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THE BAD LANDS

























Chapter 1


SEPTEMBER 1939





On the Sunday morning Phillip said to Lucy that she and all the children must come to the wireless set in his cottage to hear the Prime Minister’s declaration of war against Germany. It was a morning that would alter all their lives, he told them, as the four small boys, less their sister, entered the green door. He had made a sudden decision that Billy, the eldest, now in his fifteenth year, would not return to school after the summer holidays, but stay and work on the farm.


“Your Uncle Willie, who died soon after the last war, declared that the London Matriculation was the logical emanation of a system which condemns youth to frustration in the classroom before the final frustration of the battlefield. That system is about to pronounce its own doom. The yeoman farmer will have a rosy face when the white-faced European middle-classes are peering into the rubble-heaps of their towns. London may disappear under the explosion of rockets, and become a swamp again, with willows and rushes growing upon the low-lying land beside the Thames. Richard Jefferies wrote a book about it, called After London.”


The children waited, wondering what this was all about. Their father sometimes spoke like this, but usually it ended in some fun.


“Well, all this boils down to the fact that Billy, your big brother, has left school.”


“Me? Really, Dad? Hurray!”


“That’s a rum’n,” said Peter, who was already talking in the local idiom. His voice was becoming higher-pitched in imitation of the natives whose voices were surely an effect of the high and clear Polar air. “Shall I have to leave school, too?” he enquired hopefully.


“I don’t want to go to beastly old school, either, so I think I’ll leave, too,” cried David. And Jonathan, the youngest, tried to repeat what David had said, but got confused, and exploded in a sudden shout. 


“Am I going to plough with the Dicker?” asked 14-year-old Billy, with suppressed excitement. This was a new and little known revolutionary type of light tractor to which the plough and other implements were attached by a hydraulic mechanism.


“If you like.”


David, quick and lively, cried hoarsely, “Coo, I bet Billy makes the Dicker scrap!”


Dicker was the East Anglian word for donkey. The new tractor was painted grey.


Jonathan, catching the excitement, went red in the face, while his tongue sought to announce importantly, “Coo, I bet Billy——” but with a frown Billy growled, “Be quiet, little oafs. This is no time for fooling.” He winked at Peter as his father switched on the radio and tuned-in to Droitwich; but seeing his father’s face, Billy became the prefect.


“Where’s Rosamund?”


“She’s helping Mum, sir!” exclaimed David, in his hoarse voice.


The boy was anxious lest his father’s face take on the strained look that all the children dreaded.


“It’s nearly eleven o’clock. Why aren’t they here?”


“‘Oh, for the wings, for the wings of a dove’,” sang Peter, who was at a Choir School.


“Quiet, boy!” said Billy, frowning.


“Billy, you like to mob poor old Peter,” exclaimed David.


David was the third son. He had fair hair and the wild blue eyes of a poet, he was nearly six. He lived for the mystery and glamour of words. He saw stories in nearly all he heard. His wildest activity could be stilled by the least suggestion of a story. Then the eyes would fix their sight on space and the mouth open. The child’s imagination and sympathy were available for anybody or anything. Once Penelope, the family’s friend and neighbour, had given him a pound box of chocolates. David announced his glee in a cawing voice as he ran to give double-handfuls to all he saw in the village street. The box was soon empty. An affectionate and realistic upbringing would, his father hoped, bring David’s imagination into harmony with his body’s quickness. He dreaded the effect of conventional teaching on this child, who resembled his own father whom he rarely saw nowadays—Father who had lived alone, ever since Mother had died. Nearly three years now, how time passed …


“Where is Mother, and Roz?”


He looked at the grandfather clock in the corner of the room. It was two minutes before eleven o’clock. Soon Neville Chamberlain, the Prime Minister, would announce that they were at war with Germany. He sat still. After all those years—of First Ypres—Loos—Somme—Passchendaele—March 1918, and the annihilation of the Fifth Army … who would have thought then that the world would revolve to the same happenings over again?


“Napoleon said that Great Britain hung upon the neck of Europe like a vampire. He had prophesied in 1815: ‘Great Britain will rue the day she rejected co-operation with me and my system.’ And he said, further, that Britain would be confronted by the German tribes in a struggle for the supremacy of Europe. That was in 1815. He was a year out. Did they teach you that at your school, Peter?”


“I bestways don’t remember, sir,” going pink in the face.


“War was declared by France on Germany in 1870; again in 1914; and now for the third time. Winston Churchill wrote in his autobiography, some years ago, that the policy of Great Britain for four hundred years had been to ‘divide and rule in Europe’. In other words, to prevent any nation trying to create a United States of Europe.”


“Yes, sir,” said David.


He felt suddenly weary. Why am I talking to the children like this? I must be only a farmer in this war. I must not think about it, out of my neurotic weakness. A working man wears out like a horse, they say in the village; but tormenting ideas wear out a man quicker than body work. And the children suffer …


“Hurray! Good old Mum!” cried David, with a toothy smile.


“I’m sorry I’m late,” said Lucy, coming into the cottage. “I’ve been trying to get the butter to set. It’s rather slow today. I’ve fed the hens, and when we’ve listened to the broadcast I must hurry back and get the dinner going. Don’t think me uninterested if I appear to be, will you? There is such lots to do, really, with all the windows to cover up with black-out cloth, and there’s the washing to be got ready for tomorrow. However,” she said cheerfully, “we’ll manage somehow. I’ll do your room after, so don’t think you’re neglected.”


“On the contrary, it’s I who neglect you.’


*


Slowly and sadly, as though brokenly, the husky voice of an exhausted man told them that His Majesty’s Government was at war with Germany. ‘We are fighting against evil things.’ When the voice had died away Lucy said, “He sounded so tired, poor dear. He did so hope for peace, didn’t he?”


“There was death in that voice.”


David’s eyes were opened wide. “Was that a dead man speaking, Dad?”


“He’s tired out, David, for he hates war and did his best to prevent it, in his own way. He thinks of others all the time.”


“He really loves fishing better than anything else, I read it in the paper,” said Rosamund. “Just like you do, Dad. Only not in our polluted stream of course.”


“Oh well, I suppose farming will be a respected thing in England for a year or two now. Matt said barley in the last war went to sixty shillings a coombe—think of it, sixty shillings a sack of four bushels! I expect the price will be controlled this time, but at least all corn will be wanted. Anyway, we’ve got our farm to live on, if things go badly against us. Nearly two hundred acres of arable, and more when the old tired grass is ploughed up.”


“First you’ll do the Scalt, Dad?”


“Yes, Billy. That’s fifteen acres. Ploughing grant thirty pounds. A good thing we’ve already got it chalked and those gravelly, or ‘scald’, places covered with compost from the grupps. I wish we’d had time to cart all the black mud from the dykes on to that thin grass. The rest will have to wait, I’m afraid. You’ll have to plough the Scalt field, Billy.”


Billy looked excitedly at Peter. David cried:


“Cor, Billy on the old Dicker will go br-r-r-umph, crash go the gears! Dad will mob you then, my old fellow.”


“Shut up!” cried Billy. Then turning to his father, “How will you plough it, Dad? In tops and furrows, or on the round? Luke says on the round is best.”


“I don’t know yet. It’s a good thing we’ve got the Aberdeen-Angus bull, and the cows. And the ewes, too. I expect everything will be commandeered, or controlled in price, which is the same thing.”


Billy was not listening. He was rapt in a picture of himself driving a thunderous engine, the earth behind him turning up in twin furrows. Through the boundary hedge he would see his hero, Jake Oldstead, on a huge Case tractor, the earth rearing in triple waves behind the demon driver who was so tough that the mud and oil of many years seemed to lie on the wheels and crankcase of his mighty outfit. He, Bill Maddison, was going to drive the Dicker, and perhaps become as grimy and tough as Jake! The boy’s bedroom was filled with tractor catalogues, farming magazines, and pieces of old iron that the blacksmith had given him.


“Luke said it was a waste of money to have chalked the Scalt last year. But the dressing we gave it will last thirty to forty years. Chalk spread ten tons to the acre leaches away at the rate of seven hundredweight an acre each year.”


“Peter, keep the kids quiet,” frowned Billy, giving Phillip his attention.


“Oh, no more farm! It’s Sunday, let’s all go for a walk on the marshes. I want to get away from the village.”


“All right, my dears,” said Lucy, contentedly. “You enjoy yourselves while I cook the dinner. Half past one suit you?”


“Yes, we’ll be back. I’ll carry Jonathan if he gets tired. How about going to Gibraltar?”


“Hurray, Gibraltar!” cried David. “I’ll bathe. Quick, where’s my bathing costume?” He looked anxiously about. “Oh, down at ours it is.”


“You want a bathing suit—costume is a clumsy word.” Someone had used that very phrase to Phillip seventeen years before.


“No, I don’t want a bathing costume—I mean clumsy suit,” cried David. He looked anxiously at his father for a moment; and a shadow entered Phillip. So they were a little afraid of him. Family history repeating itself … He must be easier, quieter. Perhaps he could be, now that ‘the curtain was down’.


*


The place Phillip called Gibraltar, for which he and the children were making, was a small promontory of salted turf, grown with sea-lavender and blite, jutting out into the creek which carried the river through the marshes to the sands beyond. The way led through fields of thin stubble, set with sheaves of poor barley and oat stalks choked with weeds, chiefly spurrey.


“This light sandy soil is acid. It needs marling or chalking. Sugar beet grown in this soil would curl up and writhe upon itself, if it didn’t entirely wither away. Wheat would be poor and thin, barley a wretched growth.”


