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13 September 1914

This valley looked like trouble.

Major Neville Thompson squinted through a cold rain out across the broad river valley. It was about a mile wide with a steep slope on the south bank where he stood, and an even steeper one on the north. Both lengths of high ground stood perhaps 300 feet above the valley floor. The slopes were mostly covered by forest, broken here and there by farmhouses and a few villages the Germans hadn’t had time to burn.

The valley bottom was more open and exposed. Through the center meandered the Aisne River, yet another obstacle on the road to Berlin, except this looked to be a bigger obstacle than most. The bridges had all been blown and the river, while only about as wide as the Isis at Oxford, looked deep and unfordable. A series of large villages stood along its banks.

On the far slope, white puffs of artillery fire told him the Germans had decided to make a stand. The ridge the Germans held had several spurs that probed like fingers almost to the river’s edge. Getting across the river and up that slope in the face of those guns, crossfire from the spurs, and surely a few other nasty surprises, would not be a carnival ride.

Well, nothing to do but try.

Major Thompson limped along a muddy stretch of French road that led into the valley. The sheeting rain lashed at his face as he watched his company march into battle. They were soaked to the skin, more asleep than awake from weeks of hard marching and fighting, but they slogged through the mire with a grim determination.

They were also outpacing him and putting him in danger of being left behind.

Thompson had one arm around Sergeant-Major Thomas Cole’s shoulder. Cole was a head shorter than Thompson and made the perfect crutch. He had also turned out to be a good second-in-command after Captain Briggs had his head blown off at Mons.

“This is absurd,” Thompson grumbled as he tried not to put any weight on his sprained ankle. “Two weeks under fire and I’m put out of commission by a shell hole.”

“Oh now sir, don’t you trouble yourself about it. At least the weather hasn’t turned cold enough to snow,” Cole replied.

“Snow would be a blessing. It would harden up these roads. The men are exhausted.”

It had been a miserable two weeks of retreat as the Germans pushed into France. Retreat, skirmish, retreat, skirmish, retreat, all the while leaving poor wounded boys behind for lack of transport. Then, three days ago near the Marne, a miracle. It turned out the Germans were as worn out as they. The enemy blundered by separating their forces when they were almost within sight of Paris. The French and British counterattacked and the Germans withdrew in panic, or so the High Command said.

Thompson wished it had been panic. The Germans had fought a stubborn rearguard action for the last hundred miles. That meant more losses for his company.

This time the men could accept them. No one would ever forget the feeling that blessed morning when they received orders to move north instead of south. Worn out legs suddenly gained new strength, packs didn’t seem so heavy, and everyone was eager to push on to Berlin. To die now would at least mean something.

Thompson hobbled along, leaning on Cole, who took most of his commander’s weight while still carrying his pack and rifle. To their right was a pasture, where amid the churned up mud and droppings lay the butchered remains of a cow, reduced to a cavernous arch of ribs, a mess of offal, four splayed stripped legs, and a head that looked almost ludicrous in its perfect preservation and placid, stupid stare into nothingness.

To the left spread an open field of trampled wheat. At the center was a Royal Army Medical Corps wagon. A pair of medical orderlies treated three British soldiers lying on stretchers, probably wounded in that crackle of gunfire Thompson had heard half an hour before. On a groundsheet beside them sat the slumped figures of a half-dozen German wounded, bandages around heads or arms, left behind by their retreating army.

Sergeant-Major Cole tut-tutted.

“Well, they’ve certainly been given sore treatment, sir. Doesn’t seem fair, sir.”

“We had to leave many of our men behind these past days,” Thompson said.

“Yes, but look! Not a Bosche among the medical lads. We always left someone with our wounded.”

Thompson saw Cole was right. Cole noticed a great deal, which is why Thompson thanked his stars he had reenlisted.

“Yes, well I daresay we will be getting our own fellows back soon enough.”

“Shall we stop and get your ankle wrapped, sir?”

“No, they have real wounded to treat. I’ll put it up when we stop for the night. A few hours off it and I’ll be right as r—”

The two men glanced up at the rain splattering their faces. Both chuckled.

