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Chapter One







“It is quite unbelievable,” wrote Brooke, “that things should have gone so well to date. It is a great gamble for a great stake and I pray God that it may come off.” Despite the inexperience of the landing-craft crews it came off next morning almost beyond expectation. At 1 a.m. on November 8th, 1942, the troops began to go ashore on the Algerian beaches….


SIR ARTHUR BRYANT 


War Diaries of F.-M. Viscount Alanbrooke




 





As far as I could see along the beach there was chaos. Landing-craft were beaching in the pounding surf, broaching to the waves, and spilling men and equipment into the water. Men wandered about aimlessly, hopelessly lost, calling to each other, swearing at each other and at nothing. There was no beach party or shore party anywhere in sight. I was chilled…. I was lonely …


GEN. L. K. TRUSCOTT 


Command Missions





AS THE LANDING CRAFT pitched into the breakers, a taste of verdigris queased into my throat. Blanco puffed up from the gas mask on my chest and desiccated my mouth. That steel helmet was murdering my skull. I felt distinctly unwell, but it would never do to let the chaps see it. A commander must never show weakness in front of his troops.


I swallowed cavernously and gave Sergeant Transom a heartening slap on the shoulder.


“Well, Sergeant, here we go then,” I said. “Getting our chance at last of a good crack at the Boche, eh?”


He lowered his binoculars, surveyed me gloomily for some seconds, and spat silently into the sea. Grand chap in a tight corner, Transom, but not overarticulate.


With four hundred yards to go we ran into the low morning mist which skeined along the Algerian coast. The ramp came down to half-mast and I judged it time to read the Order of the Day. It was a noble, rousing message the general had penned, just the thing to give the chaps that final lift up the beach. I took the card from my map case and moved forward to the slope of the ramp.


“Men of the Fourth Musketeers,” I declaimed, “we go forth together on this historic day, the eighth of November, 1942, to embark on a Great Adventure. We invade Algeria to do our bit in defence of the Old Country, the Empire and the Democratic Way of Life. Let us go into the ring for this first round with the Light of Battle in our eyes and the Strength of Righteousness in our hearts. If we all pull together with true British pluck and team spirit, we shall, with the support of the Almighty God of Battles, win His just victory over the Forces of Evil…. Good luck to you all, good hunting and tally-ho! to kick the Hun for six out of Africa!”


“And up the Spurs!” shouted Private Drogue.


“I would also add just a few personal words of my own …”


Before I could do so there was a grinding crunch below the waterline, the nose of the craft slid skywards, the ramp shot away from under my feet and pitched me backwards into the Mediterranean. I bumped rock and old iron six feet down and came to the surface with the tide carrying me already ten yards away from my command. The mist swirled down, but I could still make out the rearing shape of the boat and hear the engines roaring madly.


As I drifted farther away my feet touched sand and I was able to stand against the race. I blew my whistle and put my right hand on top of my head in the approved signal laid down in the Infantry Training Manual.


“Rally!” I shouted. “Rally! Number Twelve Platoon, the Fourth Musketeers, rally on me!”


Three times I gave this order, but nobody came to look for his commander. At first I could not understand. I undoubtedly had the affection of my men. Man-management had ever been my abiding interest. I had advised each of them at length about his marital affairs, arranged compulsory saving of a sensible part of their pay and never taken my meal on exercises until they had eaten. Sometimes they ate the lot and there was none left for me. Sergeant Transom, though admittedly lacking in imagination, was a most loyal N.C.O., and we had been together for a long time.


As the craft went astern and out of sight I realized that my abandonment was a naval decision. Underwater obstructions had been encountered and another approach must be found. My chaps would have come for me if they could. But the Navy was in command. A good chap, too, that sub-lieutenant. When I took him through the details of my Beach Landing Programme he had shown, for an untrained naval officer, a surprisingly intelligent appreciation of Army problems, and I had told him so.


The sound of the engines died away and I was alone and unsupported, neck-deep in the warm lopping sea.


“Now, steady, Ernest,” I said to myself. “Steady up and remember Clausewitz.”


It has ever been my custom in any military dilemma to make a quick appreciation of the situation based on Clausewitz’s Principles of War. The commandment appropriate to my present circumstances was clearly “Maintenance of the Objective.” Not only would this action get me on to dry land, but it might also bring me back to my platoon.


Urged on by the tide, I strode through the shallows and found myself in a tiny cove framed by low red cliffs. Somewhere over the top and a mile inland lay our first bound, the village of Cleptha. My beach seemed deserted, and I only hoped that if Sergeant Transom met opposition he would remember my battle plan. It was an adaptation of the Montgomery left-hook technique and needed a mathematical mind to apply it at platoon level.


The mist lifted and the sun came through as I crawled over the sand and up onto the rise of the dunes. I was steaming like a frosty scrum when I reached the rocks below the crest…. There was a sudden clatter of stones above me and a man came running out onto the ridge.


