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At the sign of triumph


Satan’s host doth flee;


On then, Christian soldiers,


On to victory.


Hell’s foundations quiver


At the shout of praise;


Brothers, lift your voices,


Loud your anthems raise.




 





Words by S. Baring-Gould


Tune (ST GERTRUDE) by Sir Arthur Sullivan

























AUTHOR’S NOTE





The vigilant reader of this book will sooner or later come to the conclusion that the figures given for recruitment and for casualties leave a great deal to be desired. They are often manifestly incomplete and they sometimes seem to be inconsistent, though I hope they are no worse in these respects than in other books referring to the Great War. The fact is that, in the second decade of the twentieth century, the craft of statistics was crude and often slipshod. Some sources used the word “casualties” to include all who had been killed, wounded, or were missing; others referred only to the dead in this way. Both usages will be encountered in Hell’s Foundations, and I have simply tried in each case to make the position clear. Recruiting figures, too, are sadly imperfect, so that it is impossible to say with any precision how many men from Bury went to war between 1914 and 1918. It is, however, known that by May 1915 – that is, in the first nine months of a conflict that lasted over four years – 7,000 men from the town had volunteered to serve in the Army or the Navy, most of them in the Lancashire Fusiliers. The total population was approximately 50,000 at the time, and wholesale conscription was yet to come, in 1916. A particular difficulty facing anyone who tries to log the progress of the local Territorial battalions of the Fusiliers in the First World War is that all the relevant records were destroyed in the Second, when Home Guard ammunition exploded in the Drill Hall on the penultimate night of 1942. This set the place on fire, disastrously for the regimental and any other historian.
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INTRODUCTION


A Mythology Explored





The most haunting agony remains Gallipoli. The First World War would see even greater bloodshed before it was done; on the Somme, around Ypres, especially at Passchendaele, and elsewhere. But no other battle or campaign fought between 1914 and 1918 has ever been remembered quite as tenaciously as the ill-fated Allied expedition to the Dardanelles. No other date, with the exception of Armistice Day, has been marked quite so steadfastly in so many places as April 25, 1915, in whose dawn the first landings on the Gallipoli peninsula were made. Few military events in any war have continued to nag at posterity with their horrors, their heroisms, their pathos, their utter futility, so long after they occurred. It is more than three quarters of a century since the Gallipoli campaign was finished, and it still grips the imagination of populations at opposite ends of the earth. There may not now be a single survivor left alive and yet, in two countries at least, thousands will gather every time April 25 comes round, for a remembrance that is partly celebration and partly lament. No one who has been in Sydney or Auckland, or in the small towns of the Riverina or the South Island when the Dawn Service takes place, can ever have forgotten the experience, can ever have been in any doubt about Anzac Day’s continuing potency.


There are many elements in this mythology. There is above all grief at the loss of life and for the young men who were mutilated for the rest of their days; at the scale of these losses, these disfigurements. Well over half a million were killed or wounded in just thirty-seven weeks, and although these figures were to be overshadowed later by the casualties of Flanders and France, they were appalling when measured against anything that had happened in conflicts before. In two and three quarter years of the Boer War the comparable figure is lower than 150,000 – and that includes the highest estimate for civilians who died of disease in the concentration camps. The Gallipoli legend also depends on the sheer bravery and stubbornness demonstrated by Allied troops and Turks alike in the most dreadful conditions. These changed from blistering summer heat to lethal snowstorms and floods later in the year, though the survivors swore that nothing was worse than the filth and the flies that plagued them with dysentery as the bodies began to mount in no man’s land. “We were all lousy and we couldn’t stop shitting,” said a veteran of Gallipoli in his old age. “We wept, not because we were frightened but because we were so dirty.”


And yet in these vile circumstances men endured even more terrible things, like shellfire and bayonet charges and the likelihood that if you left the shelter of a pestilential trench you would die within seconds, or at the very least be maimed by a sniper’s bullet or a slash of machine-gun fire. They spent days and weeks struggling to advance up a hill, reached the top and were flung back, to begin the struggle again; and this they would do repeatedly until the humiliation of the Allies was completed with the withdrawal of the last of their forces on January 9, 1916. Somehow they managed to stay cheerful for some of this time, and they even showed great tenderness in the midst of all the brutality. They would risk their lives to rescue a comrade lying wounded between the opposing lines and they would comfort him gently until he died. They were also able to transcend enmity, to offer succour sometimes to an injured foe: there is evidence that both sides behaved honourably in this respect. But the troops shocked some of their officers by their callous indifference once a man became a corpse, when he might be regarded as a useful addition to the protective parapet, or a potential source of extra nourishment. “Did he have his rations on him, sergeant?” asked one hungry Englishman when a friend was killed. The German Colonel Kannengiesser, attached to the Turkish Army, one day saw two of his men contentedly perched on three bodies while they ate their lunch.


There was a terrible poignancy in the losses borne by the Australians and the New Zealanders in particular, for these soldiers came from young lands and the blood they shed at Gallipoli symbolised the youth of so many who were butchered there. It could be seen as more innocent blood more nobly given, too, for were not these colonials in the war only as an act of imperial deference to a Motherland that did not deserve such generosity? These troops had earlier fought for Great Britain’s interests in China during the Boxer Rebellion, and in the Sudan against the Dervishes, and in South Africa against the Boers, and any gratitude that might have been felt in London on these occasions was never expressed with more than passing warmth. Rather there was a general assumption that colonial loyalty to any imperial cause was in the natural order of things, something that could be totally relied upon. Nor did this reflex die at Gallipoli. Within hours of the British declaring war on Germany in 1939, Australia and New Zealand followed suit on their own initiatives. “Where Britain stands,” said Prime Minister Savage in Wellington that day, “we stand. Where she goes, we go!”* But something did change after the Dardanelles and 1915. The men of the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps won such renown there in their own right – not as Britain’s auxiliaries – that they caused people at home and overseas to see the two countries in a different light. They gave the world a new word, Anzac, which would always afterwards stand for a peculiarly Antipodean form of gallantry, devoid of European rigidities but well endowed with more attractive characteristics like the ability to improvise, the willingness to try anything once, and something they called mateship which could disturbingly ignore the priorities of rank. They gave their own people a pride and a confidence they had not known before; which, before the next generation had passed, would enable them to dispense totally with London’s patronage. Gallipoli was in every sense a blooding of the Anzac lands. It was also an important step towards another nationhood. Turkey, so long regarded as the Sick Man of Europe, was still a ramshackle entity even after the Sultan Abdul Hamid was deposed by a group of young officers in 1908; “scandalous, crumbling, decrepit, penniless Turkey”, in Winston Churchill’s withering view. Among, Enver Pasha’s Young Turks who were responsible for the overthrow, was Mustafa Kemal, an early rebel against the Sultan but not a particularly prominent one. He had been sidelined from the mainstream of the new politics by more ambitious men, and few of his compatriots had heard of him before the Great War began. He had been a military attaché in Sofia but in 1915, as a half-colonel of thirty-four, he was given command of the 19th Division, a promotion that was to change his life and eventually transform his native land. He was not thought to be much of a tactician, but he was extremely brave and his particular genius was for rousing in his troops their very considerable reserves of Turkish ferocity. On one occasion he told them, “I do not expect any of us would not rather die than repeat the shameful story of the Balkan War. But if there are such men among us we should at once lay hands upon them and set them up in line to be shot.” On another, his order of the day included the following sentiment, “There is no going back a single step. It is our duty to save our country, and we must acquit ourselves honourably and nobly. I must remind all of you that to seek rest or comfort now is to deprive the nation of its rest and comfort for ever.” It was by threatening them with execution if they would not be patriotic that he kindled the fighting spirit even the Anzacs could not subdue, the stubbornness the invaders could scarcely even budge. It was Kemal’s command that held up the Allied advance time and time again and finally brought it to a halt. He had left the peninsula for other duties before the campaign was over, but he was already known throughout the land as Saviour of Gallipoli. With this reputation he acquired a more vital authority after the Allies had finished picking over the remains of the Ottoman Empire at the end of the war. He it was who raised the standard of revolt against the Greeks, who had been awarded Smyrna in the disbursement of loot, and he it was who drove them out. On that triumph he proceeded to build his uniquely secular Islamic state, for which his people hailed him as Father of the Turks, Kemal Ataturk.


