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AUTHOR’S NOTE AND DEDICATION





MANY of the scenes in this novel are authentic, including those which are based on incidents recorded in the Official History of the Great War, Military Operations, compiled by Brigadier-General J. E. Edmonds, C.B., C.M.G., R.E. (retired), and Captain G. C. Wynne, The King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry—to whom grateful acknowledgement is hereby made.
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“LEYTONSTONE LOUTS”

























Chapter 1


INTO THE LINE





IN the first week of December 1914 the King Emperor George V arrived at St. Omer in Northern France, headquarters of the British Expeditionary Force. Orders were given immediately to all units, in rest and refitting after the battle of Ypres, to prepare for a Royal inspection.


Among them was a territorial battalion, the London Highlanders. Boots and short puttees had already replaced worn-out shoes and spats in which members of the original battalion had left England nearly three months previously; but only in some cases had new rifles been issued in place of those defective Mark 1 Lee-Metfords which, in action, had been used as single-loaders with the new, pointed ammunition. That was in the past, a memory of Hallo’e’en and the fighting beside the Menin road.


New faces, inter-company football matches, parcels and letters from home, estaminet nights, had reduced the war to a rumour beyond the eastern horizon of flat, tree-lined arable fields gleaming with wintry water in cart-rut and furrow.


The day before the King was to arrive there was a battalion route march led by pipers along dull pavé roads leading to nowhere and back again, before dismissal by the new Commanding Officer, a regular soldier from the Coldstream, for the great clean-up.


His Britannic Majesty in the service uniform of a Field-Marshal, brown-gloved, brown-booted with gold spurs, brown-bearded, pouches prominent under blue eyes, passed with Field-Marshal Sir John French, Aides-de-camp, and various General Staff Officers down the ranks of silent, staring-ahead, depersonalised faces of No. 1 Company, in whose ranks, one of the survivors of Messines and Ypres, stood Phillip Maddison, thinking that the gruff tones in which the King spoke to Sir John French and the Colonel were of that other world infinitely far away from what really happened.


Behind the King walked the Prince of Wales, seeming somehow detached from the massive power of red and gold, the big moustaches and faces and belts and boots and spurs all so shining and immaculate between the open ranks of the troops in kilts of hodden grey. The slight figure of the Prince, in the uniform of the Grenadiers, appeared to be looking for something beyond the immediate scene—a small white-faced boy in the shadow of Father.


*


The London Highlanders were looking forward to spending Christmas in billets. The battalion was still 500 under strength, having received a draft of only 300 officers and men to replace the wastage of fourteen days of fighting. There was to be a Christmas tree, and company dinners with turkey and plum pudding. Football teams were practising daily; and a match was being played between No. 1 and No. 3 Companies in a field outside the town when a motor-cycle dispatch-rider arrived with a message for the Adjutant. Many eyes watched him open and read it, and pass it to the Colonel.


Immediately the match was stopped. Laughing talk and banter behind the goal-posts ceased. Everyone back to billets immediately; the battalion had orders to move at once. The misty dampness of the December afternoon seemed suddenly to be hanging chill. Nobody took a last kick at the football. It was picked up, by orders of the regimental sergeant-major, and carried off the field.


Feelings of dread—thoughts of imminent dereliction in cold and wet, and worse, of sleeplessness—possessed the survivors of the recent battles walking to their billets among the slightly excited and inexperienced men of the new draft.


Phillip Maddison, accompanied by four of the new draft in his billet in the Rue de Calais, walked in silence among them, all in step with him, kilts swinging in unison. He was thinking what a fool he had been for not having applied, during the four weeks the battalion had been out at rest, to join the transport. What more wonderful life could there be, with just enough excitement near the front line at night to give the feeling that one was really in the war—unlike the base-wallahs of the A.S.C., the Ordnance Corps, and others too far back to see the flares over the battlefield at night? He envied the transport drivers, not so much for the safety of their jobs—the horse wagons taking up rations and ammunition stopped at least half a mile from the firing line—but because they could sleep after their work was done, in hay or straw in a barn, out of the rain and mud.


For Phillip the terror of battle, of attacking into the loud cracking of bullets fired from a few hundred yards away, from behind uncut barbed-wire, was the same terror of having to face cane-strokes at school in the past: when it was over, it was over; but sleeplessness at night, without shelter in rain and frost, life achingly unendurable from one long hopeless moment to another in chilly darkness, was the worse thing. Oh, to be with the transport—the excitement of bringing up rations and letters at night to the battalion dump, handing over the 20 per cent over-proof rum in earthenware jars, ammunition and rolls of barbed-wire—then round went the horses’ heads, back jolted the four-wheeled wagons, faster than they had come because the horses were thinking of nose-bags of oats awaiting them in stable or on picket-line, the drivers thinking of hot tea or soup, of snuggling into dry straw under a roof.


*


Oh, why had he not applied, when the remnants of the battalion had first come out to rest, for a transfer? Several of the Bleak Hill chaps—including cousin Bertie, the transport sergeant—were then going back to England, to take up commissions, and there had been vacancies.


Some had been filled from the new draft. What an idiot he had been, deciding to stay in the company, to be with the four new fellows with whom he had chummed up! They had attached themselves to him, marvelling at the horizontal bullet-rip across his greatcoat, souvenir of sentry-go in Bellewaarde Wood in early November. One of the four, Glass, had actually asked him for tips of what to avoid doing in a battle! Phillip had pronounced the old soldier’s philosophy.


“If your number is already scratched on a bullet, or your name painted on a shell, then it will find you. There’s nothing you can do about it.” And later, one particularly cheery evening, “Keep by me when we go in, it isn’t so bad, really.” This was after several rounds of café-rhum in the Au Rossignol, when he was thinking of the way the bearded Grenadier Guards had looked after them when they had first gone into the Brown Wood line. Cranmer! He drank a toast to Cranmer, his eyes averted from the others. Cranmer, a Boy Scout with him in the Bloodhound patrol—those faraway days of cricketing hats and linen haversacks dyed in tea to look like khaki, of twopenny broomsticks and little pewter bugle, of scrapping between rival patrols and troops, Boer War tents of rotten canvas, and black-smelling wooden water-bottles!


*


In the billet there were three members of the original battalion, including Phillip, and nine of the new draft, mucking-in together—sharing food-parcels and rations at one table. Now the problem was what to take, and what to abandon—cakes, pots of jam, sardines, boxes of sweet biscuits, even the best part of a tinned ham. The men of the new draft spoke quietly among themselves; but the three survivors of the old battalion were, in different ways, visibly agitated. Lance-corporal Collins, with sour face, was swearing as he threw aside one thing after another, muttering about the balls-up of Christmas; Church had a sardonic, to-hell-with-everything expression on his face; Phillip felt that his life was shattered, or on the point of being shattered, as he failed again and again to decide which of his mother’s gifts he must leave behind, and so forsake and abandon part of her gentle face regarding him. The effect was one of irritability. Why had she sent such silly things, like that bottle of linctus? And the red flannel chest-protector, gift from Gran’pa?


Even so, he was deeply attached to, or loyal to, all thoughts from home which had prompted the sending—both had come from the old life that was now lost for ever. What about the linctus? He could see Mother buying the bottle at Leo the chemist’s in the High Road, Leo’s own special recipe. Every winter since he was little, especially when the yellow fogs had come before the frosts, Mother had given him teaspoonfuls of syrupy, sweet linctus to guard against a return of childhood croup. How could he betray her loving care? Or her cakes? Or any of the pairs of socks (not sox, as she spelled the word) she had knitted for him? Then there were the two woollen scarves, the two cholera or body belts, the woollen cardigan (worn with the chest protector, it made his tunic tight), the two pairs of woollen gloves, half a dozen tins of cocoa and café-au-lait, thick bars of chocolate, two extra shirts, a dozen boxes of matches, a pork pie, almonds and raisins——


The door opened. The company sergeant-major, no longer “Colours” of easy Bleak Hill days, stood there. Quietly he said, “Company parade outside in twenty minutes’ time.”


When the door was shut again, Phillip, while knowing that he was showing his own weakness, appealed to Lance-corporal Collins, despite Collins’s dislike of him.


“I suppose you don’t know where I can get a sandbag, Corporal, by any chance, to pack my extra clobber in?”


“If you weren’t so bloody selfish, you’d have given some of that stuff to the Brigade Fund, when you had the chance,” replied Lance-corporal Collins.


“I saw that they already had two G.S. wagon loads of our casualties’ parcels, Corporal.”


“Yes, and a fat lot you added to them,” said Church, a crony of Collins’s.


“Well, I was still alive.”


The appeal for comforts had been made by Captain Ogilby when it was thought that the Brigade would be spending Christmas out at rest. Many of their comrades in the regular battalions of the Brigade, he said, had people at home who were not always in the position to send out parcels of food and clothing. Anything that could be spared, therefore, by the men of the London Highlanders would be most welcome among the splendid fellows whom they had lately had the honour of supporting in battle.


To the appeal Phillip had given a tin of French sardines and a large slab of Chocolat Menier, which he had bought for himself in a magasin, but found too coarse to his taste, together with a tin box of Brand’s Meat Essence tablets sent by his father. This apparent stinginess at the time had caused Collins and Church to exchange slow and scornful winks: they had not forgiven Phillip for a thoughtless or rude term applied to them when they had occupied the next tent in the company lines at Bleak Hill, in the heather of Ashdown Forest during those far-away August days which by now seemed so idyllic—“the Leytonstone Louts”.


As the other men of the billet thrust what they could into pack and haversack, Phillip stood indecisive, the thin wire of frustration drawing his entrails.


From almost his earliest feelings, thought of Father had been a shade, the presence of Father a wire-like fear. Entirely precious therefore in the massed shade or wire-like fear of war was every object sent by Mother; to be held as life itself.


“Come on, get on with it,” said Lance-corporal Collins, barging into him as he passed.


“All right, corporal.”


In desperation he decided to give his surplus to the old woman of the billet. She was grey-haired, like his mother. To alleviate the strictures of Collins and Church, he began with an attempt at humour. Holding out two pairs of socks,


“Pour monsieur, madame! Pour faire chaud ses petits, comment s’a appelle the word toes? Ses petits rouge ou pink toes, en dedans ses sabots, madame, you comprennez, pour ses petits cochons qui crient oui-oui-oui! tout la route chez lui.”


The old woman was puzzled; she did not understand this mixture of realism and nursery-rhyme.


“Lorsque vous reviendrez, m’sieu?”


“Non, pour votre mari! Moi, peut-être je serai tué, crack!, le claque, comme ça, regardez!” He struck his hands together sharply, then pointed to the furrow torn by the bullet across his greatcoat while on sentry-go at Bellewaarde Farm.