He looked like an Arab, dressed in brown folk weave with an antimacassar around his head. But you could never be too careful. Damned crafty, the Hun. So I dived for cover and landed in a bed of thistles.


“Halt!” I commanded. “Who goes there?”


The lanyard of my revolver tangled in my entrenching tool and I couldn’t get my weapon out. Fortunately, my adversary stopped ten feet away. I caught the full smell of him down wind and knew he couldn’t be a German.


“O.K., Johnnie,” he piped. “Hurrafor King George.”


I had my pistol unravelled now and kept him covered as I came into the open.


“You speak English?”


“O.K., Johnnie. Hurrafor King George.”


He turned back the way he had come and beckoned me to follow him.


“That way?” I asked. “Cleptha?”


“Cleptha. O.K., Johnnie. Hurrafor King George.” He nodded triumphantly and pointed to himself, “Momali … Momali.”


If the landing is unopposed, said our orders, make immediate contact with the civil authorities. This was my chance. My landing was unopposed. Here was a guide. If I contacted the local headman the place would be my personal, bloodless victory. The major would be delighted.


“Take me to your sheikh,” I commanded. He jumped twice in the air in delight and went flap-footing down the track. Once away from the sea, the wind blew hot and dry and the worst of the wet was out of me when, after twenty minutes’ trot, we came to the mud-brick and corrugated-iron outskirts of Cleptha. White houses sprang up as we hit the high street, a pavement, then shops, cafés, the market-place and the mosque. Arabs stood up and clapped us through as though we were finishing the marathon. One ran alongside and grabbed my arm. Momali kicked him à la savate and sent him spinning into a barrow of dried octopi. We reached a two-story house with green shutters and flags of all nations decorating the balcony. Momali shepherded me between potted palms and into a tiled hall dripping with bead curtains.


A fat, swart woman with two Union Jacks topping her Madame Butterfly chignon came whooping through the beadwork. In a torrent of molten French and a smother of eau-de-Cologne, she folded me in her vast bosom and kissed me violently on either cheek, leaving gouts of lipstick to mark her passage. She bore me down into a raffia armchair and pushed a hassock under my feet.


“Momali,” I asked. “This lady. She wife of the sheikh?”


“O.K., Johnnie. Hurrafor King George.” He nodded vigorous agreement and flapped off back into the street.


My hostess rang a cowbell and a boy brought in coffee and a bottle of Rule Britannia A1 Scotch Whisky. There was giggling above me and a dozen young women of various shades and sizes looked down from the gallery at the top of the stairs. I was getting the hang of things now. Butterfly was the sheikh’s No. 1 Wife and the others were the junior members of his harem. It was customary, no doubt, for the No. 1 Wife to offer hospitality before a guest met her master. She poured me a glass, half coffee, half Rule Britannia. Like Montgomery, I do not normally take alcohol but this was clearly in the line of political duty. I drank and the first gulp dried out my vest.


No. 1 screamed at the other wives and they came down the stairs and paraded like mannequins before my chair. I smiled politely and drank a little fire-cocoa to each in turn. All part of the welcoming ceremony, I thought, until I realized that Butterfly, in basic French and all too obvious sign language, was inviting me to choose one for my carnal pleasure.


I had heard tell of the magnitude of Arab hospitality, but this was old-world courtesy run mad. How could you possibly negotiate politically with a man ten minutes after you’d been up to all sorts with one of his wives? Besides, I’ve never been a chap for that sort of thing. I was not, thank God, brought up promiscuous.


A wet-lipped wife in a strained kimono sat down on my knee and I swallowed the rest of my coffee for safety. Her hands wandered everywhere and left me in no doubt as to her eagerness to sacrifice herself in the name of hospitality. It was a good thing I’d kept my equipment on.


“Non, madame” I said. “Merci beaucoup, mais non.”


She took this disclaimer for shyness and I was struggling with her in defence of British military honour when there came a wild shouting from the street and Momali, followed by Sergeant Transom and Twelve Platoon, rushed in.


No. 1 Wife burst her stays in a torrent of delight, all the other wives ran upstairs and the platoon went after them.


“Well,” said Sergeant Transom, “but you soon got on the old job, didn’t you?”


“I am here to negotiate with the sheikh,” I said. “Momali led me to his house. We must see that he is rewarded.”


“He’s been rewarded. Best day’s commission ever earned by any Algerian brothel-runner.”


Butterfly took a wash leather bag from her cleavage and counted a pile of coins into Momali’s wriggling palm. A small bush fire ran up the back of my neck.


“You mean, Sergeant… that this is nothing but a … but a disorderly house?”


I had not been in such a place before. All that sort of thing is kept under cover in Kettering.


“Don’t come the old acid with me, sir. You’re a dark horse all right. All them lectures about leave the Wog tarts alone and here you are not landed five minutes and straight after a bit of Algerian under.”