For them, Gallipoli was a deliverance at least as great as the one the British experienced in the next war when their army was rescued from the beaches of Dunkirk. It achieved the status of myth for Anatolian peasants and boatmen round the Golden Horn, just as much as for any of the invaders who fought over it. Here was yet another legend in an already mythical place, for this campaign was waged beside the Dardanelles, which was the ancient Hellespont. The sun rose each morning over Troy, whose ruins were visible across the straits to anyone looking through field glasses from the foot of the Gallipoli peninsula. Bright young men in the Royal Naval Division went to this war with copies of the Iliad in their knapsacks, itching to see where Homer’s epic was set. As the great Allied expeditionary force sailed towards its awful destiny, officers who had been schooled in Latin and Greek could be heard trying to fire their men with enthusiasm for the old tales, which were shortly to be given the added attraction of an identifiable topography. Not only had the Trojan legends occurred just over there, they pointed out, but many other tremendous happenings had taken place hereabouts. Xerxes had built his bridge of boats across the Hellespont in 480 BC, when he came out of Persia to invade Europe; and Alexander the Great had crossed this water in the other direction, on his way to conquests as far afield as India. This was where Leander swam from one shore to the other to be with the priestess Hero, and where he was finally drowned in a storm. It was where Lord Byron had celebrated the old love story by imitating Leander’s swim in 1810. There was no end to the heroic and literary associations of the Dardanelles. There would be something grotesquely appropriate in Sub-Lieutenant Rupert Brooke’s death on his way to this war, two days before the landings began; the romantic poet, looking forward to it all, randomly killed by something as improbable as a mosquito bite.


The writer Compton Mackenzie, who was to survive Gallipoli, was as susceptible as anyone to the Classical tradition, and his imagination transposed it most strikingly into the present, after watching some Anzacs bathing in the sea one day. “Much has been written of the splendid appearance of those Australian troops; but a splendid appearance seems to introduce somehow an atmosphere of the parade-ground. Such litheness and powerful grace did not want the parade-ground; that was to take it from the jungle to the circus. Their beauty, for it really was heroic, should have been celebrated in hexameters, not headlines. As a child I used to pore for hours over those illustrations of Flaxman for Homer and Virgil which simulated the effect of ancient pottery. There was not one of those glorious young men I saw that day who might not himself have been Ajax or Diomed, Hector or Achilles. Their almost complete nudity, their tallness and majestic simplicity of line, their rose-brown flesh burnt by the sun and purged of all grossness by the ordeal through which they were passing, all these united to create something as near to absolute beauty as I shall ever hope to see in this world …”


This was more eloquent than most eyewitness observations on Gallipoli that were destined to find their way into print. But Mackenzie was far from being the only European favourably impressed by the physique, by the vigour, by the bearing of the Australians and New Zealanders. Apart from a number of Regular Army officers who patronised them – as they patronised everybody in sight except their superiors – most of the British admired the colonial troops, for qualities other than, as well as, their fighting ability. The renown of the Anzacs was spread by their comrades and their enemies much more than it was by themselves. The British had shown a decent respect for such men long before the Great War – were they not “sons of Empire” after all? – but after it, respect was heightened into admiration, though often cautiously expressed. There is little evidence that similar feelings were ever entertained by the Anzacs for them, either during or after the war.


Instead, downright hostility was the response as soon as the scale of the Gallipoli disaster became apparent. The Anzacs had rushed to the colours enthusiastically when war was declared and had been transported across the world in expectation of an easy success. This was to have been an imperial victory they would gladly have shared provided the cost was not too high; but the failure was seen as a catastrophe for which the British were wholly responsible at the colonial expense. It is impossible to refute the essence of that complaint. The plan to take Turkey out of the war by forcing a naval passage of the Dardanelles and then to send troops up the peninsula until Constantinople surrendered, was conceived in London, and its bungling was entirely the responsibility of British warlords. Churchill was to take much of the blame, not only because the great vision was his in the first place, pressed upon the rest of Herbert Asquith’s War Council by force of character. As First Lord of the Admiralty he also had the overconfidence of supreme arrogance: “a good army of 50,000 and seapower; that’s the end of the Turkish menace,” he wrote in September 1914. But there were others who shared his dangerous optimism. At the War Office, where Lord Kitchener was in charge, they were estimating the total casualties in landing troops on the peninsula and then in capturing it, to be no more than 5,000; an assessment made in early April 1915. There were other weaknesses in the imperial planning long before battle was joined. While the First Lord of the Admiralty was obsessed with this adventure in the eastern Mediterranean, Kitchener was much more interested in gaining successes on the Western Front. Meanwhile, the Secretary of State for India was preoccupied with the campaign in Mesopotamia, which affected the Suez Canal and lines of communication to Bombay and Delhi; and the Colonial Secretary’s energies were focused on the German threat in East and West Africa.


Muddle and even worse continued in the Dardanelles itself. The combined operation between sailors and soldiers was left to the respective commanders to arrange, but the views of General Sir Ian Hamilton, Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force, and Vice-Admiral Sir John de Robeck, C.-in-C. of the Eastern Mediterranean Fleet, did not always coincide. Hamilton operated under the additional handicap of being supplied with intelligence about local Turkish dispositions which had not been revised since 1903, though much later information was available but had simply not been passed on. There was an early naval disaster when one French and two British battleships were sunk in a minefield on March 18, though picket boats had been out the previous night looking for mines. That could be counted a typical misfortune of war. But incompetence is the only reason why the troops were not landed at Gallipoli until sixty-five days after the naval bombardment of Turkish positions began. The shelling had long ceased to be effective when the soldiers waded ashore, and the Turks had been given ample time to refortify and prepare for the amphibious assaults. The next eight and a half months were to be studded with failures like that, so glaring that almost at once a Royal Commission was appointed to investigate them. By 1919 it had produced two reports, after interviewing every individual with some political or military responsibility for these events; with the exception of Lord Kitchener, who had been drowned when HMS Hampshire was sunk off Orkney in June 1916. The commissioners decided that the Gallipoli campaign should never have happened and that, on top of this, it was poorly directed in the field. They were impressed by only two things. One was the heroism of the troops. The other was the acumen and conduct of General Sir Charles Monro, who was brought from France to succeed Hamilton at the end of October, took the decision to evacuate the peninsula, and had it carried out with quite remarkable success.