“Merci, m’sieur!”


He put a scarf round her neck. “Aussi pour vous, madame!”


“For Christ’s sake cut out that blather!” said Collins.


“These peasants make enough out of us as it is,” grumbled Church. Then, swinging round upon Phillip, “You make me sick! You knew bloody well that half the regulars haven’t got any socks to their feet! Why the hell didn’t you give those two pairs to the Brigade Fund?”


“I didn’t think we would be going into the line so soon.”


“Else you’d have applied again to go on the transport, eh?” Lance-corporal Collins said shortly, as he dropped the brass cylindrical weight of the pull-through into the breech of his rifle.


“I was keeping those socks for Cranmer, a pal of mine in the Grenadiers, in case he turned up, if you want to know!”


“So you say. In my opinion, you’re a bloody little shyster, and I’m not the only one who thinks it,” said Church.


“Anyway, what’s wrong with my giving them to the old boy here? After all, he did lend me his sabots when we first arrived!”


“Oh, shove your socks where the monkey put the nuts!” cried Church.


“Your habits are not mine,” retorted Phillip.


“You say that again!” cried Church, turning on him.


“Well, you said it first, remember!”


“Oh, stuff your socks——” said Lance-corporal Collins. “We’ve got ten minutes before parade.”


“Church started it, Corporal. I didn’t.”


“Bloody little tick,” muttered Church. “You didn’t even give your Bill Brown pal who got those Zeiss glasses for you a five franc note. Your ‘pal’ Cranmer!”


“Yes, he was my pal!” cried Phillip, in a rage. “And a damned sight better man than you, let me tell you!”


“Will you fight?” retorted Church, suddenly very quiet.


“Yes, I will!”


“Hell’s bells, aren’t there enough Germans left to satisfy you two coves?” said Collins. “Come on now, get a move on, it’s nearly time for parade!”


“When will you fight?” demanded Phillip, looking at Church.


Church laughed shortly. “There’d be only two blows,” he drawled. “One when I sloshed you, and the other when you hit the floor.”


“All right, wait till we get up the line!” Phillip hesitated; then turning to Church he said, “Any old how, let’s shake hands for now, shall we?”


Church knocked aside the hand contemptuously.


The men of the new draft had watched and listened to this petty wrangling between three heroes of the original battalion in silence, as though slightly puzzled.


*


Darkness had fallen when the battalion left behind warmth and security. A waning moon rode the sky, sad memento of estaminet nights, frost-silvered cobble-stones, colour-washed house-fronts of the Grand’ Place. The decaying orb was ringed by scudding vapour; a wet wind flapped the edges of rubber ground-sheets fastened over packs and shoulders of the marching men: a wind from the south-west bringing rain to the brown, the flat, the tree-lined plain of Flanders.


*


It looked as though they were going back to Ypres, by now a prospect of stoical acceptance, since marching in the rain absorbed nearly all personal energy, leaving little for thought beyond the moment. They marched along a road lined with poplars towards a distant hazy pallor thrown on the low clouds by the ringed lights around Ypres. The sky was tremulous with flashes: the night burdened by reverberation of cannon heard with the lisp of rainy wind in the bare branches above. To Phillip the way was unfamiliar, though it was the route by which the survivors of the battalion had come out of battle a little more than three weeks previously, many of them barefoot, ragged, bearded, and near-delirious.


Sergeant Douglas said that they were passing through Westoutre, and Phillip told his new friends of the draft that they were for Ypres—the regulars’ “Ee-priss”—all right.


The battalion turned off at a lesser lane about two kilometres beyond the village, and they saw the wooded slopes of Mont Kemmel rising dark against the hesitant paleness of the eastern sky. The muddy lane led under the hill through Kemmel village to cross-roads, and a wider tram-lined road leading to a distant line of flares rising along the crest of the Wytschaete-Messines ridge, of Hallo’e’en memory.


A little way on the pavé route they halted; and with relief Phillip learned that No. 1 Company was to be billeted for the night in some sheds and lofts around a farm. Here speculation ceased, when Sergeant Douglas told them that they were taking over part of the line the next day. The Germans, he said, had attacked down south, and the battalion was to remain in support while diversionary attacks were made to relieve the pressure.


This was cheerful news to Phillip, heard as he rested with others staring at smoky coal flames behind the wall of a farm outbuilding, where black-faced, sweating cooks stirred dixies of skilly. While they stood there, enjoying drowsy warmth, a great white flash followed by a double crack smote them. Some of the draft flinched. Phillip was also startled, but he knew it for a sixty-pounder gun firing down the road.


“Don’t get the wind up,” he said to Glass, one of his four friends of the draft. “It’s one of our naval guns, a Long Tom, by the double report. They fire lyddite shells, which burst with a sort of nitro-di-oxide smell, a brown-yellow smoke—usually in our own trenches.” He was quite the old soldier.


*


In the morning the villages of Wytschaete and Messines were visible at the end of the tree-lined road, about a couple of miles away, at the end of a long and gradual slope. Phillip stared at the scene of the first acceptance, in battle, that life was become nightmare. The remote skyline villages seemed to have an everlasting remoteness. Somewhere up there lay his friends of the old August days in Charterhouse Square and Bleak Hill, of the time on lines of communication outside Paris in September, and Orleans in October. Baldwin, Elliott, Costello, the Iron Colonel, the three Wallace brothers—all lay up there. He thought back to the day and the night of Hallo’e’en, reliving moments which in memory were without fear, only of deep sadness that they were gone.


But it was a sunny day; when he looked around him again, he felt hopeful. And with hope was curiosity; he wanted to see everything he could about the war. So down he walked to look at the long slender gun on straked iron wheels, half concealed in a cart-shed beside a cottage, that had fired while they were waiting for the skilly. The gunners told him that they fired only twice every twenty-four hours, usually in the evening, to catch the Alleyman horse transport coming along the road from Warneton. They were still limited to two rounds a day, a bombardier said.


From the gun he walked on down the lane to look at the lines of mules belonging to Indian soldiers in an orchard. The bark of the trees was gnawn away, with hundreds of tooth-marks nearly an inch wide. The bearded soldiers wore pale blue turbans. They looked, he thought, cold and disheartened, like the mules on the picket line. It seemed a bit of a shame to have brought the Indians to France, when they belonged to a hot country; and the mules too, that had Spanish blood. He decided to be affable to one of the pale Indians.


“You one-feller, you come from Orleans? Base wallahs, eh? Me help makee your camp, carry wood all day, knock knock wash-house up, savvy?”


“Yes, sir,” said the Indian soldier, gravely. “We were at Orleans, but for a few days only.”


“Oh, I see,” said Phillip, and giving the grave one a little salute, he went back to his platoon.


*


The damp December dusk was closing down as they approached the dark, still mass of leafless tress; and filed towards the edge of a wood. Then a novel kind of path began, firm but nobbly to the feet, but so welcome after the mud of the preceding field. The path was like walking on an uneven and wide ladder. The rough rungs, laid close together, were made of little sawn-off branches, nailed to laid trunks of trees. As they went nearer the flares, bullets began to crack. He found that he, like the new draft, was ducking, as during the first time under fire. But soon he grew accustomed to the cracks, and walked on upright.


They came to a cross-ride in the wood and waited there, near some bunkers in which braziers glowed brightly. The sight was cheering. Figures in balaclavas stood about. “What’s it like, mate?” he asked. “Cushy,” came the reply, as a cigarette brightened. These were regulars; he felt happy again. Braziers, lovely crackling coke flames!


They filed on down the corduroy path, and came to the edge of the wood, beyond which the flares were clear and bright, like lilies. The trench was just inside the wood. There was no water in it; he saw sandbag dugouts behind the occupants standing-to for the relief. It was indeed cushy.


Thus began a period or cycle of eight days for No. 1 Company: two in the front line followed by two back in battalion reserve in billets, two in support in the wood, and two more again in the front line. It was not unenjoyable: the danger negligible—a shell arriving now and again—subject more of curiosity than of fear—news of someone getting sniped; work in the trench, digging by day, revetting the parapet and fatigues in the wood by night: for the weather was fine. One trench, called Birdcage Walk, had a beautifully made parapet with steel loop-holes built in; and was paved along a length of fifty yards entirely by unopened tins of bully beef, taken from some of the hundreds of boxes lying about in the wood. These boxes had been chucked away by former carrying parties, in the days before corduroy paths. The trench had been built by the Grenadiers, now no longer bearded, though some of their toes were showing through their boots; it was said among the London Highlanders that a cigarette-end, dropped anywhere in it, while the Bill Browns were in, was a “crime”, heavily punished. Phillip said it seemed rather awful, to be treated like that. “It’s the form,” remarked Church, and he wondered what Church meant.


*


All form, and shape even, of the carefully-made trenches disappeared under the rains falling upon the yellow clay which retained them. Phillip was soaked all day and all night; the weight of his greatcoat was doubled with clay.


After the rain, mists lay over a countryside that had no soul, with its broken farmhouse roofs, dead cattle in No Man’s Land, its daylight nihilism beyond the parapet, with never a movement of life, never a glimpse of a German; except those that were dead, and lying motionless, in varying attitudes of complete stillness, day after day upon the level brown field extending to the yellow subsoil parapet of the German trench behind its barbed-wire fence.


At night mists blurred the brightness of the light-balls, the Véry lights or flares as they were now generally called; the mists, hanging heavier in the woods, settled to hoar, which rimed trees and duck-boards and tiles of shed and barn and clarified a keener air in cheerful sunlight. Frost formed floating films of ice upon the clay-blue water in the shell-holes, which tipped when mess-tins were dipped for brewing the daily ration of tea mixed with sugar. It was pleasant in the wood, squatting by a little stick fire. Movement was laborious now upon the paths not yet laid with corduroy; boots became pattened with yellow clay. Still, it might be worse—memory of the tempest that had fallen on the last day of the battle for Ypres, of the misery of cold and wet, was still in the fore-front of Phillip’s mind.
















