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Introduction
by
John Keegan


Recollections of Rifleman Bowlby belong to the genre of military literature known as ‘a voice from the ranks’. But with this difference: Alex Bowlby, though a genuine private soldier, who apparently never aspired to rise above the rank of Rifleman, was a gentleman. He was not, however, one of Kipling’s ‘gentleman rankers’, one of those déclassé Victorians who enlisted as a desperate escape from social failure in civilian life. War and conscription took him into the army and, once established in his platoon, he seemed content to share its company and observe and record the experience of fighting an infantryman’s war from a worm’s eye view. The result, as the thousands of readers who have enjoyed his memoir since it first appeared in 1969 recognize, is one of the most unusual of all books about the British army in the Second World War.


Much of the book’s individual flavour is lent it by Bowlby’s acute ability to catch and transmit the quality of life in the regiment he belonged to. The ‘3rd Battalion’, as he identifies it, was not an ordinary infantry unit, but part of the Greenjackets, with a high proportion of pre-war regulars in its ranks. Greenjackets – the King’s Royal Rifle Corps and the Rifle Brigade; Bowlby does not tell us which – pride themselves on their independence, the initiative they encourage their NCOs and soldiers to cultivate, and the easy relationship between officers and men. These habits were first developed in the American War of Independence, for which the Greenjackets were raised as skirmishers and sharpshooters, but have been preserved ever since. A final and particular quality is lent to the Greenjackets by the territorial origin of their riflemen. The majority are Londoners, with the Cockney’s quick wit, irreverence and street wisdom, all attributes which the Greenjacket spirit fosters.


The battalion which Bowlby joined had spent a long war fighting in the desert as the motorised infantry unit of an armoured division. When he came to it, however, it had transferred to Italy, lost its vehicles and was operating on foot in the hills and valleys of one of the most dangerous battlefields of the Second World War. The German enemy was of high quality – parachutists and panzer grenadiers whom Hitler had rushed to Italy to rescue the German front there after the collapse of the Mussolini régime in August 1943. Such men quickly learnt to exploit the defensive opportunities the Italian landscape offered and to inflict heavy casualties on all Allied soldiers who came against them.


By a quirk Bowlby missed his battalion’s worst battle of the campaign, a fight for a little hilltop town in the Gothic Line, called, by the Divisional commander when it was over ‘a magnificent failure’. It destroyed most of the company to which he belonged. This episode, though it comes at the end of the book, colours all that he writes about the men with whom he shared the hardships and dangers of the months before. In a sense the book is comedy; but Bowlby’s skill is to indicate, from the moment he draws the reader into his narrative, that tragedy lurks at the end. It is this hint of doom lying over all the men to whom he introduces us that lends Rifleman Bowlby’s recollections their bitter-sweet quality.


This is certainly not the last time that his book will be re-issued. With half a dozen others, it has become a minor classic of soldiers’ memoirs of the British army in the Second World War and will certainly be read as long as that war is remembered.


John Keegan


January 16, 1989




Foreword


AT the battle of El Alamein a battalion of a rifle regiment was attacked by a Panzer Division. Although caught in unprepared positions it gave no ground and destroyed or crippled fifty-seven tanks. General Montgomery sent a message of congratulation, and subsequent honours included a V.C., a D.S.O., and three D.C.M.s. The action set the seal to the Battalion’s Desert reputation. Equipped as a motor-battalion* – one of the original two in the 7th Armoured Division – it had exploited its new role as brilliantly as Sir John Moore’s riflemen had exploited theirs. At Sidi Saleh the Battalion had cut round the rear of the retreating Italians, and supported by two batteries of the R.H.A. had held up the entire army. Enemy tanks penetrated as far as Battalion H.Q. before the attack collapsed. The Italian C.-in-C., General Bergonzoli, surrendered to a company commander. For the time being the Italian Desert army ceased to exist. And later, when Rommel swept back through Libya, the Battalion, whose first Desert C.O. was now commanding the Division, formed one of the ‘flying columns’ operating behind the enemy lines, ambushing convoys and providing G.H.Q. with some badly needed good news.


Before the last push in Tunisia the ‘grapevine’ hummed with the rumour that once the campaign ended Montgomery would take the whole of the 8th Army back to England. This went down particularly well with the Rifles. A regular battalion, some two hundred of its men had been abroad since 1937.


Tunisia fell. The Army re-grouped. Whilst the bulk of it received embarkation orders – for Sicily and Salerno, but few knew that till they got there – some units, including the Rifles, were told they were staying in Tunisia.