No one, therefore, should be surprised at the bitterness of Australians and New Zealanders who suffered so much, so needlessly, from the inadequacy of men who conveyed to them a powerful impression of self-satisfied superiority. The bitterest comment, in fact, would be made by an Englishman, E. M. Forster, between the two world wars, when imagining a conversation between two graves on Gallipoli. If they go to war again, says one, there will be more graves, but where will they dig them? The other replies; “There is still room over in Chanak. Also, it is well for a nation that would be great to scatter its graves all over the world. Graves in Ireland, graves in Irak, Russia, Persia, India, each with its inscription from the Bible or Rupert Brooke. When England thinks fit, she can launch an expedition to protect the sanctity of her graves, and can follow that by another expedition to protect the sanctity of the additional graves. That is what Lloyd George, prudent in counsels, and lion-hearted Churchill have planned. Churchill planned this expedition to Gallipoli, where I was killed. He planned the expedition to Antwerp, where my brother was killed. Then he said that Labour is not fit to govern. Rolling his eyes for fresh worlds, he saw Egypt, and fearing that peace might be established there, he intervened and prevented it. Whatever he undertakes is a success. He is Churchill the Fortunate, ever in office, and clouds of dead heroes attend him. Nothing for schools, nothing for the life of the body, nothing for the spirit. England cannot spare a penny for anything except her heroes’ graves.”


Less understandable than the colonial bitterness directed at British war leaders and generals, was something close to contempt that the Anzacs appear often to have felt for ordinary British soldiers – for the privates, the corporals and the sergeants who fought and suffered on the peninsula, too; men who did not patronise the colonials, but who tended to look up to them as improved and emancipated versions of themselves. There was a very capable Australian war correspondent at Gallipoli, Charles Bean, who on August 29, 1915, made the following entry in his diary: “Our men have tremendous admiration for the little Gurkhas – they say they don’t mind getting up against the NZs or Gurkhas – but they (and the NZ men, too) do not trust the Tommy – they all except the regular army, but they do not have the slightest confidence in Kitchener’s army – nor have our officers – nor have I. The truth is that after 100 years of breeding in slums, the British race is not the same, and can’t be expected to be the same, as in the days of Waterloo. It is breeding one fine class at the expense of all the rest. The only hope is that those puny narrow-chested little men may, if they come out to Australia or NZ or Canada, within two generations breed men again. England herself, unless she does something heroic, cannot hope to …”


A couple of weeks later, Bean returned to this theme: “Well, the problem of Gallipoli reduces itself to – why can’t the British fight? Take one of these slum kids and turn him into a different man by nine or ten years of hard training, or even less – and put in a set of NCOS over him who have will enough to make the stickers of the army – the percentage who go into action with their minds made up to stick, and who really make up the minds of the other ninety per cent who are simply going in to do what somebody else does; give him that training and those NCOS and he can fight like the 29th Division did. But in a year’s training he can’t be turned into a soldier because to tell the truth he’s a very poor feeble specimen of a man – and it seems to be the British social formula to make sure that he sticks there. In a nation with only one class, it’s in nobody’s interest to keep anyone else in ‘his place’ – and his place is, from his birth, the best place he can get and keep. To my mind this war, as far as I have seen it, is just Britain’s tomahawks coming home to roost … They have neither the nerve, the physique, nor the spirit and self-control to fit them for soldiers …”


On the day Bean was admiring the Gurkhas and despising the Tommies, Sergeant Francis Hardey was writing a letter home to New Zealand after an engagement up the Monash Gully. “We got pushed right off and had to retire, getting an awful gruelling going back. The stunt had been horribly bungled. What between misunderstandings, bad guides, and the reinforcements, we had a real good scare. The reinforcements were English – RMLI – and they let us down in a most disappointing way. We have had reason now, on several occasions, to be bitterly disappointed in our brothers from England. We ask ourselves ‘Where is the Army for which England for generations had such pride?’ To France and mostly under the sod, and these volunteers from rural England and from the huge mill towns are a disappointment to us Colonials who have had the Army held up to us as an example and pattern incomparable.” Those English reinforcements were the Royal Marine Light Infantry, whose initials the New Zealanders were wont to translate as Run My Lads Imshi, a clear imputation of cowardice. This was an impression that many Anzac survivors of Gallipoli would carry for the rest of their lives, to be passed on in extreme old age to anyone wishing to hear how things had been on the peninsula in 1915. It is relevant to note that the New Zealand war historian who quotes Sergeant Hardey’s letter remarks that “The Royal Marines should not have been committed, and became scapegoats for a failure that was due to inadequate planning.” He places the blame for the failed action on three officers commanding the Dominion’s troops. Two of these were New Zealanders: the third was General Godley, the Divisional Commander, an Anglo-Irishman who had been GOC in New Zealand from 1910 until the outbreak of war. The point is, however, that the rank and file of the Anzacs believed that the British soldiers were inferior.


“I still think about Gallipoli quite a bit,” said a ninety-year-old from Invercargill to a man with a tape recorder one day. “It accomplished nothing. I remember the New Zealanders were taken from Anzac down to Cape Helles and ordered to charge across the Daisy Patch. That was just like going to commit suicide and that’s what they did. Actually committed suicide by doing that. They were ordered to do it and they did it. But it was the silliest thing that ever was thought of. New Zealanders thought more of themselves after that. They didn’t think so much of the British. The British let them down.” Pity for the inadequate Tommies was about the most generous emotion such old men seemed capable of. Of that same action at the Daisy Patch, an octogenarian said: “What I most remember about the Cape Helles end of the peninsula is leaving our trenches. We were relieved in the middle of the night to go back to Anzac. A Lancashire battalion took over from us. Little kids, they seemed, about sixteen. And they were blubbering, crying their eyes out. Terrified. We tried to help them by saying those trenches were safe. They weren’t, of course. We were just trying to soothe those kids. That was a fairly disillusioning experience.” Yet another veteran had an almost identical recollection. “We were there two or three days until relieved by a very amateur lot of young British territorials in the middle of the night – a pig of a night, with rain lashing down. They were just boys, most of them, seventeen or eighteen years old, and physically most unimpressive compared to the Australians and New Zealanders on the peninsula. Their sergeant-major came along dumping these poor young chaps in our trench to hold it against the Turk. Relieved as we were to be getting out of that position, we couldn’t help feeling sorry for them. Our commanding officer or perhaps junior officers or NCOS should have remained in the trenches to settle them in. These boys had seen no front-line action and were hopelessly up against it in that position. They were bound to suffer pretty fair casualties. I don’t know what happened to them; that was the last we heard of that particular unit. To this day I remain sorry for those poor young fellows.”