“Now, Sergeant Transom, I want to make it quite clear to you that …”


“It’s all clear enough to me, sir, and it’ll be clearer still to the major if he comes in here and sees you with that lipstick all over your gob. We’d better be pushing on for the main road. Out through the back door, too.”


He clattered up the stairs and along the corridor, marking his progress by the slap of female buttocks and the answering squeals of foreign anguish.


“Outside on parade, all of you!”


Ten minutes later, Twelve Platoon was back in action, moving in battle formation out of Cleptha and up a sunken track towards the coast road.


“Roll on, bleeding death,” said Private Spool. “We was just on the job lovely when he has to have everybody out.”


“In, out, on guard,” said Private Drogue. “All I had time for. All right for him, mind you, crafty perisher. Swims ashore, nips up smartish and gets in a couple of long, slow grinds before we ever get there.”
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There was a tinge of admiration in his voice so I decided not to reprove him. More serious matters took my attention.


“Sergeant Transom,” I said. “We’re not observing proper anti-gas precautions. The leading man has no litmus paper on his bayonet.”


He looked down at the thick, white dust puffing over our boots.


“Nor he hasn’t, sir,” he said in surprise. “And this is a dead likely place to meet mustard gas, and all. I’ll see to it right away.”


He moved forward and spiked a sheet of paper on Private Drogue’s bayonet.


“What we on now,” asked the gas sentry. “Flag day?”


The litmus paper did not look of standard size to me and so I went up to inspect. It was a square of toilet paper. Quite useless, I assure you, for detecting mustard gas deposits. I was about to remonstrate with the sergeant when I noticed that no one in the platoon but myself still had a gas mask. They’d all thrown them away. This was too grave a matter to be dealt with on the line of march. We would have to have a kit inspection on the objective.


Steadily we plodded up the track and as we breasted the final rise we came in sight of the black ribbon of the road. I squared my shoulders and moved forward with the point section to lead my men in the final assault. A great exultation flowed over me…. Everything I had been through was suddenly worth while…. The sacrifice of my corn-chandling career, those tough months in the ranks, the merciless grind of O.C.T.U. training, the endless nights of military study, the digging, the drilling, the cross-country runs, the E.N.S.A. concerts, the A.B.C.A. lectures, the V.I.P. parades, the cleaning of snow, the polishing of coal, the whitewashing of stones and all the thousand hammer blows that went to forge a soldier fit for twentieth-century war … all were proudly justified in this crowning moment as I marched forward with my men in the Spearhead of Democracy. And, as the African sun aimed arson on top of my tin hat and twin rivers of sweat coursed down behind either ear, my memory made green again that wet October morning when it all began, two years ago, and I walked into the recruiting depot in High Street, Kettering, plain Mr. Ernest Goodbody, rankless, uncommissioned, an utterly unarmed civilian….



















Chapter Two







The unpreparedness of Britain in 1914, when it was the only country in the world whose Army had field-guns incapable of firing a high-explosive shell, was eclipsed by Britain’s almost unbelievable lack of fighting material twenty-five years later in 1939. What had been obsolete in 1914 was still in use…. We had no sub-machine-guns, no rimless cartridges, no percussion grenades…. There were, of course, no dive-bombers in the Air Force and the tanks were fit only for museums. The solar helmets issued to troops going East to defend India, Burma and Malaya were remnants of the South African war. Nearly all the bombs the R.A.F. possessed in 1939 had been left over from 1919… It was never questioned, however, that the British Army’s cavalry lances and swords, their saddles, horseshoes, picks, shovels and tent mallets were the equal of any in the world …


GEN. SIR LESLIE HOLLIS War at the Top





I SPENT MY EARLY childhood cowering before that poster of Kitchener’s demanding finger and accusative moustache. The outbreak of war brought me nightmares in which beautiful young women handed me white feathers in the street. I was single and unattached and my country needed me. And there seemed little likelihood that corn-chandler’s chief clerk would become a reserved occupation.


So, on the last Friday in October 1939, I balanced the lentil ledger, initialled the stock totals and informed Mr. Cawberry that I was rallying to the flag. I must say he took it very well.


“Cawberry and Company have had you for six years, my boy,” he said. “It seems only fair that someone else should have a turn. I trust and hope that in these dark days Cawberry’s loss will be the Army’s gain.”


The drill hall was dim with cold fog and spectrums glowed about the gas lights. Icy-fingered doctors did things to me which I would rather not discuss in mixed company. The clerk at the final table booked me in for posting.


“You are free to choose any arm of the Service you wish,” he said, “and provided there are vacancies in that arm and your qualifications are suitable, you will be posted there.”


“I’ve always fancied the Secret Service. M.I.5, you know. Military Intelligence.”


“Military Intelligence, eh?” He read aloud as he wrote. “Arm of Service preferred … M. I…. Right you are. Next please.”