In the old days, he told the children, farmers used to dig down into pits and bring up the chalky marl and spread it on their light land to thicken and enrich it, so that wheat would find a firm and healthy root where before all except acid-liking weeds fed miserably. In one of the fields they passed, as they ran on the grassy sheep-walk between the cultivated land and the marshes, lay a bowl-like depression, smoothed by many ploughings, thirty yards across and five yards deep.


“This is where, of olden times, marl was dug and spread. Now as you can see it is grown with thorn and bramble, a hide for wild pheasants.”


Phillip was standing still as he spoke. The children waited. They knew what was coming.


“Billy, take command, will you? I must go back—I’ve just remembered something—be careful about the guts, won’t you? And watch the tide coming in—it races at this time of the month.”


He turned about, and hurried to the farm.


*


The war had come before Phillip’s plan to chalk all his arable fields could be carried out. Only fifteen acres of the field called the Scalt, sloping to the meadows and the river, had been dressed with his own chalk, picked down from the big quarry by the farm premises.


The Land Fertility Committee had approved his chalking plan, and agreed to pay half the cost of digging and carting it into heaps on the field. There was a smaller quarry at the eastern boundary. It stood under the beeches of the Hanger, the wood which rose steeply from East meadow. A track or drive under the woods led to the lower entrance of the Scalt field. It would save distance, and time, to re-open that little quarry. Later, it could be used for chalking the meadows.


What the Scalt also wanted, judging by its thin grass, was more humus. Hundreds of tons of good compost were lying at the bottoms of the grupps: black mud and thick lumps of sedge which kept the water-level high, so that the grass of the meadows was water-slain during eight months of the year So they had pulled out and made heaps of mud and sedge from those dykes, leaving them to drain and dry, before carting and spreading. Scores of ton-loads had already been spread upon the field, and it was not long before those heralds of rejuvenation appeared: wild white clover springing up with the ryegrass. Bullocks from the East meadow walked through the open gateway to graze it.


“Poor land,” the valuer had said, advising against purchase of Deepwater farm, when the two men were walking over the Scalt. “Hungry land.” He stirred the gravel with his toe. “Look at those thin trees in the wood at the top. This field to rent is hardly worth a crown an acre.”


A rent of 5s. an acre each year meant a capital value of £5 an acre; but the tithe on each acre was 7s. annually. 


“Capital value? Possibly £2 an acre. If you pay more for these Bad Lands it will be against my advice.”


Phillip had paid £8, more from weariness than judgment. The family must go somewhere.


This fact, becoming known, had confirmed a ‘theory’, belonging to Horatio Bugg, the village dealer, that the land had been bought for reasons other than farming. And the mixed lot that had come there to start a community—some openly pro-Hitler and anti-Semitic, had caused Mr. Bugg to declare that ‘the Bad Lands’ had been bought by a ‘spy-ring’.


And when the ‘spy-ring’ had departed, leaving Phillip on his own, Mr. Bugg had declared that they were Denchmen, and had gone back to Germany; their work, of building roads up through the steep fields, was done.


*


During the summer of 1939 the bullocks had walked up from the meadows, away from the sultry heat, and to Phillip’s delight they had chosen to stand on the worst patch, a slightly raised brow, where were many stones. There the beasts found ease in the cool sea-breezes scarcely shaking the thin grass stalks of the Scalt; there the sight of droppings daily added on that patch gave him a feeling of renewed life. The patch was an oasis of contentment: a rest for eyes which saw only too often the inertia of decay and neglect. He used to sit down, on the clover, near the brown and white in-calf heifers—the strawberry roans—with their young Aberdeen-Angus bull, and share with them the quiet of contentment: observing how they had licked their coats, how the flesh was firm on shoulder and rump: to hear the soft plap-plap-pla-ap of dung dropping neither too loose nor too firm, the soil-nourishing relict of the rough grass on the meadows.


With the bull and his heifers were five bullocks bought at a bankrupt smallholder’s sale. They had been shrunken little beasts of under twelve months, wizened by poor feeding. On the meadows their scruffy, staring coats gradually had become lustrous and clean. Matt the stockman was pleased, too.


“They’re doing, harn’t’m tho? Look how they’ve filled their bellies. They’re getting on. They’re what you call ’arning yer money, guv’nor.”


Matt had the true countryman’s perception about growth and fertility. Every moment of the day (or night) a farm was either gaining or losing: it never stood still. A beast was either ‘arning money’, or ‘not doin’. 


Some of the things Phillip did, the stockman, and Luke his son, thought silly, because money which would not come back was wasted. They thought the chalking of the Scalt was silly. As for the idea of ‘spreeding’ mud from the grupps, would that pay? What about the nettle-seeds that would spring up from the mud? Spoil from dykes was always full of nettle seeds, said Matt, and the nettles would choke the field.


“Then we’ll plough them in, and turn them into humus, Matt. What you so aptly call the ‘marther’—the mother.”


Matt the father was dark-eyed, a South-folk man. Luke the son was blue-eyed, of North-folk or invader stock. Matt went every night to play cards in the Hero inn. Luke never mixed with the village. He had no social life at all beyond an occasional game of bowls in the rectory garden. Week by week he saved his money in the Post Office Savings account. He was to be trusted to do only what he thought was necessary or right. But Luke did care for the land in his own way, and he was really patient like a tortoise; at times forbearing with the hare-like ideas and intuition of the boss. Phillip knew that he was not always right. Sometimes he did do silly, or unnecessary, things; but never when he had been working some days with his body, and was living away from his hare-like mind upon paper.


*


Billy brought back the younger children soon after one o’clock. Phillip did not appear for Sunday’s dinner. His appearance at meals was (at times of stress) erratic. A plate was kept hot in the oven. Billy bicycled to see a friend, the children played in the garden, and later in their cottage Phillip reappeared shortly after five o’clock: he had found several ewes with their rumps thrust into the hedge dividing a couple of acres of grazing below the Scalt field. Their soiled anal ends were crawling with maggots. Taking Matt’s bottle of disinfectant from its place by the gate-post he had ‘fly’d’ them, after chasing some about the two acres of Scalt common, often slipping on dung. On the way to the premises afterwards he had seen one of Lucy’s hens, which had died some days before, still lying there unburied. In the yard as he looked in was a rat killed by Spot, Matt’s terrier, likewise unburied. Like Lucy’s dead hen, it was yellow-stitched by the eggs of blowflies. Phillip had ceased to ask that rats and dead hens be buried deep in the yard dung, to add eventually to the land’s fertility.


“Would you like your dinner now, Phillip?”


“No thanks, I’m not hungry.” 


Lucy went on with her black-out curtains.


During the following week ration books and identity cards were given out, anti-arsenical-smoke chemical-containers fitted to gas-masks, to be carried to school by the children. Lucy registered with Brillman in the village grocery shop, and with Ramm the butcher of Crabbe, for the two village slaughter-houses had been closed. Phillip was thereby relieved by the thought that his trout-stream would receive a little less carbolic acid. Otherwise life went on almost as before, except that the village nights no longer were clamorous with pseudo-drunk territorial soldiers in unfamiliar uniforms; and fewer motor cars passed along the winding coastal road.


*


Phillip had bought a 36-inch circular saw during the past year, but it was not yet fitted up. It stood in the corrugated iron shed adjoining the chaff barn, and was a perch for hens. Moisture condensing on the iron sheeting above dripped on it; rust formed on its bright parts. He recalled how, before he had started farming in East Anglia, he had determined that his implements should always be maintained efficiently, kept in their right places, always under cover and never left out for sun and rain to fret and corrode. The shining curve of the plough-breast should never become drab with rust. As soon as one field was finished, the plough would be brought home, the bright breast wiped dry and then smeared with old engine oil ready for the next job.


Rusty ploughs would not score. Soil clung to them. Horses had to strain at the pull-trees on the chain traces: the upturned furrow was irregular, a tumbled mess, until the breast was bright again and whispered through the earth.


Likewise ladders would never be left out to rot. Cart-ropes must hang from one particular beam in the cart-shed. The rubber tyres of tumbrils, lorry, and the three trailers would be pumped up every Friday. The three iron rolls—heavy rib, two-horse, and light one-horse—always be oiled at the axles when in use; corn sacks folded and hung on the wire-suspended pole out of reach of rats in the barn. Through industry and example the derelict fields and premises of ‘the Bad Lands’ were to be transformed into part of the fine new Britain that the newspapers and politicians were beginning to declare was one of the reasons why Britain had gone to war: one of the war-aims, in fact.


What was the truth? Was it that depressed markets had produced depressed industries, which had produced men who were depressed, men who did not care, who were without optimism, who had a resentment against the bosses—the farmers—even though this resentment was seldom uppermost in their minds? The horse-plough was left out to rust; the rolls were worked un-oiled; the corn-sacks were chucked down anywhere and anyhow; the tyres of tumbrils and tractors got softer and slacker; the cart-shed was a mess of chains and forks, shovels and old coats.


Phillip had been patient, asking again and again, believing he was dealing with teachable minds. A dozen times he saw squalor returning, and spoke to the men as easily as he could; a score of times he saw neglect and disorder, until the face became set, and he became, in Matt’s phrase, ‘all wire’.


He knew, but would not accept, the fact that his unusual ways and ideas were resented and deliberately countered by Luke. A young man called Hurst who had left his job in a London bank to work on the farm had told Phillip that when he had gone back to breakfast after giving Luke orders of a morning, Luke had frequently said, “Buggered if I’m going to do what he says.”


So the fag was lit in the hay-barn, despite the red-printed card of the company which had insured the premises against fire. And gradually Phillip had begun to realise that he was a failure. There must be something lacking in his character that he could not inspire a new spirit in those about him. Through the months and the seasons hope had become low, and with it confidence in his power to continue; but one must endure. The war had not ended in 1918; the fighting had ceased, but not the war. Perhaps the war had never ended, perhaps it had always been going on, a conflict of idea and counter-idea, of would-be reformation and rebound in violence of counter-reformation.