A great deal of popular antipathy to “Pommie bastards” and “bloody Poms” across the last two generations Down Under could probably be traced to the soldiers’ lore of the First World War, and especially to that of Gallipoli. In the case of Australia it would obviously be mixed up with a much older hostility, deriving from the country’s penal origins, as well as from the ancient resentment of Roman Catholic Irish, who provided significant numbers of the early population there. Certainly no Englishman who finds himself in either Australia or New Zealand on the occasion of some big sporting contest between his country and the locals – typically in cricket or in Rugby-can ever be in any doubt that a proportion of the spectators have no great regard for him or his kind. Often enough this is transmitted humorously, though with a distinct cutting edge; but sometimes the aversion can be unpleasantly aggressive. It is quite likely that the more disagreeable forms of barracking to be heard at Test matches on Sydney Cricket Ground or Lancaster Park, Christchurch, derive from a painful folk memory of what happened all that time ago along the Dardanelles. A suspicion of having failed one’s friends through cowardice in war is the most disgraceful contradiction of what mateship stands for. The mythology of Anzac has always insisted that a man would rather die than be accused of that.


Unfortunately, a mythology of craven behaviour at Gallipoli by inferior British troops has never been seriously challenged in Australia and New Zealand, where it is generally assumed to be an accurate account of what happened in 1915. The myth has even been revived in recent years, as the 75th anniversary of the Campaign approached: both Charles Bean’s diary and the tape-recorded interviews with New Zealand veterans were published for popular readerships in the past decade. A little before them came Peter Weir’s moving film Gallipoli, which told a great deal of truth about the Australian tragedy there. It did, however, contain one flaw which may be thought disreputable. There had already been a couple of stock thrusts which can be dismissed as sharp scripting with an eye to the box office rather than to art: one of the principal characters says straight out that “It’s an English war” and reveals that his grandfather was an Irishman – “the English murdered him, hung him up by his own belt at the crossroads.” A much more serious objection can be made to an incident later in the film, when the Australians are being swept by Turkish fire, taking heavy casualties, quite obviously going through hell. The field telephone rings in the dug-out, the radio operator listens to someone at the other end of the line, and calls out to his officer:


“Sir, the British are ashore at Suvla.”


“Are they meeting heavy opposition?”


“None, sir. Apparently, they’re just sitting on the beach drinking cups of tea.”


In this fashion a new generation of people in the English-speaking world, in an age which prefers to be instructed and entertained by something watched, rather than by something read, is led to believe that while gallant Anzacs fought and died in misplaced loyalty to the imperial cause, the imperialists themselves sat on their butts and did nothing to help. There must now be millions who, whenever the word Gallipoli is mentioned, understand that to have been the case. There are doubtless tens of thousands in the Antipodes who are under the impression that while Anzac blood was shed copiously in the Dardanelles, such British troops as even saw battle there got off very lightly indeed. In this they are misinformed, though a visit to the Australian War Memorial in Canberra provides a suitable corrective. Set amid parkland on the outskirts of the federal capital, its grey stone buildings are both a monument to Australian valour and loss, and a museum which explains and illuminates these things. An arcade almost encloses a pool of water and on its walls are engraved the names of every Australian killed on active service during the First World War and since. This is as terrible, as distressing, as unforgettable as the Vietnam Wall in Washington DC. The museum inside is divided into sections which are self-contained and which each illustrates some theatre of war in which Australians have seen action over the years, from the nineteenth century on. Nothing is more dramatic than the Gallipoli Gallery, with its model showing the terrain of the peninsula, its dummy soldiers dressed in the equipment of 1915, its photographs taken during the campaign, its collection of artefacts. In front of these things stands an easel with a blackboard on which the casualty figures, the lives lost at Gallipoli, are carefully set down: Australia 8,709; New Zealand 2,701; India 7,594; France 9,874; Britain 21,255; Turkey 86,692.†


It is not the purpose of the following pages to reassess responsibility and performance at Gallipoli in an attempt to defend some part of British national honour. Enough ink has been spent on the Dardanelles campaign itself and anyone wishing to read a balanced account of what happened there, and how it came to pass, can do so without difficulty, for reliable texts already exist, together with much that is unreliable. There is, however, a wider topic that has so far been unexplored, related to Gallipoli and including the development of its mythology. What lasting effect did the campaign have on its surviving participants, and how did they fare in later years? What influence did it have on the subsequent history of places that were affected by the events of 1915; on the peninsula itself and on communities in half a dozen countries which supplied the men who fought over the territory? How has the memory of those appalling months been kept so vividly alive for so long, and to what end? What uses, if any, have been made of the mythology, what lessons have been learnt from it; or not? These, and other such questions, might be asked of any campaign, any great battle, in any of the wars that man has ever fought. The most important question of all perhaps is this: how do we use our legends of heroism in the years that follow the courageous acts? What are our purposes in keeping them alive? Military history has always been abundant, and in recent years it has been one of the conspicuously flourishing points in an otherwise unsteady publishing industry. But, as John Keegan once suggested, there are many areas of social history which lie adjacent to military events, that seem almost wilfully to have been ignored, and have manifestly suffered from neglect.


The American Civil War, for example, would be fruitful ground for such enquiry. When the news reached Washington in March 1861 that the Rebels had seized Fort Sumter, the regular army of the United States numbered 17,000 men, and most of them were stationed out West. Abraham Lincoln immediately called upon state governors to supply 75,000 militiamen for short-term reinforcement, and the response was overwhelming wherever the recruiters went. Ohio was asked for thirteen regiments, but so many men volunteered that the state produced twenty almost at once. In every part of the Union, similar enthusiasm was rampant and it was not at all uncommon for whole towns to sign up. The 10th Michigan Volunteers consisted of nothing but the eligible manhood of Flint, under the command of their mayor, while the regimental doctor had been acquainted with many of the soldiers from the moment they were born, having delivered them with his own hands. The 9th New York Volunteers consisted of colleagues from the metropolitan fire department and were popularly known as the Fire Zouaves. Similar patterns emerged in the raising of the Confederate Army, with the 1st Virginia Militia recruited from Richmond, the Maury Grays proud of belonging to Nashville, Tennessee.


These local affiliations doubtless did much for the morale of the troops, but there was a devastating price to be paid for mass recruitments if things went ill for such units in battle, which inevitably happened as the war dragged on. At Shiloh, in April 1862, the 6th Mississippi Regiment rushed up a hill to attack the Ohioans and, of 425 who started at the bottom, only one hundred made it to the top. What did those casualties mean, in the long and short term, to the relatively small area of the South from which the stricken company had come? For that matter, what was the effect of the war on one of the states remote from the battlefields, which also sent its youth to be blooded and to die? The 20th Maine Regiment consisted of farmers, lumbermen, seamen, storekeepers, trappers and the like from a thinly populated area, and they were commanded by a college professor of rhetoric and modern languages, Joshua L. Chamberlain. They fought at Fredericksburg in 1862, which was a disaster for the North; then at Gettysburg six months later, a bad place to be whichever side you were on; then at Petersburg in 1864, another bloodbath. Chamberlain survived all these actions, and skirmishes in between, to return home and to become President of Bowdoin College, eventually Governor of Maine. To what extent did these promotions depend on his celebrity in war? How did his military experience thereafter influence his politics, or even his rhetoric? And what of the families considerably less fortunate than his? In how many clapboard dwellings along that superbly rugged coast, or amid those endless forests of pine, is some sad genuflection made even today to a photograph in sepia, framed on a wall, of the staring young man who might have made a great-great-grandfather if only he’d returned?


