairs screeched as everyone in the cinema adjusted their seated posture to sit bolt upright with their arms straight and clenched fists resting on their knees. Then there was complete silence. Three officers walked down the central aisle between the rows of chairs, the Commanding Officer leading, followed by the Battalion Second in Command and the Adjutant, the second two officers carrying a large board with an easel. They climbed the steps on the left side up onto the stage. The Regimental Sergeant Major took a single pace forward with his left foot as they approached, then stamped his right foot in line to come to the position of attention again. He saluted, which was returned by the Commanding Officer.

“Sir, apart from those on essential duties or bedded down in the Medical Centre, the battalion is present, Sir.” he declared in a voice loud enough to be heard by all present.

“Thank you, RSM. Please have the men sit easy.” replied the Commanding Officer. With another drill movement, the Regimental Sergeant Major turned forty-five degrees to his right before announcing “Sit Easy.” At this command everyone in the cinema relaxed their posture and assumed a more comfortable position in their chairs. The two accompanying officers set up the easel and  the board at the back of the stage, then along with the Regimental Sergeant Major occupied the pre-positioned armchairs. The Commanding Officer moved to the front of the stage and walked slowly back and forth with his hands behind his back, looking around the cinema, but at no one in particular, before he spoke.

“You will probably already know that Hitler’s forces invaded Poland on Friday morning, and that at eleven fifteen yesterday morning the Prime Minister declared that Britain was once again at war with Germany. I have subsequently received notice that the battalion will be moving overseas in the near future, to somewhere in France, and my guess is this will happen within the next few weeks.” A low murmur broke out around the cinema, quickly dying as the Commanding Officer continued. 

“In preparation, we will be entering a period of intensive training that  the Battalion Second in Command has designed, and he will brief you all on that later this morning. Needless to say, it will involve range work, tactical exercises, patrolling and route marching to prepare us for whatever tasks lie ahead.” He paused for a few seconds before continuing. “An advance party will depart later this week to prepare the way and get everything arranged for our arrival. A contingent from the Quartermaster’s Department and a Corporal from each platoon will travel ahead to sort out the new barracks, get to know the area, and then be responsible for bringing everyone else up to speed when we eventually get there.” Another murmur washed across the audience.

“I urge you to make the most of the next few weeks.” he continued.  “To some, it will just be revision of long held skills, but to others, and especially any recent arrivals, this may well be the first time you have taken part in training of this complexity and intensity. Learn it well.” He paused again. “That is all that I can tell you now; but rest assured that as soon as any more information becomes available, I will pass it on.” He turned to look at the Regimental Sergeant Major who was rising from his seat at the unspoken signal. 

“Sit Up.” barked the RSM as soon as he was standing, the audience once again assuming the seated position of attention. The Commanding Officer returned the Regimental Sergeant Major’s salute before he descended the steps at the side of the stage and walked down the aisle through the  still braced soldiers. The Regimental Sergeant Major watched until the Commanding Officer had left the building before allowing the men to sit easy. In the time it took for the Commanding Officer to leave, the Second in Command had set up the board at the front of the stage. He pulled back a cloth cover so the audience could see the carefully ruled table inscribed on the board. The officers on the front row took out their notebooks and began to copy down the information.

“Right, this is how the programme will work.” the Second in Command began his brief, his voice displaying the confidence of an officer who knew his business.

***

Kyle, Watts and McEnearney were stood at ease in the corridor outside the Company Commander’s Office. Sergeant Preston had told them to report to the Company Sergeant Major immediately after lunch for their new arrivals’ interview with Major Crawley. Three Corporals were already waiting in the corridor ahead of them when they arrived. Company Sergeant Major McCann appeared from inside the Company Commander’s Office and closed the door behind him.

“Right, you three. Stand at attention and turn to the right.” he growled at the Corporals; his Irish accent accentuated by his obvious bad mood. “March to the time I call out. Go straight in, then left wheel in front of the OC’s desk.” He opened the office door, holding it wide with his left hand. “Quick March. Left, right, left, right, left, right, left.” The three Corporals filed in past him; he followed them in, still calling out the time, and closed the door behind them. 

The three Privates remained awkwardly silent in the corridor, muffled voices coming from inside the Company Commander’s office. Kyle leaned forward and strained his ears trying to make out what was being said, but to no avail. They startled as the door suddenly opened, almost feeling guilty they had been caught out trying to listen in. The Company Sergeant Major’s voice preceded the three Corporals back out through the door. “Left, right, left, right, halt.” The three Corporals stood perfectly still as McCann closed the office door behind them.

“Look at me.” McCann said in a calmer voice, the Corporals turning their heads to comply. “Don’t get big-headed with all that shite about being the best Corporals we have in the company, and being representatives of  the regiment with the French.” He moved closer to them, staring at the individuals in turn as he spoke. The calmer demeanour disappeared again, his voice rising to the pre-interview level as he stared directly into their eyes one after the other. “I know what you’re like.” continued McCann addressing all three, before singling out one with a snap of his head bringing his face within inches of the individual. “Especially you, Corporal Thomas!” He moved his head away and paused for effect. “Don’t fuck this up. Any reports of bad behaviour, drunkenness, theft or raping nuns and I’ll pull your bloody arms and legs out! Understood?”