It seemed to him in business spheres that there was little sense of what was called honour. A man’s word meant nothing to him if by keeping it he would lose money. Later on, Phillip was to meet with men whose sense of fairness and accuracy was part of their business life as well as of their personal life; but at the beginning, among the smaller men, he had observed that money and egotism came first; not the job for the job’s sake. There were few craftsmen left in farming towards the end of the two decades following the Armistice of 1918. And now the war had come again.


*


But how could he blame others if he himself had the same fault? The rust-streaked circular saw standing in the ricketty tin lean-to shed by the Hay Barn was one of many things that reproached him: a new saw spoiling. He should have greased it. And weren’t the books in their three-ply tea chests in the workshop spoiling, after two years on the damp brick floor? The furniture in the loft above was covered with dust, and plaster fallen from the tiles tilted all ways upon broken battens. Since Hurst had gone, he had made fewer and fewer entries in the farm book: where then were his resolutions about efficiency and method? There was no end to the work, and almost no purpose in striving: up at half-past six in the morning and rarely in bed before midnight, and feeling tired all the time. However, he had undertaken the job as part of the idea of Hereward Birkin’s new resurgent Britain: and the job would be done. So—patience with slower minds!


*


Such was Phillip’s world at the outbreak of another war: a narrow world, a confining world he thought, as he sat in the kitchen of his cottage, a small room with creosoted beams crossing the ceiling, and a staircase with treads less than two feet wide leading up to a little room like the fo’c’sle of a wooden ship, lit by a latticed window scarcely wide enough for the head to be put through, let alone the shoulders: a cottage of rounded sea-shore pebbles, grey in colour.


The cottage had been carefully—to Phillip, beautifully—built by some eighteenth-century craftsman, using hedgerow timber. It stood beside a narrow street enclosed by similar walls gapped where grey flints had either fallen, or been picked out by village boys. The village street had an air of drabness and neglect. Most of the cottages showed fronts of unpainted window frames set in walls of blackened split flint and crumbling brick. Phillip’s face sometimes reflected the exhausted appearance of the cottages—a face that sometimes caused the children’s voices to cease when he entered the parlour of the farmhouse.


*


They continued to chalk the arable of ‘the Bad Lands’. To blast away tons of the face of the quarry Phillip used a boring tool he had bought years before at his own auction of the unwanted effects of Fawley House in the West Country. It was made of a six-foot length of one-inch mild steel ending in an auger. Provided one bored horizontally, and above the stratum of flints which were packed along a definite line in the face of the quarry, a deep and narrow hole could be made into the sheer white wall.


The next thing was to get blasting powder, so he went into Crabbe and bought a dozen pounds of black powder, with a coil of fuse; and returning, looked about for material for making cartridges.


In the workshop, within one of the unpacked tea-chests of plywood, containing most of his books and papers, were some old Ordnance Survey maps—25 inches to the mile—of the land at Rookhurst which had been sold. They had served their turn. The stiff cartridge-paper, rolled around a broom-handle, and gummed, made strong uniform cases for the gunpowder. Giant Chinese Crackers, indeed. He made two, watched eagerly by the children, who took turns in carrying them to the quarry. There the cartridges were tapped into the neat and circular hole. The ramrod was the broom-handle—not the iron rod which Luke the steward had brought, because, Phillip explained, a spark from iron on flint might cause a premature explosion.


“You’re boss,” Luke replied. “If ’twas mine, I wouldn’t——”


“Even so,” Phillip cut him short, pretending to mistake the usual objection of economy, “Nelson’s cannon were rammed with wooden rods. So I’m doing things your local way.”



















Chapter 2


HARE AND TORTOISE





The war had been on ten weeks, but the skies were quieter than they had been for years, for the anti-aircraft training range on the marshes was closed. In the silence any sudden explosion might alarm the village, so he sent his children to say that the coming bang would not be due to invasion, but to the blasting of chalk sponsored by the Land Fertility Committee.


“I promise not to blow the mine before all of you come back.”


While the children were away they loaded the lorry with loose chalk lying at the foot of the quarry and drove up the gulley into the Nightcraft field. There, having set out two tons in sixteen heaps on one-fifth of an acre, they returned down the hill to the waiting children.


“I only hope the blast doesn’t shake down the tiles of your Corn Barn,” said David anxiously.


“And supposing someone has a broken head through the flying flint? Does the Workmen’s Compensation Act Insurance cover such an accident?” Phillip asked Luke, who didn’t know.


“Probably a special risk, Luke. So will you take the men in front of the Corn Barn, out of the direct view, and therefore of blast. No, wait awhile.”


The massive flint wall of the Corn Barn was leaning out from a wide crack extending from the brick door-jamb, at an angle of four degrees—a dangerous place, for fifty tons of flint and mortar would fall if the wall collapsed.


“Better if you all went round to the Office.”


The Office was a small, open, lean-to shed beyond the barn. It had been used by the auctioneer’s desk during a previous sale, and ever since had been known by that name. It was the home of Silas the young black boar, who was so fat that he could only just struggle on his feet at mealtimes. Wheat had been cheap just before the outbreak of war: eighteenpence a hundredweight, and Phillip used the grain, boiled, for feeding his pigs. 


The moment had come. Phillip climbed up the ladder against the quarry face and lit the fuse. Then he walked away with the ladder, and watched from a coign of the Barn. Hardly had he got there when Matt, who had been busy in the calf-box leading off the yard enclosed by the buildings, opened the turnip-house door and stepped over the bottom ledge. As always, in weather hot and dry or cold and wet, Matt wore gumboots over feet enwrapped in torn strips of old sack.


“Go back, Matt. Go back!” cried Billy.


Matt strolled towards Phillip. “What’s up, guv’nor?” he murmured. Then, “Marty’s just calved. A black bull-calf.”


“I hope the bang won’t startle her.”


“What bang, guv’nor?”


“Blasting chalk. If my tamping is faulty, the blast might come this way.”


“Oh, that’s it,” said Matt, in his soft, slow voice as he filled his pipe. “I thought it might be the Jarmans come.”


“But it was only the bull-calf.”


“Get back, Dad!” cried Billy, anxiously.


The fuse was supposed to burn at the rate of three feet a minute. There were eight feet to sizzle through.


“It’s all right, Billy, there’s some time to go.”


Rosamund said, “Dad, what will happen if the wooden plug you rammed in flies back all the way over the river to the church and gets stuck in the tower?”


“The rector will probably say: Now I know the meaning of the phrase, ‘the wooden walls of old England’.”


“Hur, joke,” said Billy.


When after another minute nothing happened Matt said, “Thet fuse is damp, arter so long in the chalk.”


Certainly it seemed like it. Billy now became satirical.


“I say, Peter, there might be such a thunderous and mighty roar that all the Spitfires round about will get into the air and start looking for Jerry bombers.”


“Cor,” said Peter, “and all the beech trees on the hill above might come crashing down.”


What could have happened? Seven minutes had ticked away, eight minutes, nine minutes. “War’ll be over per-aps before it goes off,” remarked Matt, puffing smoke into the still air. There was heard a slight noise like Phut, as though a lump of damp chalk had fallen six feet to the ground. But—was it imagination, or did the quarry-face bulge slightly? A few bits rattled down. 


“Ould rabbit about, guv’nor,” murmured Matt.


“Cor, that’s a rum’n,” said John.


“We ought to have used high explosive,” said Billy.


A young, red-headed labourer, examining the quarry face, declared that ten cubic yards of chalk were nicely cracked. At the touch of his pick several tons dropped away with a rattling crash. By chance Phillip had found the right way of loosening it. High explosive would have made a satisfying bang and blown a narrow hole out of its cavern; but gunpowder, a low explosive, he explained to the children, had taken its time, and found its vent through hundreds of seams in the chalk. With the least picking, twelve tons, twelve cubic yards, each fragment blackened one side, glissaded down for their bright shovels.


“The boring tool cost a shilling. The black powder eightpence. The fuse sixpence. A touch of a pick, and rattle down she comes,” said Phillip to Billy, for the steward to overhear.


As they loaded, and later while driving the swaying lorry up the new surface of the gulley road, Phillip wondered when the Nightcraft field had last been chalked. Probably eighty or even a hundred years ago, before American pioneers discovered that the prairies of the New World would grow wheat, he said to Lucy, who had come to see how they were getting on.


“Those trees up there, probably seventy years of age or older, growing out of the face of the quarry, were seeds windborne or bird-dropped when your great grandfather was in the Crimean war,” he said to Billy. “I’m afraid they’ll have to come down.”


“Cor,” said Peter. “Next spring the jackdaws will miss their nests in those old rabbit holes.”


“And the nests, all damp and mouldy, will be ploughed under with the chalk,” said Rosamund, “and make compost won’t they, Dad?”


“I’ve brought you some lunch,” said Lucy. “I thought you’d want to keep going.”


“Yes, we’ve got to take up a hundred and fifty tons of chalk while the fine weather lasts, then nearly the same weight of muck. After that we’ve got to spread both chalk and muck, plough in and drill wheat, before the flocks of starlings come across the North Sea. Also a couple of hundred tons of sugar beet on Pewitts have to be topped and lifted before December.”


“Well, I must not keep you, my dear.”


After the first day’s work nearly a hundred and fifty heaps of chalk lay along one side of the Nightcraft. Towards knocking-off time Luke came to Phillip and said, with a serious face, “Do you think we ought to camouflage our chalk heaps? You’re boss, you say.”


Phillip took this to be sly humour. He was not so sure when Luke went on, “You see, I reckon it this way. They’re easily seen from the air, and at night they’ll glimmer, and what if German bombers come over?”