Chapter 2


REALITY AND APPEARANCES 





ONE evening, when the company was in the half-finished support line, called Princes Street, a harder frost settled upon the battlefield. By midnight trees, bunkers, paths, sentries’ balaclavas and greatcoat shoulders, were thickly rimed. From some of the new men in Phillip’s bunker came suppressed whimpering sounds; only those older soldiers, who had scrounged sandbags and straw from Inniskilling Farm at one edge of the wood, and put their feet inside, lay still and sleeping. Lying with his unprotected boots outside the open end, Phillip endured the pain in his feet until the moment of final agony, when he got up and hobbled outside. He would make a fire, and boil his mess-tin for some Nestlé’s café-au-lait. There were many shell-fractured oak branches lying about; they were heavy with frozen sap, but no matter. He passed the hours of painful sleeplessness in blowing and fanning the weak embers amidst the hiss of bubbling branch-ends. As soon as he sat still, or stood up to beat his arms, the weak red glow went dull. His eyes smarted with smoke; there was no flame, unless he fanned all the time. Move he must; his arms were heavy in the frozen greatcoat sleeves; while the skirts, mud-slabbed, were hard as boards. He set off upon a slow stumbling walk, his senseless feet like wooden props taking the shocks on the hard corrugated surface of the path. Hardly knowing where he was going (for the pain of the pierced nerves of his hands was multiplied with movement) suddenly he came across what seemed to be a little paradise, the glowing coke-brazier in the doorway of the signallers’ bunker at Battalion Headquarters; and peering in, was told that he looked like Jack Frost. After twenty minutes’ jumping about outside, the pains abated; and he crept in, the ice in his greatcoat creaking and crackling as he sat down.


After struggling against a desire to sleep as he warmed his hands at the pink-blue brazier flames before the gap in the blanket-hung entrance of the signallers’ bunk—each company in the line had its morse buzzer—he saw what looked like a tobacconist’s shop, at least along one wall, on shelves fixed into the sandbags. Surely the signallers weren’t hoping to sell that tobacco, with so much already lying about in the wood?


From talk at the Ration Dump on the road outside the wood, where the battalion wagons unloaded and returned (lucky devils) to their farmhouse two miles back, Phillip had learned that A.S.C. lorry drivers were selling hundreds of thousands of packets of cigarettes of every description to Belgian and French civvies of the towns along the supply route. A great quantity of tobacco was being sent at this time duty-free from England to the British Expeditionary Force. Many Comfort Funds for the Troops had been started by newspapers. As Christmas approached, “Smokes for Tommy” arrived in such bulk that the daily ration for each man was said to be anything between two and five thousand cigarettes a day, or a pound of pipe tobacco, or both. Carrying parties on the icy corduroy paths cursed the extra weights of wooden boxes. Scores of such boxes containing cigarettes, or air-tight tins of leaf tobacco, were lying about in the wood.


“How about a cup of cocoa, old boy?” said Journend, one of the signallers. Journend was in the Guarantee Department at Head Office. It seemed paradise to Phillip to be able to live, and sleep, in such a bunker. There was straw on the floor, a hanging hurricane lamp, and magazines which made it seem wonderfully home-like. If only he had volunteered for the section when at Bleak Hill! But in those days semaphore flag-wagging and heliograph signalling in the sun had seemed pretty dull.


He sipped the thick hot liquid, sweet with condensed milk, offered to him in an enamel mug, while listening to Journend telling him that the section was collecting tins and packets of tobacco, of which two kinds of each brand were ranged on the shelves put up against the wall, resting on German bayonets.


“Let me know if you come across any unusual brands.”


“Yes, I will, certainly.”


Phillip looked at them, remembering when he had bought his first pipe, a huge curved Artist’s, under the arches of London Bridge Station; and how he had been unable to choose a tobacco, not knowing one from another. Here, in the bunk, were more kinds than he had ever seen or heard of before. Sweet Briar Flake, Black Bell Shag, Three Feathers, Walnut Plug, Juggler, Battle Axe Sliced Bar, Coral Flake, Winner Shag Blue Label, Tarn o’ Shanter, Castle Honeydew, Bulwark Cut Plug, Baby’s Bottom—what a name to give it!—Bogie Roll, Heather Bell, Dandy—he had to fight to keep his eyes open—then the trade marks of various firms on the labels: tortoise of Churchman, two boars’ heads for Hignett Bros.—dear old Hignett’s Cavalier, Mr. Howlett the manager upstairs in his office smoking away, and Mr. Hollis the chief clerk once saying to him as he came down the lead stairs, pipe in mouth, “Hi, no smoking in office hours!”


He jerked his head upright again, rubbed his eyes. Adkin & Son had three tobacco leaves; Wills a capstan; Mitchell a lurcher dog under a tree; Clarke & Son a lark inside the letter C and a smaller e added.


His Civic pipe, what had happened to it? Was it still lying in l’Enfer wood, where he had flung it that morning, in panic as they advanced to the crest of Messines, clearing his pockets for cartridges? Had a German found it, and kept it as a souvenir of one of the “ladies from Hell”? It was a startling thought: that a German would want a souvenir of an Englishman.


“Hi! old boy, this isn’t Wine Vaults Lane! You can’t doss here! Maddison! Wake up! Don’t fall asleep!”


“Who? Me? I wasn’t asleep, honestly!”


“Well, you were snoring pretty loudly, old boy! I could hardly hear the buzzer. Sorry, but it’s against orders to let anybody except the battalion runners in.”


“Oh, I see. Well, thanks for the cocoa. I’ll stand you a café-rhum in the Rossignol, next time. Honestly, though, I wasn’t asleep.”


He crawled out of the bunker, and was once again in frore air, bullets smacking through trees spicket and sparket with frost. Returning to the smouldering fire, he sat over it and fanned little flames from it, his eyes red and smarting with smoke, until the morning came. When at last he got up, his water-bottle was felt to be frozen solid. Later, when thawed out over a brazier, it leaked, being split; but there were many lying about in the wood, with rifles and other equipment.


*


The march back to reserve in the starry darkness of the next night, despite the fatigue of carrying R.E. duckboards all day, was made contentedly. They were going out! Their billets were in a village a mile behind the front line, in a row of cottages, each with a stove in its front room, and a dry brick floor. Oh blessed hour, candle-lit supper at a table, parcels and letters to open!


With others of his section in the billet, Phillip slept till midday; spent the afternoon cleaning up: puttees hung up to dry with greatcoats; shaving; and after pay-parade, when they received the usual five-franc note, marched to the brewery for a bath and change of small clothes. They undressed chirpily in a grain-drying loft, slats open to the wind; hopped naked down wooden steps to the ground floor where into big round mash tubs hot water gushed from pipes. It was rather fun to be ten in a tub at once, to run about afterwards, drying and playing jokes. Then into clean underwear, shirts and hose, their kilts and tunics meanwhile having been ironed, to kill lice.


Outside, the Belgian brewer scowled, beside the mayor wearing cocked hat and sash. The water had been heated, the tubs used without his permission. But a salvo of 5.9 shells bursting two hundred yards away made them retreat. And they needn’t have worried; the brewery was rubble before very long.


Clean all over, No. 1 Company marched back, content with life, but no longer singing the songs of the old battalion, or any songs at all; the old careless gaiety remained on the crest of Messines, in the Brown Wood Line, in the woods near Gheluvelt. But one thing helped the heart to open, the cheer to fly from the throat—the sight of a slim and boyish figure in the Grenadier uniform, looking the more slight in riding breeches, puttees, and spurs, instead of the regulation knickerbockers. Service cap set at a slight angle on his head, walking stick in hand, H.R.H. the Prince of Wales took the salute at attention; a smile was on his face as he was cheered by the marching London Highlanders who had passed him unexpectedly in the street.


*


Some speculation—coming, as from most rumours among the infantry, from indirect hope—arose in the platoon when knee-length goat’s-skin coats were issued. Did it mean that the battalion was to be turned into an Officers’ Training Corps? That there would be no more attacks until, at least, the Spring? The jerkins had broad tapes which cross-bound the white and yellow hairy skins against the chest and round the waist. Balaclava helmets of thick dark wool, folded well down over the ears, were the thing to wear with the goat-skins; one could please oneself. Officers and men looked alike, except for the expression on an officer’s face, and the fact that an officer appeared to stand more upright, an effect given, perhaps, by the shoulder-high thumb-sticks of ash many of them walked about with.


The senior officers now wore Norwegian-type knee-boots, laced to the knee and then treble-strapped, Phillip noticed with envy. He thought about asking his father to send him out a pair, when a thaw came in the third week of December; and the misery of mud returned. And then, with a jump of concealed fear, orders were read out for an attack, on the 19th, two days after the new moon. The company lay out at the edge of the wood, shivering and beating aching hands and feet, in support to a regular battalion’s assault on a cottage in No Man’s Land called Sniper’s House and a section of German trench that enfiladed the dreaded and dangerous Diehard T-trench. The assault of muttering and tense-faced bearded men took place under a serried bank of bursting red stars of shrapnel, and supporting maxim-gun fire: figures floundering across the root-field, with its sad decaying lumps that were dead cows and men. Hoarse yells of fear become rage arose; while short of, into, and beyond the British front line dropped shell after shell to burst with acrid yellow fumes of lyddite—from the Long Toms of the Boer War, whose rifling was worn.


The survivors, coming back through the wood, wet through and covered with mud, their uniforms ripped by barbed-wire, were singing as they passed the London Highlanders. When they had gone—away from the line, death behind them—a clear baritone voice floated back through the trees, singing “Oh, for the wings, for the wings of a dove—far away, far would I rove”. They were wonderful, remarked Sergeant Douglas, the rugger-playing Old Blue. Yes, because they were going out, thought Phillip; they were marching away from death, to warmth and sleep. The local attack had failed before the uncut German wire; but Sniper’s House was taken.


*


The cold and the wet, and the greasy diet of salted bully beef turned Phillip’s stomach sour, his thoughts with it. He had the yellow squitters. Men who went sick with this complaint got medicine and duty; so it was no good going sick. How could he get away from it all? The rain fell, the bunkers dripped with water. The trenches were now knee-deep in water. If only he could slip and break his leg, like one of the new draft—one of his four new friends—who had an ankle broken on the corduroy path, while carrying on his shoulder one of the heavy eighteen-inch-square bright-tinned boxes containing hard biscuits. Another followed him, but with doubtful good fortune, for he had, more for bravado than alcoholic desire, drunken from the glazed earthenware S.R.D. gallon jar, supposedly containing rum, which he had found in the wood, and brought with glee to the bunker. After one swallow he dropped the jar and gave a cry and doubled up, retching. The jar contained an oily, thick blackish liquid which some rear-area thief had substituted for the rum; it was concentrated carbolic acid. He was carried away unconscious.


Phillip hoped that his own squitters would continue: then he might get light duty for a few days, when next the battalion went back to rest.


Owing to the many casualties in the attack across No Man’s Land, the London Highlanders had to extend their stay in the line. One night when Phillip was detailed by Sergeant Douglas for the midnight listening patrol under Lance-corporal Collins, he complained.


“I shan’t be able to lie still for two hours, Sergeant. I can’t help it, I’m not very well.”