“Well in any case I’ll be on the mend,” Thompson laughed.

Cole edged Thompson further to the side of the road as a pair of horses slogged past drawing a wagon, not military issue but obviously some farmer’s pride and joy requisitioned for the duration. It was filled with worn-out men of the 2/4 Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire, including several from Thompson’s E Company. Some lay prone. Others sat slumped and rocking from side to side with the jouncing of the wagon. In the weeks of constant marching and foul weather, many strong young men had collapsed. Thompson, at 42, would have broken down long before if he hadn’t had a horse much of the time.

“You hurt your ankle, sir?” a young man sitting on the back of the wagon said. He had his boots off and his feet, exposed to the pelting rain, were blistered and bloody.

“Yes, Corporal Willoughby,” Thompson snapped.

The wagon was already pulling ahead. Willoughby called over his shoulder to the driver. “Hello, James! Stop for a moment, if you please.”

The wagon pulled to a halt and Willoughby put on first one, then the other sock, wincing as the wool rubbed against his sores.

“It’s best if you ride, sir. I can walk,” Willoughby said.

“I’m quite all right, corporal.”

“You are far more essential to operations than—ah!”—Willoughby’s sentence was interrupted with a cry of pain as he pulled on one boot—“than I, sir. I’ll walk.” 

“Corporal, I—”

“I think it’s for the best, sir,” Cole said. “We need you fresh, sir.”

Thompson bit his lip, studied the wagon, and with a snarl mounted onto Willoughby’s place as the corporal eased himself off. For a moment Thompson and Cole watched as Willoughby hobbled along the road, using his rifle as a crutch and not even attempting to match the pace of the rest of the battalion.

“Cole,” Thompson said, turning back to him.

“Yes, sir.”

“That’s Hugh Willoughby, I know his parents slightly. Was in the Oxford University Reserves when he was called up. A good boy and fluent in French and German.”

“Well, he certainly should be of some use, sir.”

Cole needed no further instruction. He hurried to catch up with Willoughby—a task that took all of a few seconds—spoke softly with the youth for a moment, and relieved the boy of his pack. Cole loosened the straps, balanced the pack on top of his own, and wrapped the straps around his own pack and under his arms. The two set out, Cole looking like an ant carrying an oversized crumb, Willoughby walking like an old man with a young face. Thompson nodded in appreciation.

The major turned his attention to the men passing by in column. They were drenched, hungry, tired, footsore, but they had a set to their gaze that hadn’t been there a few days before. Even their pace had quickened now that they were chasing instead of being chased. Thompson felt a deep embarrassment to be sitting on the back of this wagon, but Cole and Willoughby were right. He’d be no good to his men if he couldn’t stand on his own two feet when they finally caught up to the enemy.

And when would that be? Were the Germans really making a stand or engaging in just another delaying action? The roadside was littered with evidence of their passing—broken down wagons, dead horses, discarded equipment, and a scattering of empty wine bottles that had obviously been liberated in much the same fashion as the wagon on which he rode. And then there were the burnt villages and farms. Few buildings had been left standing; even the outhouses had been torched.

But of the Germans themselves they had seen little. Daily skirmishes that never amounted to anything but delaying the British advance an hour or two, and a few firm stands while German engineers blew bridges or train trestles. Other than that, the Germans had been content to withdraw almost as quickly as they had once advanced. 

“Surely they plan to make a stand somewhere,” Thompson muttered. “Perhaps this is the place. If they’re organized enough, they’d be fools not to stop here.”

“Pardon, sir?” the slumped man sitting next to him asked. Thompson couldn’t remember his name.

“The Germans. They must be planning to make a stand.”

The private looked around.

“It does look like they legged it through this part, sir.”

Thompson nodded. Most of the buildings here remained intact. There were even a few civilians about. Some were fleeing, pushing handcarts full of their possessions, while others stayed inside and peeked out of the windows. From what he could see of the villages along the river, they looked intact as well.

“Probably in a hurry to blow the bridges and get settled on the north bank,” Thompson said.

“Oh, sir, I think they’ve had enough. Once they saw us coming they knew they were done in and decided to go home.”