“Yes, Sir.” the three Corporals answered back in unison. Stepping back, having made his point perfectly clear, McCann paused for a few seconds. “Now disappear and get your kit packed. Move!” As the three Corporals scurried away, McCann glared at the three waiting Privates when he passed, before knocking on the Company Commander’s door and going back into the office.

“Bloody Hell.” whispered McEnearney as the door closed. “He seems a level headed and understanding bloke.” Kyle was about to interject with his personal, but as yet limited, exposure to McCann, when the door opened sharply. McCann pulled Watts forward and moved him from the left to the centre of the group to match an order that had obviously just been agreed with the waiting Company Commander.

“Stand at attention and turn to the right.” McCann ordered. The three soldiers complied. “March to the time I call out.” He repeated the same instructions as he had given the Corporals. “Go straight in, then left wheel in front of the OC’s desk.” He opened the office door, holding it wide with his left hand as he yelled, “Quick March. Left, right, left, right, left, right, left.” The three soldiers entered the office, wheeled left and marked time as instructed by McCann, before halting and turning right to face the Company Commander’s desk.


“Salute.” yelled McCann. The soldiers saluted and returned to the position of attention as they had done countless times at the Training  Depot. When McCann stood them at ease, Kyle glanced around him without moving his head. The Officer Commanding sat behind a green leather surfaced wooden desk. On it rested a silver photo frame, inkwell and telephone, and three wooden document trays labelled “In”, “Pending”, and “Out.” His peaked cap and swagger stick sat off to one side. Various framed posed photographs of groups of seated officers decorated the walls behind him. A trench coat hung on a wooden coat stand in the corner of the office. McCann took up a position to the right of the desk where he could see both the Officer Commanding and the soldiers.

Major Crawley was a narrow-shouldered individual, almost painfully thin. His hair was receding, particularly visible to those standing while he was seated. As the soldiers saluted, he looked up with a wide toothy smile. One of his top incisors was slightly twisted and had discoloured to a coffee-colour. The corresponding incisor in the lower jaw was set back from the others, again discoloured. Before he spoke, he let out a deep nasally sniff, as if something was lodged in his sinus and he was trying to dislodge it. 

“Watts, Kyle, McEnearney.” he said confidently but with the hint of a lisp, pointing at each from left to right as he said the name. McCann stepped forward and adjusted the order of the three files on the officer’s desk to match the order in which the soldiers stood. 

“That’s it now, Sir. Kyle, Watts and McEnearney.” The look on McCann’s face was a mix of frustration and resignation as he stepped back to the side of the desk again, shaking his head almost imperceptibly at how something agreed barely sixty seconds earlier had still gone array. Major Crawley leafed through the corresponding file before questioning each soldier in turn, whether they had been a volunteer or conscripted, if they had any family connections to the regiment, how they found the experience at Depot, if they took part in sport or had any other skills that could be useful in Army life. Kyle declared his father’s service with the Regiment in the Great War, but found Major Crawley somewhat dismissive of the fact. As he spoke, Kyle felt his eyes drawn to the twisted discoloured teeth, which added to the slightly scatter-brained impression that Crawley exuded. Every so often during the conversation he would let out another deep nasal sniff. 

McEnearney had been in a different platoon than Kyle and Watts during training, so it came as a bit of a surprise to them when he declared he  spoke French. Major Crawley couldn’t disguise his delight at the revelation, seeing all kinds of opportunities unfolding when the battalion eventually got to France. 

“I think Private McEnearney will be extremely useful. Don’t you agree, Sergeant Major?” It was meant as a statement rather than a question, but McCann felt a compulsion to answer.


“He’ll be bloody marvellous, Sir.” came the response as McCann hid the sarcasm in his voice but not in his face, scowling directly at McEnearney. With the interview finished, and the three soldiers lined up back in the corridor outside the Company Commander’s Office, Sergeant Major McCann took the opportunity to set some ground rules for the newest members of D Company.

“I’ve never heard so much shite talked in all my life!” McCann exploded at McEnearney. “French? Where did you learn to speak bloody French?”

“My mother is French, Sir.” McEnearney stammered in his defence. “My father was originally from Ireland and they met when he served in France during the Great War. He didn’t want to return home due to the Civil War, so they lived in Jersey. I was born and raised there.”

“I don’t see much Irish in you. Are you sure you weren’t adopted?” McCann quizzed sarcastically. Receiving no reaction from McEnearney, he persisted in his original line of questioning. “And your mother taught you to speak French?” 

“Fluent French, Sir, yes.” replied McEnearney confidently.

“You’d better not be telling me bloody lies!” snapped McCann as he raised his pace stick and held it just under McEnearney’s nose. “The truth will become all too obvious very soon. As the Company Commander said, he has big plans for you. If you don’t speak French, you better bloody well learn, and fast.” McCann stepped back from McEnearney and addressed all three soldiers as he walked up and down in front of them, his stick under his left arm and his right arm behind his back.