Sergeant Douglas paused. “Report sick when we get back to billets.”


“Yes, Sergeant.”


“Corporal Collins, take Church in Maddison’s place.”


When the sergeant had gone down the trench Church said, “You bloody leadswinger! There’s damn-all the matter with you!”


“I don’t want to give the show away, by getting up to go to the latrine.”


“You’d only find yourself there, if you did!”


“Will you fight?”


“Yes! And this time you won’t get out of it.”


“Nor will you! Come on!” said Phillip, starting to climb over the clay-bagged parapet into No Man’s Land.


There was nothing heroic about this. The line for the past two nights had been unusually quiet. Only an occasional bullet tore flatly through the darkness, an occasional flare shot up to quaver in green deathliness over No Man’s Land. It was known that the Germans were working on their parapets, and putting up wire; and as the British were doing the same, the line was quiet during the early part of each night. According to rumour, the Prussian and Bavarian divisions had gone to the Russian front, leaving only Saxons of the Landwehr.


For some yards beyond the British parapet the ground was littered with empty bully beef and Maconochie tins. The latter, being wider, and round, were in general use as one-occasion latrines. Phillip led the way beyond this metallic riband of litter to an area of untouched level ground, dimly seen to be free of shell-holes in the faint light of a thin moon hanging pale brown upon the western horizon. Although the German trenches were about a hundred yards away, Phillip had no fear or thought of them; for one thing, it was night, and for another, his mind was taken with the problem of standing up to Church, who could box very well indeed, while he had had only four lessons at the School of Arms before the war. He took off his goat’s-skin, then his greatcoat, while drawing deep breaths to steady his heart.


Six feet away, Church turned to face him, then advanced slowly. Phillip awaited him, squared up, left arm held out, right bent before his face as guard. He tried to force himself to look steadily at the dim blur of Church’s face, as he waited, entirely on the defensive. Church came on slowly towards him, in a crouch, hands held low. How Church got near him so suddenly he did not know; he was conscious of an electric shock on the nose only the slightest instant before another seemed to break his lips on his front teeth, and thereafter very smoothly he felt himself going over backwards, and without any sensation of having fallen he was lying on his back, restfully upon the ground, and quite content to lie there for ever. Church’s face was near his own, “Had enough?”


Phillip thought it best not to reply. It was peaceful to lie with all the sky above him. He would pretend he had been knocked out.


“Want any more?”


“No thanks.”


When Church had given him a hand up, Phillip sought to explain the quick ending of the fight. His lips felt salty to his tongue, broken, out of shape. But Church ignored his stammered words.


“That’ll teach you not to talk about ‘Leytonstone louts’ in future.”


“Quite right,” replied Phillip. Whereupon Church picked up Phillip’s balaclava for him, and thrust it roughly on his head.


“Thanks, Church. You know I didn’t really mean it when I said that of Martin and the others in the tent at Bleak Hill. I owe you an apology, quite apart from your winning the fight.”


“That’s all right, then. Shake!”


Their hands were still clasped when a terror of bullets fired by a machine-gun from the German trench made them drop down. Then came the sweat-breaking loud stutter shatter of another gun even nearer. Phillip could see the flashes, like an electric morse code. He pressed flat upon the wet earth, hands protecting the back of his head. Then as a flare hissed out of the low darkness of the German line, followed by another, and another, more machine-guns opened up with loud directness, accompanied by the cracking air-shear of rifle-fire. Was an attack starting? It seemed that the bullets were cracking only an inch or so above his back. Then the night was filled with swishing stalks of white light, all from the German lines, by which he knew that they would not be going to attack: remote comfort only, as he felt to be so large and visible, sweating with fear, while bullets thudded and whanged away in ricochet. The whole sky seemed to be lit up by the terrible hovering white flowers of the dead.


The incident had set off the phenomenon known as wind-up. As before a wind, fire swept with driven bright yellow-red stabs of thorn-flame up the line towards the light-ringed salient around Ypres; bullets in flights, hissing, clacking, or whining, crossed the lines of the hosts held in the continuous graves of the living above the hosts of the unburied dead slowly being absorbed into the earth. The wind of fear, the nightly wind of the battlefield of Western Europe, from the North Sea to the great barrier of the Alps, a fire travelling faster than any wind, was speckling the ridges above the drained marsh that surrounded Ypres, stabbing in wandering aimless design the darkness on the slopes of the Comines canal, running in thin crenellations upon the plateau of Wytschaete and Messines, thence sweeping down to the plain of Armentières, among the coal-mines and slag-heaps of Artois, across the chalk uplands of Picardy, the vineyard heights of Champagne, and the plains of the rivers; the wind of fear rushed on, to die out, expended, beyond the dark forest of the Argonne, beyond the fears of massed men, where snow-field, ravine, torrent and crag ended in the peaks of the Alps rising in silence to the constellation of Orion, shaking gem-like above all human hope.


*


News of the fight spread up and down the trenches. Mr. Thorverton, the new platoon commander, hardly knew what to say about it; but Sergeant Douglas, calm, reliable, dutiful, had only this comment, “If you are well enough to scrap in your spare time, you are well enough for listening patrol, Maddison. You will go on the next patrol.”


“Very good, Sergeant.”


A listening patrol was not a thing to go on if it could be avoided without showing the white feather. It meant creeping through the gap in your own wire and crawling or wriggling over mud to just before the German wire, twenty yards before the German parapet, and then listening for any extra talking which might mean massing of troops for an attack. It meant crawling back if this was so, and then the signallers in the shelter would buzz it to battalion H.Q., who would buzz it on to the field-gunners.


The story of the fight grew in passing from one man to another like the wind-up itself. It was said to have continued, round after round, in the light of flares while the entire German army fired at the antagonists. The story was taken back by the returning Royal Engineers to Brigade H.Q. There the Brigadier heard it from his staff-captain, and said, “Stout fellows, those London Highlanders”. The brigade-major’s report to Division at midnight contained the phrase the morale of the troops is excellent.


In due course the story got to St. Omer, and inspired a newspaper article sent back by “Eye Witness”, which implied that so little did a famous kilted battalion of Territorials, which must of necessity remain nameless, regard the presence of the low-spirited Huns, that a level area of land in No Man’s Land, less than a hundred yards from the enemy’s wire, had been selected, after careful survey, as the only fit and proper place to form a ring, in which to settle with fisticuffs, in the time-honoured British way, a point of difference. Another account appeared in The Daily Trident, duly to be read in the Town Department of the Moon Fire Office in Haybundle Street, where the name of one of “the bold exponents of the noble art” was known, through a letter from the battalion signaller to his father, a fellow clerk of Richard Maddison’s, called Journend.


*


At first Richard felt unqualified pride for his son. Later, when the details were reprinted in The Kentish Mercury and The Borough News, he considered that too much was being made of it. Had “Hetty’s best boy” spoofed a bit? He said “Pouff!” when Hetty told him how Mrs. Neville had said to her, meeting her in Randiswell, that she had always known that Phillip would do splendidly, given the chance. Still, he was secretly pleased.


Of course Mrs. Bigge, next door, had to have her say, too. “Hurray for Phillip, Mr. Maddison!” Then Mr. Pye up the road, passing Mr. Turney in the shelter on the Hill, had apparently made a point of telling him that his grandson was a credit to the district, according to Hetty, a day or two later. Richard did not like Mr. Pye. Nor did he care for the remark in the Randiswell Police Station made by Mr. Jenkins when they met at 8 p.m. one night the following week for a 4-hour spell of special constabulary duty, “It only goes to show that a father can never tell how a youngster will turn out, doesn’t it, Sergeant?”—a remark that increased Richard’s reserve towards the neighbour he had disliked ever since, in a moment of stress, the younger man had confessed to him, à propos of nothing, that his wife was not of his class. “After all, she came from a back-street.” During his 4-hour patrol of dark streets he wondered if the fellow had meant to imply that he, the boy’s father, had misjudged his son in the past? On what authority had Jenkins made his criticism? He, the father, had never spoken a word outside the house about his son’s lies and deceits, and cowardly ways, except in confidence to his sister, Victoria, as well as the boy’s mother, of course. What then did Jenkins’ remark imply? Why couldn’t the fellow keep his distance?


In his lonely thoughts Richard wondered about the incident of the fisticuffs in No Man’s Land. Somehow it did not ring true of Hetty’s “best boy”. Still, one never knew—the boy had always been inclined to wildness, and perhaps that had been disguised adventurousness. Anyway, there it was, in The Daily Trident. The Trident had always “printed the facts”; and almost alone had revealed the German menace for many years before the war. Richard had a high opinion of Lord Castleton, the proprietor.


*


The newspaper accounts had different effects on Phillip’s two sisters. They made Mavis feel important—away from the house in Hillside Road where, particularly in the depth of winter, life often seemed hopeless, since Father was always so beastly to Mother. Mavis depended almost entirely on her mother. She had had no chum since leaving the convent at the outbreak of war: as for a “boy in khaki”, no jolly fear, none of that sort of vulgarity for her! Besides, men were more or less awful, young and old. Mavis was a little ashamed of her father, whose bearded presence behind his reserve in the Town Department of the Moon Fire Office, where she now worked, was a cause of nervous depletion, whenever she saw him, or heard his name. Why could he not be like the other older men, Mr. Howlett, for example, who was always jolly, or little Mr. Journend?


Doris, the younger girl, still at school, had no nervous qualms about her father. She was adamant towards him in her thoughts; she felt a blankness in his presence. She was set against him. Hers was a simple attitude of aversion, of frigidity, an attitude based on her mother’s distress from her earliest years, when she had defended her mother, in tears because of his complaining irritability, so often, in those days before Richard had decided to sleep alone. From loyalty to her mother Doris had never shifted from that rigid attitude of devoted love. She loved no-one else on earth; but her affection was given to Phillip, a steady and unwavering affection that had survived his early snubbings and occasional Richard-like contempt of her feelings. Both sisters knew that Phillip was Mother’s favourite; but Doris felt no jealousy, as Mavis did. Doris wanted him to be her friend, so, when one afternoon she went to practise a new song, Keep the Home Fires Burning, with Muriel Todd down the road, and saw a photograph of Helena Rolls in Muriel’s brother’s new slip-in book of snapshots, Doris promptly sneaked it when Muriel was out of the room, and hid it above the elastic band of one leg of her rough blue serge bloomers. Phillip deserved it; she knew how much he had longed to be invited to the Rolls’ Christmas parties, but had never been, because of his reputation for bad behaviour, for which Father had so often caned him. Dear old Phil! She understood him. What a pity he did not want cousin Polly for his sweetheart! In the old days he and Polly had been sweethearts; it was all Helena Rolls’ fault that he had changed——


Thus the desperate attempt of Phillip to show some sort of courage in his own eyes led indirectly to a letter from his younger sister, with a snapshot of his Ideal (as he thought of her) in white tennis coat and skirt, smiling serenely, silhouetted against the summer sky upon the Hill. O joy, O beauty, O dear, dear England! He saw beyond the photograph to the core of his life, the woods and fields of Kent, the nesting birds and the nightingale, and the spirit which he had found away from his home, which had turned early to shadow, even as the war was now the wide reality of all shade.