Phillip saw Billy’s face smiling round a post of the hovel.


“Well, Luke, even with the German reputation for thoroughness, I doubt if they will have time, with their heads already full of Poles, so to speak, to disorganise this part of our farming scheme. If they do, bombs will scatter the chalk and save us the trouble of spreading it with shovels. So you needn’t stop behind after work and cover up the heaps.”


Luke was not done with his joke—or rather Billy’s. “For this chalk to do any good it must be spread evenly and I don’t trust anyone else to do it, in a manner of speaking. And knowing how the boss likes things to be done properly, I thought I’d just mention about blacking them out. Well, goodnight.”


*


Ten days later the four men now working on the farm, using lorry and two horse-drawn rubber-tyred tumbrils, had tipped about one hundred and sixty tons of chalk in roughly a thousand heaps over the Nightcraft. Luke got a man from the Labour Exchange at Crabbe to come and help scatter it. The old sailor worked hard and sweated out by day the gallon of beer he put back at night. While he worked in the field, Phillip and the three regular men, helped by Billy and Peter, got the muck out of the yards into the lorry and took it up the gulley, setting out black and brown heaps beside the yellow patches in the grass where chalk heaps had stood. It was hard, continuous work, and by the end of another week the Nightcraft looked like a chessboard.


The field must be ploughed. It was already October 11th, Old Michaelmas Day, the latest safe day for sowing wheat in the district. Soon those great flocks of starlings, ravagers of seed sprouting from milky berry, would be flying in from Scandinavia. And the rains were due.


Time was short. Phillip asked Luke to meet him on the field the next day, a Sunday, to help mark out the field for ploughing.


“I know it’s Sunday, Luke, but we’re late, also there’s a war on.”


“Sunday work, I don’t hold with that. My grandfather told me as a boy that no good ever come of Sunday work, and I believe it. Mark you my words, no good will come of it. If you order me to, I’ll do it, of course.”


“No, of course I won’t order you to come. I’ll have to do the best I can by myself that’s all.”


The next morning, in neat new breeches and buskins, Luke appeared on the field, and showed Phillip how to mark out the field for ploughing on the ground. It involved pacing from the boundaries to find the middle of the field, and then setting up sticks to mark out the shape of the field in miniature. This rectangle was then ready to be ploughed, and the furrows turned inwards along the four sides until the hedges were reached.


On Monday the three men under Luke began to spread from the centre of the field, helped by the beer-sweating sailor. They worked round four sides of the rectangle, so that while Luke opened-up with the single-furrow drawn by Beatrice and Toby, Phillip followed on the tractor. Having set the boss off, Luke took the olland plough away and left it by the gate; then hitching on a sugar-beet plough set to work to plough-out the beet on the adjacent field called Pewitts.


*


The following morning the muck-spreading was left to the sailor, while the others went to work in the sugar-beet field. Luke declared they were behind with this work. Moving down the rows ploughed out by the steward, the men knocked long yellow-white roots together two at a time, to remove soil clinging to them.


Sugar-beet lifting was at first hard work; but when it had become a habit men wanted to continue at it. What they did not like was to have the rhythm of any job being broken: to be taken off this and put on that, then away again to something else. They liked it no more than Phillip liked having to go here and there by necessity, or having to write at night after a long day picking and shovelling chalk. But the weather had much to do with what jobs should be continued, or discontinued. Luke the steward said to Billy one morning, “Our boss be all wire.”


“Ah,” replied Billy, “he’s our electric hare.”


Phillip overheard this remark. “That isn’t so bad a simile for an imaginative worker, you know. The earth really belongs to the tortoise. Our farm is an illustration of Aesop’s fable of the Hare and the Tortoise. When we’re going properly, I’ll be a whole-time tortoise, my son. Now you know how the last tenant sucked this land. He took corn without muck for over twenty years. We’ve got to put back the fertility. I reckon over two thousand tons of spoil can be pulled from the grupps this autumn and winter with any luck. And it shall all go on ‘the Bad Lands’.”


“Then your farm will be all nettles, I reckon. But you’re master.”


*


After one day ploughing-out beet on Pewitts, Luke returned to the Nightcraft to help spread the dung beyond the quadrilateral of the boss’s ploughing. He was also the teamsman, and didn’t consider that labouring was his job. This, on a larger farm, able economically to employ a dozen or more men, would have been the case. However, Luke was willing.


When in the adjacent field the lines of exposed sugar-beet roots had lain a week to allow the green tops to wilt and their sugar to be withdrawn into the tap-roots—for a plant had its own feelings, Phillip knew, including that of conscious or unconscious panic—Luke said it was time to load. He took up the two tumbrils, and his two men, each with a little curved wrought-iron hook with a beak-like tip, began to lift each a root into his left hand, and with a stroke remove the leafy top together with a slice of the crown. The root was then tossed into the tumbril. Thus the lift-and-top became monotonous and almost automatic. Old sacks were tied round their middles to keep the dew on the leaves from their knees. Each worked one side of the broad tumbril. It was the custom of the country.


When a tumbril was filled Luke led the mare away to off-load beside the road.


One morning Phillip interrupted the routine of this work by hurrying over from the Nightcraft to ask Luke to spread muck.


“I’ve ploughed to where you chaps left off, Luke. Time’s getting on, it’s nearly November, and no wheat in yet. As you know, we’ve been ordered by the War Agricultural Committee to drill fourteen acres here.”


“You’ve got a good crop of beet here on Pewitts,” replied Luke. He pronounced it the old way, Pew-itts, not Pee-wits.


“Fourteen ton and more an acre, I reckon, and I don’t see no sense on leaving it in the ground until the frost come to spoil it. Why, if we don’t harvest our crops as they are fit, where shall we be? If you order me to go muck-spreading I’ll spread. But time is getting on, and this beet should be going to the factory. You can always drill oats on the Nightcraft in the spring, come to that. There’s narthin’ comin’ in on this farm, it’s pay-pay-pay all the time, that’s what worries me.”


“All right, Luke, I’m an electric hare. Better get on with the beet. That sailor chap can’t keep me going, so I’ll put Billy on the tractor and do the spreading myself.”


“Now you’re talking,” replied Luke. “That’s a good boy, the best hereabouts, we shan’t be in no muddle, you’ll see.”


The hare was inclined to feel satirical whenever he heard this slogan, mistaking it for the cliché of a closed mind; but he knew that the tortoise had inherited the slow but steady mental work-pattern of the labourer, who must last three score years and ten if he were not to wear out before his time.


Left alone, Luke hitched Sheba the lead-horse to the shafts, and so began a slow plod across Pewitts to throw off a ton or so of yellow roots on the dump beside the road. Here the lorry would reload them for yet another loading into railway trucks at the station, and so to the Fenton factory.


The new tumbrils were long and wide. The rubber wheels lightened the tug in the sumpy soil of Pewitts, but the tumbrils did not tip sufficiently for their loads to be shot off. Luke stood on the piled beet, hulling off, as he called it, with a seven-pronged fork, the tine-ends of which were blobbed to prevent them from sticking into the beet.


Phillip, who tried to cost the crops on his farm, duly entered up in the farm diary at night particulars of the sugar-beet. He had arranged with a haulier to take the beet to the station for 3s. 10d. a ton; the railway journey of eighteen miles to the factory would cost a further 3s. The price paid for each truck-load, after allowance had been made for earth, was assessed on a sample of half-a-dozen roots taken to be weighed before washing, again after washing, and later analysed for sugar-content. The higher the sugar, the better the price.


Luke remarked one day that the knocking-and-topping of beet was usually ‘taken’, or piece work: so much an acre to knock and top into the tumbril. The men preferred it that way. They would work better if it were taken work, but as it wasn’t he advised the boss to add a bob a day to the wages. The boss at once agreed.


“You’ll see, there’ll be fourteen ton an acre on here. Pewitts will pay well,” said Luke, rolling himself a fag. “It’s the deep ploughin’ I give it on the Dicker, the lever right down. Turning up ten inches deep the furrows was. I like that little old grey Dicker, it did a good job on here.” He lit the crumpled fag. “If you don’t plough deep for beet,” went on Luke, “you’ll get fang-roots, which hold the soil, and what’s the sense of paying for your soil to go down the factory drain? You’ll see my words’ll come true—fourteen or fifteen ton an acre. It’s the best beet in the district on Pewitts.”


Phillip knew that Luke’s ‘district’ was the immediate area around the village, where a few smallholders farmed pightles or small parcels of land. There was the local butcher, he whose slaughter-house was closed, who farmed the rector’s glebe with the help of one man, who once a week, at night, with a red lantern went round with the Night Cart, drawn by an old horse. The creosoted contents were added to the village trash-heap, and poisoned the soil; but there it was, part of the decadent village. There were three or four other smallholders, each of whom worked from two to five acres. Phillip thought that if Luke looked only two fields away beyond this ‘district’ to the adjoining fields of Charles Box, he would have seen beet better than that grown on Pewitts. It was a fair crop and no more, judged by what could be seen elsewhere.


“It’s the best beet in the district,” Luke repeated.


“Why don’t you use your new ‘Hercules’ bicycle on Saturday afternoon or Sunday and look farther down the lanes?” asked Phillip.


He knew that Luke seldom used his new bicycle, which was stored in a shed behind his cottage, but continued to use his old machine. “Go and see Charles Box’s steward, ‘Beefy’ Oldstead, and get some ideas from him. You’ll see better sugar-beet grown on better soil than Pewitts. And you’ll also see what difference stubble-cultivation makes.”


“Not me,” said Luke.