Rightly or wrongly the bulk of the Rifles felt they were being picked on. The officer in command at the time described their mood as ‘restless’. Whilst the battalion was getting over their disappointment as best they could, they were told that all the 1937 regulars were to return to England under a repatriation scheme. With a stroke of a pen the powers-that-be broke the battalion in two. The returning regulars were as bitter as the men they left behind. Deprived of a frightening proportion of its most experienced troops the battalion soldiered on. After a spell in Tripoli it moved backwards and forwards between Syria and Egypt, training hard for its next assignment. This turned out to be an unlikely one In April 1944 some Greek units stationed in and around Alexandria received embarkation orders. For political reasons they declined to obey them. The 3rd was used to disarm the Greeks, and then sent to Italy, along with another battalion of the Rifles, in their place.


On landing at Taranto it was equipped with new vehicles. A fortnight later it made its way to the Adriatic front. Twelve hours before being committed it was ordered to cut across Italy and harbour at Capua, north of Naples. When it reached Capua most of its vehicles were taken away. Italy had suddenly become unsuitable for motor-battalions, and the Battalion was to be used as ordinary infantry.


 


 


 


 





* A mechanized infantry unit whose fighting vehicles – Bren-gun carriers and fifteen-hundredweight trucks – enabled it to operate at a range and speed far beyond that of lorried infantry.




Chapter 1


On the Road


IN between Alexandria, where I had joined the Battalion,* and Capua the war-bug got to work. It affected everyone. We were like small boys waiting to play soldiers. And yet as soon as ‘D’ Company landed it demanded a home-leave. A great crowd of cheering riflemen charged through the olive-grove brandishing sheets of paper and shouting ‘Up the Oicks!’ The cry was taken up till the whole grove echoed with it. When it stopped there was a great burst of laughter.


‘What on earth’s happening?’ I asked a rifleman.


‘The lads want a home-leave before they go into action,’ he said. ‘They know they won’t get it, but it’s their way of showing they haven’t forgotten Tunis. They’re getting up a ’round-robin’ to give to the Company Commander.’


The Company Commander received the petition with his usual urbane kindness and ‘D’ Company got on with the war.


The incident reminded me of the time I saw the 1937 regulars arrive back from North Africa. An hour before they were due all the training-camp’s N.C.O.s went to ground. When the regulars arrived I understood why. The men swarmed on to the square, swinging their belts like clubs, and yelling, ‘Where’s the fucking R.S.M.! Come out and fight, you fuckers!’ It was the healthiest sight I had seen for a long time. I never dreamt that within six months I should be in their Battalion, or that I’d have the luck to land in Mr. Lane’s platoon. Most of its riflemen had spent two and three years with the Battalion, and as sailors carry the sea, so they carried the Desert. ‘We’re an Alakefak* lot,’ they told me, not that I needed telling. Their casual air of independence stuck out a mile. Brown as Arabs they moved with the relaxed assurance of successful poachers. Their accent and wit alone marked them as Londoners. Although they hankered for the Smoke they missed the Desert. Cockney Arabs, with a touch of the sand. Mr. Lane had also been in the Desert. His warmth, dash, and sense of humour made itself felt in whatever the Platoon did. We loved him. Sergeant Meadows and Corporal Baker, M.M., were in support. Meadows, a soft-spoken Scot, used the carrot; Baker, five foot one tall, the stick.


During the first three weeks of May the Battalion prepared to go into action on the Adriatic front. ‘D’ Company concentrated on route-marches. The Platoon had its own repertoire of songs, ‘Lili Marlene’ being way out in front. In the Desert the Battalion, in common with other 8th Army units, had made a habit of using captured German weapons against their previous owners, eating any German rations that came to hand, and singing ‘Lili Marlene’. There’s something deeply satisfying about capturing a song, particularly when it’s about a girl. Unlike some units who apparently just sung the song in English, leaving it dripping with sentiment, the Battalion had given ‘Lili’ the works. They had stripped off the schmalz and turned her into a tart who liked it. This was only to be expected from a regiment who had altered the third line of the regimental song, ‘England’s Glory’ so that it went


‘The Riflemen are going away,


They won’t be back for many a day,


They’ve put all the girls in the family way


To fight for England’s Glory.’