I spent the next three days at the library reading up on Mata Hari and on the Monday morning received my orders to report to Burrapore Barracks, the training depot for Motorized Infantry. After counting us all five times, they found they had exactly five barrack rooms full and one man over. I was the odd man out and was marched away to Number Seventeen by Corporal Maloney and Lance Corporal Dodds.


“He’s scrawny,” said Maloney, eyeing me distastefully, “and dead windy-looking.”


“He’s all we got,” said Dodds, “until the other thirty-nine arrive tomorrow. I hope to Gawd Hitler don’t strike tonight.”


They instructed me in the art of polishing coal, appointed me fire picket and left me in charge of the barrack room. Sitting there on my first night in the Army, coal in hand and unheroic, looking down a bleak vista of naked bedsteads, I felt lone, lorn, and very Dickensian.


The corporals returned soon after ten, both with a skinful and a quart bottle of the same again, and settled before the fireplace to reminisce. I listened in disciplined silence and gathered that while the chunky corporal was a regular soldier of twenty-four years’ unbroken service, his willowy lance jack was a reservist who had been called back to the Colours after five years of civilian life.


Their exchanges developed into a debate about the relative merits of Army and civilian life. Maloney proclaimed his absolute conviction that the Army gave a man the best bargain.


“Free grub, free travel, a place to kip, and the best clobber that money can buy. You don’t get no civvy trash in the Army, my boy.”


Dodds, speaking from experience of both worlds, was equally convinced that in all things the civilian was superior to the military.


“You just don’t know, Paddy,” he said. “You ain’t sampled civvy stuff like I have.”


For answer, Maloney took off his ammunition boots and put them proudly on the table.


“Look at them. Strong as houses, soft as bosoms, and eight years on my feet already. You don’t get boots like that in civvy street.”


Dodds lugged off his black shoes and planted them beside the boots. He unbuttoned his jacket for comfort and I saw that, underneath his battle dress, his evening wear was civilian throughout.


“Box calf, those are. Six years I’ve worn them and they’re as good as the day I bought them in Leather Lane. You get nothing like them in the Army.”


Maloney brushed the shoes contemptuously aside.


“Cardboard and brown paper! A shower of rain and you’ll be barefoot.” He stripped off his grey socks. “Feel those. Pure wool, they are. There’s body in them …”


“Pure wool is it you’re after? Then read what that label says.”


Dodds was off with his lovat-mixture civvy socks and stretching them across the table.


“Thin as bloody cobwebs and about as hard wearing.” Maloney was already wrestling with his jacket. “Let’s see your shirt.”


He pulled his khaki shirt over his head and fell down twice before he got out of it.


“Flannel, that’s what that is, solid flannel.” He cracked his shirt like a stock whip. “What doctors prescribe for the rheumatics and the Army gives it to you free.”


“And it scrapes the skin off your shoulders in the first week,” countered Dodds, holding out his striped poplin. “Now, there’s a shirt for you. A decent civilized piece of clothing for a human being …”


And they went on with their partisan strip poker, comparing braces, buttons, handkerchiefs, brushes, combs, vests and pants until, finally, all their belongings were piled on the table and they were standing naked before me.


“Rotten, threadbare, civvy street muck,” jeered Maloney. “Puff o’ wind … and where are you?”


“Clogs and canvas and crummy great shirts they don’t even give to convicts …”


Each took a long swig to ease his flow. They gurgled and swayed in the firelight, rosy and paunchy enough for any bacchanal. Given a bunch of grapes and a satyr or two and they’d have had Rubens reaching for his roller. Maloney suddenly slammed down the bottle.


“Teeth!” he yelled. “You can’t beat Army teeth.”


His hand went up to his mouth and he pulled out a complete top set and laid them glistening on the table.


“Look at those beauties. Made for me by an Army dentist in Quetta. Fitted like a glove, the day I got them. That’s quality for you, Dodds … quality you’ll never get from any civilian …”


“Oh! No? … Just take a look at these.” The lance corporal whipped out his own top set and laid them down for inspection. “Hand made those were by Mr. Gravel, the finest dentist in the whole Seven Sisters Road. Pure ivory, them teeth are, not bone and bakelite like those crunchers of yours …”


“I’ll show you bone and bakelite, I will.” Maloney bashed his teeth madly on the edge of the table.


“Hard as iron. Tough as teak. You bash your tombstones like that!”


Dodds crashed his dentures down.


“There you are … teethmarks in the wood and not a chip out of them anywhere. That’s civvy workmanship for you, Paddy, and they’re built to last…”


Maloney solemnly picked up his teeth and hurled them against the wooden wall of the barrack room. They bounced down and scuttered back across the floor like a racing crab.


Dodds slung his teeth overarm and they ricocheted back to him off the beading.


“Not a scratch on mine anywhere,” he proclaimed.


“Not a mark on mine neither. That’s Army gear for you.”