During the recent harvest Phillip had watched one of the Oldstead sons—all working on Charles Box’s 600-acre farm—travelling up and down the wheat-stubble of an adjacent field while pulling a cultivator whose shovel feet were ripping up living thistle and dead corn-root soon to be shrivelled in the hot sun amidst a loose tilth in which the weed-seeds would chit after the first rain. They would die when ploughed under later on; and the loose tilth would lie under the furrow, making the soil easy for the long tap-roots of the sugar-beet to penetrate the following spring and early summer. Most of the sugar was in the pig-tail extremity of the root.


“I reckon that stubble cultivation is a waste of money.”


The hare, running in circles, repeated what it had often said before. 


“Well, as the Sugar Beet Manual I lent you says, if you scarify or cultivate the stubble before deep ploughing, you turn in a nice loose layer of tilth which lies underneath the deep furrow. The frost will make a tilth of the top of the furrow, but not the bottom; and in the spring, when cultivating, the tines don’t get so far down as the bottom of the furrow. So a good farmer cultivates the lower part of the furrow in the back-end, before turning it under with the plough. Thus he gets a tilth twelve inches deep at least with a ten-inch plough.”


“Huh,” Luke said, “that only turns up rank soil. I don’t think much of that patent. I wouldn’t do it if ’twas my land. I’d keep my money in my pocket.”


To gain time Phillip ploughed on during dinner-time, while eating his sandwiches. Half an hour later Billy took his place on the sack-covered seat, and Phillip went on muck-spreading. A cold sea-wind was blowing, so he ran down to the workshop for a sheepskin to wrap around the boy.


Muck-spreading was hard work. It involved flinging away, scattering in an arc, thick lumps from a long-handled four-tine fork. The Arctic-circle air-drift became colder, he sent Billy home, and resumed ploughing. Soon he was chilled; and the hare of his mind began to race upon its wearily repetitious runs across arable and meadow of ‘the Bad Lands’: the rest of the grupps to be pulled clear of weed and sedge before the rains came and flooded the meadows; the self-starter of his motor-car needed attention, it wouldn’t work, although it had been four times to the garage in Crabbe in six months. And he must get something done about the chimney of the farmhouse parlour which smoked so badly that no fire could be lighted.


Standing there, undecided, he felt the cold wind penetrating his clothes, and wondered if he should be carting sugar-beet, while Luke ploughed out more roots before the frost came. Perhaps the chimney was the most urgent job, for the open hearth must be altered, or the children would be cold. He ought to go down at once and see the village bricklayer about it. The children had to wear their overcoats at night while having their suppers. It was damp and dismal in the parlour without a fire.


Phillip had removed an old coal-range from what had been originally a wood-burning open hearth. The back had been deepened to allow the stove to be put in, so that when the stove was gone a too-deep hole remained; and the greater the fire of sticks put in, the more smoke and flames came into the room. But was this hole the cause? He had filled it in, but still a fire there was impossible.


Should he take part of the chimney down before the rains and the frosts came? That would mean a load of sand to be dug and carted from the pit by the pinewood. He could bring it in the trailer behind the Silver Eagle. But the engine would not start. Meanwhile the muck on the Nightcraft must be spread and ploughed-in before the rains came. He returned, and forced himself to work.


Then Billy returned. “Good man! Bless you, my dearest son. We’ll take turns to spread and plough, and so keep warm.”


Billy, wrapped in the sheepskin, continued along the south furrow, lifting the twin ploughs at the end of the line, and making a clover-leaf turn, entered the west furrow, which ran parallel with the distant hedge. Then out again, making a looped turn with ploughs upheld by hydraulic pump; to let them down at the join of west and north furrows, thus continuing parallel with the northern hedge. Each time he completed the four-sided figure he was two furrow widths—twenty inches—nearer the respective hedges. This was the traditional way of ploughing in olland—the hay aftermath, the ‘old land’—on the round. Thus no ridges were left where tops had been opened, no shallow finishing places left between the furrows for the 1914 reaper-and-binder in August to bump over, and perhaps break itself.


*


While Phillip was furiously spreading muck, to keep ahead of Billy, an army car drove along the drift between the two fields. When it stopped he walked over to meet two officers. They had a requisition order for that half of the field now being ploughed. The senior officer, a major of Territorials, had a white face and dark eyes. He said that very soon huts would be erected there.


“So your ploughing might as well stop now, don’t you think?”


“Well, you know, wheat is to be sown here by order of the War Emergency Agricultural Committee.”


“What?” said the major. “Don’t you know there is a war on?”


“I think they have probably heard of it in Whitehall.”


To the steady and angry stare of the major he added, conversationally, that the war was a resumption of the same war which had decimated his generation. At this the major, who wore no ribands on his tunic, looked at Phillip sharply. “You didn’t finish the job properly.”


“Oh.” 


“It’s quite a different war from the last one,” the captain said. “This is a war for freedom.”


“Every country in every war fights for freedom.”


“Damn it all, I’m British!” cried the major.


“Can you substantiate that statement by showing me your identity card?”


“Do you know who you’re talking to?”


“That’s what I want to find out.”


“Haven’t you been served a requisition order? No? Then you soon will be.”


“Ah, you’re conducting a war of paper! Do you still refuse to show me, as owner of this land, your identity card?”


“Why should I answer your question? How do I know who you are?”


After inspection the little army car drove away. Soldiers on his land! Phillip knew what that meant. He knew, too, how the inexperienced officer had felt. Had he himself not been one of those who, in the first war, had felt amused contempt for French or Flemish farmers who went about their business, resenting troops billeted in their barns and outbuildings? Had he not considered them to be mere selfish money-grabbers? The farmers were left great heaps of horse-dung for which they said no word of thanks; they were said to be greedy and exaggerating in their claims for compensation for alleged damage. If their wood was burned for firing by the troops, if their cows were occasionally milked, if their eggs and hens were sometimes ‘won’, if their hay-stacks were ruined, had not they, the soldiers, come from cold and flooded trenches, where their presence had assured the surly farmers of continued existence?


That had been the war-time view of the troops, who in their ignorance had thought French and Flemish farmers to be mean and grudging: the troops did not know that horse-dung was almost worthless as a crop-food, any more than the present-day quartermasters in Britain appeared to know, or care, that swill containing broken glass and safety razor blades was poor gift to a man feeding pigs.


*


On that late October day of 1939 he returned to his muck-and-chalk spreading as the dreaded rain began to fall. He could spread in the rain, but Billy could not plough, so he told his son to take the tractor down to its place in the hovel: and to remember to remove, with the trowel provided, all the ‘clats’ of soil pressed to the steel wheels, upon the grass of the Home Hills. This, he said, would save the new roads from becoming muddy; and add a needed stiffening of soil to the sandy grazing.


Rain fell heavily that night. Elsewhere in the district green points of wheat were out of the soil. The Nightcraft wasn’t even sown. The rain continued during the week; and for a further week the tractor could not be used on the land.


The weather changed with the moon. As soon as they could move on the land Luke with horses and Phillip with tractor started to plough round the rectangle in the middle of the field. He felt that no plant would be able to live in that cold, soggy soil; he could feel that it was not good for wheat. Perhaps it lacked lime, and was acid (the chalk would have no effect for a year at least). He recalled what Luke had told him: that when wheat had been drilled there, four years previously, several acres in the following April had been blank. Luke, then working for the former farmer, had resown with barley.


The sky was grey: more rain fell: but they went on ploughing, until at last Luke said he was doing no good. His horse-drawn plough was not scoring; it was clogged. The next day, a Sunday, Phillip continued alone, and the field was finished just before moonrise. Early on Monday he started harrowing, but rain fell and stopped work. He hesitated to drill the wheat, but the seed was bought, and corn-seed dressed with mercury powder was likely to die after a year. Also the mercury powder, killer of spores of ergot or smut disease, would render the grain poisonous for feeding.


On November 2nd the wheat went in. Usually the McCormick Sow-All drill was drawn behind the tractor, but the land was too wet for it, so Luke hitched the horses to the long pole and sowed the seed alone. Afterwards in a dry period Billy, sitting on the tractor, pulled the two-horse roll, with two zigzag harrows hitched on behind.


As Luke and Billy finished, it began to rain again. It was a cold rain from the north-west; heavy showers beat down for two weeks. Every day Phillip reproached himself that if only he had worked harder, the chalk and the muck would have been spread earlier, and by Old Michaelmas Day the wheat would have been in; and by mid-November it would have been an established plant. When he looked down the drills over a dull and rain-smoothed tilth he saw lines of yellowish-green points wavering to invisibility. Perhaps the soil lacked nitrogen? The rootlets had not found the muck? Or the heavy rains had washed all ammonia into the subsoil?


In that cold and wet land they made no growth. Successive lashing rains stuck particles of earth on the points. At the beginning of December Luke said, as he was carting straw to the bullock yards, “I knew that wheat wouldn’t come to anything, because you told me to mark out the ploughing on a Sunday.”


There followed the inevitable argument between Hare and Tortoise.




Hare: “You still think that Sunday work is condemned from on high?”


Tortoise: “I’m sure no good comes of Sunday labour. I’ve seen it again and again.”


Hare: “But we’ve had exceptional rains. The ground is cold and sodden.”


Tortoise: “It is and all.”


Hare: “Do you think that God sent the rains to punish me, then?”


Tortoise: “I mean that Sunday work can come to no good.”


Hare: “There may be wireworm in this field, or a little brown beetle someone told me of. Do you think, if it is, say, the frit fly, that this insect is an agent of Jehovah?”


Tortoise: “Well, the bloody frit fly can work seven days a week if he’s a mind to! But bugger me if I like Sunday work! Weesh Toby! Weesh!”


The old horse turned obediently to the left, then stood still.


Hare: “What about milking cows and feeding stock on Sunday?”


Tortoise: “That’s different.”


Hare: “Would you milk cows and feed our bullocks on Sunday if your father fell ill?”