We had sung ‘Lili’ on every march since I had joined the Platoon. We knew it backwards, or we thought we did. On one particular afternoon we were returning to camp after practising a river-crossing. Messing about in boats had turned out to be as delightful as Kenneth Grahame makes it out to be. And lying on the bank watching other people do it was even better. The Platoon celebrated with a tremendous cock-a-hoop ‘Lili’. We’d pinched the enemy’s song, pinched his girl in a way, and we flung her back at him like a gauntlet. In the middle of the second verse the song got out of control. One moment we were singing it, the next it was singing us. It took over like an automatic pilot. For the first time in my life I lost all sense of self. I was inextricably part of the Platoon and they were part of me. We were all one. Nothing else mattered. I grinned hugely at my neighbours and they grinned back. In triumph. They’d felt it too. After we’d stopped singing we marched the last hundred yards to the camp in silence. On a route-march we sang and talked and sang again, but not on this one. Everyone had sensed an inexplicable happiness and no one wanted to break the spell. At the time it was a mystery, but a few post-war years of a family grand-guignol helped me to unravel it. As I discovered that peace can be a much more disturbing business than war and that the near-loss of one’s own sense of self under pressure more terrifying than fear of death in battle I began retreating to memories of the war, and the happiness and security it had brought me. It was then that I suddenly felt I understood what had happened on that march. All of us knew that within a few days we would be in action. Any one of us might be killed. Yet none of us gave it a thought. And because we didn’t, because in those great, triumphant shouts we challenged not only the Germans, but the death they stood for, we lost, if only for a moment, the need to protect ourselves. We had let go.


In that last week of May ‘D’ Company was at its peak. So were the other companies. The feel of the Battalion must have delighted the C.O. The old grudges of Tunis had blown away and the enemy was at hand. The powers-that-be chose this moment to shift the Battalion to the other side of Italy and take away its vehicles. The general who decided that the whole of Italy from Cassino onwards would prove the wrong sort of country for motor-battalions had a case, but it was unfortunate that this official reason for the disbanding of motor-battalions should be quickly followed by a detailed account of an incident that had happened to our own 5th Battalion, who were already operating as a motor-battalion in the Cassino area. A tank-regiment had sent five tanks across a bridge. The bridge carne under fire. Three White scout-cars belonging to the 5th followed up the tanks, but the leading vehicle got knocked out in the middle of the bridge. The remaining two Whites withdrew. The tanks across the bridge reported they were being attacked by bazookas. The tank C.O. asked for the 5th’s scout-cars to cross the bridge so that their crews could deal with the bazookas. The 5th’s C.O. said that the shell-fire was too heavy. Whilst they were arguing the bazookas knocked out all five tanks. The Divisional General happened to be a tank man. As far as our battalion was concerned one motorized balls-up had cost us our vehicles. The 1st Battalion lost theirs too. But not the 5th. They were to still operate as a motor-battalion. This infuriated us. Apart from being responsible for the shake-up the 5th was a territorial Battalion with less than a year’s battle experience and nothing much to show for it. They had been in the Division longer than the other two battalions, hence their privilege. ‘That bloody shower!’ was the 3rd’s way of describing the 5th. A wit amended this to ‘the Mobile Bath-unit’. The name stuck.


After immediate regimental pressure the 3rd and 1st were allotted more Bren carriers than the normal infantry establishment. The motor-companies ceased to exist. Instead of four fifteen-hundredweights a platoon there was one. Drivers and mechanics became ordinary riflemen, and R.A.S.C. three-tonners took the place of the fifteen-hundredweights. There was something infra dig about being carried by the Service Corps. Men who had fought their way all over Africa had developed a keen sense of independence and one-upmanship. This was destroyed overnight. In the Battalion re-organizations that followed Mr. Lane went to a carrier platoon. We did our best to accept this as just one of those things.


The Battalion arrived at Capua on May 25th. From then onwards it was at twenty-four hours to move operationally. Cassino had fallen on the 11th, the Adolf Hitler line on the 25th. The Division was waiting to exploit the break-through. On the 28th we got the wire. We were moving off at 8 a.m. the following day.


The prospect of action roused the platoon. And I had something else to get excited about. It happened to be my twentieth birthday, and when the post-corporal arrived with the Platoon’s mail eight out of twelve letters were for me, along with a pound of Dunhill’s ‘Royal Yacht’. After I had had four letters in a row there was an outcry. When I explained there were shouts of ‘Sweet seventeen, and never been kissed!’ and ‘Leave ’im alone, ’e’s a big boy now.’ (This from Corporal Baker.) The parcels did it. I burst out laughing and didn’t stop till I reached my bivouac. Who could have had a better start to a birthday? After reading my mail I lay down under an olive-tree, and filled my favourite pipe. This had caused something of a sensation. Its size and shape had drawn comparisons with a two-inch mortar, a saxophone, and a lavatory bowl. To me it had become a talisman. As I lit it a piece of raw tobacco fell in my eye. The pain was explosive. I leapt to my feet and clapping both hands to the eye ran round in circles. My performance mystified the Platoon – ‘What’s he at?’ they shouted – until Sergeant Meadows caught hold of me, and found out. Whilst he removed the tobacco Corporal Baker remarked that when the Germans saw my pipe they’d ‘pack it in’.