Since 1915, although so much has been written about Gallipoli, much more has been virtually unremarked. In Europe, in the Antipodes and elsewhere outside Turkey, most people think of the peninsula as a barren, arid place devoid of anything but rock and sand and scrub. This impression has been formed because all the pictures taken during the campaign were photographs from sea-level of beaches with gaunt cliffs split by ravines and gullies immediately behind; and indeed, the topography in the hinterland of Anzac Cove and Suvla Bay, up the western side of the peninsula, was almost completely as bleak as that, with bushes and trees growing wildly on the higher, less precipitous ground. But the southern end of the peninsula, also fiercely fought over, was quite different above the sand-cliffs by the sea. It had been farmed for two thousand years or more, as it still is today, when crops of wheat and corn and barley and sesame are extensively cultivated, together with groves of olive trees, figs and pomegranates. There are villages and small towns dotted around the south of the peninsula and along the side which comes down to the Dardanelles. The lives of those Turkish families must have been hugely disrupted by the events of 1915, but no one has yet described to us how. Was their economy totally devastated during those eight and a half months? Did they lose many people? How long did it take them to rebuild, replant and harvest again? What profit was there in scavenging for abandoned military things, which tides and storms and stumblings in the undergrowth are still liable to turn up?


Many questions might profitably be asked in the North Island of New Zealand, in order to complete our understanding of what happened as a result of three days in August 1915 at Chunuk Bair. That is a ridge almost 1,000 feet above the Aegean Sea, to the north-east of Anzac Cove, and the New Zealand Infantry Brigade was required to attack the heavily fortified Turkish positions that ran along the top. The Auckland Battalion made the first assault in broad daylight and was massacred. Next day the Wellington Battalion was sent up and actually captured the ridge after the most frightful hand-to-hand fighting, which left one trench so choked with New Zealand dead that a second one had to be hastily dug for the protection of the living. The remnants of the battalion were then withdrawn and two units of Englishmen, the Loyals and the Wiltshires, were sent up to hold the line, which they did for twenty-four hours. After that a massive counter-attack threw them off the ridge, where they left hundreds of their own corpses beside the colonial dead. This action resulted, more than half a century later, in an angry stage play by Maurice Shadbolt, who wasn’t born till 1932. But how, in those years between, had it more pressingly affected life on the North Shore and up the Hutt Valley, in Pukekohe and Palmerston North, some of the places from which the New Zealand troops had volunteered for this war?


Someone ought also to trace the terrible consequences, in all its ramifications, of a simple failure to synchronise watches on August 7, which was the day the Aucklanders were struggling to get up Chunuk Bair. As a feint, to draw attention away from their assault, the 8th Australian Light Horse Regiment were ordered to make a dawn attack at the Nek, another ridge some distance away. There was to be a preliminary bombardment of the Turkish positions which would not end until the Australians began to charge; but the shelling stopped seven minutes before the troops expected it to and the Light Horsemen, operating as infantry, were cut down the moment they went over the top. So were a second line of the 8th, which set off a couple of minutes later. They were followed by a wave of the 10th Light Horse Regiment and they, too, were slaughtered en masse. This was the incident which became the climax of Peter Weir’s film, and it is also the subject of a celebrated oil painting by George Lambert.‡ Out of 600 men who went over the top that day, 234 were killed and 138 were wounded. We know more than enough of this by now, and of what went wrong to cause such casualties. But what was the result in small towns and homesteads, separated by great distances, throughout the immensity of Western Australia in the desolate years that followed? Referring to the 10th Light Horse in particular, someone said afterwards that “with that regiment went the flower of the youth of Western Australia.” Many of the state’s pioneering families lost sons and brothers at the Nek. The losses to people in the state of Victoria were also grievous that day; but Melbourne’s hinterland was not nearly as thinly populated as was that of Perth. How did those isolated Westralians cope with their damaged, their blinded, their amputated boys, who had decades ahead of them dominated by physical handicap? How did the rural properties carry on when sons did not return to inherit and manage them?


These are the sort of enquiries we should make if we are to learn anything new about the Dardanelles campaign: this is the sole area of further enlightenment, the only useful point of historical investigation now. Investigation of the Anzac legacy, the Indian, the French and the Turkish experience I leave to others. In this book the questions have been asked, a trace has been made, in that part of England from which the Lancashire Fusiliers went forth to the Great War. This was but one of eighty-four British regiments which fought and sustained losses at Gallipoli in 1915. 
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† It will be noticed that those Allied figures total 50,133; but in his definitive study of the campaign, Robert Rhodes James puts Allied deaths at 46,000. In doing so he explains that it is difficult to arrive at casualty figures for Gallipoli with any precision, and suggests that the Turkish assessment of 86,692 dead was a considerable underestimate. He believes they had 300,000 men killed and wounded, the Allies something in the region of 265,000.







‡ The Charge of the 3rd Light Horse at the Nek by G. W. Lambert (1883–1948), which hangs in the Australian War Memorial in Canberra. It refers to the 3rd Light Horse Brigade, which included the 8th Victoria and the 10th Western Australia Light Horse Regiments.
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A Regimental Town





The regimental home of the Lancashire Fusiliers was the town of Bury, which sprawls at the foot of Rossendale on the edge of the Pennine hills. These have sometimes been referred to as the back bone of England, and they do indeed run like a spine up the middle of the country, more or less half-way between the Irish Sea and the North Sea. Starting in Derbyshire they continue northwards for some 160 miles, until they merge with the Cheviots on the Scottish border. Just short of 3,000 feet at their highest point, the Pennines are about half that height as they traverse the eastern side of Lancashire, where they form a natural boundary which separates the county from Yorkshire; but this trifling altitude can be deceptive to the unwary traveller. Winter can be dangerously bleak on those hills, even at their lowest, even without snow, when rain is liable to sweep across them torrentially; and in any of the blizzards that frequently occur between December and March they can be lethal to those who, all too easily, become lost in the ensuing whiteout. At other times of the year they have a wild grandeur in spite of the fact that their carboniferous rocks are usually visible only in occasional outcrops and crags. The most characteristic view in the Pennines is one of sweeping moorland devoid of trees, broken by uncemented dry-stone walls which have marked out the sheep pastures since the proprietary enclosures of higher ground in the eighteenth century. The high pasture is fit for nothing but sheep, and parts of the Pennines will not even sustain any animal, where coarse tussocks grow amid expanses of barren peat. Cotton grass dapples the boggier tracts in spring and, when autumn comes, heather empurples the hills. Streams tipple out of these uplands to merge amid the bracken and the cow pastures lower down, and to become rivers which form along the bottom ground. The most memorable sounds of the high Pennines are those made by rushing water, and by the wind sweeping across the tops. These mingle with the plaintive bleat of sheep throughout the year, and with the bubbling trill of the curlew, which means that spring has come again.


Typical of the small rivers running out of these hills is the Irwell, which flows down the length of Rossendale, one of the valleys formed in the Ice Age between the main Pennine range and its numerous spurs. Some distance before the river joins the Mersey and goes into the sea at Liverpool, it reaches Bury, the biggest of several communities it has passed through since its source, and not much more than a dozen miles away in the hills to the north. Places like Bacup and Rawtenstall, Helmshore and Ramsbottom, clinging to the hillsides and spread along the river’s banks, all drew most of their sustenance from the textile trade at the time of the First World War. Bury, also lying in the lee of the hills, but a bit further away, had a much bigger share of industry than any of the townships further upstream.