“Listen to me, Gentlemen, and listen well.” He paused for effect, calmly addressing the wall above their heads as opposed to the soldiers themselves in a well-rehearsed speech that all new arrivals had received since McCann assumed his post. “I have eyes and ears everywhere. Everything you do wrong will find its way back to me, so, I suggest you discipline yourselves or I will discipline you.” His air of calmness abruptly disappeared. “And I’ll give you one guess which will be more unpleasant.” he yelled. “Now get back to your duties! Move.” Without waiting for further instruction, the three soldiers ran down the corridor and out of the building.

***

The rest of the section was in the barrack room collecting their webbing equipment when Kyle and McEnearney came in. 

“How did it go with Creepy?” Orpin asked inquisitively as he fastened his equipment. Both Kyle and McEnearney stared at him blankly and then at each other, hoping the other would understand the question and give an answer. “Creepy Crawley, the Company Commander.” repeated Orpin somewhat exasperated at seeing their confusion.


“Oh, he was fine.” replied Kyle. “Seems a bit easily confused though.”

“I would agree,” replied Orpin, “But he’s also easily pleased, which makes things better for us.” he continued. “Although, he can’t cope with pressure very well. Falls apart when given responsibility.”

“He was delighted when I said I could speak French.” McEnearney beamed.

“You don’t want to advertise that too widely.” advised Orpin. “You’ll be bloody tortured by the rest of the boys wanting stuff when we get to France. Anyway, get your webbing equipment on. We’re expected at the armoury to collect weapons for handling and safety tests this afternoon  as we’re on the range tomorrow.”


Tuesday 5 September 1939 –  Aldershot Firing Range, Southern England.

Sergeant Preston had split the platoon into its three sections, with one operating the target frames in the butts, one on the firing point and the other in the troop shelter waiting their turn to shoot. Preston was a man of limited mental agility and was happiest when simple routines were in place. He hated the complexity that officers invariably added to any situation and had subsequently developed a dislike for all commissioned ranks. The fact that a steady drizzle was falling made him even happier as the shooting detail lay on the wet grass while he kept dry under his rain cape. He saw this as a way of toughening up the men, made better in that he suffered minimal discomfort himself whilst doing so. As his platoon pet, Sergeant Preston had assigned Corporal McIlwaine to manage the butt party, where some degree of protection from the elements was afforded under the cover of the raised sand backstop. McIlwaine had subsequently selected his close friend Lance Corporal Tetlow to assist, knowing they could stay dry all day, not have to fire their weapons, and thus not have to clean them at the end of the training. 

Private Cockcroft sat behind the firing line where a field telephone connected him to the butt party. His job was to trigger the raising and lowering of the targets upon command of Sergeant Preston. As a gesture to the longevity of his task, Sergeant Preston had allowed him to put on his rain cape. Cockcroft was a five-year veteran and skilled in the art of avoiding arduous duties. He had been involved in a range accident some years before when he had broken his jaw and lost most of his front teeth. This had left him difficult to understand when talking generally, but more specifically, when using communication devices or when he got excited or agitated.  His affliction earned him the platoon nickname of “Wobbly Gob”, and in a running 10 Platoon joke at Cockcroft’s expense, he was always assigned jobs that required some form of verbal communication. As Sergeant Preston ordered targets up and down for the firers to engage, Cockcroft called the corresponding phone in the butts to initiate the required action. It had been working well all morning with the targets appearing and disappearing on request.

Sergeant Preston had just ordered a change of magazine for the firers and signalled Cockcroft with a movement of his hand that he wanted the targets up. Cockcroft dutifully signalled the butts, but received no answer to his ring. He became aware of Sergeant Preston getting more animated, vigorously repeating the signal for targets up, while giving Cockcroft dagger looks. Cockcroft immediately repeated the call, becoming increasingly frantic in his efforts as he saw Sergeant Preston purposefully striding towards him. Expecting a physical rebuke, he got to his feet and dropped the telephone handset as Preston approached. Preston pushed him away from the telephone, kneeled down beside the instrument and dialled the butts himself, obviously fully apportioning the blame for the failure on Cockcroft; but as before, there was no response. With a yell of frustration, Preston threw the handset to the ground and stomped back towards the soldiers waiting to fire, ordering them to unload their weapons. He then returned to Cockcroft and grabbing him by his upper arm pushed him in the direction of the butts.

“Go and find out what that idiot McIlwaine has done to the telephone, and get it fixed.” he hissed at Cockcroft, who took off at a half run towards the butts. In the firing detail, Private Smith took the opportunity to rest his rifle on the ground and took out a handkerchief to wipe the rain off his glasses. 