We spent the rest of the day packing stores and equipment. Everything except our bedding and mortar-bombs, which were to travel on the fifteen-hundredweight, along with Sergeant Meadows, was stowed on the three-tonner. We then practised getting on board ourselves. We needed to. The first time we tried it only half the Platoon could squeeze in. After a lot of re-packing all twenty-four of us made it.


That night I sat outside my bivouac chatting to O’Connor, a thirteen-stone publican from County Cork (by way of Shoreditch). He gave the impression of being as firmly rooted as the trees around him, a comforting one just then.


‘The first time you were in action, Paddy, were you afraid of running away?’ I asked him.


O’Connor chuckled.


‘Yerrah, I’d say!’


‘Did you feel afraid of being afraid?’


‘Now don’t start worrying, Alec. I’ll look after you.’


‘It’s funny, you know. I feel excited and afraid at the same time.’


‘You’ll be all right.’


We grinned at one another.


O’Connor turned in, suggesting I do the same, but for some time I sat looking at the stars, trying to find an answer.


The first thing in the morning O’Connor went to scrounge some tea from the cooks. He ran back shouting ‘They buggered off! Ernie Cross and Joe Bates. Them and three others!’


O’Connor enjoyed the incredulous shouts of ‘No!’ (Cross had been my section-commander, and Bates had also belonged to it) then added: ‘They took a three-tonner full of food and petrol with them!’


Everyone laughed except Baker. When Rifleman Cooper shouted ‘Good luck!’ Baker snapped his head off.


‘Turn it up, Titch,’ said Cooper defensively. ‘If they’ve ’ad enough now’s the time to pack it in.’


‘We’d be well there if everyone said that!’


‘Sammy’s right,’ said Phillips. ‘Better it ’appens now than in the Line.’


‘Better it ’appens nowhere!’ said Baker.


O’Connor had the last word, as usual.


‘Yerrah,’ he said. ‘I bet the C.O.’s doing his nut!’


The desertion of Cross and Bates reminded me of the times I had just avoided a beating at school whilst others hadn’t. I had the same guilty feeling of excitement. The ethics of desertion had a deeper pull. They were so unexpected.


During breakfast a Corporal Swallow arrived to take over command of my section. He had never been in action and the Desert men knew it. His barrack-room style of giving orders cut no ice with them. They just grinned. Swallow blushed.


When the Platoon boarded the three-tonner Humphreys came into his own. He and two others who had just joined the Battalion had belonged to a 1st Army unit, and had come in for some heavy ribbing from the Desert men. Humphreys thrived on it. He wore his beret as if he were still wheeling a barrow, and one look at his face made you want to laugh. When the three-tonner began revving-up he let fly a tremendous ‘Moo!’ As we moved off ‘Moos!’ and ‘Baa-ahs!’ were passing down the length of the company, and on into the next. This delighted us.


The Battalion joined the Brigade convoy, which joined the Divisional convoy, which joined a Corps convoy; the result was reputed to be twenty miles long. Its official speed was 8 m.p.h., the actual one nearer 5 m.p.h. The main roads had been mined and, nose to tail, we meandered up country lanes. These were picketed with warning notices of ‘Dust is Death – watch your dust’, the enemy being in the habit of shelling dust clouds. We watched our dust all right. The gap between the three-tonner’s tarpaulin and the tailboard sucked it up like a vacuum cleaner. We let down the flap-end of the tarpaulin but lack of air soon made us open it again. We tried taking the tarpaulin off altogether – an awkward job on the move. This stopped the vacuum. It also exposed us to the effects of sun-glare on steel and the blinding whiteness of the dust. We replaced the tarpaulin. The dust poured in. At times we couldn’t see across the truck. And whenever we halted the sun got just that bit more grip on the tarpaulin. By midday the heat was worse than the dust. We lay around in sticky lumps, too exhausted to even speak.