Maloney hurled his set again, Dodds took up the challenge and they settled to a regular fusillade of teeth following teeth in rapid fire against the woodwork. This tattoo, however, brought no decision.


“You ain’t throwing yours as hard as me, Dodds.”


“I’m throwing flat out. You’re pulling your punches because you’re afraid of busting your load of plastic. You’re just lobbing them up like Granny …”


“Am I, indeed? Let me tell you …” Maloney stopped suddenly in mid-tirade and looked at me. “That’s it, Dodds … him. He’s neutral…. Hut! Shun! … Quick march! … Jump to it, boy! … Halt!”


I was in my black and red pyjamas with the Russian eagle on the pocket. I forgot I was barefoot and slammed down a halt that sent me hammer-toed.


“Gawd!” said the naked Dodds. “Rudolph Valentino. All done up for the old business.”


“He’s neutral,” said Maloney. “We’ll have him throw both lots at once. That’s fair, ain’t it?”


He handed me both sets of teeth.


“Throw them false teeth against that wall. Hard as you can.”


I freely confess that I was unprepared for this situation. I had braced myself to meet the hardship, horror, and sacrifice of total war, but I had not anticipated that the Army’s first direct order to me would be, “Throw them false teeth against that wall.” I realized that military orders must be obeyed without question, but some civilian atavism warned me that this way I would make enemies, and I hesitated. What greater insult can you pay a man than to throw his false teeth against a wall?


“Come on, now,” growled Maloney. “Get on with it or I’ll have you down the guard room for insubordination.”


“You sling them teeth when you’re told,” said Dodds, “or I’ll have you up for court-martial.”


I reflected that they could shoot you in wartime for refusing to obey an order. I drew back my arm and hurled the two sets of teeth at the wall. Unfortunately, I missed the woodwork and hit the granite surround of the fireplace. The dentures shattered to pieces … hailstones of ivory and pellets of coral scattered the barrack room floor, and the holystoned hearth was like the bottom of a dentist’s dustbin.


“Me teeth!” moaned Maloney. “You’ve smashed me beautiful teeth.”


“You’ve broke them,” cried Dodds, kneeling down and fingering the rubble. “You bloody Cossack, you … you Sheikh of Araby, you’ve broke my top set completely.”


In a smart and soldierlike manner, I stood to attention after my throw, awaiting the next order.


“I’m very sorry,” I said. “But you told me to. I was only obeying your orders.”


Maloney was all for beating my teeth out there and then to join his own on the floor. But Dodds, a true barrack room lawyer, restrained him.


“We’ll have him up in the morning, Paddy,” he said. “He’ll get the glasshouse for this. But if you mark him now, he’ll plead provocation.”


They retired to their cubicles, swearing flabbily and calling down curses on my military career. I was very unhappy and the only consolation I could draw from the situation was that they couldn’t bite me.


I was up next day on company orders charged with “Conduct to the prejudice of good order and military discipline in that he deliberately smashed the false teeth of his corporals.” Maloney and Dodds said that without even a by-your-leave I took their teeth from the table and hurled them against the fireplace. It took me about twenty minutes to go through the true sequence of events and to explain to the company commander that I had been a neutral tooth-thrower, a pressed arbitrator acting under strict orders.


When I had finished he was clearly uncertain whether I was drunk or barmy. He finally wrote all over my records in red ink, notched me seven days’ C.B. (confined to barracks) for luck, told the sergeant major to watch out for me as a potential troublemaker and booked me for an early visit to the psychiatrist.



















Chapter Three







Our new armies are to be officered by classes of society who are new to the job. The middle, lower and working classes are now receiving the King’s Commission. These classes, unlike the old aristocratic and feudal (almost) classes who led the old army, have never had “their people” to consider …


LETTER TO THE TIMES FROM AN O.C.T.U. Commandant 





WITH THE BUGLE CALLING me at inconvenient hours, Sergeant Major Grope beady-eyeing me at every turn and two gummy corporals chasing me from pillar to post mumbling toothless, incomprehensible orders, my opening week in the Army did nothing to confirm that a field marshal’s baton was hidden in my knapsack. But I did not allow this first misfortune to deter me. I applied myself to my duties with zest, smiling as I polished dustbins, whistling as I whitewashed coal bunkers, laughing aloud as I lathered latrines.


“If yow down’t pack up acting so bleeding happy on jankers,” said Private Calendar, my fellow prisoner, “so help me God I’ll lob yow one up your crutch wit’ sharp end of this bloody broom.”


Calendar had come straight to the depot from Walton Jail and was suffering punishment for having hit the provost sergeant with the door torn from his locker. His outlook was understandably jaundiced. I recommended to him many of the precepts of Dale Carnegie and spent a lot of time during our penal periods together explaining that only by taking a positive approach to adversity can we lead the Full Life, Win Friends, and Influence People. I continued throughout the week to exemplify my points in my own behaviour, and it came as a sad disappointment when on the last day of my sentence he caught me bending over a bucket and lobbed me the threatened one up the crutch. To avoid getting him into further trouble I told the medical orderly that I had fallen astride when vaulting a five-barred gate.