“They probably don’t understand what Wobbly Gob is saying on the telephone.” he said to no one in particular. A murmur of agreement spread among the resting group as they welcomed the unexpected break from firing. Seeing Cockcroft moving at somewhat less than running speed, Sergeant Preston yelled at him to hurry up. Cockcroft made a token gesture to display extra effort by moving his legs faster but taking shorter steps and not actually increasing his speed. As he approached the butts, he heard the sound of raucous laughter; and coming to a stop on the mantle, he looked down into the target operating area. The butt party were scattered around the area in seated or lying positions convulsed in laughter. Cockcroft’s garbled request for an explanation fell on deaf ears, subsequent louder requests becoming more garbled as his frustration increased on receiving no response. He turned in the direction of Sergeant Preston and raised his outstretched  arms to signal his inability to resolve the problem. Preston set out at a run towards the butts.

“What’s the bloody problem?” yelled Preston as he arrived beside Cockcroft on the mantle. Cockcroft didn’t answer, simply pointing down into the butts at the soldiers who were still helpless with laughter. Sergeant Preston strode along the mantle to the edge, and took the steps down into the butts two at a time. Corporal McIlwaine was seated beside the field telephone clutching his abdomen, barely able to breathe with laughter. He could only utter the occasional word between outbursts as he tried to respond to the Sergeant’s questions. Preston fought back the desire to laugh himself as  his anger subsided, and although he could make little sense of what was being said he heard enough to understand the word “Penny.” Penny was the nickname for Private Farthing, so called after the vintage bicycle, and Preston looked around for him. Farthing was sitting at the far end of the butts and the only one not laughing. He had been one of the first conscripts when the mechanism had been reintroduced in March 1939, and was clearly not cut out for life in the Army. His naive, gentle nature and slightness of build made him a target for anyone who wished to take advantage of him. Lance Corporal Tetlow, being such an individual, continually singled him out and made his life a misery. Any of his peers who tried to stand up for him received the same treatment from Tetlow, and they had since given up trying. Preston, sensing that Farthing had been the subject of some unfortunate event, adopted an approachable posture, sitting down beside him. 

“What happened here, Farthing?” he asked in a conciliatory tone. 

Farthing paused for a few seconds to gather his thoughts before replying. He explained that he needed to urinate but that Corporal McIlwaine would not allow him to leave the area of the butts while firing was taking place.  As he declared he could not hold on until the end of the section practice, McIlwaine had directed him to relieve himself against the brick wall of the target shed. 

“I couldn’t hold on any longer, Sergeant, so I went against the wall.” He paused again as the subsequent events returned to his mind. “My piss ran down the slope to where the section had stacked their webbing and soaked into Lance Corporal Tetlow’s kit.” Preston let out a snigger at the thought, and then controlled himself in consideration of Farthing’s feelings. 

“And he didn’t take that very well?” surmised Preston with a hint of joviality in his voice. 

“No, Sergeant. He told me to give him my rifle. Then he dropped his trousers, held it between his legs and shit into the breech.” Preston snorted with laughter, unable to contain himself any longer, and then quickly suppressed it in an unusual display of empathy. “He then pushed the bolt forward ramming the shit up the barrel.” continued Farthing. Preston’s self-control broke and he descended into uncontrolled laughter, putting his hand on Farthing’s shoulder in a display of apology at finding humour in his unfortunate circumstances. As he started to regain control, the bemused look on Farthing’s face started him off again, this time only louder and harder  as he completely abandoned any semblance of impartiality. “But how am  I going to get my rifle cleaned, Sergeant?” queried Farthing while Preston was still in the throes of laughter. Preston did not attempt to answer until he was sure that he had composed himself again. Taking a deep breath and a cough to clear his throat, he yelled for Corporal McIlwaine who quickly appeared at his side. Lifting Farthing’s dirty rifle and moving beyond the soldier’s hearing, Preston hissed in McIlwaine’s ear. 


“That clown Tetlow doesn’t know where to draw the line.” He threw the rife at McIlwaine, who caught it awkwardly, trying to keep it as far away from his body as he could. “This happened under your supervision, so you and Tetlow can clean his shit out of this rifle. I suggest you get some boiling water when the NAAFI van arrives and pour it down the barrel.” Preston stormed off towards the steps at the side of the range, before stopping and turning his head back towards Corporal McIlwaine and pointing at Lance Corporal Tetlow. “One day he is going to go too far and someone will get hurt. Now get these bloody targets ready for the next practice.” he added, remembering the purpose of his personal intervention.

Wednesday 6 September 1939 –  Aldershot Firing Range, Southern England.

The two Bedford lorries carrying 10 Platoon stopped in a cloud of dust and exhaust fumes. The gaggle of voices and laughter from inside was interrupted as harsh voices yelled for the men to dismount. The canvas flaps were cast aside and the soldiers jumped to the ground, where they were ushered into their respective sections by the Corporals. Sergeant Preston brought them to attention then paced up and down in front of them as he addressed the platoon.