In the afternoon the convoy moved on to a road. At the first halt someone suggested brewing up. The Platoon sprang to life. One man filled a cut-down biscuit-tin with petrol, another filled the brew-can. The water boiled in less than thirty seconds. A packet of tea, half a tin of evaporated milk, and handfuls of sugar produced a brew of right colour and consistency. Most of us ate our bully – we had a tin each – and biscuits, but Humphreys opened his emergency rations as well. This was a tin of concentrated chocolate marked ‘Not to be opened except by order of an officer.’ Humphreys read the instructions out loud, then opened the tin, remarking, ‘Makes it taste better, don’t it.’


After this I fell asleep, waking up in time to see a difference between Coke and Humphreys. Coke was a hard case. He invariably looked as if he had just heard the worst possible news, and his flattened, yellow features didn’t soften the blow. Nor did his methods of looking after Number One. He had seen to it that he was first on to the three-tonner, so as to secure the most comfortable position, up against the stores in the depth of the truck. This hadn’t proved as luxurious as he had hoped, and using his size eleven boots like two tanks he set about moving house. Ignoring his neighbours’ curses he wriggled around until he found the right spot for his back, bottom, and legs. His boots ended up on Humphreys’s legs. Humphreys was asleep, or appeared to be. When Coke showed no signs of moving his boots Humphreys opened one eye.


‘Do us a favour, Cokey, will you?’ he said. Just move your flipping boots!’


Coke sneered at him.


‘Where do you think you are?’ he said. ‘The back parlour?’


Humphreys sat up quickly, and flicked Coke’s feet on to the floor.


‘Watch it,’ said Coke, without conviction.


Humphreys laughed; it was an extraordinary sound, like someone swallowing soup. There was no answer to it. Humphreys looked round for another victim, and spotted Page asleep by the tailboard. Leaning forward he dug him in the ribs. Page jumped. ‘What’s up!’ he said.


‘We’re surrounded!’ hissed Humphreys. ‘’Ordes of ’em!’


Page grinned.


‘You wouldn’t be ’ere if we was,’ he said.


Humphreys examined Page’s face as if it caused him pain.


‘What an ’orrible face you’ve got, Page! Why don’t you go and ’ide your ’orrible face?’


Page leered back at him.


’Orrible ’Umphreys, why don’t you go and get your ’orrible knees brown.’


This was a nice piece of impudence, Page being a year younger than myself, and as much of a rookie. But Humphreys replied by switching targets.


‘Anyone like ’arf a bully sandwich?’ he asked invitingly.


‘Yeah, I would, Barney,’ said Gibson, who had been at Dunkirk, and hadn’t quite recovered from it.


‘So would I,’ said Humphreys.


Everyone laughed except Gibson.


‘You blooming First Aarmy wallahs!’ he yelled. ‘You want to get some sand in your ’air!’


Humphreys took this on his glove.


‘Don’t give us that,’ he said. ‘All you Eighth Army blokes did was brew-up. It took a real army to sock old Rommel.’


They howled him down with ‘Come off it!’, ‘Get your knees brown!’ and ‘You couldn’t punch pussy!’ O’Connor chuckled noisily, and I knew the big stuff was coming.


‘Yerrah?’ he said. ‘I’ll never forget the time we took some prisoners in Tunisia. They told us they were waiting for the Eighth Army, as they didn’t want to surrender to boys!’


Page chipped in on the laughter.


‘Why don’t you blokes turn it up?’ he said. ‘You know you ’ad to wait for real soldiers like me and old Alec to win the war for you.’


This brought the house down.


In the late afternoon we passed through the outskirts of Cassino. Tanks and carriers lay around like burnt tins on a rubbish heap. A row of black crosses, topped with coal-scuttle helmets, snatched our pity. The smell – the sour-sweet stench of rotting flesh – cut it short. Instinctively I realized I was smelling my own kind, and not animals. I understood what they must feel in a slaughter-house. These dead were under the rubble. If we could have seen their bodies it would have helped. The unseen, unconsecrated dead assumed a most terrifying power. Their protest filled the truck. We avoided one another’s eyes.


After a hot meal – a dispatch-rider delivered some vacuum flasks containing stew, rice pudding and tea – we settled down for a night on the road. We were all prepared to lump it – all except Coke. He shifted himself about like a dog with fleas, and the men near him got little sleep. At dawn the convoy negotiated an exceptionally bumpy diversion, leaving the road and crossing a series of half-filled mine-craters. The truck bucked like a steer. A rifle lodged in the roof of the truck, in between the framework and the tarpaulin, fell – on to Coke’s foot. The Platoon cheered loudly.