Tortoise: “If you ordered me to, I’d have to.”


Hare: “You wouldn’t do it for the sake of the farm?”


Tortoise: “Only if you ordered me to. It’s your farm. Get-oor’n Toby, get-oor’n!”


The tumbril went on down to the yards.





Phillip had hurt Luke’s feelings, his pride. He realized that his scepticism had offended the labourer’s code based on a score of centuries of labouring: that he had, in effect, derided the first charter that gave a man one day of rest every week.


Luke’s face had looked drawn. Perhaps it was the cold. It was striking into his own back. The sky was sunless. A shadow lay over the world, the shadow of a war of ideas alike upon the continent of Europe as upon the acres of ‘the Bad Lands’.



















Chapter 3


A NEW START





Very soon the top road which Phillip had toiled to remake two years before was being destroyed by the constant passing of motorised rubber wheels. Materials for building huts arrived, and searchlight equipment. Craters appeared in the new surface. Rain filled them. Lorry wheels scattered stone and gravel into the hedges, grinding away the chalk binding. Every time a packet of fags was needed by the sergeant, wheels raced along the drift, down the hill to the village shop, and back again. These were poor quality soldiers. Rotting lumps of meat were flung outside the camp. Broken glass and tins strewed the hedge. Mongrel dogs without collars chased Matt’s sheep on the Home Hills. Eggs in the hens’ houses vanished.


During the first fortnight two of the new field-gates were smashed, the gate-posts thrown down. Below on the coastal road a truck hauling a gun crashed into the new woodshed wall of the farmhouse, and cracked the flint structure. It had been built less than a year before. Lucy inside the parlour heard the crash, but did not think to go outside to see what had happened, much less take the lorry number and the driver’s name. As soon as Phillip heard of it he telephoned the local policeman, who traced the truck with its brick-smashed lamp and crumpled wing to the anti-aircraft artillery camp. Phillip telephoned the Commandant, who promptly declared this was no legal proof and rang off. Phillip pointed out to Lucy the crack running down the new wall so carefully built by the one-man village builder.


“Look, the crack passes through rounded flints and bricks alike. This wall is now dangerous. It leans—look, please—four degrees out of the horizontal. It might crush a child. The Commandant refuses compensation because we did not get the evidence at once.”


It was a queer war. No bombs had fallen on England or France, none on Germany. Phillip said to Horatio Bugg, at the village petrol pump, that he hoped it would remain so, until the British and French governments called off the war.


“I’m patriotic, I don’t agree with your lot under Birkin,” replied the dealer.


Phillip had the bad habit of addressing the family assembled at the supper table. He felt the children must be as bored as Lucy was to hear the words rambling like a hare over the fields of his mind. His audience consisted of Billy and the two smallest boys, David and Jonathan. Rosamund and Peter were away at boarding schools; Peter at a Choir School in London, Rosamund at a little girls’ school in the old stables of a country house a few miles away along the coast.


“If it continues like this, the only hope for peace is to withdraw from the war, and let Germany and the barter system consolidate a self-sufficient Central Europe, with a raised standard of living for all in Europe. German cars and tractors—implements and fertilisers—radio sets—synthetic hot water bottles—glass and films in exchange for wheat, barley, beet-sugar, wool, leather, tobacco and oil of the Balkans. You see, Billy, Germany has mainly a sandy soil and cannot grow all her own wheat. That is why they eat rye bread, for rye grows on the poorest soil. In remote ages the Germanic migrations were caused by this lack of wheat-growing soil. So, in an industrial age, Germany must export or die, as Hitler said: for only by exporting can they, as in the old days, get wheat. That problem will remain fundamental: a great nation on a scalt soil. All the ersatz or substitute materials we’ve heard of were made because Germany had no gold with which to buy raw materials. When Hitler came to power there was less than three million pounds in gold in the Reichsbank. So Hitler built a system based on the team-spirit, in order to win the struggle for markets against the gold resources which dominate her industrial rivals.”


“Don’t let your food get cold,” said Lucy.


“Can they make an ersatz Jerry bomber?” asked David.


“A large part of it, I expect. Such as plastic glass for rubber substitute in insulating electric wires. In future lots of things will be made from beans and fibres grown on the farmers’ fields. This new science is called chemurgy. Plastics, for industry, will come from the soil. The farmers of the future may grow all that is required. You see, Lucy, peace in Europe can come only through union in one economic system. The United States of Europe are overdue. It is either that, or the Sovietisation of Europe. Birkin for years has said that if war comes, only Bolshevism can win. But what hope has his voice raised against the clamours of the golden giants?”


“More gravy?” asked Lucy. “Billy, pass Dad’s plate up. Oh, were you speaking to me, Pip? I am so sorry, I thought you were talking to the children.”


“Don’t bother about what I say. You’ve heard it all before, anyway. The alternative is a shooting war—millions of dead——”


“Yes, I’m afraid war is never a good thing. Jonathan, get some more milk, will you? It’s on the kitchen table.”


“Don’t forget to close the door, little oaf, the cats put their paws in the jugs and then lick off the milk,” added Billy, before turning again an eager face to his father.


“I was listening, Dad,” said David. “I was telephoning, see, with the spoon, which is speaking to a target plane. I was asking if they had seen any glass Jerry bombers.”


“With engines made of plastic straw,” suggested Billy over his shoulder.


“Hush,” said Lucy, with a glance towards the head of the table.


“Oh, let him joke,” replied Phillip, the irritation of fatigue in his voice. Ypres—Loos—Somme—Passchendaele—and now this——”


*


Lucy, too, was beginning to look weary. It was cold in the room. Winter had come early. Outside the air was grey and dour with frost forming of damp valley vapours. Whenever a fire was lit Phillip had to let it burn out at once. There was another living-room adjoining the parlour, but half its size. This room, supposed to be Lucy’s boudoir, had a small open fireplace. Whenever Phillip tried to start a fire in the parlour his fire would draw cold air down the boudoir chimney and cause Lucy’s little room to fill with smoke. If she attempted to light a fire in her hearth while Phillip’s fire was burning her smoke would travel across the floors of both rooms, apparently preferring to go up the parlour chimney. David declared there was an old witch up there, determined to put a wicked spell on them. But with the parlour fire out, Lucy’s fire would burn brightly and the smoke of her thorn logs went up her chimney. So Lucy and the children sat at night in the boudoir, while Phillip, writing in the parlour, put on his overcoat and sat at the table with his legs in a sack of straw.


Four hams hung on the chestnut beam crossing the ceiling of the parlour. Also on the beam was a small model aircraft, two horse brasses, and the bound and knotted spray of big wheat heads from one field—a corn dolly of the first harvest. It gave to visitors an illusion of jocund farm-life … until they saw the face of the farmer. Phillip was ashamed of his face, ashamed of the poor show he had made of everything. He was now in debt, for all journalistic work and B.B.C. talks had ceased at the outbreak of war.


“Ugh, I don’t like ‘the Bad Lands’,” David once said. “There’s ratses everywhere.”


Fortunately there were no rats in the farmhouse—as yet; but Phillip was too occupied to attend to the chimney. He worked long hours every day, seven days a week. The chimney was too wide: it needed to be pulled down and rebuilt.


One afternoon when he came home, cold and bleak from sitting on the tractor, the sight of the untidy Children’s Room in the adjoining cottage caused him to complain. The children sat silent. Yes, he thought, I am becoming like my father to my mother. The thought added to his guilt, and when David said, “You go away, we don’t want you here,” he picked up his side-bag, holding an empty Thermos flask, and walked out. Then turning, he flung the bag against the latticed window, and went back to the farm premises, his thoughts bitter. But no—he must not seal himself away from his children. When he returned he saw that David’s eyes were red with weeping, while Jonathan the youngest looked woeful.


“I have told David he must never speak to you again like that——” Lucy was saying, when he interrupted her. “David was truthful. I am sorry for my bad manners. I’ll go and wash, and be back in a minute or two.”


*


Knowing how happy Lucy always had been with her brothers in the past, Phillip wrote to Tim, her youngest brother, who had returned soon after the outbreak of war from Australia. Tim now had an engineering job in Gaultford, forty miles north of London. In the letter Phillip suggested that perhaps the best thing he could do was to sell the farm and the stock, make over the money in a trust fund to Lucy, dye his hair and rejoin the army.




My capital has been spent, the bank overdraft is increasing, I can no longer subsidise the farm with literary earnings, and the royalties from my old books are negligible. All contracts for broadcasting were cancelled on the outbreak of war. Newspapers are printing small articles, and cutting down their staffs, so that outside contributors are not wanted. As for writing books, ideas are suspended as the war itself between the old world decaying and the new world unrealised. I did hope to write a book about a wild goose, to be followed by another about a hybrid roseate tern on this eastern coast; but first the farm must be put in order, a settled life created, and the presence of a deputy-cum-trustee to take entire charge of the farm when the time comes for me to be a whole-time writer.


If your brother Ernest and I had been able to hit it off together, we might by now have been on the verge of making a good thing out of the farm, for markets are stable, and prices fixed. The farm was bought and partly restored for such a phase that we are now entering nationally. Ernest lacked all business sense, so I had the idea of a community farm. More amateurs and eccentrics: the idea was not practicable. And now I foresee our family life disintegrating before my eyes. It is all my fault, I am a poor leader. Everything in our cottage seems dirty and untidy. The children at the village school learn little or nothing except ‘words’, as Lucy calls them. And I myself am copying them, or they me.





He felt feeble as he concluded this letter to his brother-in-law. Yes, it would be best if the family left, and he rejoined the army.


He went to London, saw various officers at the War House, was passed from one to another, and returned home weary, knowing he was unwanted. A reply from Tim awaited him.