“Keep quiet and pay attention.” he began. “This is the grenade range, where those of you who have never used it before, or have not used it for a while, will be able to familiarise yourselves before we progress on to live fire platoon attack training.” He paused and stood still to emphasise the next statement. “Grenades are highly dangerous. There is no room for joking or messing about. Do exactly what you are told, when you are told, or I will come down on you like a ton of shite.” He waited for any sarcastic comment as an opportunity to reinforce his threat, but to his mild disappointment, no one responded. “I want you through in sections, beginning with 1 Section, then 2, then 3. The recent arrivals and those unfamiliar with this weapon are to go through first. Helmets and empty webbing only to be worn. Leave your weapons and other equipment in the troop shelter with the waiting sections.” He gave the order to fall out and the platoon moved to the troop shelter to prepare their equipment. Preston walked in the opposite direction towards the range to get ready for the first practice.

***

Outside the troop shelter, Corporal Hutchinson lined up the section and checked each man’s webbing in turn to ensure their ammunition pouches were empty. He heard Sergeant Preston shouting at him from the range to get a move on. 


“You’ll be put into pairs at the range, Dinger.” he whispered into Bell’s ear as he checked his pouches. “Pair off with Farthing and keep him away from Tetlow. This is not the place for anything to go wrong.”

“I’ve got him, Corporal.” replied Bell. As the section approached the range, Sergeant Preston told them to get into pairs as Hutchinson had predicted, Bell gently grabbing Farthing by the elbow. “You pair up with me, Penny.” he said grinning at Farthing. Sergeant Preston checked their ammunition pouches were empty before handing each man a grenade from a metal box. 

“Put this in your left ammunition pouch and don’t touch it until I call you forward.” he ordered. Once the section had all been given a grenade, Preston closed and sealed the box with the two spring levers on the front. “Right, first two forward. Follow me.” he said. As new arrivals, Kyle and McEnearney were at the front as instructed, and moved on to the range behind Sergeant Preston. 

The area was made up of three separate levels. The middle level had two small trenches with a raised front wall constructed of railway sleepers. The lower level in front of the trenches was an open area of raked sand some twenty yards square, with a wooden target representing an enemy soldier hammered into the ground in the middle. A watchtower was set further back on the third level, with open ladders to an observation platform, which was also constructed of railway sleepers. A Conducting Officer with the rank of Captain was positioned on the platform to control the operation of the range.

Sergeant Preston jumped into the furthest trench followed by Kyle. McEnearney jumped into the nearest trench where Lance Corporal Tetlow was waiting. 

“Do exactly as I tell you, when I tell you.” Tetlow hissed at McEnearney. “Understand, lad?” 

“Yes, Corporal.” replied McEnearney, nodding his head. The Conducting Officer in the tower then spoke through a loudhailer.

“Trench number one, stand by. Trench number two, take cover.” Tetlow roughly pulled McEnearney below the parapet of the trench, the pair hunkering down in the confines of the hole. Tetlow gestured for McEnearney to put his fingers in his ears. He dutifully obliged. Sergeant Preston remained standing with Kyle in trench number one.

“Take the grenade out of your pouch and hold it in your right hand.” Preston slowly and calmly instructed. Kyle did so, and got to handle the grenade properly for the first time. The green metal shell was divided into cubes about half an inch square, with a silver-coloured metal lever running down one side. A metal split pin held the lever in place, with an inch diameter wire ring on the end. “Position the lever in the web of your right hand and wrap your fingers around the grenade.” Preston continued. Kyle twisted the grenade until the lever was positioned as ordered. Preston raised his arm in the air to signal the watchtower he was ready.


“Trench number one, throw.” was the response from the tower to Preston’s signal. Sergeant Preston calmly and slowly continued.

“When I say so, I want you to pull out the pin with your left hand by putting your finger through the ring and pulling hard. As long as you keep the strike lever in place by holding tight with your right hand, the grenade will not go off.” Kyle nodded, feeling too nervous to answer verbally.  “I want you to throw the grenade like you would throw a stone, aiming to land it at the bottom of the target in front.” Kyle nodded again. “When you throw, the strike lever will fly off, igniting the fuse which lasts for four seconds.” continued Preston. “Shout grenade as you throw, watch where the grenade lands and then duck down into the trench.” Kyle nodded a bit faster as his nervousness and excitement mixed together. 

After what seemed an age, Sergeant Preston continued. “Pull the pin.” Kyle pulled, but the pin wouldn’t come loose. Preston reached out and straightened the split in the retaining pin to make it easier to pull. “Pull the pin.” he repeated calmly. There was a click as the pin came free. “Now look at the target, and throw the grenade just like you would throw a stone.” Kyle heard a metallic ping as the grenade left his hand and the strike lever disconnected from the grenade body. He immediately ducked down into the trench. He heard Preston shout “Grenade” and looking up he saw the Sergeant still standing and looking towards the target before dropping down beside him in the trench. Preston signalled for him to put his fingers in his ears.

Kyle felt assaulted by the explosion; which although expected, was much louder than he was prepared for. The ground seemed to conduct the shock through his body a split second before the noise reached his ears, and he felt himself flinch in fright. Small stones landed around them in the trench, striking his helmet as if to prove its worth. Sergeant Preston helped him to his feet and they surveyed the scene. A dark grey smoke cloud was dispersing in the light breeze. The explosion had created a blackened hole a foot wide in the sand about six feet from the target, which on initial impression seemed unaffected. 