It had no ancient history, though a couple of Roman roads ran not far from its boundaries. One of these, to the north-west, was an extension of Watling Street, which subsequent civil engineering had kept so up to date that none of the original roadworks were visible. But the other relic of those times, which crossed the Pennines into Yorkshire over Blackstone Edge, still revealed one of the finest Roman pavements in the country for several hundred yards before being subsumed in a wilderness of turf and bog. In Bury, however, there was nothing before the Middle Ages, when a licence to crenellate – effectively, to build a castle – was granted in 1465. The Wars of the Roses were at their height between the Houses of York and Lancaster, not to be settled (in distant Leicestershire) for another twenty years; the fortification was a sign of troubled times, but it had already fallen into ruin by Henry VIII’s day. Nothing of it survived into the twentieth century apart from the word, which appeared in Castle Street, Castlehill Road and one or two other thoroughfares.


The Middle Ages also saw the start of textile manufacturing, at first on a modest scale and exclusively in wool. The sheep was the very basis of the national economy, bred chiefly for its fleece, from which English weavers produced the finest broadcloth in Europe. The small communities of East Lancashire obtained their wool from the Pennine flocks and for ages the weaving was done in the upper rooms of farmhouses and other dwellings by people operating handlooms. On these they produced varieties of cloth for the markets in London and even further afield, each fabric known by a distinctively evocative name; sackcloth and fustian, stammel and russet, yellow buffine and red durant – and perpetuana, which the Puritans liked, because it was close-woven and its colouring was chaste. The dampness of the Lancashire climate was a help in this manufacturing, because it reduced the risk of thread breaking while it was being spun: it would be even more beneficial when Lancashire turned from wool and established its cotton industry.


Cotton was first imported about 1600 from the eastern Mediterranean; from, among other places, the Smyrna that Mustafa Kemal would liberate from the Greeks in 1922. But this fibre was never more than an occasional additive in predominantly woollen or linen cloth until well into the eighteenth century. By then the handloom was beginning to be displaced by the power loom, driven by the rivers and streams running out of the Pennines. A number of Lancashire inventions were steadily advancing the technology of the industry. First came the flying-shuttle, devised in 1733 by John Kay, who was a Bury man. Some thirty-two years later James Hargreaves of Blackburn produced his spinning jenny, a hand-operated machine for domestic use, but an improvement on what had gone before. Four years after that, Richard Arkwright of Preston came up with his water frame, and in 1779 Samuel Crompton of Bolton at last made large-scale power spinning possible with his invention of the spinning mule. These appliances were not popular with the Lancashire workers. As each one appeared, mobs rioted in protest, because the operatives could perceive that such machinery would not only undercut anything a handloom weaver might produce, but would inevitably lead to mass production in the miserably overcrowded conditions of a mill. First Kay and then Hargreaves saw their inventions smashed by angry workers, and Arkwright was so apprehensive at the prospect of similar damage to his water frame that he encouraged a rumour which reckoned he was designing a machine to measure longitude.


The rioters were trying to beat back history and they were doomed before they even began. The port of Liverpool, which had sent its first ship across the Atlantic in 1667, was expanding annually on a trade in West Indian sugar and everything that the plantations of Virginia were willing to sell of their tobacco and cotton crops. That was where the raw material for Lancashire’s textiles would chiefly come from in the years ahead, until the supply was cut off during the American Civil War. But two other things in the last quarter of the eighteenth century were principally responsible for the industry being utterly transformed. One was the halving of the tax on pure cotton goods, which was ordered in 1774. The other was the perfecting of the steam engine the following year. Within a decade it had been adapted to drive machines that would spin and weave cotton, and these no longer needed running water to power them. They required only coal, which had been mined in Lancashire since Tudor times, though the deep shafts driven vertically underground didn’t come until the steam engine propelled winding gear at the pithead. Most of the collieries ran across a belt of south Lancashire to the west of Manchester; but one or two small pits were worked on the outskirts of Bury and round towns to the north. And with coal-fired power for cotton and other manufacturing, the Industrial Revolution began in this part of northern England. One measurement of its progress was a swift rise in the population of Bury itself. In 1773 no more than 2,090 people lived there: by 1801 there were 7,000 and sixty years later some 30,000 were in the town. When the Great War began, its population was 50,000 or so.


The textile towns developed their own specialities in cotton manufacturing, in much the same way that the handloom weavers had with fustian, perpetuana and their other cloths. Broadly speaking, spinning was the dominant process in Manchester, Bolton, Oldham and elsewhere in south-east Lancashire, weaving the major business in Blackburn, Nelson, Colne, Chorley and other towns to the north, including the communities up Rossendale. But there were several exceptions to this pattern. Proud Preston (as it liked to be known) had a leading role in both operations, while Bolton bleached and dyed cotton yarns as well as spinning them; and Rochdale, in the midst of the spinning area, preferred to weave. So did Bury, which also printed its cloth. One of the leading calico printers in this period was Robert Peel, whose business prospered enough for him to donate £10,000 for the defence of the realm when a Napoleonic invasion was expected. His grandson would be remembered as Bury’s most famous native when, as Sir Robert Peel, repealer of the Corn Laws and inventor of the Metropolitan Police, he became the first British Prime Minister to come from a commercial family rather than a landed one.


Many and great were the fortunes made in the Lancashire cotton industry, once it got into its Victorian stride. Its heyday was from the middle of the nineteenth century until the First World War. By then, with more than half a million people working the local textile machinery, the Lancashire mills were exporting 6,600 million yards of cloth a year, which was fifty-eight per cent of the world’s entire manufacture of cotton goods. The country was generally bursting with confidence, expressed as arrogantly as anywhere in the epigram “What Lancashire does today, England thinks tomorrow!”  (although this was occasionally varied to “What Manchester does … London thinks …”). The prosperity was most visible at the Royal Exchange in Manchester, where trade was transacted in a huge chamber that could accommodate several thousand members at one time: the floor covered three quarters of an acre and Mancunians boasted that it was the largest business room in the world. At first the great day of the week was on Tuesday, when High ‘Change began at noon and beautifully dressed men in tall silk hats gathered there, American visitors being conspicuous because their voices did not utter the flat vowels of this region and because they almost invariably wore superb boots. Later in the nineteenth century High ‘Change occurred on Fridays as well, when the manufacturers and the merchants, the importers of raw cotton and the yarn agents, the finishers, the cotton-waste dealers, the shippers, the bankers and the insurance men – all the people who had a finger in this rich and substantial pie – congregated beneath the trading board high on the wall, that told them how the market was in Liverpool and New York, what was the going rate for raw cotton in Madras and Rangoon, Shanghai and Khartoum.