*


In a straggling, near-illegible hand, Tim advised Phillip to sell out. Farming, he wrote, was coming into its own, and since the reasons for becoming a farmer were no longer valid, the way was clear. With increased values of implements and land and stock, the venture ought not to have lost any money. And if Phillip wished, he would gladly give a home to Lucy and the children. There were good schools in Gaultford, and he would always be pleased to see Phillip whenever he cared to stay there. He was living a lonely life, he added, and would welcome all or any of the family.


A few days later Phillip heard from an old friend with whom he had served in the Fifth Army during 1916 in Picardy and the following year in the Ypres Salient. Teddy Pinnegar! Those wonderful days together in 286 Machine Gun Company!


Teddy said he had read an article by Phillip in a London evening newspaper some time before the war, wherein he had learned that he had tried to form a community farm without success. Teddy Pinnegar declared that he had had considerable business experience, and if he could sell his interest in an engineering company, he would have a little capital. He liked the country and country pursuits. Would Phillip consider taking him as a partner?


That evening Phillip talked matters over with Lucy, and the upshot was that he wrote and invited Teddy Pinnegar to come down the following week, saying he was unable to offer him a bedroom, and recommending a hotel in Crabbe. Pinnegar telephoned asking if he might bring a friend who was ‘experienced in housekeeping and domestic economy’. Lucy prepared a dinner with which to greet them after the journey from London.


“I first saw Teddy Pinnegar in the train to Grantham in October nineteen-sixteen, after I’d come out of hospital and was rejoining the Machine Gun Corps. I can see him now, in a sloppy trench-hat, salmon-pink breeches, and riding boots with swan-neck spurs.”


He told Lucy that they had been together in the Machine Gun Training Centre at Harrowby Camp and had met together nearly every night at the town, either in the bar of The Angel, or the Theatre Royal. Life in that vast community was exciting and good; though, in retrospect, damned foolish.


“There was a night when half-a-dozen of us entertained the chorus of a revue with crème-de-menthe and whisky, and I, completely blotto, was carried back to camp as the winter dawn was breaking. I was semi-unconscious for the next twenty-four hours. We were a lot of wild boys. Once a party of us was in the stage box at the theatre, cheering and having a fine old time. Luckily for us old Brendon, the Assistant Provost Marshal, didn’t see us when we threw a half-tight subaltern nicknamed Goody on the stage. Every week at that time drafts were leaving for France, for the casualty lists were long, and we made the most of the only sort of life we knew.”


Later he said, “I wonder if I should meet Teddy Pinnegar again? You see, he is, or was to be, a character in my novel of the Ancre Valley in December nineteen-sixteen, Messines in June ’seventeen, and all through Third Ypres to the Cambrai battle in December nineteen-seventeen, when I was invalided home for the fourth time. So I don’t want my mind pictures blurred by a—well, a stranger. I really live you know, in a world long-vanished—a world of ghosts. Pinnegar and I may be unrecognisable to one another now. We’ll be careful where we were careless—heavy with the responsibilities of life, when before we were light of heart. Anyway, since those days I’ve changed entirely.”


“He might turn out to be the one you’ve always needed to take care of all the business details, Pip. I’ve always known I was not the one for you.” She flushed: she was thinking of her cousin Melissa, in whose presence Phillip was a different man. And when she called him ‘Pip’ it was with a light heart, because she was thinking of Tim, and a new life with him. Lucy had not changed since she was a young girl, happy with Pa and the boys.


Over a cup of tea she said she would do anything to help him. “If by going away with the smaller children it would lighten the feeling of all of us being a burden upon you, of course I’ll go away.”


Phillip discussed it with Penelope, the family friend who lived alone in a house across the river.


“I seem to be living with two minds in one brain, Penelope. Thus I’m always regarding Lucy as someone frustrating me—unintentionally of course—and yet I’m really appalled by the thought of her leaving me. Yet it is entirely my own idea that she shall go. I suppose it’s like this war—I’m part of its shadow, its confusion, its dead still alive, its ghostly silence. Not a shot yet fired on the Western Front! I’m afraid you’ll think me stupid——”


“Go on, Phillip.”


“The survivors of the Great War are dead, like the captain and crew of Wagner’s Flying Dutchman. My life ever since the Armistice has felt unreal. I came alive for a while, with Barley, my first wife, but when she died I returned to the battlefields—my true home. I’m sorry to be so egocentric.”


Penelope listened, her face open and kindly. Then she said decisively, “Well, for one thing, Lucy has far too much to do. So taking it all round, it might be a good thing.”


Phillip was apprehensive, remorseful, optimistic, mournful again at the idea of parting. At times he was downright afraid.


“How about Mr. Pinnegar? Will you be able to get on together, d’you think?”


“Teddy Pinnegar, according to his letters, has been a business man, building up his own business from nothing after the war. And he says his woman friend is a good organiser.”


“Anyway, it would be best to see them first,” concluded Penelope, adding that she would like to meet them.


*


Captain Pinnegar and his friend drove down from London in a sports saloon. Lucy cooked the two pheasants which Phillip had shot in one of the woods. There was also a ham on the sideboard. They had a quiet dinner with a bottle of Burgundy and another of Pa’s vintage Cockburn port to follow. A couple of cases of this wine had been left behind by Lucy’s brother Ernest when he had gone to Australia before the war, to join his brothers Tim and Fiennes.


Since a wood fire in the open hearth of the farm parlour was impossible, owing to smoke, the room was warmed by the two electric heaters from the bedrooms. Pinnegar’s voice was soft and pleasant as before, his cheeks and figure were fuller, but not much; his ripply hair was grey. He seemed good-natured, knowledgeable, and considerate—the old Teddy Pinnegar Phillip had known.


After a look round the farm the next morning, Phillip agreed to give the idea a trial. He knew that Lucy, though always loyal in every aspect of her nature, was looking forward to the relief of being unencumbered and free to do what she wanted to do, in Tim’s new, hire-purchase house. The furniture would be familiar to her, since it was from her old home. It had been removed by Phillip and Ernest, after Pa’s death, to the loft of the Gartenfeste, Phillip’s dug-out in his South Devon field, named after a German pill-box in the Salient. Before the war the furniture had been handed over to Tim—gun-cupboard, guns, books, bookcases, family portraits, beds, tables, carpets—everything had gone to Tim. and the new house in a suburb of Gaultford.


Penelope had approved of the two visitors. Mrs. Carfax was a country woman, the widow of a landowner in Shropshire who, among other activities, had kept a pack of foxhounds.


“Now it’s up to you, Phillip. You must be business-like. You can’t afford to muddle along as before, with all those others who have come here to help you.”


The matter of talking over terms with Teddy and Mrs. Carfax, whom he called ‘Yipps’, was not an easy one. Phillip, determined to have everything on a business-like footing, asked Lucy to be present, to give him moral support, and as a witness of what was said.


“It must be considered to be your cottage, Lucy, as you have a mortgage on the farm. So you must at least state your terms. Be firm. This will give me moral support. I hate discussing money.”


“Oh bother,” said Lucy. “I’m supposed to be at a Red Cross Meeting at the Point in the Old Manor in ten minutes. Well, I do hope they look after the hens and turkeys properly. The turkeys especially need proper attention. They’ve been doing well, so far.”


“What rent will you let them the farmhouse for? It’ll be part-furnished, of course. One guinea a week, do you think? Teddy Pinnegar says Mrs. Carfax is going to let her London house furnished, if she can. And she’s got five thousand acres in Shropshire, according to him. She’s a widow, by the way.”


“I suppose they’ll want my linen and Aunt Ada’s silver,” murmured Lucy, thinking of the delicate and worn Caroline spoons and forks.


“Oh no. They’ll bring their own. I think the cottage should be theirs. Billy and I will be paying guests. After all, Mrs. Carfax is to have the running of the proposed new household. I’ll propose that they rent the farmhouse, for a nominal rent, so that, when I enter it, it will be as a guest. Billy and I can sleep in the cottage next door when I’ve got the brick-layer to lay the new waterproof floor—I’ve got all the floorboards stored down at the premises, with the concrete blocks and drum of bitumen. Or Billy can have the bedroom above the children’s room, where he sleeps now. And we’ll both be paying guests of the Pinnegar-Carfax household.”


The four met on the triangle of grass before the Corn Barn, where it was agreed that Mrs. Carfax should rent the farmhouse, half-furnished as it stood, for fifteen shillings a week. She and Pinnegar would bring in any extra furniture of their own that they required. The household expenses were to be divided proportionately, according to the number of heads at the table. If Phillip invited a guest, after due notice, he would pay for that guest. It was further agreed that the accounts were to be kept by Teddy or Mrs. Carfax, to be settled in cash weekly. Mrs. Carfax would be in charge of what was to be called the Combined Household. The Combined Household would buy what it required from the farm—milk, wood, game, bacon and hams, eggs, chickens, and vegetables—at cost price, this being reckoned as wholesale price.


Finally there was to be a month’s trial, after which either party could declare to the other that they wished it to end, as being an unworkable partnership. When all these points had been agreed, verbally, Phillip felt easier.


“By the way, Phillip,” said Pinnegar, as he and Mrs. Carfax were about to drive off, “can you possibly manage to let us have some petrol from your underground tank? As you know, for ordinary folk like us it’s rationed, and ‘Yipps’ says she hasn’t enough to get back to London. You’re a lucky dog, having a tractor with a petrol engine! You get bags of juice, I expect, don’t you?”


“Well, it’s only for farm-work, you know. I get more than most farmers, because my tractor has a petrol engine. Then there’s a little allowed for the lorry,” he said as he filled their tank from the pump. “So I’m afraid petrol won’t be available for your car when you come. I must make this clear in order to avoid misunderstanding, for I’m allowed only enough for cultivation.”


“I see.”