After breakfast – porridge and bacon, as usual – Humphreys had a brief patter with Page, then turned his attention to Coke, who was looking sourer than ever.


‘’ad kittens yet, Cokey boy?’ he asked him.


‘Why don’t you get stuffed!’ said Coke.


‘What, and look like you?’


Coke glowered at him.


‘Don’t look at us like that, Cokey! You’re bad for me ’eart, you are!’


‘You’ve got more mouth than a cow’s got cunt!’


‘Naughty, naughty!’ said Humphreys, and looking up at the tarpaulin he began singing:


‘Get away, you dirty bastard,


Get away from me!


I ain’t no prairie flower,


I ain’t no rose!


Keep off my nasal organ,


Keep away from me!


If you want a bit o’ bum,


You can have my chum,


But you’ll get fuck all from me!’


Humphreys then turned towards the tailboard and shielding his eyes peered dramatically at nothing.


‘There they be, pard!’ he shouted at Page. ‘Them varmint Indians again!’


Crooking his finger he leant out over the tailboard and went ‘Boom! Boom! Boom!’ Page followed suit. The performance ended with Humphreys shouting, ‘And another Redskin bit the dust!’


Soon after this the convoy struck the dustiest lane yet. In the thick of it, when we couldn’t see one another for dust, Humphreys shouted, ‘How’s this suit you sandy-haired shite-hawks!’


Back on the road we halted for the umpteenth time. We had just decided we could not afford another brew until later in the day when Sergeant Meadows looked in on us.


‘De-bus, lads,’ he said quietly. ‘There’s some German paratroopers about, and the convoy may be attacked.’


For a moment no one moved. The paratroopers’ defence of Cassino was still fresh in our minds. Nobody wanted to meet them.


‘All right, lads!’ shouted Baker. ‘Let’s have you!’


The Platoon piled out of the truck and took up positions on either side of the road. I was anxiously peering through a gap in a hedge when I heard someone running down the road. It was a R.E.M.E. sergeant brandishing a Tommy-gun swathed in flannelette.


‘For Christ’s sake show me how it works!’ he yelled. ‘I’ve never fired the bloody thing!’


We all burst out laughing. The Sergeant halted uncertainly. Sergeant Meadows took the gun off him, unwrapped it, and showed him how it worked.


This snapped the tension. We were no longer worried about paratroopers. If they came, they came. In the meanwhile we began reading some leaflets scattered in the ditches. (The Germans made a point of shelling their line of retreat with propaganda.) These were crude, in both senses. One had an illustration of a G.I. lifting a girl’s skirt underneath a tree. Humphreys read the ‘story’ out loud, with appropriate gestures.


‘This is a true account of what happened to an innocent girl from Maidstone who met an American.’ (At this point Humphreys assumed a falsetto): ‘One night I was walking home when an American soldier asked me if he could accompany me. Not knowing Americans (“Much!” said Humphreys, in his normal voice) I said yes. On the way he pointed to some bushes and said there was a lovely view from them. We went over and sat down. He opened a can of beer and after he had had a drink he pulled me into the bushes, inned me and outed me, wiped his tallywock on my skirt, pissed in the beer, and walked away whistling “God Save the King.”’


We had a belly-laugh at this. I wished the author could have heard us. As it was we began collecting the leaflets, as one collects stamps. Humphreys and I were contesting a juicy-looking specimen when it tore in two. As we glared at one another Sergeant Meadows shouted, ‘O.K., lads! On the truck! False alarm!’


We clambered on board, talking noisily, and the convoy moved on.


 


 


 


 





* To distinguish it from the other two Rifle battalions with whom it was brigaded I shall call it the 3rd Battalion.


* Arabic for – literally – ‘Happy-go-lucky’. The Platoon laced their talk with Arabic – Maleesh (‘It doesn’t matter’) and Bardin (‘In a little while’) were two other favourites – Hindi, and Cockney.




Chapter 2


The Night Attack


LATER that day the Company left the main convoy, and wandered off by itself. The enemy were thought to have abandoned a particular mountain; we were to make sure they had.


We climbed the mountain, found that the enemy had pulled out, and climbed down again next morning. The exercise gave us a glimpse of things to come. The view from the top of the mountain was – mountains. There seemed no end to them.


Towards evening we harboured next to a battery of 3.7s. ‘Dig in,’ we were told. After completing a ‘minimum’ trench – eighteen-inch deep, body-length – I settled down for a nap. The gunners opened up with a barrage that lasted three hours. I slept right through it.