During the night following the day of the letter’s delivery, after a carrying fatigue ending in the small hours, he went off alone into the wood, and made himself a fire; and crouching over it, fanning slowly with the red chest-protector, was suspended in his dream of summer’s beauty, in a drowse of half-sleep, before realising that the toe-caps of his boots were hot and brittle, so near had they been to the fire. He got up to swing his arms, and while on his feet thought to place the photograph in the fork of a small chestnut tree, so that the slanting green whiteness of the flares swept across it, giving the illusion of Helena smiling out of successive waves of darkness. He felt strangely happy; cold was defeated by fire; the rising and falling notes of ricochet bullets spinning away from No Man’s Land in front were like the notes of whimbrel and golden plover passing in the night, while Helena smiled upon him, with eternal renewal, every time a new calcium light rose dazzling through the bare trees. There he sat until it was near the time of stand-to, an hour before the dawn.


*


Phillip reported sick when they went out of the line, and to his astonishment he saw Lance-corporal Collins waiting in the line before him. The Medical Officer, Major Willibald, was known to be a terror, a regular who wore both the South African War ribbons; he had a grim, curt sort of expression, as though accustomed to deal with criminals, or, at any rate, sharpers. Phillip was astonished to observe that Collins, a pained, quiet expression on his face, spoke almost pathetically of the agony of bleeding piles. Collins was very roughly examined, almost curtly, by the M.O., Phillip thought. He noticed that Collins’s jaw-muscles were working rapidly when Major Willibald said sharply to the R.A.M.C. corporal, “This case to the field hospital.” Shakily Collins pulled up his trousers; his face had sagged, as though he had gone limp, in order to keep down his joy. To Phillip’s further surprise, he received a wink from Collins.


When his turn came, Phillip was given a large pill, out of a box numbered 9, said to be nearly as explosive as a shrapnel shell. He was also given two days’ light duty, which covered the period in billets until the company was due to return to the trenches. It meant he was excused working parties, both by day and night. It was wonderful to be able to sit by the stove in the estaminet, and to sleep in the billet until the others returned. He threw the pill away—it was for constipation, anyway—and wrote several letters, in none of which was mentioned the so-called fight, as the newspaper story was all rot. He had not fought at all; he had fallen, pretending to be knocked out, in order not to have to go on with it.


What Phillip did not know was that he had been knocked out.



















Chapter 3


HEILIGE NACHT 





THE Diehard T-trench, of “unsavoury reputation” as the current phrase went, was a bad, water-logged trench on the left of the battalion front. Before the October fighting, it had been a draining ditch of the arable field now part of No Man’s Land. It lay parallel to, and just behind a quick-hedge bordering a lane fifty or sixty yards away from the eastern edge of the wood. Not only was it a natural drain, but as it projected into a salient in the German lines, it was enfiladed both down the stem and along the cross of the T. Everywhere it could be shot straight down from various points in the opposing trench. A fixed rifle dominated one part of it; at least two snipers had two other places “set”. The Diehard T-trench had a bad reputation with the London Highlanders ever since two men had been shot, one behind the other, one shorter than the other, by the same bullet, apparently, passing through the head of the first and the neck of the second. It was said to be an explosive bullet, for it broke a two-inch hole in the back of the skull of the first man, and, passing out, severed the neck and wind-pipe of the taller man standing behind.


On Christmas Eve the platoon commander, Mr. Thorverton, said to his men standing around him in Prince’s Street, as the reserve line in the wood was called,


“We have a special task tonight, and I thought I would tell you what I know about it before we start. In the event of having to reinforce the Diehard T-trench during a daylight attack, supports will have to go across open ground from the edge of the wood, since the communication trench is flooded too deep for use. Tonight the brigadier has entrusted the battalion with the special task of making a wire fence from the wood to the trench itself, or rather two fences, about six feet apart. Against the wire, on either side, the idea is to lay hurdles, to give cover from view. Thus reinforcements will be able to get to the firing trench on more or less dry ground. The brigadier considers that, at first, the enemy will fire through the hurdles, hoping to catch an occasional runner by chance, but they will soon get tired of it. There are a fair quantity of hurdles, used for tobacco drying, in the tarred wooden shed near the Château. The task has been specially entrusted to the battalion; and Number Three Platoon has been given the honour of carrying out this task tonight. I need not tell you that we must all work as quietly as possible.”


Mr. Thorverton, fresh from Cambridge University O.T.C., delivered this description of the work to be undertaken in a quiet and amiable voice, the very quietness of which sent some hearts, including Phillip’s, bootwards; for the Germans were only eighty yards from the T-trench at the farthest point, and less than fifty at the nearest.


“We must of course be as quiet as possible, in order not to draw the enemy’s fire. Before Sergeant Douglas details the wire-carriers, and those who will knock in posts with the wooden betels provided, would any man care to ask a question?”


This was so unexpected from an officer that complete silence followed. Then Phillip said, more to continue the feeling of part-intimacy with the officer than for information, “Sir! If you please, why is it called the Diehard trench, when it is so easy to get sniped there?”


Sergeant Douglas looked sharply at the speaker, as though suspecting impertinence.


“The regimental nickname of the Middlesex Regiment is ‘The Diehards’, and I suppose the trench was dug by them originally,” replied the new officer, courteously. “But that is only my idea—I am, of course, a newcomer among you all.”


“Thank you, sir,” said Phillip.


“Any further questions?”


Feeling grateful to Mr. Thorverton, Phillip uttered his thoughts, without lesser thought that he was betraying his fear, “Sir! If the posts are driven in by big wooden betels, won’t the noise be heard by the Germans?”


Mr. Thorverton turned to Sergeant Douglas.


Sergeant Douglas had a restrained, near-impatient look on his face. Fearing that Douglas despised him, almost desperately Phillip went on, “I once watched posts being put in yellow clay, rather similar to this, sir. The navvies dug the holes first with spades, sir. Then they tumped the clay around the posts, with tumpers, sir, thus making sure that the posts were quite firm; It made little noise. It was when they were putting up scaffolding, before building in the field behind my house, at home, sir.”


Mr. Thorverton stood as though undecided; then he said in the same easy tones, “I quite appreciate what you, as one of the original members of the battalion, have just said; but the ground is frozen fairly hard, and I doubt if digging will make much impression. And in any case we have to carry out implicit directions from Brigade. Now Sergeant Douglas will detail the various carrying parties.”


Phillip felt sympathy with the new officer for the way he had spoken to him. All the same, the orders were wrong. He knew the proper way to put posts into clayey ground. He saw again the navvies in the Backfield, a pail of water between two, each dipping his spade before a thrust, each with a wooden scraper tucked into the leather strap holding up his corduroy trousers below the knee, to clean the spade off when the yellow clay clung to the bright steel. When Father had dug out the garden to make the lawn, when they had first come to Hillside Road, he was three years old; but he remembered Father making a similar little wooden scraper for his spade.


The platoon filed away singly. With a stab of fear he thought of knocking in posts, into frozen ground, a stone’s-throw from the Germans, and in moonlight! It was like sending the battalion into action for the first time on Hallow’e’en, never having fired their rifles, and dishing out pointed Mark Seven ammunition that would not feed into the breech of the Mark One Lee-Mitfords.


“No talking!” whispered Mr. Thorverton, to the silent men.


*


It was most strangely quiet when, with posts, rolls of wire, hammers and staples, and R.E. wooden betels, they picked their way on the path of frost-cobbled mud leading to the open grey blankness beyond the wood. No flares were to be seen anywhere in the silent night. Not a shot was to be heard over the frozen battlefield. Did the silence mean that they were to be trapped? Were the Germans waiting until they were all out in front of the wood, before mowing them down with machine-guns? Yet, despite the thought, Phillip rejoiced that he was not afraid; he did not think beyond the moment; he was walking quietly through the silence of a night sparkling gently with stars and frost, walking easily into the whiteness of the moon.


Their breath hung in the still air as they crept over the hard silver ground to their tasks, rifles slung, free of all equipment save a cloth bandolier across the front of their goat’s-skin jerkins. Soon they were used to the open moonlight, in which all life and movement seemed unreal. Men were laying down posts, arranging themselves into parties to hold and knock; others preparing to unwind the rolls of wire. Phillip went with Mr. Thorverton and three men to a tarred wooden barn or shed, to fetch and carry hurdles, hung with long dry tobacco leaves, which they brought out and laid on the site of the fence.


Not a shot was fired; not a sound came from the Germans. The unbelievable soon became the ordinary, so that they talked as they worked, without caution, while the night passed as in a dream. The moon moved down to the top of the wood behind them; always, it seemed, they had been moving bodylessly with their own shadows.


Sometime in the night Phillip saw what looked like a light on top of a pole put up in the German lines. It was a strange sort of light. It burned almost white, and was absolutely steady. What sort of lantern was it? He did not think much about it; it was part of the strange unreality of the silence of the night, of the silence of the moon in the sky, of the silence of the frost mist. He was warm with the work, all his body was in glow, not so much with warmth, but with moonlight.


Suddenly there was a short quick cheer from the German lines, Hoch! Hoch! Hoch!, and with the others he flinched and crouched, ready to fling himself flat; but no shot came from the enemy lines.


They talked about it, for other cheers were coming across the blank space of No Man’s Land. Then they saw dim figures on the German parapet, about more lights; and with amazement he saw that it was a Christmas tree being set there, and around it were Germans talking and laughing together. Hoch! Hoch! Hoch! They were cheering.


Mr. Thorverton, who had gone from group to group during the making of the twin fences, looked at his wristlet watch and said, “It’s eleven o’clock. One more hour, men, then we go back. By Berlin time, it is midnight. A merry Christmas to everyone! I say, that’s rather fine, isn’t it?” for from the German parapet a rich baritone voice had begun to sing a song Phillip remembered from his nurse Minny singing it to him. Stille Nacht! Heilige Nacht—Tranquil Night! Holy Night!


The grave and tender voice rose out of the frosty mist; it was all so strange; it was like being in another world, to which he had come through a nightmare; a world finer than the one he had left behind, except for beautiful things like music, and springtime on his bicycle in the country.