Thompson smiled. Such optimism was healthy, especially after all they had been through, but it wasn’t realistic.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a map of France. Hunching over to keep it out of the rain as much as possible, he opened it. The soldier leaned over a bit and looked. When Thompson glanced at him the soldier looked away and sat up straight.

“We are about here,” Thompson said, pointing to a spot about a hundred miles northeast of Paris.

“Where’s the road, sir?” the private asked, leaning in again.

“It’s too small. It’s not on here,” Thompson grumbled. Neither was the village they had just passed through or much of the important topography. The map had been torn out of a Baekdeker’s guide. Real maps were in short supply and he wasn’t of sufficient rank to be graced with one.

“Now as far as I can tell the best place to make a stand would be at this river.”

“That seems right, sir.”

Thompson liked engaging his men in this manner, although many of his fellow officers sneered at the practice. If the men were better aware of the overall nature of the campaign, he reasoned, they could fight more intelligently. He only wished he himself was better aware of what was going on. The higher command hadn’t seen fit to tell him anything except the day’s orders, which consisted of: “Reveille, 0330; Parade, 0400; Breakfast, 0430; March 0530.” After that it was “March” until told to stop.

A distant boom thudded from the north.

“That sounded like the Bosche blowing another bridge, sir,” the private said.

Thompson perked up. There were two more booms in rapid succession.

“No, they’ve already done that. That sounds more like one or two of their 15 centimeter guns,” the major said. “They haven’t used anything that heavy on us for some time.”

“You’re right, sir. It’s been all field guns, and not many of those.”

Several more booms echoed across the valley, sounding strangely muffled yet more resonant because of the rain. The tired men of the column began to look up from their feet and peer curiously in that direction. More puffs of smoke lifted from the north bank of the River Aisne. Thompson wondered what British units were down in the valley getting shelled, but no one had seen fit to tell him that either.

Thompson went back to studying his map, which was rapidly getting soaked no matter how much he tried to protect it.

Just then a staff car came honking through the column, the men parting like a grumbling sea of khaki. Thompson’s battalion commander, Lieutenant-Colonel Nesbitt, rode in the back. Some of his staff sat with him and a few of the other majors and captains trotted behind on their horses.

“Ah, Thompson, there you are!” Nesbitt motioned to him with his swagger stick.

Flushed with embarrassment, he saluted.

“I heard your horse was shot, bad luck. We’ll have to see about getting you a suitable replacement.”

Thompson hopped off the wagon and went over to the staff car with an exaggerated limp.

“You’re wounded, Thompson?”

“It’s minor, sir. I’m still fit to fight.”

“Good show. Hop in. We can’t have you riding in the back of a cart. I’ve heard about your soft touch with the men. That’s all well and good but there are limits, my good fellow.”

As one of Nesbitt’s staff begrudgingly gave him room, Thompson sat down.

“We’re collecting everyone for a staff meeting,” his commander explained. “There’s a village up ahead where we’re setting up. It looks like the Germans have finally decided to make a bit of a stand. You say you’re fit to fight, well, fight you shall.”

With a rev of the engine and a honk of the horn, the car sped down the lane.

“Ah, the famous Company E!” Lieutenant-Colonel Nesbitt said expansively. “We have a bit of a wager about you at Brigade HQ. So tell me, just how did the Oxs and Bucks manage to come out a company extra?”

“If I understand it, sir, I believe the Brigadier said it was a clerical error. By the time it was discovered it was too late to demobilize, sir.”

“A clerical error, indeed! Although I must admit to being perfectly content to have an extra 227 men.”

“It’s now 215, sir.”

Nesbitt’s face darkened a moment.

“Yes, a bloody business this is, Thompson, bloody business. And from what the aeronautic scouts tell us, it is about to get a good deal bloodier.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Private Peter Saunders hummed a tune as he marched through the rain. To be sure, he had never felt so tired in his life, and after just a few hours of waterlogged sleep they’d been awoken at an ungodly hour to march toward the sound of guns through a frigid deluge that soaked his toes from where they stuck out of the front of his ruined boots. Still, the fact that they were marching forward, not backward, made all the difference. The Bosche were on the retreat and after another few miserable weeks they’d be in Berlin and it would all be over. He’d see Candice and little Annabelle for Christmas.