“Did I hit it, Sergeant?” asked Kyle quizzingly, almost upset the target remained standing. 

“You certainly did. Look closely.” replied Preston. Kyle squinted in the sunlight and was able to see tiny beams of light through perforations in the target. “You ruined his day!” said Preston, giving him a friendly shove.

“Trench number two, stand by. Trench number one, take cover.” came from the tower. Preston sat down in the trench and Kyle slumped down beside him. 

“Remember to shout “Grenade” next time, and watch where the grenade lands before taking cover.” Preston calmly reminded him as they sat squashed together.

“Sorry, Sergeant.” replied Kyle, in a somewhat deflated tone.

“Don’t worry yourself, son. I forgot as well on my first time.” replied Preston with a broad smile. 


“Trench number two, throw.” came from the tower again. Kyle heard Lance Corporal Tetlow going through the instructions with McEnearney the way Sergeant Preston had done with him. When Tetlow shouted “Grenade”, Preston gestured for Kyle to put his fingers in his ears. Although still surprised by the violence of the explosion, Kyle was more prepared for the effects second time around. At the sound of the explosion, Preston lifted a handful of loose stones and gravel from the bottom of the trench and threw it into the air in the direction of the other trench. An exclamation of “Bloody Hell” in Tetlow’s voice came from the other trench as the stones fell around the occupants. Preston and Kyle giggled quietly to themselves at the success of the prank. Sergeant Preston got Kyle and McEnearney out of the trenches and led them off the range towards the waiting detail. The two young soldiers grinned at each other, elated by the combination of excitement and danger they had both just experienced. 

“Right, next two.” requested Sergeant Preston; Privates Bell and Farthing dutifully stepping forward, before being led away towards the range. Bell saw Lance Corporal Tetlow waiting beside his trench and quickly moved in his direction, forcing Farthing to go with Sergeant Preston; happy that he had complied with Corporal Hutchinson’s instructions. Kyle and McEnearney stood among the other section members waiting their turn.

“How did it go, boys?” asked Orpin on seeing their beaming smiles.

“Fun but frightening at the same time.” replied Kyle. 

“It was great.” added McEnearney. “I want another go.”

“Just wait until we do the live firing platoon attacks. You’ll get all the chances you want to throw grenades.” continued Orpin.

“Y…You sure w…will.” added McCafferty, who despite orders to the contrary had removed the grenade from his pouch and was straightening the split pin on the ring pull.

“You don’t want to be doing that, La La!” chastised Orpin. “Wait until you are in the trench in case the bloody thing comes loose.” The sound of exploding grenades could be heard from the range as the second detail were put through their rotation. Sergeant Preston reappeared with Bell and Farthing, both soldiers grinning from ear to ear. McCafferty quickly returned the grenade to his pouch on seeing Preston approach. 

“Orpin and McCafferty, you’re next.” ordered Preston, gesticulating with a flick of his head for them to follow him. “Those who have been through can go back to the troop shelter and send 2 Section down next.” As Orpin and McCafferty made off towards the range, those who had been through already, trudged back up the range road to the troop shelter. 

The shelter was a single storey brick building with a flat, poured concrete roof. The facia of the bricks had started to sheer off with age and weathering, and gathered in small mounds around the base of the structure. The wooden door was so old and rotten that it didn’t close properly, scraping on the floor and sticking when either nearly fully open or nearly fully closed. The inside was painted white, which had flaked and bubbled due to damp coming through the bricks. Slatted bench seating was present around all four walls. A disused pot-bellied stove remained inactive in the middle of the room, rust stained lines on the flue showing where water had been leaking through the roof and running down in rivulets. The only light came through two filthy windows in the same wall as the door. As the soldiers entered, the smell of damp and cigarette smoke was overpowering. Private Bell relayed the message from Sergeant Preston to Corporal McIlwaine, triggering grudging compliance from 2 Section as cigarettes were put out and equipment was put on. Kyle took the chance to speak to Watts as he was putting on his equipment. 

“How’s it going, mate?” he asked. 

“All good mate, thanks.” Watts replied in his irrepressible good humour. “How are things for you?”

“Like starting Depot all over again. Just taking the time to find where  I fit in. Who to trust, and who to avoid. You’ll enjoy the grenade range mind. Good fun.” replied Kyle.

“Looking forward to it.” enthused Watts as he swung his equipment over his shoulders and fastened the buckle. “See you at lunch.”

Those that had returned from the range took the places on the benches of those departing. They could hear Corporal McIlwaine forming his section up outside the shelter and marching them off to the range. The shelter door opened as Corporal Hutchinson, Orpin, McCafferty and  Smith came in, having hurried back from the range, the section reunited again after their training. Private Bell recovered his small pack that had been left in the shelter while he was away. He reached into his trouser pocket and took out a penknife, then sitting down beside Kyle, placed  the small pack on his lap. Opening the knife, he placed his left hand on the pack and much to Kyle’s mixture of curiosity and revulsion, began to trim the surface of his warts. 