*


It was so strange that they had not been fired upon; it was wonderful that the mud was gone: wonderful to walk easily on the paths; wonderful to be dry, to be able to sleep. The wonder remained in the low golden light of a white-rimed Christmas morning. Phillip could hardly realise it; but his chronic, hopeless longing for his home was gone.


The longing for home returned with the loss of warmth, while lying in the bunker; so he got up and went for a walk down Prince’s Street. Here by day were visible some of the officers’ bunkers, some with trellis-work doorways, and tables inside, taken from the Château beside the road. One had a stove in it, a white enamelled affair; smoke went straight up from the pipe sticking out of the sandbag roof. Phillip had often seen one of the officers who lived here: he was red-haired, red-bearded, and his tunic sleeves showed where sergeant’s stripes had been. On each cuff was marked, in indelible pencil, the braid and star of a second-lieutenant. He looked to be a sort of Canadian backwoodsman. What was rather nice in the wood was that you did not have to salute officers, and no officer ever spoke as though on parade. These regular officers seemed to be very decent to their men.


He went on down the ride, coming to a clearance which seemed almost of a fairy world, until he saw wooden crosses in rows. There was not a sound, as he stood there. It was as though all the soldiers had gone, except the dead. He remained still, his eyes closed, feeling himself to be a ghost inside his body. Then the quirking pains started again, and going among the trees, where ice gleamed on the shell-craters, he squatted, wondering if the scalding looseness, so thin and slight despite the pain, was due to the everlasting bully-beef.


He felt weak, and grey like the frozen wood, and went back the way he had come. He got his valise, and collecting dead leaves and grasses, re-entered the bunker and, taking off his boots, put his feet into the pack and after a while was asleep.


In the morning his boots were white, and frozen hard. It was agony putting them on, worse trying to walk in them. However,  the sun was shining, it was Christmas morning, the post had come. He sat on an unopened box of 28 pounds of 2-ounce Capstan tins, and read his letters—two from Mother, one from Doris, another from Desmond; a parcel from home as well, including a present from Father of a 2-ounce air-tight tin of Capstan. Poor old Father, and he didn’t know. There were no parades, so after making a fire and frying and eating his breakfast bacon, he sat down again and drank his tea, while opening the Gift Package from Princess Mary—a brass box containing a packet of cigarettes, another of tobacco, and a small Christmas card. These he decided to send home to his mother; and as it was Christmas Day, why not walk to the village, and have lunch in one of the estaminets there?


The only sound in the wood, as he walked down the corduroy path, was the kee-kee-kee of a kestrel being chased by two carrion crows above the treetops. The kestrel’s wing-feathers looked redly brown against the blue sky as the bird turned, just as they did in England; but the sight held little interest. This was not England.


*


The sun was shining as he walked stealthily out of the wood, opposite the Château. This red-brick building had its roofs broken, ragged holes in its walls and a lot of fallen masonry about what once were lawns, now pitted with ice-craters. He had never before seen it by day. All was quiet, no-one was about, so he decided to explore.


He crossed the road, almost expecting to be fired at; but the quietness everywhere remained. He walked round to the back, picking his way through heaps of fallen bricks. In some of the walls, low down, were loop-holes. He came to a splintered door, half-open; he crept through, to find himself in a small room, with ceiling plaster on the floor, and signs that it had been used in all four corners as a latrine. A door led into a kitchen, a mess of upturned tables, pots, bashed pewter dishes and jugs, broken china, the whole littered with ceiling plaster. An open door at the farther end led up some wooden stairs; and after listening, while the hair on his neck seemed to twitch, he started to go up, on tip-toe. It was all rather eerie: only the sounds of his foot-falls, and his beating heart.


At the top was a landing, the wooden floor showing signs of polishing at the edges, where plaster flakes had not been trodden upon. The corridor was bare, with very wide boards. One board, he saw, was gouged for about a foot in one place, the gouge being half-an-inch deep: could it have been made by a goat-moth caterpillar? Many dead bees lay shrunken on the planks. Walking softly down the passage, he came to an open bedroom door. The lath-and-plaster of the wall beside the door-jamb was broken where bullets had burst through. Looking round the splintered door, he saw a dried brown splosh of blood, with hair stuck to it, on the wallpaper around the bullet holes. On the floor lay a dead German, with thighs and arms and body tight in the grey uniform. The back of his head was broken open. Obviously he had been standing by the door when he had been shot.


Walking into the room, he saw another dead German lying on a bed, also swelled. The pocket-linings of his tunic, and trousers, like the one on the floor, were pulled out. Letters were scattered about. He picked one up. It was written in queer German lettering; he put it in his breast pocket. Then, noticing the buttons on the tunic, he opened his knife and cut some off. They had a crown and a W on them. The tunic thus open, with wonder he saw that instead of the ordinary single trouser buttons to hold up the braces, the German trouser buttons were sewn on in pairs, side-by-side. The other German’s trousers also had a complete spare set; the buttons were of aluminium, obviously for lightness. How even tiny details had been thought out!


He cut two off, to add to his souvenirs. Then, instinctively smelling his fingers, he realised with nausea that the corruption of the bodies had saturated the grey cloth.


The Germans must have been dead at least six or seven weeks, since the battle of Ypres. Cranmer would look like that now, and Baldwin, Elliott, the Wallace brothers—the Earl of Findhorn and the Adjutant, and all the other faces which he had known. Their faces and hands, too, would be the colour of whitish-pink wax. How still the dead lay; and these two in the Château had lain exactly in the same position every moment of the days and nights since they had been surprised up there. Then, after racing heart-beats, a long fixed moment, then a flash … and ever afterwards, complete stillness. He could feel the idea of death creeping into him, like an invisible fungus. Without thinking, he made the sign of the Cross.


The German on the bed looked as though he had been sleeping, or waking up at the time of death: one knee was raised as he lay on his back, an arm flung sideways, the hand loose over the edge of the bed. He must have been shot in his sleep. Perhaps he had been drunk; or very, very tired. Was the other his friend, and looking after him? Did the German soldiers have friends, or was all that brutalised out of them?


He went into another room, with open tattered roof timbers, and creeping across the floor joists, looked through a window towards the German lines. They must have a full view of the place, from a little hill only a few hundred yards in front. Supposing he were sniped? Suddenly he wanted to leave the place; not for any possible danger, but because an extra chillness of death hung about the whole ruin. On the way down another staircase he saw a cage hanging up, near a torn-open desk, all papers thrown about. A canary was lying on the bottom of the cage, withered and flat.


The dreadful smell on his fingers remained after he had rubbed them in mortar, then mud and water, then with a dock leaf. It was more than a smell; it was a deadly black essence, almost spectral, on his fingers. He lit a Robin cigarette to try and clear his nostrils. Then finding an outside lavatory, he sat on it, after inspection of the seat and pan, and for several minutes enjoyed a reverie of pure aloneness, despite the scalding and the straining.


His feet were now aching again in the partly-frozen leather, and the thought of sitting in an estaminet, and thawing them out by the stove became urgent. He would run part of the way, and restore the circulation; but the sight of a bicycle in an outhouse made him change his mind. There was a bowler hat hanging on a peg in the shed; and putting this over his balaclava, he thought how funny it would be if he cycled down the road like that. The tyres were almost flat, but what did that matter? Wheeling it past the rubble heaps, he mounted, and wobbled down the grassy carriage sweep between iron fencing and so to the narrow cobbled road, scarcely wider than a Belgian farm wagon. It was great fun riding up and down over the frozen humps, and round the iced pot-holes. If only Desmond, his great friend at home, were with him!


He had never seen this road by daylight, and was surprised that the farmhouses on either side were still occupied by civvies. They were less than a mile from the front line. He waved at them; but they only stared. Louts! He waved the bowler; then pushed it hard on his head, so that it sat down on his ear-stubs; the saddle was low, and he had to be careful not to knock his kneecaps on the handlebars, while pressing the pedals with his insteps.


The sight of the tall thin soldier, in bowler and kilt, coming unsteadily towards them, caused some gunners to stare at the approaching apparition, then to make various remarks as it raised the bowler to them as he went past, calling out, “Cheer-ho! Merry Christmas!” so glad was he to be approaching the village again.


But as the church, with the big shell-hole through it, grew near enough for the grey stones of its coigns and arches to be seen among the red bricks, caution overcame his sense of fun. It would be advisable to discard the bowler before reaching the village, just in case any officers were about. He left it with the bicycle behind a clamp of mangold-wurzels.


He called at his billet, where as usual the three grown sons of the little wizened woman were lounging, in sabots and cloth caps, smoking and spitting around the kitchen stove. These young men, red-faced Flamands, with large tawny moustaches, were considered to be a lot of slackers by the Highlanders, smeerloops (a word picked up) who lounged about all day, having no work to do. They were farm labourers, who had fled with their parents from a small holding now behind the German lines; and the question Phillip and others of the billet often asked themselves was, why hadn’t the slackers joined up? Why didn’t they do their bit to save Gallant Little Belgium, instead of doing damn-all except loaf around, eating pinched bully beef and smoking ditto British tobacco?


In former days Collins had taught these “Flamandische”, as he called them, with insult to their supposed half-German origin, what he said was the polite English greeting; so that now, when he entered, Phillip was met with the words:


“’Allo, you bloodie vool! ’Ow izzit, you foogpeeg? Bullocks to yoo!”


To which, with an attitude of extreme politeness, he replied:


“Comment vous portez vous, madame et messieurs? You scroungers, skrimshankers, and dirty dogs dodging the column, bon jour!”


“Si, si,” said the old woman, beaming upon him.


“Ah, oui, madame, you’ve rumbled them too, I see!”


These great louts, he thought, had a low sense of humour. Once when he had asked one if he were married he had replied, and before his mother, too, “Non, m’sieu! Pour moi, la main la fiancée!” and all had roared with laughter. Tom Ching, who had spat in his eye coming home from school one day, would be at home with them. They used filthy expressions as a joke, too, such as a word that sounded like estomachcloit, though what it meant exactly he did not know—something to do with stomach and cloth. Did they too wear belly-bands, or cholera belts? No wonder everyone in the billet was lousy.


“Au revoir,” he said aloud; but under his breath he gave them the soldier’s farewell.
















Chapter 4


A BICYCLE RIDE





IN the estaminet he warmed and greased his boots by the stove, put them on again, with cleaned puttees, and sat down to an omelette, with white wine, having remembered that Lance-corporal Mortimore of Bleak Hill days had said this was the right drink. After café and cognac, it was time to think of getting back, before he was missed.


Arriving at the root-clamp, he decided not to put on the bowler hat; he was worrying a little lest his absence had been noticed. However, anyone could ride a bike.