“And the shooting is reserved. That has nothing to do with the Combined Household. You’ll shoot by invitation.”


“That’s okay by me.”


“Teddy, I’m afraid all this is a bit tedious, but you do understand that the open hearth in the parlour smokes badly, don’t you? It’s got to be rebuilt sometime, but I can’t guarantee that it will be done. I know I’ve mentioned this before, but I don’t want you to feel you’ve been misled about it. And, as you know, the water is hard, full of chalk.”


“Oh, we’ll be all right, don’t you worry. We’ll manage somehow, won’t we, ‘Yipps’? Don’t you worry, Phillip, things will be okay. We’ll be back in six days’ time, as agreed.”


They drove away in the approaching dusk, leaving Lucy and Phillip standing by the Corn Barn.


“Well, I suppose I must see to the chickens and turkeys now,” said Lucy. “I’ve missed the Red Cross Meeting. Oh well, I’m leaving anyway.” She sighed. “Now I’ll have to attend to the packing of our things, and leaving the place tidy for them. I’m glad they took such a fancy to Billy. He needs someone to whom he can expand, and feel appreciated.”


“But don’t I appreciate him?”


Lucy, moved beyond her normal complacency, stopped and faced Phillip. “To be absolutely honest, I don’t think you do. I think you might let him know that you do, anyway. He’s very sensitive, you know, just like you in fact, and is inclined to be a little afraid of you.” Ameliorating at once, she went on, “There now, I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I know you have a lot to think about, especially nowadays. And don’t think me judging you, but sometimes it does appear to those who try to help you that they can’t do things the way you want them done. However, now that Captain Pinnegar is coming, perhaps you’ll find it easier, since he is used to business methods. Anyway, I hope it will turn out well.”


“Why can’t you always speak out directly, as you did just now? If you did, we shouldn’t have had half the unhappiness we’ve had!” 


He remained there while a spectral Lucy moved through the late autumnal dusk carrying a pail towards a number of hens running to her from down the hill. Behind them a flock of turkeys, with headgear slightly reminiscent of Polish cavalry, was bearing down on her with long strides and bubble-jockery cries. He stood and watched them among the broken stalks of thistles and nettles that covered the grass. When she had gone he walked slowly across the bridge, seeing the rebuilt Old Manor half hidden in mist, as he followed a path through the gardens to the coastal road, and so to the farmhouse, to be greeted by the expectant faces of Billy, David, and Jonathan.


“Dad!” said David, “has Mum told you? We’re going to stay with Uncle Tim!”


Some minutes later Lucy said, “Has Dad come in?”


“He looked in, and left without a word,” said Billy.


*


The Choir School in London where Phillip’s second son Peter was being educated had, on the outbreak of war, been evacuated to a village in Kent. Peter was a small, sensitive, and equal-minded boy. He had been serene as a baby, and had remained so throughout his childhood. He had a pleasant voice, and with other boys wearing Eton collars and surplices sang for weddings and funerals at various London churches for a shilling and sixpence the occasion. The fees at this school were seven guineas a term, which included everything except the price of second-hand school books.


A faithful reader with whom Phillip had exchanged letters about twice a year for the past decade had mentioned in one of them that he was the headmaster of a Choir School; and almost by return of post the problem of Peter’s education had been solved.


No sooner had Peter’s schooling been settled, in the spring of 1939, when the question of Rosamund’s education had arisen. This too had its solution, for in Lady Breckland’s house, following Sir Hereward Birkin’s Imperial Socialist Party meeting at Fenton, Lucy had met a woman living on the edge of the great central heath of the country. Mrs. Richard Cheffe had invited Phillip and Lucy to go over and see the school she had just started. The school-house had been made expertly out of the stables, the house was in beautiful surroundings. Mrs. Richard Cheffe had agreed to take Rosamund at half-fees, and there in due course the small girl had gone.


Lucy planned to call at the school and see Mrs. Richard Cheffe and Rosamund on the way through to Gaultford, which lay a hundred miles south. Phillip was to transport them in the Silver Eagle drawing a small trailer loaded with what was required for the new life with brother Tim at No. 2 The Glade, Gaultford.


*


Two days before Lucy was due to leave, Teddy Pinnegar and Mrs. Carfax unexpectedly arrived in the yard by the draw-well. The springs of the saloon motorcar were loaded down with trunks, suitcases, bags of golf-clubs, tennis racquets, gun-cases, shooting-sticks, riding boots in boxwood trees, travelling rugs, a wireless set, and several other oddments, including the skin of a leopard made into a sort of loose leather hold-all, and the feet of two elephants.


Mrs. Carfax was at the wheel. Beside her sat an aged golden retriever bitch. Pinnegar was also wedged with this animal on the front seat.


For a moment or two Phillip stood still, while they continued to sit unmoving inside the saloon car. His heart sank with the springs when he saw what they had brought; but he recovered himself and opened the door. Stiffly Mrs. Carfax lifted out first one leg then another leg within jodhpur breeches. The upper part of her body was covered by a riding jacket over a yellow polo jersey. She wore a fawn-coloured felt hat with a Jock Scott salmon fly pinned in front.


“Have you had a good journey?”


“Not so bad, a bit crowded,” said Pinnegar, crawling out. He added, “We were fed up with waiting, so we thought we’d come along.”


“I’ll find Lucy,” said Phillip. “Won’t you come in?”


In the kitchen Lucy looked at Phillip unsteadily for a moment. “They’ve come two days before I arranged with Mrs. Carfax,” she said, slowly, almost heavily, as though she had been hit. “Now the place won’t be clean for them. I’ve asked Mrs. Valiant to come and clean it today and tomorrow.” She leaned a moment against the sink. “Oh well, I’ll manage somehow.”


“We’re staying the night at Crabbe, and coming out in the morning,” said Teddy Pinnegar. “You won’t mind letting us have a gallon of petrol, will you, Phillip?”


They had tea in the parlour and stayed to supper despite—or perhaps because of—a bottle of Algerian wine (which, although twenty years old, and warmed before being drunk, could fill one with pessimism).


When they had driven away to the hotel in Crabbe, Lucy started to pack. She finished packing a few minutes after two a.m. Phillip had no heart to help load the trailer which stood in the yard shackled to the towing bar of the Silver Eagle. Memories of previous loadings, unloadings, reloadings of the lorry in Dorset with Lucy’s brother Ernest were too painful. Lucy, who had witnessed those past loadings, said that she and Mrs. Valiant could manage very well if they were left alone.


As the two women were tying the canvas cover over the trailer at 10 a.m. next morning Pinnegar and Mrs. Carfax arrived. They had already deposited their heavier luggage in the parlour, the fore feet of the elephant standing beside the open hearth.


While Phillip was trying to start the Silver Eagle the newcomers disappeared inside the farmhouse to look around their new home. The starter of the motor was liable to jam in the teeth of the flywheel. Would this mean that the damned thing would have to be pushed back in top gear, to free the cogs? Then up the slope of the yard to the road, and down the hill to Horatio Bugg’s yard? Thank God the engine fired. He put up the hood. It was a raw, grey day. The back seats were stuffed with packages, bags, bedding, and the remains of a rusty tricycle. It was not easy to fit the two small boys into all this clobber, but at last they were packed in. During this operation the part-ruined tricycle had to be taken out and replaced several times.


With leather coat buttoned up, Phillip prepared to squeeze his way into the driver’s cockpit. Two small faces side by side peered forth from the eiderdowns and suitcases behind him. Having lifted in one limb after another followed with his body, he got out again to examine the split-pin of the towing bar. As he had imagined, only one bifurcation of the split-pin was through the hole in the tow-pin. He must never again leave such a safety detail to anyone else. Would the engine re-start? The self-starter, to his immense relief, gave its raucous cock-crow. The cogs were, as Luke would say, coggin-in. The engine fired.


“Well, goodbye, Billy, write sometimes,” said Lucy to her stepson standing silently by the car.


“All right,” Billy muttered.


“Look after your chilblains when they come, and wear gloves in the cold weather, won’t you?”


“I suppose I will,” he said mournfully.


“Oh, do try and speak brightly and alertly,” Phillip cried, while thinking remotely, Poor Billy, oh if only Barley had not died. “Sorry, Billy.”


“It’s all right, Father, thank you.” 


“Don’t worry, old boy,” said Teddy Pinnegar softly and kindly, to Phillip. “Have a good time, and when you come back, things will be very different, I assure you.” His voice dropped. “I’ve been looking round the bedrooms. They’re absolutely filled with dust and dirt. No wonder you have felt as you have.”


Lucy heard what was spoken, but said nothing.


“Look after Billy until I return, Teddy. God, if we were only going over the top at Cambrai, Skipper. How simple life was in those days.”


“You’re telling me, old boy.”


They shook hands. Phillip worked himself back into the seat and they drove away through the drab village and along the narrow winding road to Crabbe, turning under the railway bridge for Great Wordingham.


They passed a threshing scene: draggled straw and ragged smoke and filled sacks standing by a lorry; then a shooting party, keepers leading black retriever dogs, beaters sticks in hand and sacks on shoulders.


Farther on, labourers were sitting under a hedge eating their dinners, bottles of cold tea beside them, horses feeding from nosebags made of old sacks. It was the same unfeeling countryside he had known for nearly three years. Seldom a sign of war, which to the labourers meant 38s. a week instead of 34s. and their Union asking for 50s. The labourers had no feelings about the war; they used themselves naturally every day in a slow rhythm of the everlasting war with and against nature. They were used to doing what they were ordered, and if they were ordered to report to the regimental depot they would go without complaint, endure what was before them and if ‘lived and spared’ would return to the decrepit flint and brick cottages of their forefathers and work as before until they were too old—‘all wore up’—with no substantial complaint.
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