“You don’t want to be doing that, mate. You’ll just make them worse.” Orpin chirped as he undid his buckle and took off his webbing equipment. Without a verbal reaction, Bell closed the knife and replaced it in his pocket. He reached into his small pack through the side without opening the straps and pulled out a red apple. He polished it vigorously on his trousers until it shone, and took a noisy bite. 

“You’re keen on your fruit, Dinger.” remarked Kyle. 

“I was born and raised on a farm.” replied Bell between mouthfuls. “Got a liking for it since childhood.” 

“Why are you in the Army then?” queried Kyle. “You weren’t conscripted, were you?”

“Too much like hard work on the farm.” replied Bell. “All I did was work and sleep.”

“And the Army is easier?” queried Kyle again.


“Much easier.” Bell paused. “I get more time to relax, but I’ve started to turn soft since I joined up. I used to be much stronger and fitter than I am now.”

“We were both conscripted on the last call up.” said Kyle gesturing towards McEnearney. “Although my dad served in the West Staffords during the Great War.”

“That’s how you know the Company Sergeant Major then.” blurted Corporal Hutchinson more in statement than in question as the story fell into place for him.

“My dad and him were mates, Corporal. He was Best Man when my folks got married.” answered Kyle.

“Bloody Hell!” exclaimed Bell as bits of chewed apple flew out of his mouth. “You’re friends with Genghis?” 

“Not exactly friends. More like a family acquaintance. And why does everybody call him Genghis anyway?” queried Kyle with a hint of frustration in his voice. 

“Don’t worry. You’ll see soon enough.” offered Bell in a cheeky reply as the rest of the gathering giggled. 

“I think Sergeant Preston is after his title.” Orpin continued.

“Be fair now, he hasn’t been too bad recently!” replied Bell in his defence.

“H…he’s just not c…consistent.” joined in McCafferty. “I…I wo...would be happier if he just behaved the same each t…time.”

“Exactly right, La La.” agreed Bell. “You never know what Sergeant Preston you are going to meet from one minute to the next.”

“Well, he…he’s in a good m…mood today, and l…long may it continue.” replied McCafferty.

Bell reached into his pocket and took out his knife again. He opened the blade, wiped it on his trousers and started to cut off the remaining flesh from around the core of his apple, holding the cut fruit between the blade and his thumb as he put it in his mouth. 

“Has no one else noticed this?” Kyle thought to himself. He glanced across at Corporal Hutchinson who was gently shaking his head in disbelief at Bell’s disregard for basic hygiene. 

“Now look at Tetlow for example.” began Bell again as he continued to shave the remaining flesh from his apple. “Apart from being an arse like Sergeant Preston, at least he’s a consistent arse. No good and bad days with him, just bad.” Everyone nodded in agreement. “I heard he shit in your rifle yesterday, Penny.” continued Bell, looking for confirmation.

“That’s right.” replied Farthing. “And he wasn’t too pleased when Sergeant Preston made him clean it. 

“H…he won’t be h…happy that he got in trouble with Sergeant Preston.” McCafferty interjected.

“Right again, La La.” said Bell encouragingly, pointing his penknife at him in reinforcement. He then turned his penknife pointer towards Farthing. “You had better watch yourself around him, Penny. Stay out of his way as far as possible.” continued Bell, disguising the fact that Corporal Hutchinson had already taken steps to keep them apart. 

“That man has the most disgusting habits.” added Farthing; much to the surprise of everyone in the shelter that he had voiced an opinion on anything. “Have you noticed that he’s always scratching his arse then smelling his fingers?” The whole shelter descended into helpless laughter at the statement.

“Dear God, Penny.” stated Bell above the laughing. “Can’t say I’ve ever noticed.”

“You just watch him, Dinger. He does it when he thinks no one is looking.” replied Farthing.

“I’ll pay special attention when he comes back for lunch.” Bell replied enthusiastically. Kyle leaned over and whispered in Bell’s ear. 

“I get the Dinger Bell and Penny Farthing names, but why do you call McCafferty La La?” Bell didn’t reply directly, but shouted across the shelter to where McCafferty was sitting.

“McCafferty, tell Kyle here what your first name is.”

“La…La…Lawrence.” came the unquestioning answer.

“All clear now?” asked Bell.

“Perfectly clear.” said Kyle in reply, a smile breaking across his face. The noise of a vehicle approaching distracted the section from their conversation.

“Sounds like lunch is here, boys!” exclaimed Bell, rising to his feet.

“Just stay where you are.” Corporal Hutchinson raised his hand and  his voice to prevent an exodus from the shelter; then opened the door  and stepped outside. Bell slumped back down on the bench, chastised and deflated. Vehicle doors were heard opening and closing and Corporal Hutchinson engaged someone in conversation. The sound of metal sliding on metal was followed by the sound of the doors closing again and the vehicle departing. Corporal Hutchinson shouted for two men to come outside, and McCafferty and Orpin, who were closest, dutifully obliged. A few seconds later they reappeared carrying a green painted metal box, which they placed in the corner of the shelter on Corporal Hutchinson’s direction. 