That thought gave energy to his legs as he slogged with the rest of the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire boys along yet another muddy, rainy French road. Everyone grumbled about the rain and the mud just like they had grumbled about the heat and the dust until the weather had turned a week ago, but for Saunders that wasn’t the worst part of the war. No, not the weather or the bad food or the constant marching or even the bit about getting shot at.

The worst part of the war was the smell. He hadn’t had a bath in more than a week. He stank. The whole company stank. The whole army stank. Thousands of stinking, unshaven men marching along in close formation. Add to that the bloated corpses by the side of the road and you had a stench worse than cousin Jimmy’s tannery.

Saunders had hoped that the rain would get rid of the smell; instead it had taken the reek of stale sweat and unwashed armpits and turned it into a musty funk that was even worse. 

He could imagine what it would be like coming home to Candice and Annabelle like this. It would be like a moving picture. There he’d stride onto the screen as the piano player did a cheery rendition of “Rule Britannia”. The grainy black-and-white Saunders would pose and strut all fine in his uniform, preen himself a little, and knock on his own front door. Maybe the piano player would pound on the side of his piano in time to his knocking, clunk clunk clunk, just like that bloke who worked at the Bicester Playhouse did sometimes.

Then the piano player would switch to “Home Sweet Home” as Candice opened the door and flung her arms wide to greet her hero back from the war. They’d fly toward one another, ready to embrace, but at the last moment Candice would swoon, wave her hand in front of her face, and run back inside.

Saunders would scratch his head and look bewilderedly at the audience as they laughed at his expense. Then little Annabelle would come out, ready to leap into Da’s arms. She’d make a face, hold her nose, and flee into the house after her mother.

Saunders would look at the audience distraught, and a moment later Candice would reappear with the washtub in her hands. To riotous applause from the audience, she’d douse him with soapy water. The End. On to the next item in the program.

Yes, I’ll certainly have to find a bathhouse in Berlin once this is all done with. I wonder if the Germans bathe?

He had to get there first, and that meant a few hundred more miles of marching. There was nothing to see along the road but the usual mess, so he focused on putting one foot in front of the other and let his thoughts wander to Christmas.

What should he buy them for presents? Well, he supposed he’d get to stop in Paris on the way back. He could buy Candice some nice French cloth to make a dress. A lot of the wives would be getting that. She’d be in fashion! Annabelle would get a pretty little French doll. At three she didn’t know the difference between a French doll and an English one, but she’d be happy to sit on her Da’s lap next to the Christmas tree and get a gift.

“Five minute’s rest!” Sergeant-Major Cole’s voice rang down the line.

Amid sighs and groans, the column moved to the side of the road and squished down in a meadow. Several of the men took a few further steps, dropped their drawers, and squatted. Saunders wrinkled his nose. Diarrhea had hit the battalion hard. Too much drinking from streams next to well-manured fields. Saunders moved upwind. As he sat down on the wet grass, he broke out some biscuits and watched the Royal Artillery wagons drawing some 18-pounder field pieces up the road, great clots of mud shearing off their wagon wheels.

“Good to see those going up,” Saunders said. “They’ll send the Hun scampering soon enough.”

“Won’t reach,” mumbled Private Timothy Crawford from around a biscuit he was munching as he sat next to Saunders.

“What do you mean?”

“Won’t reach. Those popguns don’t have the range to hit the top of that ridge.”

“Nonsense!” Saunders said. Crawford was one of the biggest grumblers of the bunch. Good man in a fight, though.

“My brother is in the Royal Artillery,” Crawford insisted. “He’s told me a thing or two.”

“Is he is with that lot?”

Crawford shook his head. “The Devil knows where he is right now. But I don’t need him here to tell me those guns can’t reach.”

“Ah well, the 60-pounders will reach, surely,” Saunders said cheerily.

Crawford looked at him. “When’s the last time you saw a 60-pounder?”

“Why, just yest—well, maybe the day before yesterday. No, it might have been a day or two before that.”