He was thinking of hiding it somewhere in the grounds of the Red Château, for possible use another time, when a passing soldier told him that everyone was out in No Man’s Land, talking to the Alleymans.


“There’s bloody hundreds on’m, Jock!”


This extraordinary news sent Phillip off at once; and cycling on past the Château, he saw what at first sight looked like a crowd on a football field during the interval of a match. With mixed feelings of trepidation, eagerness, apprehension and bewilderment, he pedalled on past the trees and arrived, with the most extraordinary feeling of loneliness and self-exposure, at the front line trench, at the sandbag barricade across the road. It was like seeing it all in a dream, to be standing up in that strange daylit place. How small the barricade looked, how thin and puny, seen from beside it; how narrow the road, and how clean-looking, unused, with the grass growing on it. He saw too, almost with a start, the large brick building of the Hôspice, where the German machine-guns fired from, a couple of hundred yards on the right of the road in front. How large it looked now, though the bottom part of it was still hidden by the rise in the ground. This side of it another barricade stood across the road—the German front line.


All this Phillip perceived in a dream-like glance as, leaning the bicycle against the British barricade, he walked into No Man’s Land and found himself face to face with living Germans, men in grey uniforms and leather knee-boots—a fact which was as yet almost unbelievable. Moreover, the Germans were actually, some of them, smiling as they talked in English. He hurried to be among them, and saw one writing his name and home address, to exchange it with an English name and address. They had agreed to write to one another after the war.


Most of the Germans were small men, rather pale of face. Many wore spectacles, and had thin little goatee beards. He did not see a pickelhaube. They were either bare-headed, or had on small grey porkpie hats, with red bands, each with two metal buttons, ringed with white, black, and red, rather like tiny archery targets.


“They are Saxons,” a bearded soldier told him. “They watched some of the London ’Ighlanders—your lot, mate—putting up a fence last night, but they wouldn’t fire, he told me, even if they was ordered to. Or if they was forced to, like, they said they’d fire ’igh.”


“I saw the Christmas tree they put up, after singing carols.”


“Not a bad lot o’ bleeders, if you arst me, mate.”


Among the smaller Saxons were tall, sturdy men, taking no part in the talking, but moving about singly, regarding the general scene with detachment. They were red-faced men, and Phillip noticed that their tunics and trousers above the leather knee-boots showed dried mud-marks.


Looking in the direction of the mass of Germans, Phillip could see, judging by the rows of figures standing there, at least three positions or trench-lines behind their front line, at intervals of about two hundred yards.


“It only shows,” he said to Glass, one of his friends of the new draft, “what a lot of men they have, compared to ourselves. We’ve got only one line, really—our reserve lines are mere scratches.”


“I was thinking the same thing. I say, Maddison, do you see those green lanyards and tassels on those big fellows’ shoulders? They’re sniper’s cords. They’re Prussians.” Phillip thought that they did not look at all friendly. Their heads looked strong, big and round, compared with the Saxons’.


“That’s what the Saxons told me what they are,” continued Glass. “They don’t like the Prussians.”


“Yes, my father always told me that.”


One of the small Saxons was contentedly standing by himself smoking a new and large meerschaum pipe. He wore large spectacles, and looked just like a comic-paper “Hun”. Phillip noticed that the white bowl of the pipe had the face and high-peaked cap of Little Willie painted on it. The Saxon saw him looking at his pipe, and taking it out of his mouth, he said with quiet satisfaction, “Kronprinz! Prächtig Kerl!” as he looked at the portrait and wagged his thin black little goat’s beard in approval, before putting the mouthpiece back carefully between his teeth, and puffing to keep the tobacco alight. This done, he removed the pipe, examined the bowl, rubbed it against his nose, and went on smoking.


“He’s trying to colour it,” said Phillip. “I had a curved pipe like that, only it was wood—the Artist’s pipe. I got fed up with trying to season it. Cheer-ho!” he said to the man with the meerschaum.


Another Saxon came forward to explain in English. “‘Prächtig Kerl’ means ‘Good Chap’, or ‘Decent Fellow’. What you would call a ‘Proper Toff’ in Piccadilly. The Kronprinz Wilhelm gave us all a pipe. Jolly fine Christmas box, eh?”


“Jolly fine,” said Phillip. “You speak very good English.”


“I have been in London. I was waiter at the Regent Palace Hotel for two years. You know it?”


“No,” said Phillip, “but I know London, or bits of it.”


“Do you know Germany, sir?”


“No, but I have German cousins in Bavaria.”


“So?”


“So,” said Phillip. “Prächtig Kerl—your Crown Prince.”


Church, who had been amused by this conversation, said amiably to Phillip, “Fancy thinking like that about Little Willie! But I suppose they don’t realise what an absolute ass the fellow really is!”


“They’re told nothing,” said someone. “They’re driven on from behind by their officers. You see the Germans standing by their support and reserve trenches? They daren’t come over.”


Church said to Phillip, in a confidential voice, “That’s rot, in my opinion—he got it out of that rag The Daily Trident. But did you notice that Saxon called you ‘sir’? They think we are officer-cadets in these goat-skins. Incidentally, I heard from one of the Germans this morning that the London Highlanders are supposed to be going back to St. Omer, and start an Officers’ School for Kitchener’s Army.”


“I know how they got that,” said a man that Phillip recognised from No. 3 Company. “The Germans listen to what our chaps signal on their buzzers. When about a fortnight ago Harvey-Lowther, in our company, was ordered to report to H.Q., his commission having come through, they knew somehow; and put a board in their trenches, saying, ‘Congratulations Mr. Harvey-Lowther’. They’ve got an electric device which picks up our Morse messages.”


“Good lord!”


“They’re damned efficient,” said Church. “Did you hear that the Mayor of Armentières was shot as a spy? They found a secret telephone in his cellar, going underground to the German lines.”


“Then there is the case of a farmer plowing with grey horses in a field next to a battery of our heavies near our transport lines. His furrows were in the shape of an arrow pointing straight at the battery. A Taube overhead saw it, and soon afterwards the guns were shelled, and blown to hell. The farmer was shot as a spy. Yes, the Germans were well prepared for this war,” said a man of the Black Watch.


“Well, I know one thing,” replied Phillip. “Their trouser buttons are duplicated, in case of one coming off. They thought even of that detail! For the long march through Belgium!”


“Not like us, bunged out by the War Office to the Low Country in shoes and spats!” observed Church, sardonically.


“And the wrong rifles, don’t forget!”


“Oh well, it’s all in the game.”


“Hear, hear,” said Phillip, wanting to please Church.


Church and Glass and Phillip moved on to watch some Germans digging with great energy with pick and shovel, the spades ringing on the frozen field. A tall rather stout officer with a brown fur collar to his long greatcoat stood by, bare-headed. When the hard lumps had been shifted, the grave was soon two feet deep. Then a dead German, stiff as a statue that had been lying out in No Man’s Land for weeks, was put on a hurdle, brought to the shallow grave, and put in, still a statue, and covered by a red-white-black German flag.


While the officer read from a prayer-book, and the Saxons stood to attention with round grey hats clutched in left hands, the three London Highlanders stood to attention with the others. It was during the shovelling back of the lumps that Phillip thought of his friend Baldwin, shot during the advance from l’Enfer Wood to the crest of Messines. Was he being buried, at that moment, by Germans with their hats off? Would it be possible to find out, somehow?


When the grave was filled up, the Germans put on it a cross made of ration-box wood, marked in indelible pencil


HIER RÜHT IN GOTT EIN UNBEKANNTE DEUTSCHER HELD


“Here rests in God an unknown German hero,” said Church.


It was just like the English crosses in the cemetery in the clearing within the wood, thought Phillip. The three moved on. Two Germans came up to them, smiling, offering cigars. “Please accept, sir.”


Not to be out-done, Phillip pulled a tin of cigarettes out of his pocket.


“Thank you, sir. Please have these cigarettes.”


Other Germans seemed pleased even with the tins of bully beef given them. One explained that the meerschaum pipe in his hand was the Christmas gift from the Kronprinz.


“Ja! Prächtig Kerl!” said Phillip, trying out his new German. The German replied eagerly in his own language. Phillip remembered the saying of his old nurse Minnie, Mittagsessen ist fertig! and pointing to the bully beef tin one carried, repeated the words, adding “Nein, nein!” shaking his head, making a wry face, clutching his middle. “Pas bon, bully beef.”


“Bully beef’s a cad,” said Church.


“Please? You speak German, mein Herr?” to Phillip.


“Nein, nein, mein hairy one,” retorted Phillip, for the German had a deep black beard. Then, lest the German feel he was being made a joke of, Phillip said, “I’m afraid I know only a few words of your language. Regardez, Englischer Princess Mary, her Gift Box to us,” as he showed the brass box, opening it to reveal Princess Mary’s photograph. “Deutscher, Kronprinz Wilhelm! Englischer, Princess Mary! Cousins! Yes!” for Church had laughed. “The Kaiser is a grandson of Queen Victoria, and she was very fond of him, and he of her. I think I like these Germans!”


“Prinzessin! Schön!” said the German, puffing his meerschaum pipe.


“What is ‘schön’, Church?”


“Beautiful?”


“She is beautiful, Princess Mary, I think.” To himself he said, She is rather like Helena Rolls, as he touched the envelope in his breast pocket.


Church moved away; Phillip wandered on, seeking other interesting sights. In the course of turning here and there, he overheard some Highlanders talking about the London Rifles. Immediately he thought of cousin Willie. The battalion, he heard, was holding the line just south of Messines in a large wood the other side of Wulverghem. An idea came to him: why not walk down and try and find Willie? And look for Baldwin’s grave on the way? Why not? Was it not Christmas Day, and the war stopped still? But dare he? How far away was it? He stared towards the east.


Wytschaete, called White Sheet, was fairly close: that dark brown broken crab-shell cluster on the sky-line had been stared at for weeks, part of the lifeless, dangerous horizon. Messines, so far as he could remember, or recall from the fragmentary impressions of marching there under fire for the first time on Hallo’e’en, must be some distance away, behind Wytschaete. Wasn’t it rather a risk, to try and go all that way in No Man’s Land? What was the time? He asked a German, who was looking at a watch with spidery hands. The German replied, “Half-past twelve, mister.” Glass, coming up at that moment, looked at his watch, and said, “I make it half-past eleven.” The German showed the face of his watch, a French one. “It keeps good time.”


Phillip remembered how Sir Edward Grey’s ultimatum expiring at midnight had been one o’clock in the morning, Berlin time.


“You are an hour before us,” he said.