The remainder of the platoon filtered into the shelter as they finished their range rotation. Sergeant Preston was the last to appear and after having checked the contents of the metal haybox, allowed Lance Corporal Tetlow to distribute the food. Tetlow was left standing alone beside the haybox having ladled out the stew. As the men sat on the benches and ate from their mess tins balanced on their knees, they glanced at each other expectantly, while keeping Tetlow in their peripheral vision. He was particularly active, openly scratching around his groin, but with no indication that he would go any further.

“He’s not going to do it, Penny.” Bell whispered to Farthing.

“Just wait. He’ll do it when he thinks no one is watching.” Farthing whispered back. “Don’t stare at him. He’ll sense that we’re watching.”


After a particularly vigorous scratch, Tetlow raised his hand towards his face. Farthing tapped Bell’s foot with his own to attract his attention. There was a palpable sigh of disappointment when he only tucked his fingers into his tunic and pulled it away from his neck; for him to then gently rub his fingers on his nostrils. The section let out a snorting sound in unison, created by suppressed laughter and disgust combined. Tetlow looked round accusingly at the sudden sound, but only saw the men with their heads down over their mess tins, now in silence. It didn’t register with him that no one was speaking as they tried to muffle the sound of their laughter by not breathing. 

“Told you.” uttered Farthing, the seemingly innocuous words setting them all off laughing again just as they were getting themselves under control. Tetlow sensed something was going on. He took a loaf of bread from the haybox and approached the seated section. 

“Anyone for bread?” he asked, breaking off a lump with his scratching hand and offering it to those seated in turn. The soldiers just murmured their negative reply without even raising their heads to look at him lest they would descend into laughter again. Tetlow then singled out Bell, who he knew to be perpetually hungry. “Bread, Dinger?” he offered, holding out a lump of bread with his offending hand.

“No thanks, Corporal. I’m stuffed!” quickly retorted Bell while patting his stomach, causing more suppressed laughter from the section. In the absence of any takers, Tetlow pushed the bread into his own mouth and licked his fingers, as if to demonstrate what everyone else was missing out on. Kyle felt he was going to burst as he tried to suppress his laughter, being almost jealous of Bell who seemed to be able to keep his emotions under complete control while at the same time as goading Lance Corporal Tetlow. Even though only a few days had passed, Kyle was beginning to enjoy the company of his new comrades, and feel settled. 

***

“Right, get your equipment on and everyone line up outside.” Sergeant Preston left to a murmur of discontent as the platoon begrudgingly put on their equipment and helmets, lifted their rifles and made their way out of the shelter as ordered. Preston had opened the grenade box and was standing with two un-primed grenades, one in each hand. He repeatedly tossed the grenade in his right hand about a foot into the air and caught it again while he waited for everyone to gather around him.

“To prove I am the best soldier in 10 Platoon, I can throw a grenade further than any of you.” he announced boastfully. He waited for a reaction from the gathered platoon but got only silence. However, not to be denied the opportunity to prove his worth, he pressed on with his planned demonstration. 


“40 Watts. Get yourself down the range road until I say stop.” he demanded. Watts took off at a jog and had gone about forty yards when Preston shouted on him to stop and turn around. Then after scratching a line in the dust on the road with his boot, he took a short run up and launched the grenade down the road with a grunt of effort. The grenade tumbled through the air watched by the platoon, landing a few feet short of where Watts was standing.

“Stand exactly where the grenade landed, Watts.” Preston shouted to the young soldier. Watts moved forward and stood on the spot as directed. 

“Which one of you girls is going to take me on?” challenged Preston smugly, confident that his throw could not be beaten. He stood grinning arrogantly as a murmur broke out among the ranks of the platoon questioning which one of them would have the best chance of beating the Platoon Sergeant. Corporal Hutchinson quietly spoke to Bell.

“You’re a strong bugger, Dinger. Have a go!” A chorus of “Go on Dinger.” and “You can take him.” gathered momentum from the platoon; erupting into a cheer as Bell handed his rifle to the soldier beside him and stepped forward to formally accept the challenge as the platoon representative. Preston tossed him the second grenade as he approached, which he caught neatly. He threw it up in the air and caught it again to mimic Sergeant Preston, much to the delight of his watching colleagues who clapped and cheered. 

“Take as much run up as you need, but throw before the line.” Preston reminded him. The cheers of encouragement got louder as Bell walked backwards from the line to give himself five yards of a run up, growing into a crescendo as he took a few steps forward and released the grenade with a grunt. The observers fell silent for a few seconds as the grenade arced into the air, with the noise building again as they gauged the flight and knew it would be a close call. Whistles and whoops of delight sounded as the grenade flew over Watts’ head, landing three yards behind him. Bell stood facing the celebrating soldiers and took a bow, basking in his victory. 

“Does that mean you’re not the best soldier in 10 Platoon then, Sergeant?” Bell asked with feigned innocence, exacerbated by renewed cheering from the watching soldiers. Preston’s face went purple with anger, a sign the experienced soldiers knew only too well meant he would not take his defeat with good grace. A hush descended as they awaited the inevitable retribution for his humiliation.
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