Our next move – at 2 a.m. – took us into the mountains. As I tumbled sleepily out of the three-tonner I saw the dawn. It was breaking over the mountains, pale yellow over jet-black. I had never seen anything so beautiful. The yellow changed to pink, the pink to orange and then Swallow tapped me on the shoulder.


‘Report to the C.S.M. with a spade,’ he said.


I knew what that meant.


The C.S.M. had picked out a soft piece of ground but I didn’t appreciate it. This was the second day running Swallow had detailed me for a latrine fatigue.


‘Working up an appetite?’ shouted Baker.


He came over and listened to me letting off steam.


‘And to think of all the money your pa spent on your education,’ he said. ‘Then you end up with us lot. Still, that’s what comes of being a capitalist. Your pa earned ’is pile inching pennies off blind men and swiping the jam off the kiddies’ bread. So it serves you right.’


I had heard the ‘jam and pennies’ part before, but it still made me laugh. Satisfied with my change in mood Baker sat down.


‘You ’eard Swallow’s latest?’ he said. ‘’e’s trying to take over platoon sergeant.’


Apparently Swallow had discovered that he was senior corporal in the Platoon, Baker’s M.M. and battle experience counting for nothing, and had told Sergeant Meadows that he, Swallow, ought to be acting platoon sergeant in place of Baker. Meadows had persuaded him not to press his claim for the time being, but there was nothing to prevent Swallow eventually taking over unless, of course, the Platoon received a new officer. It was rough on Baker.


The harbour’s setting – a cross between the Cotswolds and the West Highlands – put the Company in holiday mood. The discovery of a neighbouring torrent made the day. The touch of that ice-cold water is something I’ve never forgotten. I splashed around like a child, laughing at the way the water swept between my legs, then plunged under, shedding all the dust and stickiness in one ecstatic thrust. Afterwards I lay on the bank with O’Connor and Cooper without a care in the world. The sun soon dried us, and we began stuffing one another’s mouths with grass. Cooper had a warmth and gentleness that he expressed almost entirely with his eyes. When I was with him words no longer had the same – overrated – value. Tiring of grass-stuffing we watched the rest of the Company in the water. Their nakedness had a timeless quality. Argonauts at play.


Swallow was waiting for us at the harbour.


‘There’s a company orders group on,’ he told us. ‘A platoon one’s coming up.’


He returned from this at his most pompous.


‘Tonight,’ he said, ‘the Company is to attack a village five miles the other side of this hill. It is thought that the remaining enemy, estimated at between thirty and forty strong, are pulling out tonight, and our object is to get there before they do.’


‘Sod that!’ said Gibson. ‘Why can’t we let them get out first?’


The section tittered.


‘Those are the orders!’ snapped Swallow. ‘And no more funny stuff!’


‘All right, matey, don’t do your nut,’ said Gibson, giving me a sly grin.


Swallow opened up a large-scale map and showed us the village – it was on top of a hill – and the route we were to take. I was glad I wasn’t leading the way.


‘The trucks will take us to a start-line a mile from the village,’ continued Swallow. ‘We will rendezvous with “A” Company, who will occupy the hill on our left. The order of march is Four Platoon, Five, Six and H.Q. We shall be leading section of the Company.’ (There were groans at this.) ‘Each rifleman will carry a pick or shovel, two hundred rounds of ammo., two grenades, and four Bren magazines. Steel helmets will be worn. So will greatcoats – in bandolier style. Small-packs, gas-capes, and entrenching* tools will be carried in the usual way. Make sure you fill your water-bottles. The Platoon will start getting dressed at 20.00 hours. We move off at 20.45 hours, and should be in the village by midnight. Any questions?’


‘Yerrah,’ said O’Connor. ‘When’s mangiare up?’


‘In half an hour!’ said Swallow, glaring at O’Connor as if he wanted to lecture him on the sort of question he ought to have asked.


After supper I slipped off by myself. The mountains I had watched at dawn had their colours now – deep-sea greens and greys, and stipples of red earth. They were comfortable mountains, ones you could live with. Time had worn away their teeth. There remained a soft beauty, an indefinable air of benevolence. As I looked at them I remembered the Chinese philosophers who lived in the mountains and who did nothing except watch the dawn and sunset. How right they were. What would they have made of us? To rub in the irony everything was absolutely quiet. You couldn’t hear a voice, let alone a gun. The war might have been a hundred miles away. I thought of the Germans in the village and wondered if they were thinking the same.