“Looks to me,” he said, as he painted everything in reach with gentian violet, “as if you was vaulting astride some biddy when she belted you one with her brolly.”


I did my best to please Corporal Maloney, borrowing the Weapon Training Manuals from the depot library so that I could study beforehand each lesson in our training programme. I was thus able to prompt to corporal whenever he forgot any of his lines and to remind him of the correct Manual wording on the odd occasion when he made mistakes. Although he never directly thanked me—he was having trouble breaking in his new teeth at the time—I am sure he was grateful for these little services.


Our relations on drill parades were not as amicable as I would have wished. The root cause of dissension was my distinctive walk of the Goodbody family in which the same arm and leg swing forward together. The Army gait requires, unfortunately, the opposite routine. While a Goodbody swings left arm forward with left foot stepping out, the Army prefers that the right arm go forward as the left steps out.


By careful concentration and counting aloud I could meet the Army rhythm for the first few paces but then heredity would assert itself, the reflexes of my ancestors would regain control and my limbs slip steadily back to their natural unison, left going with left and right going with right. Another twenty yards and the counter-swinging arms of the men about me would begin to falter and join in half-heartedly with mine. By the time we’d been twice up and down the square the rhythmic uncertainty would spread throughout the squad and arms would be going all ways like insane semaphores before the gibbering Maloney called a halt. At first he thought the Goodbody gait was a deliberate act of sabotage and hauled me out in front of the squad.


“So you’re not satisfied, boyo, with smashing my dentures and visiting the pains of purgatory on my suffering gums. You want to put me in the ruddy loony-bin by playing Joe Cripple on drill parade, don’t you?”


“No, Corporal. I always walk this way.”


“Nobody walks that way. It’s against human nature…. Quick march! … Halt! … About turn! … Quick march!”


He kept me jumping around with sudden orders for ten minutes in the hope that I would convict myself of mickey-taking by dropping into the Army rhythm. But, in the end, he had to concede my sincerity.


“What have I ever done,” he asked, “that God Almighty should lumber me with you? You ought to be in a bloody circus, you did. Or hop-stepping up behind Groucho Marx. You’re a horrible sight creeping around the square like a wooden-legged hunchback. Get off down behind the cookhouse where nobody can see you and practise walking like a human being.”


He came down to give me personal instruction, insisting that we walk together like a three-legged race. At the end of the session I hadn’t made any notable progress, but Maloney was definitely picking up the Goodbody polka.


“You’ve got me doing it now, and I’m supposed to be the flaming drill instructor. Another six weeks of you and the whole depot’ll have the cack-handed St. Virus’s Dance.”


It was that evening that Calendar jabbed me so ungratefully with the broom handle. On parade next day I was forced to walk with legs held carefully apart, bandy as a cow-punching coot. This refinement of my normal style was just too much for Maloney.


“Jesus wept!” he groaned. “And all because he laid eyes on you. Half man, half ruptured crab. And me on 7-4 in quid notes that our squad wins the Drill Competition. Take him away, Dodds. Get him excused drill and see if the orderly room can’t use him till he can at least get his spavined hocks together again.”


They sent me in to Sergeant Major Grope.


“I see from your records you claim to have been a chief clerk and accountant in civvy street. Does that mean you can read and write?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Then you can start copying up the names on the acquittance rolls for next month. And don’t think I won’t be watching you …”


They gave me last week’s carbons, a foot high stack of pay sheets, and I set to work writing in the names of the twelve hundred-odd inhabitants of the depot. The last scribe had been in a hurry and some of his entries could have been more legible. The orderly room corporal showed me where I could check any doubtful names against the nominal rolls and personal records. It seemed an excellent opportunity to display to the sergeant major my powers of application, so I diligently cross-checked and struck balances at every possible point. My industry was rewarded when he came into the office after nine o’clock on my fourth evening and saw me still at work.


“Haven’t you finished those sheets yet?” he said. “There shouldn’t be any need to work till this time of night.”


“I have completed the sheets, sir, and am now engaged in checking the accuracy of my entries. There are a number of discrepancies between the various records which I feel you should know about and I have, therefore, prepared a report for your consideration.”


I handed him the top copy.


“As I have indicated, sir, at paragraph one, there are one thousand one hundred seventy-two other ranks on the present strength of the depot and one thousand one hundred eighty-four names on the pay sheets. One thousand one hundred eighty-four signatures appeared last week and therefore cash has been drawn and paid out in respect of twelve soldiers who are not on the strength. My analysis at paragraph two indicates that six of these extra names are those of recruits who have been discharged from the depot back to civilian status during the past year, three others are named J. Smith, two W. Robinson, and one E. Jones. While the appearance on the paysheets of the extra twelve names and the regular debiting of pay against their signatures may be due to some errors in the records I have examined so far, it may well suggest, as you will be aware, sir, that someone is engaged in embezzlement of Army funds. I was wondering, sir, who actually controls the drawing of cash and the balancing of the pay sheets.”