Saunders lapsed into silence. He pulled out a photograph from his inside pocket and, hunching over to protect it from the rain, studied the faces of Candice and Annabelle. It was a fine snap of all three of them together, he in his uniform, sitting with Annabelle on his lap, and Candice standing behind him with a hand on his shoulder.

“Be back soon,” he whispered. He saw Crawford glance at him but didn’t notice his expression. He didn’t want to know and didn’t care. Crawford was trouble, and in the army trouble had a habit of catching as quick as a cold.

A series of booms up ahead told him he’d be catching some trouble soon enough. Even from where he sat he could see the white puffs of artillery fire rising to mingle with the low gray clouds.

“Form column!” Sergeant-Major Cole’s voice rang out again.

The men groaned and grumbled as they got to their feet.

“Look lively lads,” Saunders said. “Berlin by October and Oxfordshire by Christmas!”

A few men cheered. Others managed a tired smile. Crawford did not cheer or smile.

Getting down to the valley bottom took much of the morning. The road was clogged with men and wagons. One of the artillery pieces had overturned and caused a blockage. At one corner of the snarled intersection, a harried medical detachment was transforming a large chateau into a hospital and already welcoming its first guests. A German artillery shell screamed overhead and shattered a tree in the chateau’s garden.

The head surgeon, his smock bespattered with blood, stormed out the front door, strode across the manicured front lawn to the overturned gun and the men trying to right it, pointed down the road in the direction of Berlin and shouted,

“That way! Make the war go that way! Can’t you see I’m busy here? My wagons need to get through!”

With that he stomped back to the chateau as the Tommies at the gun stared at him. A bawl from their sergeant made them put their shoulders to the frame and push. The gun gave a bit, but didn’t become unstuck. They borrowed a horse from another team, hitched it to the gun mount, and with a snap of the whip and a pawing at the mud, yanked the gun out of the mud and onto the firmer land of the chateau’s front lawn. It painted a pair of muddy tracks in a large semicircle on the grass before it was reunited with its team and taken back into the column.

The men quickstepped around it the next time they came to open fields. Saunders gritted his teeth at the feel of the fast pace after so many hours, so many weeks.

But they were free of the delay and going forward. The road led steeply down before almost flattening out at the edge of the valley bottom. The land opened up into pastures and farmhouses, dull green and gray in the rain. One of the farmhouses had its roof caved in from a shell. As they marched fully into the open, Saunders glancing over his shoulder and seeing the whole of the Oxs and Bucks behind him, an artillery shell landed with a crump in a field not two hundred yards away.

While nobody flinched, bitter experience made everyone curl in on themselves as they marched, keeping their heads low. A minute later another shell landed, further away this time, and Saunders breathed a little easier as he saw the next stretch of woodland come up.

They found it to be a mixture of orchards and wild growth surrounding a village made up of a dozen or so large stone farmhouses. One building’s wall had a hole the size of man knocked out of it. An 18-pounder now took up the space, the crew firing with its barrel angled at 45 degrees. The shells landed halfway up the slope, well below the German guns.

Saunders was nearly six feet tall, and could look over shoulders of the few rows of men marching ahead of him. Craning his neck first one way and then the other, he could get a good look at what was coming up. The road out of the village widened and became flat and cobbled. Beyond lay the river and over it a bridge. The steel suspension made it halfway across the water before disappearing into a crumpled ruin, only to come back to life twenty feet beyond in a section of almost identical length as the first, still firmly attached to the north shore.

“Single file!” Major Thompson shouted.

There was some shuffling about and bumping by men who should have been in bed instead of marching into enemy fire, but within five steps the column had resolved itself into a single neat column.

“Slow march!”

After another minute Saunders found out why.

Spanning the space between the bridge sections was a single wooden board. Men were going across single file. Major Thompson stood on the other side and the front of the column was just now stepping off the bridge. On the river to the left the Royal Engineers were building a pontoon bridge while further on several rowboats ferried men across. Then it was Saunders’ turn on the board and he had eyes only for that.

A glance down banished any thought of a second look. He focused on the board ahead, allowing his vision to blur out the appalling reach of empty air below.
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