When I returned the Platoon were dressing for the attack. The greatcoats were hell.


‘This is ’ow the poor sods dressed in the last war, ain’t it?’ said Page.


‘Well, I ’ope they don’t think they’re still fighting the same fucking war,’ said Humphreys, giving his coat a vicious thump.


One or two of the Desert men were old hands at the game, and went round fixing the coats. Time was getting short so I tried to finish mine by myself. The result looked like a pantomime sausage. When I draped it round me the Platoon stopped to watch.


‘Send for the midwife, Charlie!’ yelled Humphreys.


Baker provided the equivalent, after a provisionary ‘If your pa could see you now!’ He then shoved a pick between the small of my back and my haversack, and hung pouches of Bren magazines round my neck.


‘Blooming Christmas trees!’ muttered Gibson.


O’Connor took me on one side.


‘Remember, Alec,’ he said. ‘Keep your nut down. Death or glory boys don’t last.’


I appreciated the advice, although there didn’t seem any danger of my breaking it. I was more concerned about not running away. The mixture of fear and excitement I had felt the night before we left Capua intensified. It was like sitting in a boxing-ring, waiting for the bell.


We left harbour at dusk. The trucks drove without lights, and we took nearly two hours to cover five miles. When we dismounted it was so dark we could hardly see one another. Swallow went to look for Sergeant Meadows. When he came back he pointed vaguely into the darkness, and said, ‘The village is up there. We’re starting right away.’


I had always imagined that all real attacks would go like clockwork, and had wondered how I would fit in. Not being able to even see the hill our objective was on made me feel more confident.


The section lined up in single file. Sergeant Meadows had a word with each of us, cracked a joke, then led us into a field. Half-way across I saw a wall. The hill was behind it. We went through a gap in the wall and into a strip of olive-trees. Behind them was another wall. We were at the foot of a terrace. The novelty appealed to me. I hadn’t heard of a night attack up an olive terrace.


All went well until the fourth wall. Sergeant Meadows halted very suddenly. The section piled gently into one another, like dodgems in slow motion.


‘The bloody path’s finished!’ whispered Meadows.


We hunted round for another. There wasn’t one. We had to climb the walls. In daylight and without extra equipment this would have been easy. As it was we couldn’t pick the rotten foothold and the weight of equipment destroyed any sense of balance. The section managed the first wall without a spill. O’Connor was half-way up the second when he fell on top of me. Together we knocked Gibson flat. The three of us rolled in a heap, laughing and swearing. Swallow hissed at us to be quiet. He then ticked off O’Connor for being clumsy. At the next wall Swallow fell off himself. I cheered silently.


As we gained height we heard the rest of the Company crashing after us. They sounded like elephants in the jungle. The sound must have carried for miles. We looked at one another and laughed out loud. There would be no Germans in the village. How could there be, when the advance was only fit for the Marx Brothers? But the farce soon lost its edge. At one wall I fell off three times. If we fell on our backs, which we invariably did, the weight and placing of our equipment made it almost impossible to get up by ourselves. We floundered around like unhorsed knights until someone on their feet helped us up. Once over a wall we lay on our side, getting our breath back, and wiping the sweat off our faces – not being able to do this whilst climbing proved infuriating. The slow-running rivulets on either side of my nose felt like crawling flies.


We had one five-minute rest. The agony of starting up again ruled out any more. We paused only for breath, and to adjust equipment. Some of mine was beyond hope. The pick-helve had rubbed the back of my neck raw, my bayonet-scabbard tripped me on the terraces – as if the walls weren’t enough – and my steel helmet kept falling over my eyes. This I took in my fall, as you might say. But not the Bren magazines. Utility pouches consist of two pouches linked by a strip of webbing. The only place to wear them is round your neck. They hung round mine like pendulums in a gale. The weight of the magazines – ten pounds – forced my chin on to my chest. As I walked they yanked at my neck. I cursed them aloud. They yanked back.


We blundered on, lost in our own particular nightmares, until a word from Meadows drew us together.


‘There’s a casa up here,’ he whispered. ‘There may be some Teds* inside. Come up and cover me whilst I have a dekko.’


The house stood in a small clearing. Meadows walked up to the front door. He paused uncertainly, then knocked. Somebody scuffled away from the other side of the door. The section released safety-catches. Meadows knocked again. No sound this time. As Meadows put an ear to the door, O’Connor strode forward and put his rifle-butt through a window. Screams of ‘Mamma mia! Mamma mia!’ blasted the night. We grinned with relief.
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