“I do.”


“Oh!”


“What I mean,” said the sergeant major hastily, “is that I’m in control of the work, but there’s all sorts of people have to help me. Officers write the cheques and give out the money, the clerks add up the pay sheets. Could be any of ’em.” He sat down beside me and put a fatherly hand on my shoulder.


“Now, my boy, I think it would be best if we kept this entirely to ourselves. There may be some mistake in the records you don’t know about. And anyway, if there is a villain about we don’t want him to know we’re on to him, do we?”


“No, sir. I have completed my duty in reporting to you.”


“That’s right. And you leave the rest to me.” He tapped my report. “Have you by any chance got a copy of this?”


“Yes, sir. I thought I would keep one as a sample of my Army work. It might be useful if I get to any interviews.”


He sucked his teeth judicially.


“I think it might be as well if you gave it to me. You can’t be too careful about security.”


I handed him the carbon.


“As you wish, sir. I’m sure I could remember the details if ever I should need them.”


“You can, can you?” He looked at me keenly. “And about these interviews. Is there any particular line you’d like to get transferred to?”


“No, sir. I am anxious only to do my duty.”


“I see. Well, you get off now. And remember, not a word to anybody about this.”


“I’ll remember, sir.”


“And it’ll perhaps be best if you don’t work here no more. Just in case anybody’s watching. Tomorrow morning, you report to the R.Q.M.S. for duty in the stores.”


R.Q.M.S. Dibson was busy stock-taking and he set me to measuring flannelette, counting button sticks, pairing boots, and bundling blankets. In the process I was able to compare the Army stock records with those of Cawberry and Company and to suggest one or two improvements in his arrangements. He was not, unfortunately, very appreciative.


“Don’t fink, son,” he said. “Just count the fings I tell you to count and write down how many. That’s all you got to do. Leave the brainwork to the Secretary of State for War, eh? All he pays you for is to do or die, not to reason why. Now get off with the truck party and help pick up the rations.”


We had to wait a long time at the ration dumps and while the others played pontoon I had ample opportunity to study the system of issue. Corporal Maloney didn’t seem anxious to have me back on normal duties and I was left for a most informative week in the stores. Despite R. Q. M. S. Dibson’s strictures about thinking, I wrote out some observations for his consideration. It seemed only fair that he should have the same benefit of my experience as Sergeant Major Grope. I took my paper into his office during tea break.


“Excuse me, sir,” I said, “but I have a short report on certain store-keeping points to submit for your consideration.”


“I don’t want no report. And you’re on a charge for disobeying an order. I said no finking.”


“The first point, sir, refers to our ration figures. While in the orderly room I established that there are one thousand one hundred seventy-two other ranks on the strength. Yet the figure on our indents used for meat, sugar, tinned fruit, bacon, and the other foodstuffs on the civilian ration list, is one thousand two hundred seventy-two. For these items we are thus receiving issues for one hundred people in error.”


The R. Q. M. S. got up and bolted his office door.


“Go on,” he said. “Tell me more.”


“Fortunately, this error of one hundred is not repeated in the cookhouse figures. The actual rations issued to the cook sergeant are based on the correct strength of one thousand one hundred seventy-two. The one hundred surplus rations should therefore accumulate each day in your main store.”


“Should they, indeed?”


“In theory, they should. And assuming the error has persisted for, say, one month, there should now be two Nissen huts full of surplus rations. In practice, however, except for the emergency forty-eight hour stock of corned beef and biscuits there is no accumulation whatever of civilian rationed foodstuffs anywhere in the store.”


“Then where is it?”


“I don’t know, sir. It would appear that the surplus one hundred rations are being removed daily elsewhere so that no accumulation arises.”


“And do you know who’s doing the removing?”


“No, sir. But I thought I should report the facts to you.”


Dibson fanned himself with his hat.


“Phew! … But you have been a busy little bee, haven’t you.”


“I try to improve my knowledge all the time, sir.”


“Very commendable, I’m sure.” He sat me down and put his arm around my shoulder in just the way Sergeant Major Grope had done. “Now you ain’t told nobody about your figures, have you?”


“No, sir.”


“Good. Then we’d better just keep this to ourselves until I can get my arrangements made for a proper investigation. If you should breathe one word of this to anybody else and jeopardize those investigations you’d be up for court-martial and in the glasshouse pronto. Understand?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Good. I’ll keep in touch with you. But I don’t think it would be wise for you to work in my stores no more. You report up at the officers’ mess tomorrow and tell the corporal I sent you to help him with his books.”