The trade did, however, have its ups and downs and one reason for this was that it depended ultimately on a harvested crop which, like any other, was at the mercy of weather and disease. But the biggest disturbance the industry faced in those years was when the Southern States broke away from the Union in 1861 and could not export their cotton because the Union blockaded the Southern ports. Within a year there were more than 56,000 Lancashire operatives receiving charitable assistance to stay alive, and the gravity of the situation was conveyed in a letter to The Times: “Sir; I am living in the centre of a vast district where are many cotton mills, which in ordinary times afford employment to many thousands of hands, and food to many thousands of mouths. With very rare exceptions, quietness reigns in all these mills. Hard times have come; and we have had them sufficiently long to know what they mean. We have fathers sitting in their houses at midday, silent and glum, while children look wistfully about, and sometimes whimper for bread which they cannot have …”


It was during the quietness of those mills that Samuel Laycock began to compose his Lyrics of the Cotton Famine in Lancashire dialect, the most famous of them being written while he was awaiting the birth of another child he could ill afford to support. Here are the beginning and the end of “Welcome Bonny Brid”:






Th’art welcome little bonny brid,


But shouldn’t ha’ come just when tha did;


Toimes are bad.


We’re short o’ pobbies for eawr Joe,


But that, of course, tha’ didn’t know,


Did ta, lad?







… Thi feyther’s noan been wed so long,


An ‘yet tha’ sees he’s middlin’ throng


Wi ‘yo’ o.


Besides thi little brother Ted,


We’ve one upsteers, asleep i’ bed,


Wi eawr Joe.







But tho ‘we’ve childer two or three,


We’ll mak’ a bit o’ reawm for thee,


Bless thee, lad!


Th’art prattiest brid we have i ‘th’ nest,


So hutch up closer to mi breast;


Aw’m thi dad.








The American Civil War was also to have an influence on the British relationship with India, and one that would ultimately bring about the end of the Lancashire cotton industry. From the moment the manufacture of textiles in north-west England was revolutionised by steam-driven machinery, a large part of Lancashire’s prosperity was gained at the expense of hand weavers on the subcontinent, who simply could not compete with mass-production. Between 1814 and 1832 the export of Lancashire cotton goods to India rose by no less than 7,500 per cent, and the muslin industry in Dacca was virtually destroyed as a result. In exchange, Lancashire took no more than thirteen per cent of its raw cotton requirements from India, where the staple was neither as strong nor as clean as the variety grown in America. But when a disastrous harvest across the Atlantic in 1846 resulted in massive unemployment in the British textile towns, the Manchester Chamber of Commerce lobbied the imperial Government of India to increase Indian cotton production and, with some difficulty, this was achieved. By the time the Civil War broke out, the growing of this crop had again become an important part of the Indian economy to the extent that, between 1863 and 1865, raw cotton worth £36.5 million was exported to England, to rescue Manchester and the other towns from their slump. When the supplies from America were restored, the Indian quota was again cut back; but this was to have a totally unforeseen result in the long run. Faced with a huge surplus of home-grown cotton, having ample funds at their disposal as a result of the recent boom, enjoying certain preconditions for an Industrial Revolution of their own (like the discovery and mining of coal in Bengal, and the availability of the new technology) the Indians began to build cotton mills, too, chiefly in Bombay and its hinterland. By 1874 there were nineteen of them at work. By 1914 there were 264 and the figure was growing annually. Lancashire had a serious competitor for the first time, and one that paid even lower wages than were customary in Proud Preston and the neighbouring towns. This time, eventually, it was Lancashire that was unable to compete.


That day, however, was still two generations away as Bury flourished in the years leading up to the Great War. Not only was it fairly prosperous for the moment, but it had attained that size which is not too small for individual privacy and not so big that it is possible to feel lost in a community. It had some decent and quite ambitious public buildings, one of which was its Parish Church in the very centre of the town. The church stood on the site of a medieval predecessor and was designed in the manner of the thirteenth century, though most of it was started in 1871. Just across the street was a group of buildings which the well-connected Sydney Smirke – architect of several London clubs, including the Carlton and the Conservative – had composed in the Classical style. Among these was the Derby Hotel, which had recently been the scene of a sensational tragedy. One Saturday in January 1899, a man and a woman – he clearly a gentleman of about forty, she much younger and fashionably dressed – had registered with false names and taken a room. Next day they were found dead in bed, poisoned with prussic acid. A letter addressed to the local coroner contained enough money for funeral expenses but no clue to their identities, which might never have been established if the man had not forgotten that his tailor habitually stitched a client’s name into the lining of his trousers. He was John Knight, a bachelor from a wealthy family in the Netherlands, and she was Marie-Louise Rousseau, described in the press as “a beautiful queen, of Rotterdam’s underworld”. Marriage had clearly been out of the question and so they had conceived this desperate alternative. But what no one ever worked out was why they had chosen Bury for the climax of their suicide pact, unless it was because its name seemed in tune with their unhappiness.*


This was, at any rate, an improbably romantic thing to have happened in such a thoroughly workaday mill town. The industrial events of the previous century had transformed Bury’s nature as well as its size, so that although it still retained many of its traditional stone-built cottages, with stone slab roofs and mullioned windows, a majority of homes were now constructed more cheaply with mass-produced bricks. They were ranged in terraces in every part of the town, with sometimes as many as fifty in one line. Some terraces had little gardens in front, but more commonly nothing but a door separated the interior of a house from the pavement and the cobblestoned street. These were where the millworkers dwelt, the worst of them known as back-to-backs because that is how they were built, without intervening space. In an improved version of such dwellings, each house (usually called a “two-up, two-down” because that was the number of rooms on each floor) had an enclosed yard of flagstones at the back, which terminated in an earth closet. Once a week the night-cart would come up the narrow lane separating the two rows of backyards, removing the excrement from the cubby holes to left and right. During the day, the housewives were wont to hang their washing on lines which stretched across the full width of the lane; and children would play their games of hide and seek amid endless lines of billowing sheets, trousers, shirts, petticoats and pillow slips. Wash-day was an urgent occasion in the prevailing conditions of industrial Lancashire, and women were severely judged on how clean they managed to keep their homes and families. Most of them extended hygiene to scouring the front doorstep, often the window sill as well, with a white or yellow donkeystone obtained from an itinerant rag and bone man, who toured the poorer parts of the town with his cart and offered these things in exchange for worn-out clothing. The cart was pulled by a donkey, hence the name given to the sandstone block.


Keeping clean was hard work after decades of the Industrial Revolution. The brick that made the cheap housing usually came from Accrington and was harshly pink when it emerged from the kiln. Within a year or two it had been blackened by soot, and so had the older cottages and the grander buildings constructed with stone. The air had become so polluted that visibility was rarely greater than two or three miles, which meant that the main ridge of the Pennines could no longer be seen from Bury. Even the nearer outlying hills were often indistinct unless the weather was especially good, as scores of factory chimneys plumed smoke into the air, adding to the natural overcast. Occasionally, the combination of winter cloud and smog produced in the town a darkness at noon which was almost as complete as that at midnight. Worst of all was the transformation of the Irwell, which was no longer recognisable as a river flowing down from the wild Pennine heights. In 1870 it had been reported that in the first two and a half miles from its source it received the effluent from nineteen Rossendale cotton factories, two dyeworks, two flour mills, a sawmill and a printing works; it then passed through the town of Bacup, which added the whole of its untreated sewage. “After that,” a later commentator remarked, “what happened at Ramsbottom, Bury and further downstream was almost irrelevant …” By the time the river passed under Bury Bridge, the most noticeable thing about it was the thick white scum, which strangers mistook for soapsuds, floating on the top; and the smell of putrefaction and chemicals. Although an Irwell and Mersey River Authority had been formed in 1891 to deal with such matters, nothing at all had been done by the time of the First World War. Too many vested interests had too much to lose in restoring the river to its original purity.