“Yes,” said the German, with a smile. “That is our proper place in the sun.” Phillip wondered what he meant. Hadn’t the Kaiser said something like that?


There was shortly afterwards another surprise in this day of surprises, when a football was kicked into the air, and several men ran after it. The upshot was a match proposed between the two armies, to be held in a field behind the German lines. If a footer match was allowed, why not a bike ride? In some excitement he went back for his bicycle, and wheeled it among others walking, laughing and talking, to the German barricade. They moved round it, and made for a field on the left, just beyond the part-shelled Hospice; and a German smilingly helped him. The flat tyres were objects of amusement; so Phillip mounted, and rode on the road, past a cottage which had sandbags inside the windows, while pretending to be very nervous of falling off. Laughter met his antics. He rode on. The field-grey and khaki crowd was making for the field. Trying to feel nonchalant, like the heroes in magazine stories, he rode on up the rise and turned to the left, seeing before him the massed houses of Wytschaete. Nobody was about, so he rode on, entering a wide cobbled square, with a church rising above it, and trees; and cycling on slowly, he went down a narrow street between cottages and arrived at right angles to a long straight road lined with poplars; and seeing rusty steam-tram lines laid in the settstones, regarded them with a shock of near-sickness: this must be the ridge itself, and this was the road from Ypres to Messines.


He pedalled beside one rail, between rows of cottages with white-painted German numbers on their doors, obviously billet-numbers. He got another shock when he saw what hitherto had been seen only in a photograph: the menacing words painted large on a barn door:


GOTT STRAFE ENGLAND!


Near the barn was an estaminet, and outside the estaminet a bearded German was standing, smoking a new meerschaum pipe. Feeling white about the gills, Phillip gave a salute, which nearly caused a fatal wobble. “Ja! Ja!” he cried out. “Kronprinz. Prächtig Kerl! Auf wiedersehen,” and wondering if he would hear a shot any moment, he rode on, while the tune of O, for the wings, for the wings of a dove! Far, far away would I rove! ground like broken shells in his mind, accompanied by his teeth grinding out the time. Then, half-turning to wave at the German, he said to himself, incoherent with an upsurge of tremendous joy, “I bloody well am roving, too!”


There was no-one else in sight; he was alone on the Wytschaete-Messines crest.


*


Whatever he did, he must keep on cycling. He felt inside out, he felt unreal, he was on the wings of a dove, and if he kept on cycling, no-one would think of stopping him. After all, it was Christmas Day, which everyone was celebrating. The whole countryside was quiet: only the rattling of the bicycle, with its queer high handlebars, on the pavé surface of the long, tree-lined road. He hoped that the spokes wouldn’t start going through the rims, so that the wheels collapsed, and he was forced to walk. He told himself that his luck would hold so long as he rode on. No harm would come to him, if he rode on, and kept his thoughts to himself—he must not look about him, lest he give the idea that he was trying to find out about the German defences. There were, he could see by taking half-squeezed glances to the left with his eyes, some trenches with knife-rest wire in front of them. When he got back, he must say nothing about them; it would be rather mean to do that.


The weak sun, free of clouds in the deep part of the year, cast a long shadow of himself across the rimed grasses growing above the ditch on the left of the road. Then he thought that he must, to attract the least attention, should he meet anyone, ride on the right of the road in the Continental manner. But no-one was in sight.


What a wonderful adventure it was! The whole thing was a miracle!


How the people at home would be utterly astounded, when they heard that the Germans were not just brutes, as hitherto everyone had imagined!


He must have been going for the best part of two miles, he reckoned, when with a shock he recognised the place where the company had come up in extended order on the morning of Hallo ’e’en. He felt a chill strike into him when he saw the farm buildings on the right, down the cart-track, where, during that awful night just before the Bavarians’ bayonet-charge he and Martin had failed to bring up the boxes of ammunition to the firing pits. Martin, one of the Leytonstone tent, had lain down and been unable to get up, ill with pneumonia. His heart beat so rapidly that he felt faint when he came to where the Bavarians had poured over the road, and down the track to behind the farm, and the M.O., Captain McTaggart, had been bayoneted, and Peter Wallace too, going to his rescue. He began to feel very cold and frightened. What should he do? He must go on, keep on, he must go through with it now. Was he really alive, was he really there, was it all happening, had it all happened? He felt like a ghost.


In places where shell-holes in the pavé had been filled in with brick rubble, the ice was opaque. The steam-tram lines were gashed where splinters had torn them. Soon, now, somewhere on the right, should be the stump of the windmill, and the site of the corn-stack where the Iron Colonel had lain until the Earl of Findhorn came and ordered his body to be carried back. Over the field on the left the Bavarians had advanced as the moon rose up, cheering, shouting, bands playing. Ah, there were the old trenches, how small and forsaken, how insignificant they looked among the shell-holes. No sign of the windmill, but there was the red barn, or the walls of it, on which they had advanced, out of l’Enfer Wood. Suddenly he saw a burial ground, beside the road, with white-and-black painted wooden crosses. Before he could stop to think, he had dismounted, thrown down the machine, and was walking to the graves, many with crosses stencilled with the Iron Cross above the lettering Hier rüht in Gott. They all rested in God, German and Englishman buried side by side. With a pang he saw that some crosses were hung with the glengarry. Some had no names. He dared not be there too long. Many were nameless: Unbekannt after Unbekannt, resting. All of the Engländers were resting; but the Germans were resting in God. Why was that? Both German and Englishman shared the same deep deep sleep, side by side.


It was cold. He must go on. He must get back to the British lines. He began to feel desperately alone. The flat-tyred, high-handled machine rattled on over the sett-stones, following the rusty steam-tram rails. Messines now awe-fully near: a terrible place of machine-guns. With relief he saw a peasant in a black suit and peaked cap walking, with a pail in his hand, near the cross-roads. He had a huge moustache. He stopped and stared. Phillip waved; he must keep on pedalling, for if he stopped, he might be asked awkward questions, even be taken prisoner.


“Bon jour, m’sieu! Santé!”


The man stared, his peak-capped moustache-faced head moving round slowly, like a dummy’s, as Phillip passed him.


Which way? Straight over the cross-roads was best. He went straight on, leaving the half-broken church behind. Going through the square, he tried to look as careless as possible, riding with one hand on the handlebars only, the other on his bare knee. He was now enclosed between houses on both sides, with white billet-numbers on them. Where did the road in front lead to? It was the wrong way to Wulverghem, judging by the direction of the sun: for Wulverghem, to where they had retreated, had been west of Messines, and the sun was in front, more or less south.


If any German sentry stopped him he would be able to tell them the truth: he had gone to watch the football match, and then thought he would look for his dead friend. How lucky he had come at just the right time, when everyone was eating, or sleeping after, Christmas dinner!


It would end all right, if only the wheels held out. The front wheel was twanging a bit, with a wonky spoke or two. He must go on slowly, and all would be well. To an imaginary hard-eyed German officer he heard himself saying, I saw your unbeknown German heroes being buried; and I came to pay my respects to my dead comrades.


When the road forked, or rather the tram lines turned to the left, he found he could not decide which way to go, so he followed the lines. Whatever he did, he must not stop, it would break the luck.


The road sloped down; he could free-wheel. Where did it lead? He must think. The sun would be west of south now, as it was about half an hour since he left White Sheet, round about twelve thirty. So it must now be one o’clock. O, what was he trying to think? Start again. If the sun was sou’-sou’-west, and on his back, as it was, then he was heading nor’-nor’-east, which was straight behind the German lines. Where did the steam-tram go to—Lille?


It was an alarming thought. Then he saw, not very far away and below, the dim suggestion of a fairly big wood. This must be the one south of Wulverghem, where the London Rifles were. Yes, as the road curved, so that the sun was on his right cheek once more, he could see that it led down to level ground extending to the distant wood. There was a little bridge in front, slightly hump-backed; he rattled over it, seeing a narrow stream below.


Phillip’s misgivings had made of the ride an ordeal; but the worst was to come. His mouth went dry when he saw in front, where the road went through a small cutting that gave cover from view, some field-grey figures standing; and pedalling nearer, he saw wheels, spade-trails, the barrels of field guns, under wooden shelters roofed with faggots. A German battery!


He felt himself going white. He thought of the story of the plowman and the grey horses, plowing furrows to point at a British battery. Shot as a spy!


He was being stared at. They were all smoking new meerschaum pipes. Feeling a little French beard on his chin, he sliced a hand upwards from the elbow, and cried out, in a voice thin and throaty, “Bon jour, messieurs! Kronprinz prächtig Kerl! Hoch der Kaiser!” and rode on past one gun, then, another, and another, hoping that, as obviously they didn’t know what to make of him, bare-headed in a goat-skin, kilt and khaki puttees, he would be out of their way before anyone of them might think to stop him. To extend the period of their wonder, he curved his arm over his head and scratched exaggeratedly. He could feel their eyes like potential bullets, directed towards his shoulder blades.


*


There were some ruined cottages in front. The narrow lane was very rough; shell-holes grey with ice. He must be just behind the German support trench. Yes, there before him, a hundred yards away, was the barricade. He had to walk now, his legs were weak, but he managed to wheel the bike forward, trying not to have a strained expression on his face He was trembling, he looked straight ahead, deliberately avoiding a glance at the German trench. The grasses on the road looked very fresh and green, the metalling clean, washed by rains, untrodden. Eyes on the road before him, he pushed on towards the last sandbag barricade beside a roadside cottage.


So near and yet so far. Fear rose out of the ground, all about him, as though of the exhalations of the spirits of the hatless British dead lying on the ground.


Perhaps they had been killed in the attack of 19 December, one of many made all along the line in order to hold down the German divisions which otherwise would have been sent to Russia. Living German faces were looking at him, as he could see from his retinae as he moved through a thousand dragging threads of fear, his face feeling transparent, his glance upon the ground. Slowly the big barricade of the German front trench became larger in its fixedness across the lane, beside a white estaminet stabbed all over with bullet marks in its plaster. A thin ragged hedge, clipped and cut by bullets, stood on the other side of the lane. How could he get past that solid-looking barricade? It was frizzed with coils of wire above and around it. He must leave the bike there, and try and find a gap. Ah, there was a way between the sandbag’d door of the estaminet and the barricade. Now he was walking on an area, unrecognised as a field, torn up by circular shell-holes in places; and fifty yards away stood a group of mixed and mud-stained soldiers in khaki greatcoats, goat-skins, and feld-grau jackets. He was safe; he was in No Man’s Land.


“Can you tell me the name of this place, please?”


“St. Yves. ’Oo are yer?”


“London Highlanders. Who are you?”


“Warwicks.”


“I’m looking for the London Rifles.”
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