“Yes, sir. And there’s just one other point I think you ought to know. While I was dusting the gallon rum jars one of them fell over and the cork came out.”


“Oh! Did any rum get spilt?”


“No, sir. The jar was full of cold tea. I thought you’d like to know.”


He unbolted the door for me.


“You ain’t after a transfer somewhere else are you, son? Wanting to better yourself maybe?”


“No, sir. Not at the moment, anyway.”


At first the mess corporal was most grateful for my assistance, but his attitude towards me became strangely cooler on the third day when I showed him my poultry and egg analysis which proved that the bills from his supplier must have been wrongly made out. To have consumed all the poultry items charged for in the past quarter the twenty-two officers would have had to have eaten two chickens and eight eggs each per day. It was while I was explaining my figures to the corporal that a message came for me to dress up and report to the commanding officer.


“As you probably know, Goodbody,” said the colonel, rubbing his white moustache and muttering behind the active hand, “the country needs officers. One of my jobs is to find ’em. There’s a draft of fifteen recruits selected from previous intakes due to go to 212 O. C. T. U. in two days’ time. One of them has been careless and unpatriotic enough to get German measles. We’ve got to fill his vacancy on the course at short notice. Although you’ve only been with us barely a month you have been strongly recommended for the vacancy.” He riffled through the papers on his desk. “Sergeant Major Grope and R. Q. M. S. Dibson both give you most exemplary recommendations for the earliest possible posting to O. C. T. U. and Corporal Maloney indicates that your abilities are such that you would not profit greatly by any longer period at his depot. The mess corporal also spoke to me at lunch in glowing terms about your work with him…. What about you? Do you think you could make an officer?


“I am prepared to do my best, sir, in any station to which my King and Country may see fit to call me.”


“Are you a horseman?”


“Yes, sir.” I had frequently ridden the puller of Cawberry and Company’s delivery dray.


“Good show, I see you were a chief clerk and accountant. Who with?”


“Cawberry and Company, sir…. Corn-chandlers, sir.”


“Know a bit about victualling horses, then, eh?”


We spent a jolly half hour discussing fodder in all its forms and the intricacies of the equine digestion. The colonel shook me by the hand at the end, wished me the best of luck at 212 O. C. T. U. and expressed his assurance that I would not let down the Old Depot.


As I packed my kit next day and drew my warrant I reflected how unfortunate had been my start in the Army and how unwise I would have been to have let it discourage me. If you persevere in the face of adversity and do your best at all times, your true worth will eventually be recognized by your superiors. It was undoubtedly the hard work which I had done for Sergeant Major Grope and the R. Q. M. S. which had earned me such approbation. And if I had not tried to explain Dale Carnegie to Private Calendar I would never have got the chance to work in either the orderly room or the stores. Everything happens for the best in the end, of course, but I did not appreciate at the moment of Calendar’s impact that my first impetus towards becoming an officer and a gentleman had arrived in the form of a jab up the crutch with the sharp end of a broom.



















Chapter Four







Generals have often been reproached with preparing for the last war instead of the next—an easy gibe when their fellow-countrymen and their political leaders, too frequently, have prepared for no war at all.


F.-M. SIR WILLIAM SLIM Defeat Into Victory




 





Gort spoke much of the war in 1914–18 in which he was very well read. He criticized the handling of the British troops in 1914 at Le Cateau, on the Marne, and at the crossing of the Aisne…. On our way we crossed the Vimy Ridge. Gort got us out of our cars when we reached it. He made Hore-Belisha climb a very muddy bank and kept him shivering in the howling gale, while he explained the battle fought there in the 1914–18 war…. We. stopped again, a few miles further on, to hear Pownall describe an attack on Auber’s Ridge … twenty-odd years before …


MAJ. GEN. SIR JOHN KENNEDY The Business of War





THE ACCENT AROUND ME changed from Enoch and Eli to best “cut glass.” My new comrades seemed all aristocrats, juvenile stockbrokers, dons, undergraduates, and sons of tycoons. Plums grew in every throat and I took particular care to talk as far back in the mouth as possible and with every aspirate at my command.


“Welcome to 212 O. C. T. U.,” barked Colonel Grapple, the C. O., baring his teeth and thrashing his leg with a riding whip. “Straight from the shoulder. That’s m’way. Simple soldier-man. Cavalry fashion. All over the world. M’job now to make officers. Make ’em or break ’em, by gad! Silk purses out of sow’s ears. Some of you’ll make silk purses. Some’ll never be anything but sow’s ears. Get rid of them. R. T. U.—Returned to Unit. Never mind. This is war. Damned hard times. Got to be ruthless. Only way to beat the Hun …”


I was most impressed by the staff of instructors. All were seasoned warriors who had spent a lifetime in the Army. Many were such valuable instructors that they could never be spared for actual righting and had devoted the whole of their careers to lecturing about it.
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