The greatest culprits in all the pollution hemmed in the dwellings of the workers at Bury as they did in all the industrial towns. The factories were everywhere: rearing above an embankment, forming one side of an entire street, creating a cul de sac across the end of two terraces, sloping up the side of a hill, shutting off much natural light from anything else built nearby. The most characteristic of the factories were the cotton mills, which were also easier to identify than the buildings for any other form of manufacture. Whether they were made of stone or brick they rose several floors above the ground – up to six storeys sometimes – and they were unique in the number and size of the windows on every floor so that, when darkness fell, light blazed from them and the imaginative observer could see some resemblance to great liners at sea. Their chimneys sometimes rose as much as 250 feet into the air and the name of the mill would often appear on these totems in glazed and coloured letters, set one above the other, which could be read from some distance – Pilot, Egyptian, Eagle, India, California, or whatever the millowner’s fancy had been. They throbbed with energy during cotton booms, when the workers would operate round the clock in shifts. If you walked down a street beside a mill you could hear the muted clash of the looms inside, on one floor above another, and if you placed your head against the wall you could feel it vibrate. Enter those weaving sheds and you were deafened by the din as hundreds of machines flung their beams back and forth, while a shuttle flew across each frame from side to side. So great was the noise that no one ever tried to make himself heard: instead the operatives exaggerated the movements of their mouths silently – they called this “mee-mawing” – and lip-read each other’s conversations perfectly. They retained the exaggerated movements when speaking normally outside the cotton mill. It was one of their most noticeable caste marks.


The work force in the mills was always mixed. No skill was more highly regarded than that of a six-loom weaver (someone who could tend six looms at once, which required much nonstop dexterity) and such an expert was liable to come in either sex. In each district of the town there was a character known as the knocker-up, paid a small weekly sum by the operatives to waken them each morning with a tap on the windowpane, and he had as many female customers as men. Shortly afterwards the street would echo to the sound of people heading for the great iron gates of the nearest mill. They all wore clogs, whose curved wooden soles gave them a curiously bobbing gait; and the clog irons nailed on to the alder sole would clatter on the cobbles and sometimes strike sparks. Going home again at the end of the shift, the women would often have cotton fluff sticking to their hair. The men were pale and did not often give the impression of great physical strength. They were heading for an evening whose main purpose was to replenish with enough sustenance to see them through another day. They mostly ate things that filled them at small expense, relying heavily on the potato above all. Such meat as came their way except on special occasions were the inferior cuts and the offal that the millowning families would not themselves have consumed. The local speciality was the black pudding of dried pig’s blood, stuffed into an intestinal membrane and then tied in a kidney shape, which the people of Bury believed to have been invented in the town by a family who sold these things from a little shop in Union Square.


It was, on the whole, a frugal existence, with little to spare for luxuries. Poverty and the fear of poverty, the likelihood of unemployment before long, was always there. This was the reason the Army had settled on the town. Men would rather take the Queen’s shilling than starve because they could not find work.


One of the most substantial buildings in Bury lay on its western outskirts, beside the road to Bolton. Like everything else that wasn’t new, the Wellington Barracks had suffered from the industrial climate, and its stonework was blackened with more than half a century of grime. Its long dormitory blocks enclosed a square, on which soldiers could sometimes be spotted at their parade-ground drill by people passing the arched entrance, where a sentry always stood guard. On the open land behind, used for target practice, the crackle of musketry could often be heard. The Barracks had been built before the Crimean War, though the Lancashire Fusiliers had only been there since 1873, when they weren’t yet known by that name. They did, however, already have a long history, which began when William of Orange landed at Brixham in Devon and marched to Exeter in 1688, to begin the so-called Glorious Revolution which brought constitutional monarchy to the land and ended for ever the Stuart succession to the throne. At Brixham, William granted commissions for the raising of two foot regiments and a regiment of horse, one of which was awarded to Sir Robert Peyton, a gentleman of fortune who had been described as “a topping anti-courtier” in Charles II’s last years, and had already served under William in the Netherlands. Thus commissioned, Peyton mustered six independent companies of infantry in Exeter, to serve as the Twentieth Regiment of Foot. It was customary at this period for troops to be identified by their commander’s name; and what had initially been Colonel Sir Robert Peyton’s Regiment of Foot in later years was successively known as Hamilton’s, then Bligh’s, then Kingsley’s and so on, as gentlemen tired of their military responsibility, and money changed hands profitably … which was also a custom of the day. But in time the convention died away and this body of troops was generally recognised as the XXth Foot; sometimes as the East Devonshire Regiment.


William may have brought peace to England by accepting the invitation to rule from seven of its great aristocratic families, but in Ireland he only made existing divisions worse. On July 1, 1690, the new regiment had its baptism of fire in the valley of the Boyne, where the Irish Jacobite forces were heavily defeated by the Orange troops, in an engagement that still had wretched repercussions three hundred years later. The regiment later took part in the storming of Athlone and acquired its third battle honour in routing the Jacobites at Aughrim, further west. It remained in Ireland on garrison duty for the next decade and for much of its early history it would return there repeatedly, rather than to England, after service abroad. Its first foreign service saw it in the West Indies, its second in Gibraltar, where one soldier of the regiment is said to have distinguished himself by receiving 30,000 lashes in a series of punishments during his fourteen years of duty on the Rock: the Army of the eighteenth century was a brutal refuge from the uncertainties of civilian life, even when it was not fighting wars. The XXth did, in fact, take part in fighting at Gibraltar, when it defended the fortress against a siege of Spanish troops. But its first major campaign did not occur until the War of the Austrian Succession broke out in 1741. It fought at Dettingen, in the last battle to see a British army commanded in the field by its monarch (George II); and at Fontenoy, which is still recognised as one of the great infantry engagements in the history of war.


Then it was hurried back to Britain, where Bonnie Prince Charlie was attempting to revive the Stuart cause, and it took part in the bloody end of his aspirations in the heather at Culloden. From that butchery, however, one of the King’s men emerged with his honour intact. With dead and dying Scots all over the battlefield, the infamous Duke of Cumberland, the victorious commander, noticed a young Highlander staring at him angrily. He turned to a young officer by his side and ordered him to shoot the man. The officer replied: “My commission is at your Highness’s disposal, but I can never consent to become an executioner.” His name was James Wolfe, and three years later he joined the XXth as its second in command at the age of twenty-two. He saw no fighting with it, however, and seems in the regimental histories to have been a rather solemn young man, anxious to discourage his soldiers from excessive pleasures of the flesh. To his fellow officers he deplored “the shameful drunkness of the men” and further remarked that “the worst and idlest soldiers are those that are most venereal in disorders … they should suffer for their intemperance; and orders that 6s be paid for the cure of the pox, and 4s for the clap.” These were significant sums of money for private soldiers to find in the middle of the eighteenth century; more than a man’s weekly wage, out of which he had to victual himself, pay for his uniform and keep his weapons in repair.
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